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Abstract 

New Societies is an interactive theatrical experience playing a strategic board game. 

Seated at tables from 4 to 6 guests, players compete against or collaborate with each 

other in order to build their ideal society. Facilitated by a cast of eleven performers, one 

seated at each table and three in the centre of the room, the players propel the main 

movement of the performance. Echoing the politics and systemic issues we face in 

contemporary societies, players must navigate difficult decisions as their divisions 

progress. Players can either choose to build their societies as Empires or Utopias but 

each decision the player makes will influence how all the other guests can play. New 

Societies is a playful challenge to reflect on how we operate as inheritors of our current 

societal structures and act potential catalysts for newer and better ones. 

Keywords:  Participatory; Audience; Games; Interactive Performance; Immersive 



iv 

Dedication 

To all the audiences who were pulled up on stage when they didn’t want to be. 



v 

Acknowledgements 

I owe an endless thank you to the collaborative creative team that helped build 

New Societies. Sena, Howard, Alexa, Pascal, Amanda, Meagan, Montsy, Evan, Hannah, 

Christian, Stefan, Liam, Kevin, Mandeep, and Laura – Thank you for your generosity, 

enthusiasm, time, energy, and for your many furrowed brows.  

Thank you to Patrick, Maria, Jenson, and Matt for being there even just part way 

through – we could all feel your contributions live in the work even after you left the 

room. 

Thank you to all the playtesters and audiences who came out to play. And to 

those who came again and again. 

Thank you to Cole for championing me and helping me believe that I have 

something of worth to offer – even on the many days when I feel like I don’t. 

Thank you to Kyla, for being a comforting shoulder and support throughout the 

past two years. You make me feel and seem so much smarter than I am. 

And thank you to Sebby, who dropped me off day after day, picked me up with 

doe-eyes late at night, and never complained. Much love. 



vi 

Table of Contents 

Approval .......................................................................................................................... ii 
Abstract .......................................................................................................................... iii 
Dedication ...................................................................................................................... iv 
Acknowledgements ......................................................................................................... v 
Table of Contents ........................................................................................................... vi 
List of Figures ............................................................................................................... viii 

Defence Statement ........................................................................................................ 1 
Overview ......................................................................................................................... 1 
History of Work ............................................................................................................... 2 
Context ........................................................................................................................... 7 
Description .................................................................................................................... 14 
Reflection ...................................................................................................................... 25 
Works Cited .................................................................................................................. 33 

Further Reading ......................................................................................................... 34 

New Societies Performance Blueprint ....................................................................... 35 
1. LOBBY .................................................................................................................. 35 
2. GREETING AT TABLE .......................................................................................... 35 
3. OPENING ANNOUNCEMENT ............................................................................... 36 
4. THE FIRST SEASON ............................................................................................ 36 
5. THE END OF THE FIRST SEASON ...................................................................... 38 
6. THE SEASONS ..................................................................................................... 38 
7. THE END OF THE SECOND SEASON ................................................................. 39 
8. THE END OF THE THIRD SEASON ..................................................................... 40 
9. THE END OF THE SEASONS ............................................................................... 42 
10. CENTRAL ANNOUNCEMENT 2 .......................................................................... 43 
11. CENTRAL ANNOUNCEMENT 3 .......................................................................... 44 
12. CENTRAL ANNOUNCEMENT 4 .......................................................................... 44 
13. GLOBAL LAND ACQUISITION ............................................................................ 45 
14. A DIVISION WHOSE LAND IS BEING ACQUIRED. ............................................ 45 
15. GLA RETURN AT END OF SEASON .................................................................. 45 
16. CENTRAL ANNOUNCEMENT 5 .......................................................................... 46 
17.CONTAMINATION SPREADING FROM OTHER DIVISIONS .............................. 46 
18. CENTRAL ANNOUNCEMENT 6 .......................................................................... 46 
19. MAKING A CASE FOR SAVING .......................................................................... 47 
20. CENTRAL GATHERING ...................................................................................... 48 
21. THE DIVISIONS DECIDE .................................................................................... 48 
22. THE DIVISIONS HAVE DECIDED ....................................................................... 49 
23. POST SHOW ....................................................................................................... 52 

INDEX 1: FLEXIBLE EVENTS ...................................................................................... 52 
A1. GRADE CHANGE TEXT ..................................................................................... 52 



vii 

A2. INCREASE OF A LETTER GRADE (HARVEST LINE) ........................................ 52 
A3. INCREASE OF A LETTER GRADE (ACQUIRING SLOTS/DIVISION RESERVE)
 .................................................................................................................................. 53 

INDEX 2: SCENARIOS ................................................................................................. 53 
B1. OVERPOPULATION ........................................................................................... 53 

SCENARIO FALLOUT (OVERPOPULATION) ....................................................... 53 
B2. DISEASE OUTBREAK ........................................................................................ 54 

SCENARIO FALLOUT (DISEASE OUTBREAK) .................................................... 54 
B3. CRIMINAL ........................................................................................................... 55 

SCENARIO FALLOUT (CRIMINAL) ....................................................................... 55 
SCENARIO FALLOUT REVERB (CRIMINAL:EXILE) ............................................ 55 

B4. UNKNOWN INHABITANTS ................................................................................. 56 
SCENARIO FALLOUT (UNKNOWN INHABITANTS) ............................................. 56 

B5. CIVIL UNREST.................................................................................................... 57 
SCENARIO FALLOUT (CIVIL UNREST)................................................................ 57 

B6. ENVIRONMENTAL DISASTER (to happen if you’ve made a GLA) ..................... 57 
SCENARIO FALLOUT (ENVIRONMENTAL COLLAPSE) ...................................... 58 

INDEX 3: RESOLUTION CARDS .................................................................................. 58 
RESOLUTION FALLOUTS ........................................................................................ 61 

INDEX 4: FLASH NEWS ............................................................................................... 61 

Appendix A.   Willful Engagement in Theatre Game Design ................................. 63 
Works Cited .................................................................................................................. 79 

