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Abstract 

 

 This Text, which ‘only exists in the movement of a discourse’ (Barthes, 1977:157), endeavours 

to illuminate the importance of dialogue in the realization of collective authorship. It springs from RSVP, 

an encounter that took place as a part of Brink performance festival 2011, and draws on other practices 

which fall under the participatory, dialogical or relational umbrella. By using post-structuralist critiques of 

authorship to re-define the Author no longer as the purveyor of meaning and significance, but rather as 

the point at which meaning is assembled, new possibilities and relations in both art and life are 

revealed. This will ultimately signal the shift of authorship from the singular ‘writer’ to the plural 

‘readers’, and thus meaning will be dispersed. 

 The importance of this transformation will be foregrounded through the lens of Karl Marx’ 

(2008) notion of alienation, which suggests that under the weight of convention and expectation the 

individual loses authorship of their encounters and society as a whole suffers. Clark Moustakas’ (1967, 

1990, 1994) advocacy of creativity and collective self-discovery will be offered as a remedy for this 

state of affairs. 

 Finally, dialogue as defined by David Bohm (2000, 2004) is exposed as an invaluable way to 

open the conceptual space required for such creativity and collective self-discovery to occur. Here it is 

suggested that the dissolving of dichotomies, and consequent conviviality that dialogue generates, can 

act as a platform for reaffirming individuality whilst never losing sight of our connectedness to others. 
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 The death of the Author was declared in 1968 by Roland Barthes (Barthes, 1977:13). It was, 

socially and politically speaking, a turbulent time as France was on the brink of revolution and 

confrontations between police and students in Paris spread in similar clashes all around the world. 

(Marxists Internet Archive) Amid the destabilisation and the furore of the people it is not surprising that 

the omnipotent Author was toppled from his previously undisputed throne. The territory of authorship 

has been well-trodden by preeminent theorists of the twentieth century such as post-structuralists 

Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida. Also influenced by the French 

phenomenological1 tradition, they expounded critiques of the human subject, of meaning and of the 

very possibility of authorship itself (Sarup, 1993:1-2). It is, however, in the rich heritage of post-

structuralism that this Text is rooted, with a view to illuminating the value of dialogue, specifically as 

theorized by quantum physicist David Bohm (2000, 2004), in the performance of collective authorship. 

 A preliminary understanding of Barthes term ‘Text’ is required as a suggestion for how the 

words on these pages may be engaged with: 

 

a text is made of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into mutual 
relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there is one place where this multiplicity 
is focused and that place is the reader, not, as hitherto said, the author. The reader is 
the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed without any of 
them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin but in its destination. 
(Barthes, 1977:148) 

 

 It is significant to note that the death announced by Barthes, in what was ‘the single most 

influential meditation on the question of authorship in modern times’ (Burke, 1999:19), was of the 

Author, suggesting a single entity, a single authority. For Barthes this death denoted the ‘birth of the 

reader’ (1977:148), however, it is from here that this Text departs – the notion of the reader is instead 

expanded in order that the concept of ‘collective authorship’ may blossom. It will be suggested that, as 

proffered by Marx and Hegel, we are alienated from our own lives (Sayers, 2003). This is an effect of 

‘mystification’ – a term which Barthes borrowed, also from Marx (Sturrock, 1989:59). In other words, we 

no longer possess control or authorship over our own experiences, but are hardly able to see why that 

might be a problem in terms of self-discovery and the progression of our relations with others. This Text 

aims to be demystifying, to be revealing, to be a caesura. The idea is not that it should put forward a 

concrete solution to the issues raised, but that it might illuminate possible openings for further thought 

and perhaps even change. It is a suggestive Text claiming no authority and is thus dialogical in nature; 

it begs anyone who engages with it to be equally open and suggestive, because any alternative way of 

engaging with an Other ‘degenerates...into a polite avoidance of the issues’ (Bohm, 2000:241). 

                                                           
1 Phenomenology is ‘“the study of phenomena”, where the notion of a phenomenon coincides, roughly, with the notion of experience’ (Cerbone, 2010:3). It 

is therefore inextricable from ‘consciousness as experienced from the first-person point of view.’ (Smith, 2011) It is an assessment of the distinctiveness of 

experience at the very moment it is experienced by a subject, prior to any secondary inflections of accepted knowledge which may covertly cloud our 

horizon (Giorgi in Seamon, 1979:16). 
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 Rather than striving to reclaim the status of sole Author of our encounters, the performances 

referred to throughout this Text will demonstrate that collective authorship offers creative possibilities 

that the isolation of sole authorship does not afford. By drawing on Clark Moustakas’ (1967) advocacy 

of creativity, here defined as the ‘experience of expressing and actualizing one’s individual identity in an 

integrated form in communion with one’s self, with nature, and with other persons’ (Moustakas, 

1967:26), and the assertion that ‘[c]reativity entails a communicative experience which is cross-

relational[, i]t is an intersubjective2 and interactive dialogue bringing its participants together in the 

activity of interpretation, exchange and understanding,’ (Negus and Pickering, 2004:23) it will be 

proposed that dialogue is the ultimate surrender of sole authorship and is therefore pivotal to the 

accomplishment of collective authorship. 

 The realization of dialogue does, however, bring its own requirements. Bohm stipulates that 

dialogue takes time and that one must be self-reflexive and open to change. It requires participants to 

remain open, sympathetic and honest; one cannot hide behind false niceties only offering what one 

believes others want to hear, one must not rigidly stand by preconceptions and prejudices, and it is of 

great importance to remain constantly aware that every thought we have is a product of our upbringing, 

our surroundings and other subtle influences that colour our perceptions, we must instead aim to think 

with others. (Bohm and Peat, 2000:240-247) This state of interaction ‘frees the mind to move in quite 

new ways’, and in the space opened up by dialogue we might achieve ‘dynamic unity within plurality’ 

(ibid.:242-243). 

 The endeavour of this Text is thus to proffer the idea that more value ought to be invested in 

dialogue so that the performance of collective authorship may be realized. It shall be revealed that the 

space opened by such an undertaking can lead to a deeper understanding of our encounters in the 

world and give rise to new creative possibilities. As with any suggestion of transition, the ideas may 

raise feelings of uneasiness, however, it is important to bear in mind that ‘[w]e only think when we allow 

the world to affect us, to grip us, or do violence to our fixed and commonsense ways of perceiving’ 

(Colebrook, 2002:xliii), and it is only in the spaces opened by questioning commonsense perceptions 

that we can grow. 

 

                                                           
2 Intersubjectivity, a term used in philosophy, psychology, sociology and anthropology, is broadly taken to refer to ‘the variety of possible relations between 

people’s perspectives’ (Gillespie and Cornish, 2010:19). It has been proposed that ‘“to be” is to be related’ (Krishnamurti in Bohm, 2004:47), which would 

suggest that we are inherently inter-subjects; we are aware of one another as points of differing perspective, and thus are aware that we ourselves are 

seen and therefore defined by a never-ending amalgam of these perspectives. 
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Artistic Heritage 

 

 In recent years there has been a renewed surge of artists, such as Tino Sehgal, Igor Dobricic, 

Bojana Cvejic and Jan Ritsema, and collective The Haircut Before the Party, whose work relies upon 

the engagement and participation of their audience. I would include my own practice in this cohort. 

There are many subtly varied categories under which one may place these artists including 

participatory, dialogical and relational art. 

 Participatory art, which surfaced in the 1960s, has been defined in terms of its three central 

concerns: ‘activation; authorship; [and] community3’ (Bishop, 2006:12). Artist Tino Sehgal, for example 

instigated a piece in 2006 entitled This Progress. A reviewer for the New York Times began to describe 

the encounter, in its appearance at the Guggenheim in 2010, thus; 

 

It begins when you walk a short way up the rotunda ramp. A child comes over to greet 
you. My greeter, a girl of 9 or 10, introduced herself as Giuliana and stated matter-of-
factly, “This is a piece by Tino Sehgal.” She invited me to follow her and asked if she 
could ask me a question. “What is progress?” I gave a broad answer, then at her 
request, a clarifying example. We went further up the ramp. 
(Cotter, 2010) 

 

The commencement of Sehgal’s work relies entirely upon the participation of the viewer. His 

background in political economy and dance has resulted in a strong distaste for material items; he 

believes that there are already too many useless objects in the world and so aims ‘to make something 

(a situation) from virtually nothing (actions, words) and then let that something disappear, leaving no 

potentially marketable physical trace.’ (ibid.) In a Sehgal exhibition there is consequently never an item 

to be contemplated at a distance except, perhaps, for another participant. 

