PARLIAMENT of PRACTICES: No-topian tactics for praxical dialogue
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The Parliament of Practices (PoP) is both a platform and a tactic for generative
knowledge exchange initiated by Marije Nie and Adriana La Selva in 2020. It grew out of
their work with the nomadic laboratory Cross Pollination, a collective of autonomous
artists, cultural workers and researchers with a wide range of practices and
experiences, which focuses on the dialogue in-between practices, both scholarly and
performance-based.! They wanted to extrapolate Cross Pollination’s laboratory
practices to a broader social context, whilst questioning the ways in which new
epistemologies, praxes of care and even an ethos could emerge from dialogues
between practitioner-researchers grounded in different traditions of techné. Both Cross
Pollination and the Parliament of Practices are supported by the Nordisk
Teaterlaboratorium (DK), home of the theatre group Odin Teatret.

The guiding impulse behind PoP was how to give voice to and through practice, whilst
responding to (craft-based) genealogies and engaging with contemporary social
concerns, such as diversity, intersectionality and democratic participation. The
Parliament breaks through professional boundaries, fragmentation and isolation and
creates an ongoing dialogue through innovative tactics, which intertwine words and
actions as equal partners. In this sense, the core research of the Parliament lies on
modes and forms of (embodied) dialogue, where no thematic agendas are imposed. A
Parliament session may begin with curated ensemble exercises rearticulated to nurture
attention, awaken the body-mind and establish a co-created environment grounded on
trust, expressivity and interdisciplinary exchange. Dialogue is then fostered through a
range of forms with an incipient ‘dramaturgical’ structure; a chain of verbal responses
may flow into practical and performative offerings that, together, allow us to actively

reflect on ‘... how thought is generated and sustained at a collective level’ (Nichol in

1 For further information on Cross Pollination and The Parliament of Practices, see
http://www.crosspollination.space.



http://www.crosspollination.space/

Bohm, 2003: xvi). Furthermore, professionals that operate outside of artistic contexts
are often invited to Parliament sessions, and thus a deep exchange of professional
cultures is encouraged and interdisciplinary border-crossing is promoted in a broader
fashion. From the tactics investigated in PoP, many specific actions are born and
developed in separate contexts, such as writing laboratories, festivals, or research
groups that wish to take a specific agenda to further inquiries. PoP members include
practitioners, cultural workers and scholars. Online parliament sessions have taken
place weekly during the Covid-19 crisis, offering a supportive space for research,
creative nourishment, forging professional friendships and striking up collaborations.
The Parliament of Practices thus offers a space away from the neoliberal pressures of

creating performances in a market-driven industry.

No-topia

Collectively, we have experienced the amorphous spaces in-between our practices as a
no-place, the etymological root of the word ‘utopia’, in which emergent potentialities lie
hidden. We have found that these potentialities can be activated by different dialogical
tactics which are located in the bodies of the artist-researchers working together.

The expanded tactics of the Parliament thus allow, following Turner (1974), for a liminal
(or rather liminoid) space, the crossing of a threshold between one way of being and
another. The parliament-as-threshold is thus a potential no-topia, a politically
progressive no-place in which different ethical bonds can be forged through emerging
no-topian praxical and dialogical tactics. These exchanges are not merely rhetorical
exercises or debate; rather there is a reaching back to experience from personal

practice, a remembering that grounds the process.

From OOO to POO

The Parliament of Practices inevitably responds to Bruno Latour’s (Latour and Porter,
2011) call for a Parliament of Things, where he pledges for a restoration of our ‘... crazy
ability to reconstitute the social bond’ (142) with Nature and its quasi-objects through a
constitution that includes their voices, which are never heard through scientific

representation. Whilst Latour is concerned with an object-oriented ontology (O0O), as



theatre and performance artists, we have discovered that we speak, act and think in
terms of a practice-oriented ontology (POO).