Appendix B.   Project Documentation .................................................................... 81 
 



viii 

List of Figures 

Figure 1:  Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 .......................... 1 
Figure 2:  Brian Postalian, Tobias Macfarlane in Card Game, 2017 ......................... 3 
Figure 3:  Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from Champion, 2018 ................................. 3 
Figure 4:  Brian Postalian, Card Game at Sawdust Collector, 2019 ......................... 5 
Figure 5:  Sebastien Galina, Pregame set-up of New Societies, 2019...................... 7 
Figure 6:  Brian Postalian, Still of Meagan Woods, Patrick Dodd, and Pascal 

Reiners from spring workshop of New Societies, 2019 ............................. 9 
Figure 7:  Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 ........................ 10 
Figure 8:  Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 ........................ 12 
Figure 9:  Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 ........................ 14 
Figure 10:  Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 ........................ 16 
Figure 11:  Brian Postalian, Spring workshop draft of metric and gameplay, 2019 ... 19 
Figure 12:  The Societal Progress Index spreadsheet from New Societies closing 

night September 14 2019 ....................................................................... 19 
Figure 13: Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 ........................ 22 
Figure 14: Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 ........................ 24 
Figure 15: Brian Postalian, An initial list of mechanics we wanted or things to 

consider during the spring workshop of New Societies, 2019 ................. 26 
Figure 16: Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 ........................ 28 
Figure 17: Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 ........................ 30 
Figure 18: Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 ........................ 32 

 

 

  

 

  

 



1 

Defence Statement 

 “To make a thief, make an owner, to create crime create laws.”  
The Dispossessed by Ursula K. Le Guin 
 

 
Figure 1:  Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 

Overview 

New Societies is an interactive theatrical experience playing a strategic board 

game. Seated at tables from 4 to 6 guests, players compete against or collaborate with 

each other in order to build their ideal society. Players propel the main movement of 

performance while their choices are facilitated by a cast of eleven performers, one 

seated at each table and three in the center of the room. The heart of the work engages 

with how audiences can make choices in performance that are not only meaningful but, 

as a result, influence the course and perspective of the outcome of the show.  

New Societies is a collaborative creation between Performers: Sena Cagla, 

Howard Dai, Alexa Fraser, Pascal Reiners, Amanda Sum, Meagan Woods, Montserrat 

Videla, Evan Medd, Hannah Meyers; Scenographer: Christian Ching; Sound Designers: 
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Stefan Nazarevich and Liam Carsley; Technical Directors: Kevin Kiju Kim and Mandeep 

Sunnerd; Stage Manager: Laura Coons; and workshop participants: Patrick Dodd, Maria 

Escolan, Jenson Kerr, and Matthew Winter.  

During the Spring 2019 workshop of the show I invited in Alessandra Santos 

(UBC Associate Professor of Latin American Literatures and Cultures), Dara Culhane 

(SFU Professor of Anthropology), and Rob Maguire (educated in International 

Development and Labour Economics) into the room to speak on how their respective 

research interests in Empire, Utopia, or social development related to the themes and 

content of the show. Everyone listed here played a part in how New Societies came 

to be. 

History of Work 

The production of New Societies is a culmination of two years of practice-based 

research across three projects created within the parameters of the Master of Fine Arts 

Program at Simon Fraser University’s School for the Contemporary Arts; though there 

were several more projects created outside of the program throughout this length of time 

that also influenced the final work. The evolution of my research question grew across 

three distinct projects. In the first two projects, I began with formal constraints:  

The First: How do I get one audience member to make a choice that they think is 

meaningful? This became Card Game (2017). Card Game is a 20 minute, one-

on-one performance, played over a deck of yes or no cards. 

The Second: How do I get multiple audience members to simultaneously make 

choices that both represent their individual motivations and continue to be 

meaningful? This became Champion (2018). Champion is a 90 minute 

performance, with a group of up to 45 audience members, facilitated by 4 

performers, a host, and a series of survey questions. 
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Figure 2:  Brian Postalian, Tobias Macfarlane in Card Game, 2017 

 
Figure 3:  Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from Champion, 2018 
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Inevitably, what emerged from the first two projects were shows where the formal 

constraint shaped and informed the content. Similar thematic qualities emerged from 

each project as it asked the audience questions that interrogated identity and inter-

relationality1; what do we expose to one another in shared spaces and in turn how 

honest are we with ourselves under this constraint? In the third and final project, I 

wanted to integrate what I’d learned about formal constraints from the earlier two with 

theme and story at the forefront of the creation process; or, at least, let content just as 

equally match form. The research question then became: 

The Third: How do I use choice to reflect the systems we operate under while 

also imbuing it with story? This became New Societies (2019). 

Driving this question was the desire to continue interrogating the earlier themes of inter-

relationality and identity in light of the current political moment. I wanted players to 

navigate a system of polarized ideologies in an increasingly interconnected yet divided 

society struggling to change in a capitalist system. Slavoj Žižek argues that “[t]o really 

change things, one should accept that nothing can really be changed within the existing 

system…true change is not just the overthrowing of the old order but, above all, the 

establishment of a new order.”2  I wanted competing notions of an ideal society to 

explode in conflict with one another. While other options could emerge, the two 

oscillating pillars of choice would primarily slide between shaping an ideal society driven 

by a Utopian/egalitarian impulse or by Empire/opportunism3. Utopia, which riffs off of 

Thomas More’s eponymous novel that reveals “an idyllic community, usually living in 

equality and abundance”4 and Empire which Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt claim are 

made up of “regulatory mechanisms … [that] rule the realm of economic and social 

production and exchange” which compose “a series of national and supranational 

organisms united under a single logic of rule.”5  By placing these sets of ideologies 

                                                
1 I use inter-relationality here as the idea of how we are all connected to each other, particularly in 
shared spaces. We are inter-related in so much that one thing one person does will affect and may 
be affected by another. 
2 Slavoj Žižek, Like a Thief In Broad Daylight Power in the Era of Post-Humanity (Lnodon: Allen 
Lane, 2018), 1. 
3 Though the case can also be made that one person’s Utopia can look like an Empire. 
4 Kim Beauchesne and Alessandra Santos, The Utopian Impulse in Latin America (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 2. 
5 Antonio Negri & Michael Hardt. Empire. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001), xii. 
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forward, how easily will an audience gravitate away from their ideals and closer towards 

replicating the systems of late Capitalism, Colonialism, and Globalization? In particular, 

foregrounding how Capitalism is in direct conflict with the climate and as Naomi Klein 

states “a destabilized climate is the cost of deregulated, global capitalism.”6 The 

challenge would be how to create a work that would be open enough to offer multiple 

ways of playing and not enforce one particular way of participating in the show. 