 Dialogical practices incite a similar displacement of inert objects and instead are described as 

positioning the relationship between the viewer and the work (of art) ‘as a decentering, a movement 

outside self (and self-interest) through dialogue extended over time’ (Kester, 2004:85). The Haircut 

Before the Party are a current collective temporarily situated in the Toynbee Street salon in London 

where they are: 

 

offering locals, individuals and groups a convivial space where different discourses can 
meet through the act of cutting hair for free. The salon is a space where conversations 
are initiated, built upon, networked and mapped, a space where friendship and trust 
come before membership and hierarchies. 
(Arts Admin, 2011) 

                                                           
3 The concept of community, often perceived in terms of a ‘shared consciousness shaped by common experiences of life and labour’ or as a ‘collective 

identity’ (Kester, 2004:15), is rife with contestation and has both positive and negative implications. These shall be explicated towards the end of Chapter 

Two. 
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 The situation created by breaking down conventional systems of exchange and relation is 

central to these practices in which ideas can be shared and built upon through open-ended dialogue. 

The Haircut Before the Party express concerns about the separation of people in both their working and 

social lives: ‘[n]o space is social and no time is left empty.’ (Anon, 2011) They articulate our reliance 

upon technologies which keep us constantly connected to the world, yet are designed for solo use, and 

express the impact this is having on society as a whole: ‘[e]verything has become I as one relates to 

the world’ (ibid.). Their consequent hope is to counter this paradoxically crowded isolation by creating 

opportunities to relate to others freely and in person again, in order that we might be able to break 

down the artificial barriers that are currently in place, and to relate to the world, in relation to others. 

 Relational practices also address the current state of human relations and are described as ‘a 

period of time to be lived through, like an opening to unlimited discussion...an art form where the 

substrate is formed by intersubjectivity, and which takes being-together as a central theme’. (Bourriaud, 

2002:15) Artist Félix González-Torres, for example, created work in which one’s relation to an object 

and, through that, to other individuals, is foregrounded. He presented piles of paper or sweets in 

galleries, which visitors were invited to take. This inevitably gave rise to a contemplation of one’s own 

actions in relation to others – if they took something they would contribute to the disappearance of the 

piece and the possibility for more people to encounter it would therefore diminish. His work thus allotted 

‘pride of place to the negotiation and construction of a cohabitation’ (ibid.:56). 

 Leading theorist Grant Kester (2004), however, questions the merits of categorizing such art at 

all, ‘[a]m I imposing fixity on a cultural practice whose goal is to challenge categorical stasis? Am I 

simply reiterating on an epistemological level the violence and abstraction that so many of these 

projects seek to challenge?...Even as I try to define something called dialogical art, I find it slipping from 

my grasp’ (Kester, 2004:188). I would therefore suggest that these forms may be identified precisely by 

this slippage and their innate unknowability. The boundaries between art forms are ever more blurred, 

and the ‘incurably theatrical’ (Fried in Foster, 1996:51) nature of art is becoming increasingly prevalent. 

Impelled by a fear for the negation of art, modernist critic Michael Fried (1998) is renowned for having 

written ardently and extensively against any concept of theatricality at the dawn of minimalism in the 

late 1960s, notably in his 1967 essay Art and Objecthood (Fried, 1998:148-172). The tenacious 

challenge presented by minimalism was to the orientation of the viewer – 

 

[i]n this transformation the viewer, refused the safe, sovereign space of formal art, is 
cast in the here and now; and rather than scan the surface of a work for a topographical 
mapping of the properties of its medium, he or she is prompted to explore the 
perceptual consequences of a particular intervention in a given site. 
(Foster, 1996:38) 

 

 The preoccupation with the viewer had previously appeared in the work of American artist Allan 

Kaprow, who originated the term ‘Happenings’ in 1959. Fried later likened Happenings to minimalism in 
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their theatricality, however, many modernist theatre historians distanced them from theatre because 

‘unlike theatre, they involved their audiences’ (Rodenbeck, 2003:55). As with minimalism, Happenings 

tended to activate both the site and the viewers; they often existed as ‘Environments’, described by 

Kaprow as ‘a large assemblage, usually to be physically entered, like a forest or a junk-yard.’ (Kaprow 

in Meyer-Hermann, Perchuk and Rosenthal, 2008:11) He went on to explain that ‘[t]hose entering an 

Environment may be encouraged to move its material about, thus changing its composition. As more 

moves are encouraged, the Environment becomes a Happening.’ (ibid.:11) Kaprow likened these 

occurrences to theatre, and maintained that widening our understanding of the term ‘theatre’ could in 

fact deepen our understanding of them. (Kaprow in Rodenbeck, 2003:56) 

 Since the heyday of modernist discourses surrounding the term ‘theatre’, its definition has 

undergone various mutations and has therefore certainly widened. Practitioners often affiliated with 

postmodern theatre, such as Richard Foreman, whose work ‘unsettles and disorients received ideas 

and opens the doors for alternative models of perception, organization, and understanding’ 

(Ontological-Hysteric Theatre, 2010), have sought to activate their audiences, asking them to construct 

their own comprehension of a piece rather than being presented with a sealed and meaningful object 

for appreciation. Hans-Thies Lehmann (2006) writes that theatre also crossed over into the territory of 

forms ‘such as Performance Art...which strive for an experience of the real...not a representation but an 

intentionally unmediated experience of the real (time, space, body)’ (Lehmann, 2006:134). Conceptions 

of theatre have thus evolved considerably since it was claimed that it does not involve its audience 

(Rodenbeck, 2003:55), to the point where not only may it incorporate its audience, but it may also strive 

to remove any notion of an audience at all. In an attempt to acknowledge, clarify and affirm the extent 

of this ‘new theatre’ steeped in postmodernism and post-structuralism Lehmann coined the term 

‘postdramatic theatre’ (2006:19). Part of the development is marked as follows: 

 

[p]reviously considered a work of representation, a reified product...theatre has to 
become an act/moment of communication. It has to become a communicative exchange 
that not only admits to its momentariness (the transitoriness traditionally regarded as its 
deficit compared to the lasting work) but asserts it as indispensably constitutive of the 
practice of communicative intensity. 
(Lehmann, 2006:137) 

 

 Many artists from a plethora of backgrounds, both theatrical and otherwise, have adopted and 

adapted these discourses, but have maintained the conviviality between artist and viewer, perhaps 

dissolving the divide altogether. Lehmann has written of this as a ‘caesura’ (2006:144), whilst Nicolas 

Bourriaud (2002) envisages art as ‘a social interstice’ (Bourriaud, 2002:45). What has become apparent 

is the notion of a conceptual space being opened up into which, and out of which, new possibilities may 

blossom, and it is from here that my practice springs. 
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RSVP: 

An Introduction to my Practice 

The following is an account of one moment in 

the life of my practice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 On 2nd July 2011 people gathered 

throughout the day at a flat in Kilburn, 

London, in response to an invitation written 

on the back of a photograph that they had 

received in the post. 

 

 
Figure 1 

Self-Dialogue: 

Reflections on my Practice 

The following is a collection of reflections 

from some participants and myself. 

 

Self-dialogue is the critical 
beginning; the recognition that 
if one is going to be able to 
discover the constituents and 
qualities that make up an 
experience, one must begin 
with oneself. One’s own self-
discoveries, awarenesses, 
and understandings are the 
initial steps of the process. 
(Moustakas, 1990:16) 

 

 

The excitement of receiving a hand-written 

letter, the time that went into its composure 

and its arrival, knowing that it has travelled, 

knowing that it is unique, addressed to you 

personally, recalling a diminishing and yet 

cherished form of communication. 

 

 

Unwanted photos, discarded images, 

insufficient memories. I felt a sense of 

stewardship, a need to appreciate them even 

more, especially the ones with people in. 

Looked at with fresh eyes, new value is 

perceived. 

 

The invitation wasn’t an artistic construct, it 

really was just an invitation. 

 

Thank you for having me. 
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 This encounter was entitled RSVP 

and was just one moment in a continuing 

process. Prior to this I had visited the homes 

of both friends and strangers with whom I 

used unwanted photographs as a base for 

craft. I was investigating the following 

enquiry: can the intimate occasion of hosting 

guests and the communal act of craft create 

an experience of shared time, value and 

ownership? 

 On 2nd July visitors were welcomed 

into the flat for as long as they pleased, 

encouraged to feel at home with hot drinks 

and free-flowing conversation, and then 

invited to engage creatively with the 

photographic material which was strewn over 

the floor. 

 

 
Figure 2 

 

 The instructions were very loose and 

simply pointed towards creating a quilt of 

unwanted photographs to which they could 

contribute in any way they wished. I invited 

people to offer their own photographs and the 

practical outcome frequently reflected their 

own preoccupations, for example, one 

individual had taken up book binding in her 

spare time, and she made mini notebooks 

from the photographs to be sewn into the 

quilt. 