Isabelle Stengers (2005) speaks of an ecology of practices, a term she employs as ‘a
tool for thinking through what is happening, and a tool is never neutral’ (185). A practice
is a tool that can be passed along, modifying and adapting to each body it encounters,
developing a specific way of thinking-with the tool which unfolds into ways of becoming-
with the world. Through dialogue, we employ our tools as tactics. We understand the
term ‘tactics’ following Michel De Certeau (1988), as a physical thinking, the intelligence

of doing, which is ‘... indissociable from the combat and pleasures of daily life." (47).

The Parliament is a no-place in which we transform things into verbs; we verbify, and
this verbification articulates the tactics we employ. We are not a parliament, we do the
parliament, over and over, accepting the transformations it has to go through in every
constellation of members, and over time. While OOO shifts the discourse to the agency
of objects, we are looking for an active thread between objects and subjects. Whereas
the object turn was an essential step towards a non-anthropocentric view of the world,
POO aims to move from this form of speculative realism towards the processual
assemblages that characterise the incorporeal materialism of praxis. Practices are
verbs that act upon Latour's 'things': our praxes promote a constant becoming that
emerges between the human and the non-human, a zone of unknowing which is
inherent to the intersectionality of performance training and making. The autonomy of
our practices, as embodied assemblages that both generate meaning and potentially
act upon and within the social corpus, is thus foregrounded through our joint labour in
PoP. The incorporeal architecture of our joint practices serve to create a collective
habitus, a sense of ‘villageness’ that connects us and activates the life of the

Parliament.

Oracular Tactics
In the Parliament, our core working tactic is dialogue, which cannot be reduced to

discursive speech alone but encompasses also embodied actions, songs, drawing, work



with objects, etc.. Like a performance, the dialogue lends itself to being shaped without
losing its openness (in a manner somewhat similar to Eco’s (1989) notion of the open

text). It enables us to collectively assemble a discourse that emerges from our doings.

Our practices, and the tactics they engender, are akin to Spatz’s (2016) notion of
epistemic objects; performative elements ‘... extracted from their natural contexts to be
explored within a laboratory setting.” (2016, 164). However, rather than scientifically
dissecting our epistemic objects, we cast them into the space like a diviner throwing
cowry shells. In fact we become one with the cowry shells, in the act of throwing. This is
the dialogue-between-practices - an active form of risk-taking. Like rituals, these
praxical dialogues ask for forms that open up an oracular realm. We allow our epistemic
objects to land in unexpected shapes, creating surprising constellations. The in-between
spaces, the no-places thus opened up, allow for oracular processes to unfold. We
conjure the unknown through our actions as a Parliament - we do not know what will

come next.

However, there is always a dramaturgy to this process; it is a performative ritual; an
ability to articulate polyphonic, creative dialogues that underlies all of our practices in
different ways. This attention to dialogue, this carefully orchestrated chaos in-between
practices, is an ethical aspect of PoP and perhaps an inclination that is fundamental to

have in order to engage with the platform.

From practice to citizenship.

How can our practices have a meaning beyond the closed loop of arts funding and the
gilded cages of the major production houses? During the crisis we have been kicked out
of the architectural structures of performance institutions, the system of control with its
fetishism for products, numbers, excellence and exclusivity. Perhaps, the Parliament's
mission is not only to act as a platform that allows us to speak to and from praxical
knowledge; rather, it is a means to find no-topias within a new civic ecosystem,
predicated on diverse and dynamically formed localities which stay connected to the

global. There is a particular relevance here for freelance artists and independent



researchers, who can find in these no-topias a fluid stability and alternative to precarity
based on radical care and a sharing economy.

Giles (2016), suggests that advocating radical care is, in the present moment, a kind of
political rupture. This is the potential implication of thinking practice in a broader social
context: it allows for the embodied knowledge of a practitioner to have a wider impact,
and for embodied epistemologies to become cultural actions. PoP can help us shift
beyond thinking of the stage as our home, as our natural habitats, and root ourselves
and our practices first and foremost in our daily lives and in our dialogical relationships
with others, suspended between our genealogies and the future. We seek a processual
act of transformation, from practice to discursive dialogue and back again: the verb
allows for radical care to take place. In this way, the Parliament’s tactics enable the

painful nature of fragmentation and isolation to turn into a transformative source.

Dedicated to ERATO

www.parliamentofpractices.space
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