 
Figure 4:  Brian Postalian, Card Game at Sawdust Collector, 2019 

Earlier in my research, I experimented with the idea of letting the games be 

witnessed (as opposed to played) by an audience. In Spring 2019, I continued to 

develop Card Game into a one-on-one experience that could be projected in-front of a 

live audience. However, when choosing a participant, I couldn’t overcome a set of 

challenging ethical questions: There was limited space for the player to stop participating 

after they agreed to be play. Could the show continue if the player decided to leave or 

would they be or feel trapped in participating? What does a previously private 

experience mean now that it’s public? These questions were also useful when 

considering if New Societies could be a show that mimics live e-sports tournaments 

                                                
6 Naomi Klein, This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. The Climate. (Toronto: Alfred A. Knopf, 
2014), 71. 
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where players are watched and cheered on by a live audience. I decided this option of 

viewing completely missed my interest in how choice and agency are framed.7  

How people make choices actually has more to do with framing a choice than 

with the outcome the choice itself presents. If agency is the “ability or capacity to act”8, 

then the opportunity for a player to realize their choice should be inevitable. The 

opportunities for a player’s choice to effect some change within performance becomes 

imbued with agency. In the International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral 

Sciences, participants in studies conducted by Kahneman and Tversky on ‘decision 

making’ would end up making contradictory choices based on how certain actions were 

presented either with positive as opposed to negative consequences or vice versa.9 The 

basic idea is to examine how audiences can make choices in performance that are not 

only meaningful10 but, as a result, change (or provide the illusion of it) the course and 

outcome of any given performance. The game should not prescribe meaning to a choice; 

this is what happens in some forms of participatory work. A gamespace needs to provide 

openings in choices for the player to create their own meaning.  

                                                
7 The need for haptic senses also plays a significant part in these experiences. The game is not 
viewed, it is played. I don’t think this disqualifies witnessing of the work as a viable form as plenty 
of other scholars can argue (see Theatre & The Audience by Helen Freshwater for a brief overview). 
Witnessing is an active act on the part of the audience, however, I am looking at the functional 
movement of an audience and the former falls outside the academic research interest. I am also 
still exploring the development of Card Game as a projected one-on-one-with-audience experience.  
8 Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. “‘agency, n.’.,” accessed December 7 2018, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/3851?redirectedFrom=agency. 
9 Joop van der Pligt “Psychology of Decision Making.” International Encyclopedia of the Social & 
Behavioral Sciences, edited by James D. Wright (London: Elsevier, 2015), 918. 
10 Meaning emerges as Max Weber states “as subjective and places it in the heads of actors. In 
this tradition, social phenomena have to be traced to individual action, with individuals acting on 
the basis of subjective meaning.” Jan Fuhse & Neha Gondal. “Networks and Meaning.” 
International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences, edited by James D. Wright, 
(London: Elsevier, 2015), 561. 
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Context  

 
Figure 5:  Sebastien Galina, Pregame set-up of New Societies, 2019 

As an emerging practice, most of the scholarly writing in Theatre Game Design is 

still relatively new. I use Theatre Game Design as a suggested alternative title to Game 

Theatre to amalgamate theatre with not merely games, which tends to constitute a 

finished system, but rather game design, which is something that may always be in 

process. While I’ve been working on formal experiments into the burgeoning genre, 

some of the first scholarly writing has only emerged within the last decade and is usually 

published under Immersive theatre or participatory theatre practices. The only writing I 

could procure directly to the form of ‘Game Theater’ was in German, which, in 

translation, describes the work as “the name given to theatrical forms that rely on 

computer games as a source of inspiration for their work.” 11 Jason Warren also gives 

‘Game Theatre’ a brief mention in his book Creating Worlds: How to Make Immersive 

                                                
11 See “Game - Theater" by Christian Rakow, POP, 4.1 (2015): 94-96. 
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Theatre which he calls “an odd beast” and “doesn’t really belong under the term 

‘immersive theatre’.”12   

In Canada, writing that clearly outlines Theatre Game Design as a form has just 

recently been published in the Spring 2019 issue of Canadian Theatre Review under the 

title of “Gaming.” Editor of the issue, Kimberley Mcleod, acknowledges “this is the first 

issue of Canadian Theatre Review on gaming”13 with earlier articles having only focused 

on digital tools and theatre. The issue, while slightly delving into analog gaming, focuses 

more intently on digital gaming practices. While I have been heavily influenced by video 

and computer games, I do not approach the practice purely through a digital gaming 

lens. I am investigating the design of games or gaming itself, many of which we play 

regularly with friends and family; for example Chess, Cribbage, and Monopoly to name a 

few.14  

My use of the term game design comes from Raph Koster’s Theory of Fun for 

Game Design. He argues that games are “a series of meaningful choices”15 and that 

“games are not stories (though players can create stories from them).”16 Meaningful 

engagement in gaming is achieved by the player. Jesse Schell explains the latter point a 

bit more clearly when he writes that “the game is not the experience.”17 Rather, the 

player’s culminative movement through a game is what creates the experience. Game 

makers create carefully designed systems that allow for a variation of experiences. “The 

variation in the experience […] occurs due to player decision-making. [G]ames are 

‘processes that create carefully designed, unpredictable interpretations’ where ‘both the 

game practice and the meaning it generates are subject to change.’18 What begins to 

make Theatre Game Design distinct from immersive theatre are the culmination of 

                                                
12 Jason Warren, Creating Worlds: How to Make Immersive Theatre (London: Nick Hern Books, 
2017), xiii 
13 Kimberely McLeod ed., Gaming. Canadian Theatre Review, [no.] 178. (Toronto: University of 
Toronto, 2019), 5. 
14 I encourage a reading of the Gaming issue of CTR as it will provide insight into some of the 
questions I engaged with in my research such as audiences as ‘players’, agency, and choice. 
15 Raph Koster, A Theory of Fun for Game Design (City: O’Reilly Media, 2014), 14. 
16 Ibid, 88. 
17 Jesse Schell, The Art of Game Design (Boca Raton: CRC Press, 2015), 11. 
18 Josephine Machon, Immersive Theatres: Intimacy and Immediacy in Contemporary Performance 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 62. 
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choices it provides a player. That’s not to say immersive theatre provides no choice – for 

instance, Punchdrunk’s Sleep No More gives guests the choice on how they would like 

to see the show. Unlike my work, Punchdrunk is less interested in the audiences’ 

choices in performance as choice for them comes in how and what the audience sees 

rather than providing openings for player choice to effect performance. In Theatre Game 

Design, the culmination of the choices are intended to make up the experience whereas 

immersive theatre might lean closer towards a Fear Of Missing Out mentality.  