Répondez s'il vous plait. Respond to the 

images, to the suggestions, to one another, to 

me. 

 

Being invited into somebody’s home feels like 

such an honour. Seeing a snippet of their life, 

their surroundings, the things they deem 

precious enough to keep and display, being 

included in that most intimate space, making 

the tiniest of imprints on the future of that 

place. 

 

 

I really enjoyed talking while doing and 

the liberating effect it had on the 

conversation itself to not focus on talking 

to someone, but just to do it. 

 

 

 

 

The collection of scraps. Scraps of people, 

memories, places, time, the past pulled 

together in the present and stretching out into 

the future. 

 

I’ve been inspired to get on with making 

the quilt out of my Grannie’s old clothes. 

 

 

 
Learning about myself or seeing things 

confirmed, like for example my desire to 

always do complicated things and not 

being satisfied easily. 
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Figure 3 

 

Another was interested in editing and 

framing, so he created patches of photo 

montage. 

 

 
Figure 4 

 

Finally one was developing a practice called 

‘micromovement’, and she cut the tiniest 

details out from the photos and sewed them 

into ‘microcollages’, which were then sewn 

onto the backs of other photos and 

incorporated into the quilt. 

 

 
Figure 5 

 

 

 

We spoke about how beautiful the unwanted 

photos are. We spoke about the joy of 

looking. We spoke about distant family 

members re-finding each other. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We spoke about old trinkets. We spoke about 

old records. We spoke about old friends. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We spoke about noticing. We spoke about 

taking photos without people in them. We 

spoke about sending photos to far away 

friends. 

To look ‘carefully’ at photos, share 

memories and stories. The transformation 

of something new from something that 

already existed… 
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Individuals thus crafted, or authored, 

themselves into the quilt, which was an 

emerging Text. 

 The notion of authorship was 

instigated from the very beginning of the 

process as I wrote to potential contributors by 

hand, as in the example above. I wanted to 

use the frame of an invitation that could be 

accepted or declined at the will of the 

recipient. I also wanted my work to be as 

close to the everyday as the institution would 

allow, with a view to opening a space for 

individuals to author their own participation, to 

determine the depth of their own engagement 

and to allow their own ideas to surface 

without question of appropriateness. I hoped 

to enable them to respond as openly as 

possible. I provided a place and a task but 

was keen to be as invisible a host as 

possible, remaining available but also 

concentrating on my own contribution, in the 

hope that they might not worry about 

satisfying any conception of my artistic 

aspirations. It was as much their quilt as it 

was mine. 

 Although I am cautious to do so, in 

an attempt to frame what I did, I would claim 

to have created an encounter. Erving 

Goffman (1982) has defined an encounter as 

‘all the interaction which occurs throughout 

any one occasion when a given set of 

individuals are in one another’s continuous 

presence’ (Goffman, 1982:26), and to tease 

out the characteristics of an encounter, 

Moustakas writes that it should be, 

 

Sewn into the quilt are the people who 

originally took and rejected the photos, those 

portrayed in the photos, those who altered 

the photos through craft, those whose 

previous influence shaped the creative 

decisions that participants made. 

I feel that we are now bonded in a tangible 

and memorable way. 

 

 

 

Just playing again with other people 

playing and the feeling that I didn’t need 

to prove anything. 

 

 

 

Really loved having a common sense of 

goal or focus, but feeling loose inside 

that. 

 

 

 

 

‘OUR’ quilt. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is the moment at which many filters meet 

and overlap, and the bringing into being of a 

completely unique moment, that I am 

enchanted by. 
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a direct meeting between... 
persons who happen to come 
together. It may be an 
exchange of brief duration or 
last a long time, a meeting 
with a friend or a total 
stranger. In such a meeting 
there is a human intimacy and 
depth...The encounter is an 
immediate, imminent reality...
  The encounter is a 
creative experience, in which 
there is a dropping off of 
convention, a letting go, so 
that one enters into the reality 
of a situation in terms of the 
conditions and requirements 
intrinsic to that situation. 
Openness, receptiveness, 
and relatedness are 
significant aspects of the 
encounter. There is a free and 
open play of attention, 
thought, feeling, and 
perception... 
  The encounter is not 
a fortuitous meeting of two 
individuals, but rather a 
decisive inner experience in 
which something totally new 
is revealed, in which new 
horizons are opened. 
(Moustakas, 1967:56-57) 

 

To frame RSVP as an encounter brings to 

light the intimacy of exchange involved, its 

situation outside of conventional, occidental 

modes of performance and its endeavour to 

open new and creative spaces for thought. It 

also illuminates that it was just one instance 

in a process that has both a past and a future 

– a Text which is in no way complete, or even 

complete-able. The performances of 

everyone who participated continue as a 

residue left in the quilt, which is still in 

progress, and will always remain so.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I didn’t think about being engaged in a 

performance at any point. It was 

completely intimate, and I was not 

performing, simply sharing time. 

 

 

 
An encounter rich enough to prompt and yet 

open enough to allow. 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s possible I don’t get it at all, but that’s 

what struck me.
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A Brief Note on Heuristic Research 

 

 If creativity is the ‘experience of expressing and actualizing one’s individual identity in an 

integrated form in communion with one’s self, with nature, and with other persons’ (Moustakas, 

1967:26), then the creativity induced in RSVP acted as a platform for self-dialogue or self-discovery, 

and thus heuristic research. This is a process which, 

begins with a personal question or challenge, but one that has a social or universal 
significance. It is aimed at discovery through self-inquiry and dialogue. The life 
experience of the heuristic researcher and the research participants is not a text to be 
interpreted but a full story that is vividly portrayed and further elucidated through art and 
personal documentations. From these individual depictions and portraits from research 
participants, a composite depiction is developed. This represents the entire group of 
coresearchers. The primary researcher then develops a creative synthesis from this 
material. 
(Moustakas, 1994:1) 

 In the open-ended and relatively uncontrolled instance of RSVP, participants could both affirm 

and learn about themselves through their engagement with the encounter. Self-discovery occurred 

throughout the process, as participants could reflect on what they brought to the encounter in terms of 

the physical material they contributed and the choices they made during the encounter itself, as well as 

their horizon of perception, previous experiences and relations to others. The notion of ‘composite 

depiction’, as mentioned in the quotation above, implies that this heuristic framework gave rise to 

collective self-discovery, and in turn collective authorship. 
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Chapter Two 

Collective Authorship and the Encounter 
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Precursory Roots and Uprooting: Writers, Authors, Works and Texts 

 

 The desire to surrender authorial control has been noted by Claire Bishop (2006) who marks 

authorship as one of the primary concerns of all participatory art. She accounts for the contemporary 

rise in this ‘(desired) causal relationship between the experience of a work of art and 

individual/collective agency’ by stating that ‘[c]ollaborative creativity is...understood both to emerge 

from, and to produce, a more positive and non-hierarchical social model,’ which ‘benefits [from] greater 

risk and unpredictability’ (Bishop, 2006:12). However, before presumption allows the intricacies and 

implications of this to be clouded, some questions ought to be raised: What is an Author? To whom, if 

anybody, does authorship belong? What is it that these artists are ceding? And what does this bestow 

the audience? These are by no means novel questions; they have been discussed at great length and 

within the context of numerous schools of thought. For the purposes of this Text, however, the thinking 

of the post-structuralists is going to form the foundation from which our understanding will progress. 

 1966 saw the emergence of the structuralists, described as ‘a potent new force in French 

intellectual life’ (Sturrock, 1989:1). Structuralism stood as a way of approaching and scrutinizing 

information belonging to a field of enquiry; it enabled aspects of culture to be ‘read’ as a system of 

signs. Meaning was regarded as inherent and therefore identifiable as either right or wrong. This rigidity 

was soon interrogated by those who would come to be known as the post-structuralists – particularly 

Barthes, Foucault and Derrida. Their response to the stricture of such a measured system and to the 

apparent fear that, if meaning was not somehow fixed, the proliferation of its excess may lead to a loss 

of understanding altogether, was to undermine the authority and even question the existence of 

inherent meaning, structure and the Author.  

