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Participants or Collaborators?  

‘At best co-creation, can, ‘provide a platform for authentic engagement: at worst, it continues, ‘to 
foster elitism and inter-legitimation’ between those making the work and a ‘knowing’ audience.’   

Walmsley, 2013.46 

A participatory art, in whatever art form, remains a highly contested practice. Its terms of 
reference, even for those working in the field, are still emerging and evolving: from the way people 
describe their creative selves (arts practitioners, community musicians, creative facilitators) to the 
way they identify their practice (community dance, art for social change, collaborative art) to the 
way they consider the role of their participants.   

It is also a practice that is increasingly cross-disciplinary; cutting across different artistic and social 
practices and settings. ‘Participatory filmmakers, musicians, drama practitioners, writers, 
photographers, live-artists, AV makers, textile artists, print makers, designers, animators, dancers, 
painters, and sculptors47’ all being drawn in, (Lowe, 2012). Speaking about the need for new terms 
for alternative theatre, Lyn Gardner recently questioned where we might place circus, mime or the 
work of companies such as Kaleider, the Exeter based arts organisation that ‘works with people 
from all sorts of backgrounds to design, produce and promote live experiences of many different 
kinds. Bringing experts from different areas – whether they're scientists or artists or local residents 
or psychologists – out of their silos, brings them together and then watches to see what happens 
when the collisions occur.’48   

Non-professionals? 
This broadening of the practice challenges the notion of labelling the participant as the ‘non-
professional’, where many participants bring their own professional skills to the table.  At the same 
time ‘non-professional’ provides a useful and all-encompassing shorthand as any to speak about 
those who do not earn their living in the arts but contribute collaboratively to a piece of work by 
making, doing, creating or offering their stories or ideas.  The expressive nature of this 
involvement being what most would accept makes it participatory art; whether or not a final piece 
is produced or performed.   

Some have challenged the notion of the participant having to contribute actively to the 
performance by arguing the ‘audience’ in an immersive piece of theatre such as Punchdrunk’s 
Faust is clearly a ‘participant’ in that they are creating their own individual experience of the 
performance.  But there is nothing of the collective experience here and the focus remains ‘very 
much on the consumption of an artistic product’, (Brown et.al, 2011:12). While not arguing every 
piece of participatory work needs to be an open-ended collaborative process the need for the 
‘participant’ to be engaged beyond a unique encounter and be involved with other participants 
seems paramount in terms of creating something beyond what Helguera terms ‘nominal 
participation’49.    
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Many participatory arts projects focus on participants from marginalised and disenfranchised 
communities, engaging them in the social context through the arts.  Using the comparison of the 
social work client, Helguera divides these participants into the ‘voluntary’, the coerced or ‘non-
voluntary’ and those who might encounter a project in a public space – the ‘involuntary’: knowing 
which group her participants belong to being central to the way the artist responds.  Although 
clearly the participatory artist is not a social worker, Helguera suggests there is much to be learned 
from the way social workers ‘inform themselves about a social environment and record local 
problems, hopes and beliefs’.  In situations where artists need to earn the trust of their participants 
he feels it is important, ‘to understand the mutual respect, inclusivity and collaborative 
involvement that are the main tenets of social work’.  

Collaboration 
It is around the question of collaborative involvement, that Beech, in an article for Art Monthly 
‘Include me out’, makes a case for differentiating between the participant and the collaborator. In 
his mind it is, ‘the shortfall between participation and collaboration that leads to perennial 
questions about the degree of choice, control and agency of the participant. Is participation always 
voluntary? Are all participants equal and are they equal with the artist? How can participation 
involve co-authorship rather than some attenuated and localised content?’  Much verbatim theatre 
for example, including recent pieces such London Road or the politically powerful Deep Cut, 
certainly occupies a place on the participatory spectrum.  At the same time, where the final script 
and performance remain in the control of the writer and director it also exemplifies the mismatch 
between artist and participants in terms of agency that often occurs in practice. 

Beech suggests collaborators are ultimately distinguished from participants ‘insofar as they share 
authorial rights over the artwork that permit them, among other things, to make fundamental 
decisions about the key structural features of the work.’  Entering the collaborative process, 
Helguera suggests, ‘requires a reflection on the terms under which the artist and the group will 
interact’.  The artist always brings their own expertise to the table but their role in creating a 
collaborative relationship with their participants often lies, Helguera claims, in the work of Paulo 
Freire (1972) with sugarcane workers - acknowledging difference whilst creating ‘frameworks on 
which experiences can form and sometimes be directed and channeled to generate new insights 
around a particular issue.’ 

Participation in these terms is a social and political act.  Speaking about live performance and live 
art Shaughnessy suggests there is a range of performance work that draws on all the practices of 
‘collaboration’, ‘interaction’,  ‘participation’ and ‘immersion’ yet has little social purpose behind it.  
Walmsley (2013) 50, in his study of the Furnace festival of new work at West Yorkshire Playhouse, 
questions whether what is often branded as ‘co-creation’ is at all concerned with an authentic 
democratisation of the process.  ‘At best,’ he says co-creation, can, ‘provide a platform for 
authentic engagement: at worst, it continues, ‘to foster elitism and inter-legitimation’ between those 
making the work and a ‘knowing’ audience.   

This blurring of terminology between participatory practices, which has intended to have social as 
well as aesthetic outcomes and which uses ‘co-creation’ as a stylistic device, can be problematic. 
Irvine et al, for example, place Punchdrunk’s Sleep No More firmly within their spectrum of 
participation, while Duska Radosaveljevic in Theatre Making51 offers the work of Tim Crouch, 
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Belgium company Ontroerend Goed and Croatian company Shadow Casters as examples of 
‘relational’ or ‘community’ building in the context of Nancy’s idea of ‘being together’.   While not 
wishing to negate either of these propositions, the ‘audience’ certainly plays an active and 
sometimes collective role in the making of meaning in these pieces, participatory work would 
seem to need to go beyond the unique encounter.  It is in the framework of on-going 
collaboration that real participation begins to happen; inviting participants into what Helix Arts52 
define as, ‘a shared process of creative enquiry and learning between artist and participants.’ 
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