 
Figure 6:  Brian Postalian, Still of Meagan Woods, Patrick Dodd, and Pascal Reiners from 

spring workshop of New Societies, 2019 

Every well-designed game provides a sense of agency and choice to the player. 

It is through the act of making decisions, both big and small, that a player may feel in 

control—or at least feel the illusion of control. In gamified performance, if an audience 

member makes a meaningful choice (or at least, one they perceive to be meaningful), 

the interactive experience is directly impacted by their participation within the 

system. Choices are prescribed meaning driven by inner motives and interests. How do I 

make an audience’s choices feel meaningful?19 Agency becomes the mode through 

which a player can make choices. There needs to be options for a player’s action to 

                                                
19 I suggest reading the Appendix Essay Willful Engagement in Theatre Game Design for further 
explanation of the initial research. 
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produce a multitude of results and not a rigid fulfilment of the work. Especially, the ability 

for a player to display their agency in the choice not to choose20. Theatre Game Design 

focuses on the aspects of interactivity that leads to a player’s willful engagement instead 

of a compulsory one. Compulsory engagement demands: ‘you need to follow me or else 

the show cannot continue’, whereas willful engagement demands participation within the 

form and context of the work at hand but on the player’s terms. Participation can include 

not choosing. Willful engagement creates rules but allows play to dictate action.  

 
Figure 7:  Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 

 The process of designing through audience as player takes inspiration from 

Umberto Eco’s The Open Work. Eco writes this text at the turn of the Postmodern era. 

He critiques21 art that declares a singular worldview and argues that artists “realize that 

they can no longer speak of this world in the same formal terms that were used to speak 

                                                
20 Cass R. Sunstein calls this “deciding by default” in Choosng Not To Choose: Understanding the 
Value of Choice. Sunstein frequently uses this in reference to sanctioning another power to make 
choices for you based on a default rule. In the case of this research a default rule for a player to 
choose not to choose may vary on the artistic project. It might mean the performer has alterations 
to their engagement with the player but the player is not punished for choosing not to choose, such 
as being asked to leave, rather the show may become more tedious for lack of involvement and 
opportunity for choice beyond the default rule. 
21 Eco also makes a case for non-open works of art as valid and worthwhile. 
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of an orderly cosmos.”22 He continues that art’s “main way of speaking is as 

form.…Form must not be a vehicle for thought; it must be a way of thinking.”23 The work 

cannot presuppose how a player will react if it is to be successful. It needs to embrace 

and respond to the multitude of possibilities that emerge when the work meets a new 

player. The form should speak for the work as the players reveal signifiers within it. The 

form of gameplay is the way the player chooses to play and not instead the way the work 

makes the player play. Moments in the work emerge for a player to make choice 

decisions that shape not only the work but their experience within it.  

In Jacques Ranciere’s The Emancipated Spectator, he argues that “[b]eing a 

spectator is not some passive condition that we should transform into activity. It is our 

normal situation.”24 It is a false dichotomy that the spectator has to be torn between an 

active and passive situation. There is no passive norm that the audience is overcoming; 

you cannot be called to action if you are already in action. However, there clearly is a 

distinction to be made between a theatrical experience of witnessing a play and being 

asked to participate in a gamified experience as a player. Both instances are active ones 

but being active and actively making choices25 provide different openings for 

engagement. The distinction is in degrees of activity and the capacity at which a player 

chooses to act. In Theatre Game Design, a player is continually encountering openings 

to make choices within the work and the work is shaped by those choices.  

Immersion in Theatre Game Design does not preclude that reality be given space 

within the work. Escaping from reality, as perhaps some more entertainment driven 

games like an Escape Room offer, is not the task of this work. The forced bodily 

awareness required of a player to be immersed through action provides a different 

modality of experience. Doris Kolesch describes this as:  

one that implies the fluidification of boundaries and (temporal) spaces. 
Immersion has to do with how we experience, understand, conceptualise—
and sometimes fantasise about the blurring or even annihilation of—the 

                                                
22Umberto Eco,The Open Work. Translated by Anna Cancogni. (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1989), 142. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator, trans. Gregory Elliott (London: Verso, 2009), 
17. 
25 Beyond the choice to stay seated or leave the theatre. 
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boundaries between subject and media, between observer and 
surroundings, broadly understood.26   

 
Figure 8:  Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 

As environments and sometimes worlds shift throughout a work, the player must also 

move through these transitions. The real and fictional occupy the same space. This may 

also exist in situations where the audience is simultaneously drawn to notice things 

within the world of the play and of the outside world, such as when they hear a siren 

passing outside while listening to dialogue. James Frieze writes that “gaming…is often a 

means of perceiving life as mutable, a game in itself with rules that can be changed.”27 

This is what Kolesch calls a “relational concept”28, as a work’s threshold fluctuates 

between different surroundings. Yes, a game is being played and rules create the world 

the players operate within but the ‘real world’ still looms very presently. In Hamlet on the 

                                                
26 Doris Kolesch, “Immersion and spectatorship at the interface of theatre, media tech and daily 
life: An introduction.” Staging Spectators in Immersive Performances Commit Yourself! edited by 
Doris Kolesh, Theresa Schütz, Sophie Nikoleit. (New York: Routledge, 2019), 4 
27 James Frieze, “Reframing Immersive Theatre: The Politics and Pragmatics of Participatory 
Performance” Reframing Immersive Theatre: The Politics and Pragmatics of Participatory 
Performance (Liverpool: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 12. 
28 Kolesch, 4. 
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Holodeck, Janet Murray writes about “the border between the representational world and 

the actual world”29 but this, just like Ranciere’s concept of being active, is a false 

dichotomy. Immersion should not be considered as oscillating on a border between 

being immersed and not immersed – it is a layering. To be immersed in gameplay is not 

to escape or mute reality but rather to provide openings that mingle new possibilities of 

seeing with what we know is true. As the real seeps into the work, these are the 

moments when players come into conflict with how they want to continue playing and 

their next choice. 