 It has been suggested that post-structuralism is closely related to postmodernism (Cultural 

Politics, 2011), and in his introduction to Postmodernism and Performance Nick Kaye (1994) grapples 

with definition. Since the endeavour of modernism (to grossly condense an entire cultural era) was to 

overcome past (mis)understandings and strive towards refinement, legitimacy, foundation and 

definition, the definition of that which is post modernism presents a dilemma (Kaye, 1994:1-3). In a 

similar vein, to seek a post-structuralist definition of a word such as ‘Author’ seems equally 

contradictory. However, in Barthes’ essay Authors and Writers, he establishes a contrast which serves 

to delineate the Author through an exposition of his relationship to his practice: 

 

...what defines the writer is the fact that his project of communication is naïve: he does 
not admit that his message is reflexive, that it closes over itself, and that we can read in 
it, diacritically, anything else but what he means...He considers that his work resolves 
an ambiguity, institutes an irreversible explanation...whereas for the author...it is just the 
other way around: he knows that his language, intransitive by choice and by labor, 
inaugurates an ambiguity, even if it appears to be peremptory, that it offers itself, 
paradoxically, as a monumental silence to be deciphered, that it can have no other 
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motto but Jacques Rigaut's profound remark: and even when I affirm, l am still 
questioning. 
(Barthes in Sontag, 1993:189-190) 

 

 The aforementioned fear of the structuralists meant that the role of the Author had been 

elevated to ‘the principle of thrift in the proliferation of meaning,’ and yet paradoxically to ‘the genial 

creator of a work in which he deposits, with infinite wealth and generosity, an inexhaustible world of 

significations.’ (Foucault in Rabinow 1984:118) The Author gained a standing of such authority and 

benevolence that no one had even thought to question it. This phenomenon has been described as 

Barthes’ ‘arch enemy’ – ‘the doxa, the prevailing view of things, which very often prevails to the extent 

that people are unaware it is only one of several possible alternative views.’ (Sturrock, 1989:54) Under 

these conditions individuals live unthinkingly and therefore without hope of progression or change. 

Barthes’ awareness of and disregard for the ‘doxa’ reflects the thinking of Karl Marx, whose view of a 

prevailing sense of alienation amongst the people, and of mystification which naturalizes systems put in 

place by the powers that be, will be dissected later in this chapter. 

 Barthes explicates another crucial difference in his essay From Work to Text, which further 

contributes to a revitalized understanding of the Author. The disparity between a work and a Text4 is 

discussed at length by John Sturrock (1989): ‘the Text is still a hypothesis, a possibility for the 

future...The Text is a sort of verbal carnival, in which language is manifestly out on parole from its 

humdrum daily tasks’ (Sturrock, 1989:69). According to Barthes’ previous distinction, it is the Author 

who creates a Text in which meaning is ‘postponed’ (ibid.:66) and revealed only in each precise 

instance of its reading – he writes that Text has ‘neither close nor centre’ (Barthes, 1977:159). A central 

stipulation of a Text is that the Author can return to it, but only as a guest (ibid.:161): as soon as an 

individual has authored something, they revert once again to the position of an external reader and hold 

no more influence over it than any other reader. Here we witness the displacement of the Author from 

his position as ‘the Author-God’ (ibid.:146) or the custodian of fixed meaning, as he himself along with 

his Text slips away from any notion of fixity. It becomes clear that, in the case of a Text, we are caught 

in a never-ending transformation; we are ricocheting between the two roles of Author and reader. As 

soon as one has finished authoring something, they revert to being a guest/reader, in which moment 

they begin re-authoring again, and so on. In opposition to this, the writer produces a ‘work [which] is 

normally the object of a consumption’ (ibid.:161). This implies an element of completion, it suggests 

wholeness and therefore correctness, perhaps even a claim to that notoriously problematic word ‘truth’, 

and the use of the word ‘consumption’ chimes ominously, once again, with the thinking of Marx. Not 

                                                           
4 It is important to note that, as indicated previously, the word Text, with a capital T, does not exclusively refer to words written on a page; although the 
post-structuralists largely engaged with linguistic ideas, in this context Text relates to anything created. For example we could speak of a theatrical 
performance as a Text, even if there were no script; everything that is woven together to create its appearance constitutes a Text. Equally, according to 
Foucault, an Author is not a term restricted to an individual engaged with the written word (Foucault in Rabinow, 1984:113). 
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only is the work and its meaning fixed, but so are the roles of those who engage with it, there is no 

mobility and no transformation. 

 Sturrock continues his discussion of the polarity of a Text and a work to reveal the relationship 

of the reader with each. In the case of a Text the displaced authorship becomes manifest in the one 

engaging with the Text, the reader, at the very moment of practice. Texts are ‘scriptable’ or writable, 

and so ‘make of [their] readers producers instead of consumers,’ whilst works on the other hand are 

‘lisible, or ‘readable’’, and are intended to be consumed as constructed by the writer, moving towards 

an inevitable end (Sturrock, 1989:71). This echoes another central concern of participatory art – 

activation. Bishop notes ‘the desire to create an active subject, one who will be empowered by the 

experience of...participation. The hope is that the newly-emancipated subjects...will find themselves 

able to determine their own social and political reality’ (Bishop, 2006:12), which in turn parallels 

Barthes’ desire to transcend the ‘doxa’ by transferring authorship to the reader and thereby liberating 

them from the role of ‘neutral reconstruction...and patient retracing of the fixed image’, and replacing it 

with ‘the mobilization of their own ability to react and experience.’ (Lehmann, 2006:134-135) This 

transformation from reader to Author afforded by the Text could reawaken a sense of autonomy, act as 

a tool of demystification, and enable a view to the world outside of the ‘doxa’. 

 By shifting authorship to the reader it becomes their prerogative to imbue the Text with 

meaning thus bringing a unique pool of intertextuality to it. The theory of intertextuality was introduced 

by Julia Kristeva in the late 1960s. Broadly speaking, its primary postulation is that Texts are formed of 

a network of other Texts. (Duff, 2002:54-55) This is remarkably reminiscent of the Derridean trace as 

explained by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak: ‘a word...cannot be a master-word, [it] presents itself as the 

mark of an anterior presence, origin, master’ (Spivak in Derrida 1997:xv). Madan Sarup (1993) writes 

that ‘[i]n each sign there are traces of other words which that sign has excluded in order to be 

itself...Every word in a sentence, every sign in a chain of meaning, has these traces in an inexhaustible 

complexity.’ (Sarup, 1993:34) Intertextuality similarly proposes that a Text has no origin and that 

meaning is only generated in the ongoing context of prior Texts, which in turn require Texts to define 

them, and so on, ad infinitum. This implies that Text holds the possibility to expand in meaning without 

limit (Derrida, 1972:9), and so any search for finite meaning becomes hopeless. Erika Fischer-Lichte 

(2008) explains that even a single reader may ‘be engaged in a life-long dialogue’ (Fischer-Lichte, 

2008:162) with a Text. The only certainties that can be inferred are that meaning is infinitely 

accumulative, and that it is located in every precise moment of reading. 

 Instead of the word moment, Derrida (1972) would claim that meaning shifts according to 

context (Derrida, 1972:9). Unlike Barthes, he does not subscribe to the death of the Author, but instead 

displaces or decentres the Author. In Writing and Difference, he notes ‘it was necessary to begin 

thinking that there was no center, that the center could not be thought in the form of a present-being, 

that the center had no natural site, that it was not a fixed locus but a function, a sort of nonlocus’ 
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(Derrida 2009:353-354). Once the Author has been uprooted and becomes a floating entity, so to 

speak, the Text is torn from any notion of original context, which may include ‘the presence of the writer 

to what he has written, the entire environment and the horizon of his experience, and above all the 

intention’ (Derrida, 1972:9). The Text is ‘abandoned...to its essential drift’ (ibid.:9). This implies that 

anyone who comes to a Text will reassert it in an entirely new context which will inevitably influence the 

meaning that is gathered from it.  

 The exposed elusiveness of unambiguous meaning, the undermining of the Author and 

transformation of the reader, perhaps inevitably, led to the collapse and, as declared by Barthes, the 

death of the Author ‘...[a]s soon as a fact is narrated no longer with a view to acting directly on reality 

but intransitively, that is to say, finally outside of any function other than that of the very practice of the 

symbol itself, this disconnection occurs, the voice loses its origin, the author enters into his own death, 

writing begins.’ (1977:142) For Foucault, however, ‘[i]t is not enough...to repeat the empty affirmation 

that the author has disappeared...Instead, we must locate the space left empty by the author's 

disappearance, follow the distribution of gaps and breaches, and watch for the openings this 

disappearance uncovers.’ (Foucault in Rabinow, 1984:105) It is precisely at this moment of discovery, 

located in the gap between previously conceived ideas and as yet unknown ideas, that this Text shall 

continue, with the notion of the Author still intact but no longer as the purveyor of meaning and 

significance, rather as the point at which meaning is assembled, the moment at which significance is 

revealed. 
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The Encounter: Resisting Alienation and the Loss of Authorship 

 

 The realization that, whilst the Author may not have died, his role in the shaping of meaning is 

no longer unequivocal or singular, led me to reassess the merits of even attempting to convey specific 

meaning. My desire to create a Text and thus relinquish any notion of authority therefore took root in 

RSVP, and was nourished upon reading an article entitled Creative Activity and Alienation in Hegel and 

Marx (Sayers, 2003:107-128). Developed from Hegelian ideas, Marx asserted that we have become 

alienated. He argued that work is now ‘external to the worker, i.e. does not belong to his essential 

being; that he therefore does not confirm himself in his work, but denies himself’ (ibid.:118). In other 

words, we have lost authorship over our own lives and yet, to return to Barthes notion of the ‘doxa’ 

(Sturrock, 1989:54), we are hardly even aware of it. The centrality of spending time creatively crafting 

by hand in order to invest ourselves and thus regain authorship over our ‘labour’ was therefore clear. 

