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Towards Fairer and More Sustainable International 
Collaboration  

An Acknowledgement of Complexity 
 
 
In the context of the trajectory A Fair New World?!? by Flanders Arts Institute, ten art 
professionals had been selected to work together through an open call for proposals about 
working sustainably internationally in the arts today. 
 
Flanders Arts Institute invited cultural expert Rana Yaziji to facilitate this process. In this 
article she looks back on the process: about building a common ground between 
participants that were carefully selected by the jury and never met before, the need to 
decompose abstract notions as ‘sustainability’ and ‘working internationally’ with 
participants coming from different countries and contexts, and about working in a trajectory 
that was conceived as open ended.   
 
 
 
A Fair New Idea?! 2: A Starting Point 
 
One of the guiding questions introducing A Fair New Idea!?: Sustainability and 
International Collaboration in the Arts (AFNI 2), initiated by the Flanders Arts Institute, is 
the following: "The arts field is largely internationally oriented. But what does 'international' 
mean today? Are we talking about countries, markets, cultures, languages, histories? And 
to what extent is 'international' territorial?" 

The starting point of the collective process that I was invited to facilitate, together with ten 
artists and arts practitioners, was aimed at dissecting “improving sustainability in 
international work in the arts” into its basic components. It was not the group's intent to 
create an inclusive map of the domain, nor to present a theoretically solid definition of 
what it means to work sustainably at the international or multinational level. Instead, the 
exercise followed a more specific approach, centred around the ten artists, cultural 
workers and collectives who shared the room, reflecting on their own histories, belief 
systems and practices as they attempted to build an image of what they believe matters 
in this international system. 
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In this text, I reflect on the open-ended process with which we experimented, using AFNI 
2 as a framework for exploring models of sustainable, international work in the arts. To 
achieve this, I first needed to take a step back and acknowledge a rather personal 
understanding of the broader system through which international collaborations are 
shaped. 
 
About a Disconnected World 
 
Whenever I speak about international collaboration in the arts, I find myself challenged by 
network and connectivity theories that unassailably demonstrate how highly connected 
our world is. I am not alone in having to deal with a deep frustration at how one-sided 
these theories and their underlying arguments are. We are supposedly able to engage in 
conversations around unlimited possibilities of international economic and market 
exchange, about technology and accessible channels of communication, all as a 
replacement for a simple illusion of "the world as a small village".  
 
But a crucial question remains: why is humankind so proud of being so connected? 
Wouldn't that pride logically be based on its demonstrating that we care, that we are in 
fact looking at the well-being of  humanity? Shouldn't connectivity be a phenomenon that 
allows for and promotes equity, or that is at least fighting to achieve it? Aren't we 
supposed to be stronger if we are connected? Why, then, do people have to live in 
besieged cities where they are left to feed their children on grass? Why, then, are there 
occupied countries? Why, at the moment I write this text, is Alaa Abd El Fattah, a political 
prisoner in Egypt, long on hunger strike and now on his 5th day of not drinking, still in 
prison, disconnected from the whole world, to the extent that his family does not know if 
he is alive or not? Why are people being beaten at borders and pushed back as hordes of 
unwanted creatures? Why is knowledge restricted to those who can read in specific 
languages, or who come from certain economic backgrounds? Why are we still having to 
fight for equality? 
 
These are not academic or scientific arguments to prove the disconnectedness of our 
world. They are instead hard-to-ignore symptoms of how deeply we are divided.  
 
Good Chance Theatre asks, “Why do we exist? Their answer is, "Our planet today is 
divided and divisive. As we struggle to respond to shifting global political realities and 
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grapple with new technologies which promise to connect us, people feel increasingly 
atomized and bordered in their countries, towns and societies."1 
 
It is because we are divided, not because we are connected, that we have the urge to 
collaborate. Endeavours to engage with the complexity of creative processes in an 
international context are profoundly dependent on individual practices and self-
positioning, as well as highly connected to the socio-political and economic complexity of 
different realities. It is because of all of this that I see every international artistic 
collaborative process as an opportunity to learn and to participate in this never-ending 
search for a fairer system. 
 