Imagine for a brief moment you are playing Monopoly30 with three of your friends. 

You have been losing the whole game, and yes it totally sucks, but in a sudden turn of 

events you start to gain some progress as your friends begin to lose, and you snatch the 

lead just in time to win the game. For you, the game was the story of the underdog. Your 

experience captured what it meant to play as a loser but come out as a winner. For your 

friends it was a different experience feeling so close to win but having had it taken away 

at the last minute. In each instance, the experience of frustration or joy or boredom each 

player walks away with, is uniquely their own. In his book, Eco proposes the idea of 

“open works” which provide “a series of meanings that expand at every new look”31 and 

“the growth and multiplication of the possible meanings of a given message.”32 By 

playing an active part in the shape of the work, the player creates not only the work but 

their own experience in the making of it.  

When games and theatre mix with one another we need to rethink theatre as 

something you can win and games as flexible open systems. As inter-relationality 

becomes involved in playing theatre, audiences gain the status of players and each 

choice they make comes into contact with the experience of another player. Immersive 

theatre tends to focus on the individual’s experience33. This is also true of Theatre Game 

Design. However, it also considers how a player participates in shared spaces. A 

                                                
29 Janet H. Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 2017), 102. 
30 Or Crazy Eights, or Poker, or RISK, whatever comes to mind. 
31 Eco, 25. 
32 Eco, 42. 
33 For a detailed critique of immersive participation see Adam Alston’s Beyond Immersive Theatre: 
Aesthetics, Politics and Productive Participation. See Doris Kolesch’s introduction in Staging 
Spectators in Immersive Performances Commit Yourself for a critique of Alston. 
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player’s experience is defined by and is in relation to another subject, and frequently to 

another player. This makes a player’s experience both wholly unique and also 

collaborative.  

Description 

 
Figure 9:  Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 

In New Societies, players are each individually seated at sections of a table 

designated with a cardinal direction which represents the name of that division. Once all 

players are seated, they are welcomed into the space and told that they have the chance 

to start life on a newly discovered uninhabited planet. Their progress is graded and 

displayed on a global scoreboard as their ultimate goal is to achieve the highest grade 

possible. The facilitators at each table lead players through a series of seasons that 

reveal how to gather resources, vote on resolutions, acquire slots of land, contribute to 

the sustainability reserve, and create advancement tokens. Players must overcome 

gathering resources when contaminants are revealed on the harvest line, decide how to 

proceed with urgent news, and meet the sustainability quota every season. When global 

land acquisition opens, players navigate the challenges and opportunities as borders 
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between divisions are crossed and contaminants continue to spread. As more and more 

societies become unsustainable, all of the divisions are met with a global fallout. After a 

series of decisions, there is one division left with enough resources to save one other 

society, and their choice to do so ultimately leads to a complete global collapse.  

Echoing the politics and systemic issues we face in the contemporary world, 

players navigate difficult decisions in New Societies. From choosing what to do with land 

development or deciding how to manage it to collectively deciding on how to dictate 

overpopulation control, players either choose to build their societies as Empires or 

Utopias. Each decision the player makes will influence how all the other players can 

play. New Societies is a playful challenge to reflect on how we operate as inheritors of 

our current societal structures and potential catalysts for newer and better ones. In every 

second of every day you have to decide between action and inaction.34 New Societies 

asks players to hold all of this in consideration as they determine what sort of society 

they will build and how they will build it. 

Games tend to conjure up the notion of problem solving. The player is presented 

with an obstacle or problem they must overcome (which generally results in winning the 

game). Such is the nature of Chess or Monopoly, and Settlers of Catan or RISK. New 

Societies aims to obscure the binary notions of win or lose. As a guiding post for 

gameplay I35 tried to craft modes of playing that would lead to creating a ‘better’ society 

rather than the ‘best’. After much debate, this was a decision the group came to during 

the initial workshop phase because we collectively realized each society around the 

world evaluates their progress and values differently. I tried to shift the work so that what 

constituted ‘better’ could in the hands of the players. Perhaps one society would value 

investment in the safety and wellbeing of their society while another would value the 

growth of arts and culture. Each society could achieve these means cooperatively or 

competitively. What matters to the player, in relation to how meaning is perceived, will 

change from one player to another. In particular, tensions are drawn between the 

                                                
34 Inaction here is not a passive move and is defined as an active choice. 
35 From here on out I will use the pronoun “I” whenever appropriate for ease and readability. I 
gratefully acknowledge that many of the decisions that make up New Societies were made 
collaboratively. By no means would I only credit myself as the creator of the work but I understand 
the parameters of the graduate program and if I pass the defence, I will be the one receiving the 
fancy bit of paper with the letters “MFA” on it. 
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importance of what it means to ‘win’ the game and what the player constitutes as a 

‘winning’ (or ideal) society.  