 Another aspiration of RSVP and of this consequent Text was demystification. Mystification is a 

term coined by Marx and since absorbed by Barthes, described as ‘a sinister, conspiratorial force, 

whose quite immoral purpose is to endow historical or cultural phenomena with all the appearance of 

natural ones.’ (ibid.:59) To elucidate this further, David Seamon (1979) writes that ‘[i]mmersed in the 

natural attitude, people forget that existence might be otherwise. They live inauthentically in that they 

accept a world of surfaces and normally never look beneath.’ (Seamon, 1979:153-154) Mystification is 

the covert manipulation of individuals by the state; we become so accustomed to and embedded in its 

ways that we begin to believe that things have always been this way, and always will be. We cannot 

live ‘authentically’ because we are unaware of the systems which control our day to day lives. Although 

‘authenticity’ is a problematic term, Edward Relph (1976) uses John Ruskin’s conception of the ‘true life’ 

and the ‘false life’ to define them. Further still he appears to inadvertently present the reason why 

mystification and alienation ought to be resisted: 

 

Man’s true [or authentic] life...is the independent force by which he moulds and governs 
external things; it is a force of assimilation which converts everything around him into 
food, or into instruments; and which...never forfeits its own authority as a judging 
principle. His false [or inauthentic] life is, indeed, but one of the conditions of death or 
stupor, but it acts, even when it cannot be said to animate, and it is not always easily 
known from the true; it is that life of custom and accident in which many of us pass 
much of our time in the world...that life which is overlaid by the weight of things external 
to it, and is moulded by them instead of assimilating them. 
(Ruskin in Relph, 1976:63) 

 

If ‘inauthentic’ living as a result of alienation breeds the conditions of death or stupor, then surely 

nothing new or progressive can possibly arise. It is therefore vital to remain aware that it was humans 

who constructed external systems of permitted behaviour and expected conduct, and so only humans 
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who can counter them. One member of the Frankfurt School of social theory, Theodor Adorno (2008), 

wrote that, 

 

[t]he neon signs which hang over our cities and outshine the natural light of the night 
with their own are comets presaging the natural disaster of society, its frozen death. Yet 
they do not come from the sky. They are controlled from earth. It depends upon human 
beings themselves whether they will extinguish these lights and awake from a 
nightmare which only threatens to become actual as long as men believe in it. 
(Adorno, 2008:96) 

 

The key, then, is demystification – rousing people from their slumber, and raising awareness of the 

artificial lights which disguise the structures in place, so that people may begin to identify them as such, 

and thus see possibilities to author their own experiences once more. 

 In the case of RSVP, I encouraged individuals to embrace the possibility of authoring their own 

encounter by keeping the parameters of creativity quite open. Participants were welcome to do exactly 

as they wished with the photographic material – they cut, drew, folded, modelled, painted, sculpted, 

sewed, stuck, weaved and wrote. Creativity, defined in the introduction as the ‘experience of expressing 

and actualizing one’s individual identity’ (Moustakas, 1967:26), is a fundamental aspect of collective 

self-discovery, reawakening and the liberation of people and their ideas. In current Western society 

creativity has diminished under the increasing attention given to the achievement of specific goals and 

targets set by external powers, and as creativity suffers, so, inevitably, does the individual and society 

as a whole. 

 Marx asserted that ‘[t]hrough the work, the worker relates not only to the object of work...but 

also – and through it – to other human beings’ (Sayers, 2003:108). With this in mind, the importance of 

spending time working creatively with others, rather than the equivalent notion of spending money on 

others, became central to our achievement of collective authorship. Currently in society our 

consumption of time is almost solely capitally impelled; it is either spent working in order to earn money, 

or spending that money on consumables and leisure activities, which others work on to earn money, in 

order that they might spend it, and so on. Therefore in the remit of RSVP, by spending an undefined 

amount of time working by hand on recycled materials to produce something which will not be sold, we 

were attempting to locate ourselves outside of this self-perpetuating loop and reclaim time for our own 

use. The more time we spent, the more valuable it became, and yet, in contrast to many systems of 

exchange in the world of capitalism, nobody was left owing anybody anything. A shared and shifting 

sense of authorship, value, freedom and playfulness was therefore possible. Herein lies the third and 

final issue that Bishop places at the centre of participatory art, community and collective responsibility: 

 

This concern has become more acute since the fall of Communism, although it takes its 
lead from a tradition of Marxist thought that indicates the alienating and isolating effects 
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of capitalism. One of the main impetuses behind participatory art has therefore been a 
restoration of the social bond through a collective elaboration of meaning. 
(Bishop, 2006:12) 

 

In line with this I had composed nothing more than an opportunity to spend time with others investing in 

a collectively created object. The encounter was designed to open a space in which the dichotomies 

between guests and hosts, audience and performers, collapsed. Thus, with whatever material was 

available to us in the moment, in the absence of a divide, and baring the mark of ‘throwntogetherness, 

the unavoidable challenge of negotiating a here-and-now’ (Massey, 2005:140), a ‘collective elaboration 

of meaning’ emerged. (Bishop, 2006:12) 

 It is clear that, although we have lost a degree of authorship through our current state of 

alienation, there remain opportunities to begin re-collecting it. Creativity lies at the heart of this. By 

spending time relating to one another through creativity and collective self-discovery, we would not only 

reaffirm our individuality, but simultaneously fortify our collectivity. 

 

 
        Figure 6 
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Collective Authorship: The Dispersion and Re-Collection of the Author 

 

 
        Figure 7 

 

 The advocacy of a ‘collective elaboration of meaning’ (Bishop, 2006:12) is only possible in the 

light of post-structuralist thought. The Author has been displaced and is now located only in the 

moment of practice, thus a single Text will have as many Authors, or points at which meaning is 

assembled, as it does participants. The Author, it could be said, has been dispersed. The possibility for 

the Text to expand in meaning without limit, each person bringing their unique intertextual horizon to it, 

is, in turn, only feasible because of the rise in individualism since the emergence of the bourgeoisie in 

the late 18th century. In an introduction to the work of sociologist and philosopher Jürgen Habermas, 

who incidentally was influenced by both post-structuralism and Marxism, Nick Crossley (2004) 

articulates that society ‘increasingly separated out private from public elements, generating a space in 

which privatized individuals and subjectivities could take shape and, indeed, wherein the bourgeoisie 

were increasingly devoting themselves to the project of self-cultivation.’ (Crossley, 2004:3) In contrast 

to this, although written in his book The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (originally published in 

1860), the words of historian Jacob Burckhardt (2000) seem apt to describe life prior to this separation: 

‘[t]he veil was woven of faith, illusion, and childish prepossession, through which the world and history 

were seen clad in strange hues. Man was conscious of himself only as a member of a race, people, 

party, family, or corporation — only through some general category.’ (Burckhardt, 2000:52) 

 In this light it may appear that the separation of people and the development of the individual 

was an advancement, opening the possibilities of private ownership and personal authorship. 

Unfortunately as the rise of the bourgeois turned into the rise of capitalism, individualism continued, but 
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as an illusion, and it has also been claimed that personal worth was resolved into exchange value 

(Hands, 2000:69). This means that those who control the capital can decide how much an individual is 

worth according to how much the individual contributes to the expansion of their private accumulation of 

capital. The biggest downfall of individualism is one of the biggest triumphs of capitalism. We have 

become isolated in our individuality and thus depend upon the structures of capitalism, such as the 

accumulation of material possessions, rather than each other. The response to this has taken many 

forms, one of which, as highlighted earlier by Bishop, is participatory art. To reiterate, ‘[o]ne of the main 

impetuses behind participatory art has...been a restoration of the social bond through a collective 

elaboration of meaning’ (Bishop, 2006:12). 