What we are trying to explore in this text is an interconnected entanglement of explicit 
and implicit tensions. This is always an inspiring exercise, as we continue to reflect on how 
we can create, experiment and exchange. It is a means of exploring how we can be fully 
rooted, while still connected with the transnational dialogue. How do we take that extra 
mile of not embodying the international system as it presents itself, with its colonial roots 
and discriminatory practices? How do we undertake the additional, often painful step of 
reimagining a system that is more equal and more fair? How do we generate a system in 
which artistic merits are as important as the funding criteria, an equal sphere in which 
restrictions in mobility, wars and totalitarian or capitalistic political systems are 
continuously being pushed against? How can we be free and able to question our beliefs, 
values and actions while still within the productive state that we have to maintain? 
 
Possible Common Ground  
 
Inspired by the participating artists and practitioners' work, it was essential to find 
common ground that brought them together. Defining shared values and common 
starting points is not gleaned from a simple conversation, but is the result of carefully 
tracking trends and internal dynamics. For this group, common starting points were 
defined by six themes they all shared: 
 
Build shared knowledge: This is fundamental within any group, as an agreed-upon 
approach to any process, project, or collaborative action. The AFNI 2 group was inspired 
by studying, analyzing, reflecting on, creating and reshaping practices in the arts. 
Although we did not try to avoid conceptual discussions, the core method for building 
shared knowledge resided strongly in practically oriented conversations and exercises. 

 
1  Why Good Chance, digital reference, https://www.goodchance.org.uk/why-good-chance, Last visited 
11.11.2022  
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Think beyond the process by exploring elements of sustainability: The AFNI 2 group 
touched on the future of their actions, thinking about successive steps to be followed and 
about what comes next, to ensure the continuity of the action itself, and by reflecting on 
the complexity of the action and how it can influence the broader system and contribute 
to mainstream discourse. This means reflecting, however briefly, on what is around and 
beyond the single trajectory or collaborative process. 
 
Observe our language(s): A very early, conscious and critical observation of the 
individual languages and overall language of exchange should be considered, as these 
greatly influence the internal dynamics within the group. Language contributes to the 
outcomes of the process. Our languages reflect power dynamics and values; they convey 
the expectations, assumptions and limitations of the process of international 
collaboration.  
 
Navigate through the micro-macro approach: For the AFNI 2 group, ongoing reflection 
focused on how the micro-reshaping of practices leads to rethinking norms and 
normalities, thus shifting a system in which many layers of injustice and inequality are 
rooted.  
 
Explore the practicalities of (geographically) international collaboration: How can a 
process invent more sustainable and feasible alternatives in working together, without 
relying exclusively on a single, technologically-determined model for social interaction? 
 
Be aware of how demanding reinventing is: An important aspect of international 
trajectories, especially those looking into systemic injustices, is reinvention. This 
"reinventing" activity is an unavoidable necessity. Still, it is exhausting. It requires a high 
level of engagement in experimentation, in creating tools and methods, advocacy and 
building narratives. Where sustainability is concerned, reinventing is not a guarantee for 
sustainability, but one of its conditions. 
 
International System Transformation: 
The group identified three main starting points for international processes aimed at 
transforming the system. These were: an inclusive and equal economy, explicit 
negotiation around values and agency, and more specific interests. As there was no sub-
group to examine this topic, it was not further explored. 
 
Final Reflections 
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Between personal incentives and diverse and nonlinear perspectives of the global 
system, there is constant tension between the urge to create results and concrete 
mechanisms and the need to allow for uncertain processes to evolve and reshape our 
thinking. How can open-ended processes be carefully designed to thoroughly explore the 
transformation processes of the system within which and with which we work? And how 
can we navigate through uncertainty and endorse a certain level of not exactly knowing 
where we are going in a process that is often dealing with new encounters, geographic 
distance, and different models of functioning and working conditions? 
 
This was the setting of the AFNI 2 process, conducted through online and offline 
encounters, bringing together individuals and collectives who act in different realities and 
with different priorities, in order to rethink the broader space of international collaboration 
in the arts in an uncertain world. We are trying to reach concrete models or tools that help 
us collaborate in fairer and more equitable ways. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