Throughout the workshop, I took much inspiration from the work of Ontroerend Goed’s 

LIES – which also seats players around several tables and scores them based on an 

internal metric. I also took inspiration from the mechanics of board games like 

 
Figure 10:  Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 

Settler’s of Catan, RISK, Monopoly, the computer game Sims, and several others. I 

adapted forms of modern progress indexing from the Human Development Index (HDI) 

and Social Progress Index (SPI) to create our own metric to gauge progress. The HDI 

uses a three-point metric to evaluate a country based on their average life expectancy, 

knowledge, and standard of financial living. The SPI uses a metric that totals fifty-four 

indicators that span across basic human needs, foundations of well-being, and 

opportunity. Entering into New Societies, I couldn’t decide if an economic evaluation was 

apropos of what a player could at least constitute as a blank slate. Rather, I wanted 

parallel ideas of the economy to enter into player’s minds through their familiarity with 

the capitalist system we operate within, at least in North America. With a bit of tweaking I 

created an amalgamation of the two indexes to create the Society Progress Index that is 
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the base metric upon which divisions in the show are evaluated. The metric is not a 

grade that implies first or third world countries. Instead, the Society Progress Index is 

meant to reveal the capacity at which a division in the show can meet the needs of its 

citizens. For instance, those who achieve a higher grade are able to provide for the 

wellbeing of the division; those who maintain a lower grade will have more setbacks and 

cannot provide for the division at the same capacity. All societies would start at the 

lowest grade and attempt to work their way higher, as they are faced with the challenges 

and decisions that mark their path. 

The arc of the show traces a players’ transition from isolation to contact as a 

cyclical motion. I wanted to separate players from any individuals they arrived with and 

seat them at different tables flanked by tall flags that divide the room. Part of this choice 

is a direct imitation of Ontroerend Goed’s LIES. It also opens up the opportunity for 

strangers to connect with one another. The idea of creating a new society thus involved 

getting to know other people that might not include collaborating with people you already 

know. As the game progresses, the bonds between players at a single table may form 

but it always maintains the potential tension of breaking. If others are not playing the way 

you agree with or are disagreeing with how you play, your society risks losing cohesion. 

During the Spring workshop, we initially tried to provide an experience for the 

player that would allow them to play either collaboratively or competitively with their 

society. What we discovered was, that nine times out of ten, players would want to 

collaborate with their society because it meant growth for everyone and for their own 

team. For the most part, every decision a player makes at their own table has the 

potential to benefit everyone sitting there. As with all the other modes of playing New 

Societies, we never encouraged any particular behavior so that players made choices 

based on either what the game rewarded them or on their own internal system. A 

collaborative effort would be something the players could learn by trial and error. Once a 

society would receive back a split vote and no change or something bad had occurred 

because they couldn’t agree, the way they start to talk to one another would shift. 

As players form, or attempt to form, connections with other members of their 

table they are trying to somehow increase their grade. There was an internal set of 

maths that would spit out numbers for grade, quota, and land cost increases based on 
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how each society had been investing in acquiring land, voting, contributing to the reserve 

and creating advancements. Here is the calculation:36 

(S+H+A+K+I) x 0.8, + 
(# of quota exceeded) x log(1.9)37, + 
(# of lands acquired) x 1.5 
= Social Progress Index Value (between 0 to 45+) 
 
Social Progress Index 
<4 = D (8 slots/Q1/L3) 
4 to 7 = D+ (13 slots/Q2/L3) 
8 to 10 = C- (15 slots/Q3/L4) 
11 to 15 = C (16 slots/Q4/L4) 
16 to 20 = C+(17 slots/Q5/L4) 
21 to 25 = B- (19 slots/Q6/L8) 
26 to 30 = B (20 slots/Q7/L8) 
31 to 35 = B+ (21 slots/Q8/L8) 
36 to 40 = A- (22 slots/Q9/L16) 
41 to 45 = A (23 slots/Q10/L16) 
45+ = A+(25 slots/Q11/L16)  

This was the base metric after which other variable factors like how much land had been 

acquired or sold, votes from resolutions and scenarios, and decisions made by other 

societies would alter quota, land cost, and number of open slots on the table. This 

metric, paired with playing faster than other societies, would favor a division that 

acquired land both locally and globally and met but not exceeded their sustainability 

quota, in addition to other votes made through resolutions and scenarios. I thought this 

system would more acutely reflect countries that historically have expanded and globally 

reigned over other divisions. Theoretically, it would be possible to attain an A+ grade as 

a society that played slower and less aggressively, but not in competition with another 

society that expanded faster. It did not make much sense if a society exceeded the 

sustainability quota for it to heavily increase the grade because many countries fail at 

this metric and achieve quite high numbers on the HDI and SPI systems anyway.  

                                                
36 SHAKI = Safety, Health & Wellness, Arts & Culture, Knowledge, Infrastructure; slots refer to the 
number of land slots open on the table (max 25), Q = quota, L = cost of land. 
37 This equation plateaus the growth of a number after it reaches a certain value. For instance a 
value of 2 in total quota exceeded would be 2 SPI, but a culminative value of 6 would be 3 SPI.  
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Figure 11:  Brian Postalian, Spring workshop draft of metric and gameplay, 2019 

While there is a clear metric system, I chose to keep exactly how the grade 

increased rather vague for the players. I did not want players to know immediately how 

to win and thereby start playing the game that way because that was simply the way to 

win; players could potentially discover the metric through trial and error. I had hoped 

there would be enough clarity in the game mechanics that it would be somewhat clear 

why a society’s grade was increasing or why it was not. The biggest fear I had is that 

player’s would feel like they were being controlled and their choices had no value or 

meaning whatsoever. The goal was for players to be at odds or in harmony with one 

another in an attempt to mirror the real world on a very simple level. 

 
Figure 12:  The Societal Progress Index spreadsheet from New Societies closing night 

September 14 2019 
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As the borders of the divisions open, a new inter-connected space is revealed 

and so too is the possibility of making contact with another society. Each society is 

slowly contaminated by one another due to their accelerated growth. Early in the 

process I decided the turning point in the game would be akin to a global drought and 

only one society would have enough resources to make their way out of a situation they 

themselves caused. Narratively, I thought it would be compelling to have the ‘savior’ be 

the division that caused the catastrophe in the first place. That perhaps this scenario 

may be a possible dystopia that we are headed towards in reality. It is a replication of 

what we see as a higher (First World) power making another a lower (Third World) 

one.38 While all societies make a case for being saved only two live on. I don’t think I can 

clearly articulate why I decided on this other than attempting to further draw out the 

savior narrative and develop tension, a desire for success, or a willful capitulation within 

players. Some societies resist the decision and some accept peacefully. A world war, or 

something like it, breaks out and each society falls at the expense of the other.  