 Here the choice of the word ‘collective’ as opposed to ‘communal’ comes into its own. To 

momentarily utilise one academic cliché, the dictionary defines collective as such: ‘formed or 

assembled by collection; forming a whole or aggregate; of, done by, or characteristic of individuals 

acting in cooperation’ (Collins English Dictionary, 2005:333), whereas communal is defined as 

‘belonging or relating to a community as a whole’ (ibid.:343). The pivotal difference is that the former 

retains the notion of individuality, and although it may be assumed within community, in order to abide 

by one of the principle suggestions of this Text, one ought to question this assumption. If community is 

in fact ‘premised on the concept of centered, self-identical subjects coming into communion through the 

mutual recognition of a shared essence’ (Kester, 2004:154), then it is understandable that there are 

people who argue to the contrary. 

 In her book Against the Romance of Community, Miranda Joseph (2002) begins with a 

quotation from Foucault which frames the hope of her Text: ‘[t]o give someone assistance in wearing 

away certain self-evidences and commonplaces...; to bring it about, together with many others, that 

certain phrases can no longer be spoken so lightly, certain acts no longer, or at least no longer so 

unhesitatingly, performed.’ (Joseph, 2002:vii) She too is presenting a project of demystification and 

states that it is her own desire for social change that drives this interruption of the widespread view of 

community: 

 

I propose...that both the rhetorical invocation of community and the social relationships 
that are discursively articulated as community are imbricated in capitalism. I argue 
against the idealization of community as a utopian state of human relatedness and, 
more important, against the idea that communities are organic, natural, spontaneous 
occurrences. 
(ibid.:viii-ix) 

 

She goes on to suggest that the conventional idea of community may even be contributing to 

mystification – ‘[f]etishizing community only makes us blind to the ways we might intervene in the 

enactment of domination and exploitation’ (ibid.:ix) – and offers the theories of post-structuralism as 

‘tools to use in an effort to reimagine collective action and community.’ (ibid.:xxvi) The main danger that 
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she identifies with community, as it is widely perceived, is the unseen implications of an assumed unity, 

common identity and sense of shared experience. She brings to light the potential this holds to 

unwittingly, or in some cases deliberately, inhibit individuals, and perhaps even suffocate them into the 

stupor mentioned earlier under a homogenizing, blanket-like banner. Jean-Luc Nancy does in fact 

stipulate that community can only be produced ‘through our recognition that we have no “substantial 

identity” (and our consequent realization that this lack of identity must in fact be shared by others)’ 

(Kester, 2004:154). The only binding characteristic that humans share is the instability and fluctuation 

of identity; we are only similar in our incomparable uniqueness. 

 Another issue that Joseph articulates is the ‘constitutive outside’ (Mouffe in Joseph, 2002:xxviii) 

or the inherent ‘them’ and ‘us’ that community cannot help but incite – you either belong to the 

community, or you don’t. So whilst community may appear to be a shelter under which people are 

brought together, it would seem that it can also act as a dividing force which drives people apart. In 

bringing this point to the fore, the aim is certainly not to suggest that community is only a negative and 

suppressive concept, but instead to highlight that we must not use the term unthinkingly and without 

being aware of the discourse which currently surrounds it. This is therefore where the term ‘collective 

authorship’ springs from – a desire to explicitly allow the space for individuality, whilst also keeping the 

whole in view. It is designed to be an acknowledgement that every person is unique and brings with 

them an idiosyncratic wealth of experience, knowledge and understanding. Moreover, it is designed to 

confront these individualities with one another, to encourage them to interact, and to enrich and open 

their horizons to other ways of perceiving. In terms of authorship, to acknowledge this ever-present 

collection of distinct individualities Foucault writes of the ‘author function’ which ‘does not refer purely 

and simply to a real individual, since it can give rise simultaneously to several selves, to several 

subjects’ (Foucault in Rabinow, 1984:113). 

 This surrender of fixed positions, singularity and identity is the crux of collective authorship. In 

the case of RSVP, through our collective encounter, disparate people, histories, experiences, 

perceptions and responses were accumulated in both a place and an object, in such a way that I do not 

think it was possible not to contemplate oneself in relation to others. One participant wrote ‘I felt I acted 

as something of mediator between various groups of unknown others (photographers, subjects, other 

makers, future viewers)’ (Parcell, 2011). Here the importance of dialogue must take hold and lead us 

into the next chapter, but before this, we shall return to the point from which we began, hopefully now 

imbued with a deeper understanding of the value of ‘[c]ollaborative creativity [which] is...understood 

both to emerge from, and to produce, a more positive and non-hierarchical social model,’ and which 

‘benefits [from] greater risk and unpredictability’ (Bishop, 2006:12). 
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Chapter Three 

Being-Together and Being Open: Dialogue and 

the Liberation of Creativity 
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The Concept of Dialogue 

 

 The term dialogue is believed to have been in use in the West since Plato wrote his dialogues 

between 400 and 300 BC (Escobar, 2009:52). Its meaning has inevitably shifted since then and it has 

increasingly gained scholarly attention since the end of the last century, addressing ‘the need to open 

up spaces for citizen participation and democratization of the organizational arena’ (ibid.:52). A 

common misconception is that dialogue denotes an exchange between two people, or of two ideas, 

however the word dialogue comes from the Greek word dialogos – logos meaning “the word,” and dia 

meaning “through” not, as many seem to believe, “two.” (Bohm 2004:6-7) So the implication is that 

something is transmitted, something occurs or is transformed through the word. To take this further, 

words are the building blocks of language which in turn forms part of the foundation for shared 

meaning, finally leading us to the definition of dialogue as proposed by David Bohm and David Peat: 

‘dialogue can be considered as a free flow of meaning between people in communication, in the sense 

of a stream that flows between banks.’ (2000:241) Reminiscent of Fischer-Lichte’s ‘self-generating and 

ever-changing autopoietic feedback loop’ in which ‘a reciprocal relationship of influence’ (2008:50) is 

established between performers and their audience, the image of a stream suggests that there is no 

clear beginning or end, there are no fixed points along the way, and what materializes in one moment is 

swept along and the next thing appears; the stream is self-propelled, in constant motion, never still, 

never the same. It is not possible to separate the water as belonging to one bank side or the other as it 

is entirely connected all at once. Dialogue is both fluid and collective in nature. 

 Bohm believed that ‘dialogue explores the manner in which thought...is generated and 

sustained at the collective level.’ (Senge in Bohm, 2004:xvi) His primary project was to confront the 

ways in which society is flawed from the very inception of thought. To continue the analogy of the 

stream and the flow of meaning, he believed that rather than removing pollution or misconception 

downstream it was essential to locate the source and prevent it from entering the stream in the first 

place. (Bohm, 2004:57) He maintained that at the root of human conflict lies unspoken presumption, 

opinion and prejudice (the things that we think unthinkingly) and this was what he sought to expose 

through dialogue. Bohm also lamented for the consequent loss of creativity, writing that ‘[c]reativity, in 

almost every area of life, is blocked by a wide range of rigidly held assumptions that are taken for 

granted by society as a whole...They are tacitly denied as operating within society, and even this denial 

is denied.’ (Bohm and Peat, 2000:235-236) The prevalence of tacit assumption brings us back to the 

realm of Marx’ concern about mystification, and so for Bohm, dialogue was a tool of demystification, a 

way to instigate the decomposition of such deeply ingrained and unyielding processes of thought. He 

believed that by opening the space for new, creative pathways, dialogue held the potential to transform 

and therefore liberate society. (ibid.:240) He was, however, keen to stipulate that his writing was, 
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not given in the spirit of a prescription that society is supposed to follow. Rather it [was] 
an invitation to the reader to begin to investigate and explore in the spirit of free play of 
ideas and without restriction of the absolute necessity of any final goal or aim. For once 
necessity and absolute requirements or directions enter into the spirit of this exploration, 
then creativity is limited and all the problems that have plagued human civilization will 
surface yet again to overwhelm the investigation. 
(ibid.:240) 

 

 In order to define this ‘spirit of free play’ (ibid.:240) achieved in dialogue, a differentiation needs 

to be demarcated between an ordinary discussion and dialogue. In a discussion, individuals hold 

specific stances and the objective is to convince others to adopt the same stance. According to Bohm, 

‘[a]t best this may produce agreement or compromise, but it does not give rise to anything creative.’ 

