292

The Participant as Performing
Audience: Discussing Participation
in Games, Participatory
Performance and Interactive Art

Romi Sofia Abatangelo!

1 University of Malta
sofia.abatangelo.20@um.edu.mt

This work aims to discuss the performativity of the audience in
participatory art forms, considering forms of user participation in games,
participatory performance and interactive art.

In game studies, the term performance has been used with a double
meaning. On one hand, performativity is discussed in relation to success
or failure (Leino, 2013, 2020; Jayemanne, 2017). On the other hand games
have been discussed using tools from performance studies (Fernandez-
Vara, 2009; Hoover et al, 2018) highlighting the spectacular dimension of
gameplay. Both perspectives have been applied transdisciplinary: on one
hand Eskelinen and Tronstand (2003) and Leino (2013, 2020) have applied
a ludological perspective respectively to performance art and interactive
art, while on the other hand performance studies have been applied to
digital games (Fernandez-Vara, 2009) and role playing games (Hoover et
al, 2018). Il intend to also adopt an interdisciplinary approach, considering
the participant in games and participatory artworks as “the main target
for the experience” (Benford et. al., 2009). In light of Fernandez-Vara’s
(2009) application of performance theory to computer software models
and digital games, | consider the participant as incorporating the active
role of the performer and the meaning-making role of the audience. The
participant’s role is thus different from a pure audience, whose role is to
appreciate an artwork that does not include them, and from a pure
performer, whose role is to actualise a script for an audience (Fernandez-
Vara, 2009). Instead, the participant’s action is framed by their role as the
recipient of the experience, as their performance is unrehearsed and
mediated by the structure of the artwork. Participation is then considered
as a form of active appreciation.

Inquiring in this twofold role of the participant, my research will firstly
touch upon different facets of the performativity of the participant,
including elements of spectacle, interpretation and achievement.
Secondly | will consider as different recipients of the participant’s
performance the participants themselves in relation to the aesthetic
quality of the experience of participation, the evaluator(s) in case of goal-
oriented activities, other participants and non participating audiences if
the participant’s performance is spectated by others. Thirdly, following
studies on different forms of motivation (Hodent, 2017) as well as

Proceedings of CEEGS 2024

© 2025 Authors & CEEGS 2024. Personal and educational classroom use of this paper is allowed,
commercial use requires specific permission from the author(s).



mailto:sofia.abatangelo.20@um.edu.mt

ludological inquiries (Leino, 2013, 2020) | will discuss how the presence of
goals pushes the participant towards achievement, while an independent
interaction with the artwork orients the participant towards an aesthetic
experience. Finally, | will discuss how clear instructions on how to behave
give the participant the possibility to “play-along” with the performative
structure, while ambiguous forms of engagement (Gaver et. al., 2003) ask
the participant to constantly renegotiate their relationship with the
artwork, starting from understanding their role and possibility for action.

In conclusion, this research aims to be a starting point for inquiring on the
experience of participatory arts from a multidisciplinary perspective,
integrating tools from ludology, performance studies and user experience
design.
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