Perhaps the two most frustrating parts for players of New Societies are that its 

implicitly designed to more favor those who act quickly and the inevitability of war. In the 

former, the game increases the odds of ‘winning’ for those who quickly act upon or for 

others. One of the only advantages I wanted to embed in the game was that capitalism 

and globalization would get a society ahead much faster than playing more sustainably 

and locally. I thought it important to highlight as severely as possible the dominance 

such a mode of playing has within the system I was trying to replicate. In the latter, it is 

because of such aggressive play each division would too become overwhelmed with 

contaminants. In the struggle to play to win, in particular to win within the parameters of 

success that we have been set up for, players would bring about everyone’s downfall. 

Maybe by doing so, it would reveal something about the world. I understand this 

predetermined decision is a part of where the show may have abandoned its openness.  

 A big turning point for the creation process was the eventual choice for the piece 

to lead towards repeating the European tradition of collapse en masse. Too many 

possibilities emerged for us to handle when tasked with creating limitations for gameplay 

that allowed societies to progress as they sought to do so. For instance, what if one 

group’s Utopic society didn’t involve a democratic majority system, how could I let them 

                                                
38 Negri & Hardt, 333. 
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come to resolutions differently? If this were to happen, the core mechanic of voting 

hinges on the whims of the players. They could just as easily discard it or spend so 

much time on it that nothing else in the game moves forward. This is just one of the 

hundred possibilities I had to contain as creators of the work. And on the other end of the 

spectrum, how to contain possibility while also trying to create a space for a multitude of 

them for the player. Players are able to maintain a flexible relationship with voting: they 

could vote collectively, place their votes in face up for all to see, withhold votes, refuse to 

vote, and on and on. This is where the openness of the work becomes important.  

In order to move past the potentially endless ways in which people could play the 

game, we implemented a system where performers used timed based mechanics to 

continue gameplay. Players would experience this in moments where facilitators would 

close the polls for voting, pointing to and prompting players to make a move, or simply 

progress to their next piece of text without waiting or asking for questions. The nature of 

games or play is that the goal isn’t endless deliberation. It is about learning a certain 

system and articulating certain desires within that system. Completing the performance 

was a goal – as opposed to open free-form play – so each choice led to moving the 

narrative forward as smoothly as possible without forcing the player’s hand. The game is 

tied up in the idea of a theatrical climax as much as it is linked to the idea of winning or 

losing. Gameplay, for New Societies, is an end-based activity and thus it needed to be 

contained.  

 To try and address endless player possibility, I began to think about spatial 

arrangements. In particular, how Empires historically built themselves in hierarchical 

spatial relationships. How could I reapply a similar sort of hierarchy to the endless player 

possibilities in order to create a bounding box within which possibilities for players could 

still exist? As I moved towards creating an playable opportunity that could reflect the 

progress of Empires, I used Alejandro Colas’ description of such an arrangement as the 

basis:  

Empire, like most other political formations, conceive of order and hierarchy 
in spatial terms. They legitimize the centrality and superiority of their rule 
over diverse peoples and vast territories by developing distinctive imperial 
cosmologies and applying corresponding foundational myths to justify the 
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harmonious relationship between a specific political hierarchy and an 
eternal universal order.39  

I set forward to achieve a spatial hierarchy that could also imply governance over other 

societies. This would be represented in brief through the way players could vote for 

resolutions or how players bend the flexibility of the system to suit their desires for 

domination. This kind of play would emerge if players used the openness of the work to 

do so.  

 
Figure 13: Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 

 The role of the facilitators and central performers was difficult to situate. 

Particularly because of how each performer was situated spatially. Facilitators at each 

society were neither players nor citizens of the division. Their role was to help guide the 

players through the game as characterless beings. Aside from their own personal traits 

and qualities they would bring to the performance in the effort to ease strangers up to 

one another, the facilitators were characterless and without a narrative arc. The 

performers made sure to always use the pronoun “you” – indicating the player - and not 

“we” which would assemble the performer as one of the group. This relationship 

                                                
39Alejandro Colás, Empire (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), 36. 
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complicated itself when the facilitators were mobile vessels for their society when war 

breaks out because all of a sudden they became characters. Theoretically, the Central 

performers’ roles should work like the facilitators on a macro level as they help track and 

navigate all of the players’ inputs throughout the game. Their primary function was to 

input data from each table, based on the formula above, and then spit out information 

based on a series of predetermined timestamps throughout the two hours of the show.  

By no means would they manipulate choices or act as a controlling power as they should 

act almost like newscasters or journalists delivering news of events as opposed to 

catalysts of them. However, as time began to crunch the spines of creativity I needed to 

make hard and fast choices between one playtest to another in order for the show to 

progress and not bore everyone to death by going on in circles forever. Eventually, 

Central became the arbiter of movement after the borders between societies opened 

and, rooted in a series of player-based choices, would circle out a winner for the 

evening. 

The line of narrative through the game’s core mechanics more closely resembled 

a colonial and settler analogy as opposed to the expansion of Empire. The Routledge 

Handbook of the History of Settler Colonialism describes colonialism as “an exercise in 

the deliberate alteration of time and space. Triumphant settler colonialism is, after all, a 

violent act against geography: Settler colonialism turns someone else’s place into space 

and then into place again.”40 As global land acquisition opens up in the game, I wanted 

to point through to how land could become “the only significant medium of wealth.”41 

These are the roots of which we live with today and as the environment continues to 

collapse all around us it becomes increasingly more so that without the sustenance of 

the land we may have nothing. The show is a fast-paced and bleak reminder of this. 

After land starts to be acquired globally the quota to sustain each society increases. As 

the quota increases, one by one, it becomes near impossible to meet the quota as 

contaminants continue to spread. Again, each of these choices tried to come back to the 

idea that a choice made by one player would affect another. The spread of contaminants 

is directly linked to the idea of this as well as the basic fear Naomi Klein lines out on 

                                                
40Edward Cavanagh and Lorenzo Veracini, eds. The Routledge Handbook of the History of Settler 
Colonialism. (Oxon: Routledge, 2017), 5. 
41 Ibid. 14. 
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“extractivism”.42 This fear is that everything is tied to each other; the rise of one will see 

the fall of many. 