(ibid.:241) When the item being discussed is felt to be something of importance these stances tend to 

become firmer still ‘and talk degenerates either into a confrontation in which there is no solution, or into 

a polite avoidance of the issues’ (ibid.:241). This inevitably disrupts any possibility for participants to be 

transformed, there is no hope of shared progression or collective authorship, and the issues faced 

simply perpetuate. Dialogue, on the other hand, opens up a space in which both sides of the exchange 

remain entirely mobile within the self-generating Text; the dialogical encounter is ‘not fixed or 

transferable but ephemeral and transient’ (Fischer-Lichte, 2008:33), and it is authored in the very 

moment of practice. Dialogue therefore requires those taking part to let go of their habitual stances, to 

listen to and try to understand one another’s perspectives, and even to be open to the possibility of 

changing their own point of view, after all, ‘collective thought is more powerful than the individual 

thought.’ (Bohm, 2004:15) 

 The foundation of dialogue is freedom, in the sense that there ought to be no fixed agenda: 

‘[w]e must have an empty space where we are not obliged to do anything, nor to come to any 

conclusions, nor to say anything or not say anything. It’s open and free. It’s an empty space.’ (Bohm, 

2004:19) Bohm goes so far as to suggest that ideally there should be no leader and highlights a 

pervasive mystification at this point: ‘the whole of society has been organized to believe that we can’t 

function without leaders. But maybe we can.’ (ibid.:17) Instead he suggests starting with a facilitator 

whose ‘function is to work himself out of a job.’ (ibid.:17) Bojana Cvejic and Jan Ritsema (2006) were 

such facilitators in their experimental project Inventing/Experimenting/Doubting Concepts and Ideas. 

They initiated an exercise as a part of Mobile Academy 2006, about which they expressed the 

following: ‘[u]ltimately, we would like to practice thinking out loud, allowing ourselves to think beyond 

received opinion, and even to think about the conditions in which we can expand possibility beyond 

opportunism, or our relationship with the possible in so far as that is feasible.’ (Cvejic and Ritsema, 

2006) This is remarkably reminiscent of Bohm’s vision of dialogue and is expanded upon in the words 

of a participant: 
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We all sat in a circle and chose an imaginary topic for discussion. We chose something 
like 'Planning Mobile Academy 2008', so our topic was how we would plan the next 
Mobile Academy. Someone starts with an idea, anyone then continues, and so on and 
so forth, the only rule being that you cannot disagree with whatever has been said 
before. So you can only build on previous people's propositions. The discussion cannot 
go backwards, so to speak, but only forwards. You agree and continue. You cannot ask 
for clarifications either, but rather assume that you have understood and agree to what 
has been said before you. With what you say you cannot undermine or change anything 
anyone has said before, you need to embrace it and continue, as if it has all been you 
speaking all the way through. 
  My experience was that at the start I could not even speak, as I kept realising 
that anything I wanted to say somehow worked against what others had said, or was 
asking for clarification/explanation. After that, I started speaking, but found myself 
suddenly stopping for the same reason. It was only 1 or 2 hours into the conversation 
that I had exercised a certain way of thinking that allowed me to go with the flow and 
'think with' the others. 
(Protopapa, 2011) 

 

Although this is not entirely representative of dialogue, due to the obligatory agreement, the notion of 

‘thinking with’ others is central to the performance of collective authorship. The process described 

above demonstrates one example of the surrender and re-collection of authorship, as participants 

yielded notions of singularity and therefore opposition, in favour of collectively claiming and moving 

forwards with the thoughts of others. Bourriaud writes that ‘[e]ach particular artwork is a proposal to live 

in a shared world, and the work of every artist is a bundle of relations with the world, giving rise to other 

relations, and so on and so forth, ad infinitum.’ (2002:22) Possibilities that one would not have 

contemplated alone come to light and then are influenced, augmented and enhanced by the merging of 

various perspectives. 

 Dialogue thus presents new creative openings which may be authored collectively. These 

openings are a conceptual space in which the collective Author comes into being. In other words, ‘the 

Performance author is created in [the self-generating] autopoietic feedback loop – or rather, a spacing 

that is less an aesthetic relation and more an evental opening.’ (Campos, 2010:1) Through my practice, 

I was able to create such an opening. By collapsing the binary between audience and performers, 

thereby inciting ‘the possibility for all participants to experience a metamorphosis’ (Fischer-Lichte, 

2008:22), I induced the ‘state of liminality (from the Latin limen – threshold)…a state of labile existence, 

“betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom [and] convention”’ (Turner in 

Fischer-Lichte, 2008:175). The participants were not faced with a stable, pre-ordained vessel of 

meaning, but were invited to engage with and author the ongoing encounter themselves. Through 

dialogue, the dissolution of dichotomy and thus hierarchy engendered a reciprocal feedback loop which 

opened a collective, self-generating or autopoietic creative process in the moment of practice. 

 The allegiance between dialogue and creativity is also made clear by Hans-Georg Gadamer 

(1993) who cites theologian and philosopher Friedrich Schleiermacher’s description of ‘“free dialogue,” 

which he ascribes to artistic thought. In free dialogue the content of the thoughts “is virtually ignored.” 
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Dialogue is nothing but the mutual stimulation of thought...a kind of artistic creation in the reciprocation 

of communication.’ (Gadamer, 1993:188) This once again illustrates the autopoietic feedback loop. 

Dialogue is therefore akin to process, as opposed to the classical aesthetic conceptualizations of the 

work of art as a final product and portrayer of the truth, intended to be appreciated from afar. (Foster, 

1996:38) Artist Philippe Parreno has remarked that ‘[t]he object [or product] is just a “happy ending”...It 

does not represent the logical end of the work’ (Parreno in Bourriaud, 2002:54). The material outcome 

of any dialogue is less important than the being-together which it incites and, without a single Author at 

the helm, the direction of each creative encounter is volatile and unknowable. The concept of an 

encounter, as discussed at the beginning of this Text, is precisely what opens the way for ongoing 

creativity as it simply marks one occasion in the life of a process. Dramaturge and theatre-maker Igor 

Dobricic created such an encounter, which unlocked the potential for dialogue and collective 

authorship. Table Talk took place on 30th November 2010. He wrote an invitation to potential 

participants setting out several parameters. They could come and go as they pleased but would ideally 

stay all day, they could bring materials with which they would construct a table together, the materials 

presented would dictate how the table would be made, they would negotiate and devise the table 

between them, when the table was made they would cook and share a meal together at the table, and 

most importantly: 

 

We can fail in making a table or serving a dinner, but we should appreciate and enjoy 
each other’s company and engagement independently of the outcome. Although I am 
keen on keeping practical work of building and cooking central to the unfolding of the 
day, it would be...contrary to the nature of the event if a need to achieve a goal obscure 
the importance of the process. Orientation toward the goal is the force that will 
constellate the elements (people, tools, materials) but the final outcome emerging from 
a given constellation needs to stay open to immediate circumstances rather than closed 
down and limited by a plan. 
(Dobricic, 2010) 

 

Igor Dobricic’s parameters are very clearly geared towards instigating the autopoietic feedback loop 

through dialogue, and his focus remains firmly on the occasion of being-together as opposed to the 

completion and contemplation of a fixed object or work (of art). Although only discovered after the 

occurrence of RSVP, I felt a strong sense that I was working within similar parameters to Table Talk, 

relying entirely upon the engagement and reciprocation of others. 

 Both Table Talk and RSVP are encounters instigated as platforms for collective authorship. 

What makes them dialogical is that they are open enough for the encounters themselves to be 

responsive to the specific conditions of their own particularity – the individuals present, the materials, 

skills and interests that they bring, the time they spend and the dialogue they invest in. What occurs in 

the time and space offered is entirely defined by the narratives of those involved, which are unfolding in 

the moment of practice, and by the collisions and collaborations between present individualities. The 
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occasion of being-together, and the dialogical encounter, is a free and living process, a ‘momentary 

grouping’ (Bourriaud, 2002:58), mutable and capricious, and therefore comfortably affiliated with the 

thinking of both postmodernism and, inevitably, the post-structuralists. Hence it cannot be presumed 

that an encounter will be read in the same way by every individual who participates. Participants do not 

lose their individuality in dialogue, it is simply opened up and exposed as part of a tightly woven fabric 

of multiple and mutable individualities which are intricately intertwined and therefore rely on each other 

for their own definition: 

 

...intersubjectivity is the fabric of our social becoming...I say ‘becoming’ rather than 
‘being’ to indicate both the temporal structure and the essential incompleteness of our 
social world, to indicate that this world and the multiple relationships therein are always 
in a process of becoming something and are never static...We are inter-subjects. Our 
actions and thoughts aren’t reducible to us alone. 
(Crossley, 1996:173) 

 

 With this in mind, the endeavour of dialogue is therefore ‘no longer the emancipation of 

individuals, but the freeing-up of inter-human communications’ (Bourriaud, 2002:60). Dialogue is the 

foundation for collective authorship because it values being-together and being open for the realization 

of ‘a stream of meaning flowing among and through us and between us...And this shared meaning is 

the “glue” or “cement” that holds people and societies together.’ (Bohm, 2004:7) The importance of 

dialogue within performance is therefore that rather than resorting to habitual forms of inter-human 

communication, such as discussion, debate and even argument, in which we revert to deeply ingrained 

roles, structures and processes of thought, it offers unlimited ways to engage in inter-human 

communication through which habits may be transcended, and new ideas and relations may at last 

have the space to grow. The merit of exposing individuals to this through performance is that ‘[p]eople 

who have taken part in such a dialogue will be able to carry its spirit beyond the particular group into all 

their activities and relationships and ultimately into the general society’ (Bohm and Peat, 2000:247), 

and since ‘free dialogue may well be one of the most effective ways of investigating the crisis which 

faces society, and indeed the whole of human nature and consciousness today,’ (ibid.:240) it could not 

be more vital. 
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The Opening Space of Dialogue 

 

 Authentic dialogue opens a conceptual space. For the sake of clarification, the word authentic 

is used in the sense conveyed by Relph: ‘a direct and genuine experience...not mediated and distorted 

through a series of quite arbitrary social and intellectual fashions about how that experience should be, 

nor following stereotyped conventions.’ (1976:64) The space opened by dialogue is thus without 

mystification and one in which collective authorship may be achieved. 

 Philosophy of space originated in classical Greece, and thinkers from a plethora of fields have 

since attempted to define, interpret, contest and reinterpret the term. The lack of opaque experience of 

space has spurred a continuing fascination with the concept and an unfaltering desire to classify it. The 

Greeks outlined three hues of space: ‘kenon’ refers to the void of empty, abstract space; ‘topos’ refers 

to a stable sense of fully occupied space; and ‘chora’ refers to space in the process of becoming 

(Cresswell 2009:2). In the context of this Text, ‘chora’ is the sense of continually developing space 

which is opened through dialogue and which fosters encounters that are both authentic and 

transformative. 

 I was keen not to locate RSVP in an institutional space, perhaps most identifiable with the 

Greek ‘topos’, which is stable and controlled. The strictures and structures put in place by the powers 

that be would not have been conducive to the individual’s freedom to respond to the encounter 

authentically. Instead, I attempted to hold it within a place, akin to ‘chora’, which is changeable and 

constantly evolving. Place, as opposed to space, has many varied and slippery definitions, however, in 

an attempt to convey the nuance intended here, Yi Fu Tuan (1977) suggests that place is ‘a focus of 

value’ (Tuan, 1977:29), which when accompanied by Tim Cresswell’s (2004) assertion that it ‘needs to 

be understood as an embodied relationship with the world’(Cresswell 2004:37), gives an adequate 

insight. Furthermore, ‘[p]laces are constructed by people doing things and in this sense are never 

‘finished’ but are constantly being performed’ (ibid.:37). Place is therefore space in progress, infused 

with value, activated by the coexistence of people, their histories and their identities. 

 Anthropologist Marc Augé’s (1995) notion of non-place, on the other hand, is defined in 

opposition to this: ‘a space which cannot be defined as relational, or historical, or concerned with 

identity will be non-place’ (Augé, 1995:77-78). He writes of supermarkets and airports as such, as they 

are spaces that we simply pass through; they are not destinations or places of attachment, they are 

used by many and truly valued by none. He articulates that non-places are proliferating and therefore 

altering the way society functions, ‘partly by the words and texts they offer us: their ‘instructions for 

use’, which may be prescriptive..., prohibitive...or informative’ (ibid.:96). These rules, restrictions and 

codes mediate relationships between people and their experiences in a detached and omnipotent way. 

There is no room here for engaging in free-flowing dialogue, opening new creative possibilities or 

collectively authoring encounters. 
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 Of course the proposition is that these rules are instated for the well-being of the general 

public, however, it has been suggested that there is an issue with the current level of assumed 

homogenization. Conceptual artist Adrian Piper expressed intolerance for stale and suffocating 

institutional spaces which ‘are becoming increasingly unworkable...They preserve the illusion of an 

identifiable, isolatable situation...and thus a prestandardized set of responses’ (Piper in Nairne 

1999:387). This is in stark contradiction to the fluidity advocated by post-structuralist thought. Dialogue 

and collective authorship can only be stifled by such preordained experiences and outcomes. Whilst 

encounters and their suitable responses may appear reasonable, Cresswell (2009) points out that 

Marxist thinking has emphasized the ideological processes caught up in the maintenance of spaces, 

the structures of which are ‘often the result of decisions made by the very powerful to serve their ends.’ 

(Cresswell 2009:5) Rather than encouraging self-discovery and the affirmation of individuality, people 

are moulded into a ‘countless multitude of beings, shaped in each other’s likeness, amid whom nothing 

rises and nothing falls’ (Tocqueville in Relph 1976:79). 

 The space opened by dialogue has the power to break this mould. Early on in the process 

leading to RSVP I made the decision to remove my practice from the studio and relocate it in the home, 

which I identified as an intimate place of personal memories, where our material histories are also 

collected and stored. Although I am acutely aware that theorists such as Cresswell have rightly 

expounded a critique of the home as a place of autonomy, comfort, and security, and instead 

underscore that it has ‘played an active role in the [often damaging] constitution of the normal, the 

natural and the appropriate’ (2004:122), for the purposes of this particular Text I have chosen to 

bracket this and focus on the experience of home that I have gathered so far from my practice. The 

invitation of RSVP was therefore to enter a space imbued with intimacy, openness and the permission 

to be oneself. A place. In being surrounded by personal objects and artefacts, there were things to 

relate to, memories to recall and stories to tell, and the dialogue which ensued was consequently more 

personal and more open. The space it opened became an opportunity to generate new memories and 

to unlock new relational possibilities. Gaston Bachelard’s (1994) phenomenological project was 

precisely to ‘show that the house is one of the greatest powers of integration for the thoughts, 

memories and dreams of mankind.’ (Bachelard, 1994:6-7) Such places both bring us together and 

emancipate thought, precisely as advocated by Bohm’s conception of dialogue. 

 Place is thus integral to the blossoming of dialogue, which in turn opens a conceptual space in 

which collective authorship is possible; The location of RSVP was pivotal to its evolution as a dialogical 

encounter. The home, by merit of being a space in progress and a collection of people, their histories 

and their identities, allowed participants the autonomy and flexibility both to rediscover and affirm 

themselves through creativity, whilst also relating to one another intimately as individuals through 

dialogue. Only thus was collective authorship realized. 
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Conclusion 

Without End 
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 Throughout this Text it has been established that both authorship and dialogue are iridescent 

concepts. They appear differently according to the light in which one looks at them and who, in fact, is 

looking. They are impossible to pin down and observe in their entireties because they are always 

incomplete, their definitions are never fully present and are constantly escaping our grasp. Whilst 

certainty remains elusive, one of many possibilities raised is that, the surrender of sole authorship in 

dialogue is pivotal to the accomplishment of collective authorship. By engaging openly and collectively 

through dialogue, assumptions are challenged and a space or caesura is opened in which thought may 

be freed. It is in this space that new perceptions and creative possibilities may develop. 

 The notion of a Text itself allows for this space to be opened because the reader, who 

becomes an Author in the moment of practice, is welcomed into a dialogue with the Text. The Text 

therefore holds the potential to accumulate meaning without limit – it will have as many authors as it 

has readers. Once it has been authored it is released to a state of drift once more until another 

individual enters into dialogue with it, thus bringing to it an entirely new intertextual horizon.  

 To bestow readers with authorship is to rouse them from their passive acceptance of 

conventions and expectations, and reawaken their sense of being able to determine their own 

encounters once again. Through RSVP I was able to offer participants the chance to author their 

experiences by instigating the dissolution of dichotomies – they were not audience members, rather 

they were integral to the Text itself, shaping the ongoing, self-generating narrative of it. Equally, I was 

not a performer, simply a participant alongside others. The being and thinking together of dialogue 

meant that, rather than adhering to the whims of the Author/artist, meaning was formulated collectively. 

Collective authorship acknowledges that we are only similar in our incomparable uniqueness, thus 

through the encounter we reaffirmed both our individuality and our collectivity. 

 Those who partake in the performance of collective authorship must surrender any assumed 

roles or positions and succumb to a fluid and open elaboration of shared meaning. The only certainty 

that can be held to, then, is that nothing is certain. 

 In the light of this, I am reluctant to attempt to ‘conclude’ anything at all. My role through this 

Text and in the Text of RSVP was to suggest, to prompt, to offer. I have invited participants into both a 

physical and a figurative place, and upon arrival they are transformed into Authors in the space opened 

by dialogue. Out of this something will grow. But who am I to say what that is. As a Text, the words on 

these pages remain open, ongoing, never ending. They are waiting to be re-authored. Again. 

 

 

 

 

 

The End(less) 
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