 
Figure 14: Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 

As the show begins I thought it important to set up the notion of a better and 

more opportune place. Knowing this would not be possible in the game, I made part of 

the journey I wanted players to go on was for there to be hope. The marketing for the 

show claims a ‘possible Utopia’, but a Utopia for whom? From the outset, players are set 

up for the possibility of fiction and that a new dream is possible. As I built the game, I 

looked towards where it could offer the impulse of hope for Utopia continuously 

throughout the game. Beauchesne and Santos write that “the utopian impulse is directly 

connected to action and freedom: where there is hope and agency, the possibility of 

freedom arises in a sort of circular manner.”43 Players should feel as if change is 

possible, even if they’re not sure how but that through “a combination of individual 

dreams that form collaborative actions”44 they might achieve their utopic ideal. I return to 

                                                
42 Klein, 148. 
43 Beauchesne and Santos, 6. 
44 Ibid. 5. 



25 

the earlier quote from Žižek: “nothing can really be changed within the existing system”. 

By recreating the capitalist European system of collapse, would players see an 

opportunity for change within it, the need to be away with it, or desire something else 

entirely? The challenge is to maintain the hope for positive change as the game 

inevitably refrains from players achieving that desire. I wanted to play the system, to 

reveal it, to be frustrated by it, and to hopefully give way for player’s to discover 

something new.  

Why deny the opportunity for Utopia at all? To be honest, none of us could 

definitively imagine what that would have looked like. Each player’s version of that space 

differed so greatly to quantify it within the mechanics of a game felt impossible. In 

addition, I did not want players to walk away from the game with a kumbaya-we-all-did-it 

feeling. I don’t think any of the creative team really believed utopia was possible so to 

make it achievable at all felt foolish. But we all agreed that the impulse for utopia, for a 

better place, was so important both in and outside the structure of the game. It’s not that 

change is not possible, it’s that it is so darn hard that the game better well reflect that 

difficultly if we think it will be worth its salt. New Societies flowed between both fun and 

frustrating as players navigate the maintenance of hope in despair. I built the show to 

also be very silly and use levity to meet some of the darker content within the show.  

Reflection  

The first thing players were most curious about figuring out was how to win. What 

is the strategy? How did the saving society get to that grade? I think this curiosity is 

productive to a certain extent. We don’t live and operate in societies with clear metric 

relationship to how well we are doing because a large part of it is subjective. Returning 

to the game, I would further explore the relationship between quantitative and subjective 

metrics. I would be curious to see how players would score themselves and/or other 

societies in order to place more agency into their field of play.  

Thinking about the five advancement categories it is obvious that any society 

would want a high score in each one: Safety, Health & Wellness, Arts & Culture, 

Knowledge, and Infrastructure. I was unable to find multiple modes of playing because 

none of those categories hold any intrinsic value to the player – they are all more or less 

hypothetical, save for the Advancement card a player could receive by creating enough 
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tokens in a single category. The choices citizens make in the real world reflect those 

categories but they are not as abstracted as that in real life. I wish I had an alternative to 

how this mechanic works but as we ran the show night after night in the attempt to 

simplify the real world mechanic into the five advancements, the mechanic could not 

provide enough meaning for players. This was something that revealed itself to us and it 

was not, I think, a deliberate choice. 

 
Figure 15: Brian Postalian, An initial list of mechanics we wanted or things to consider 

during the spring workshop of New Societies, 201945 

In the creation process I spent a lot of time emulating and unabashedly imitating 

Ontroerend Goed’s LIES. This discomfited me. As inspired as I was by their work, I 

didn’t want to rip them off. However, I needed to acknowledge that there were a lot of 

incredible learning moments from my knowledge of and relationship with the company; 

having directed a version of their work in Toronto, seeing their work and meeting with 

                                                
45 “Pillars of Societal Progress?; Consequence of played actions affecting other societies; Survival; 
System keeping track of what everyone is doing; Attempt of society must be made; Sustainable 
city building; Basic needs covered from start; Negotiation with societies; Collection and expenditure 
of resources; Reaction to global events; Value your own needs; Group based decision making; 
Evaluation of success based on pre-defined metric; Building system of decision 
making/governing/organizing; Relocation to new world; Information station; Uncover land + 
resources; Progress tracker; Obtain + share resources; Ability to trade; Global player check-ins; 
Resource management; Evolving development with consequences; Negotiating between opinions; 
Self + group evaluation; Ethically fraught materials; Time restrained gameplay; Revelation of land 
tangibles.” 
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them in person in Toronto, Vancouver and London over the past three years. I tried to 

imitate a similar narrative structure from LIES in New Societies. In both pieces players 

are separated, facilitators manage players and central figures manage the larger game, 

a global score dictates the goal of the game, a global collapse occurs (contaminants in 

New Societies; an economic one in LIES) and individual tables must decide on saving or 

bailing out another, and each end with a return to the start of play. Eventually, it did land 

far enough away from LIES that New Societies stands on its own. In LIES, the player is 

meant to accumulate as much wealth as possible through a gambling mechanic by 

rolling dice. New Societies works more cyclically as resources are constantly spent 

promptly after being gathered. The complexity of choice is spread across many different 

mechanics throughout New Societies that reflect a variety of components in a societal 

system whereas LIES directly focuses on financial economics. New Societies constantly 

kept the player’s perspective in mind by pointing them towards the room (rather than 

away in LIES) and exploiting multiple revelations of space with curtains. This provision of 

choice also puts me in conversation with Blast Theory’s work like Kidnap and Desert 

Rain. Their use of gaming practices aims to intervene one’s daily life and defamiliarize 

(or rather force to look-again) at how we occupy space.46 I am in deep gratitude for the 

inspiration Ontroerend Goed’s work has had upon my own. Their work espouses 

performance as a holistic practice, one in which the form reflects content and the 

witnessing relationship with an audience is constantly in question. Despite such free 

flowing work that predicates the participatory choices of an audience, like LIES or Fight 

Night, they create opportunities for a variety of movement within the shows but are strict 

with endings and keeping the work in the control of the creative team.  

Throughout my practice at SFU, I have been attempting to understand what 

exactly is the practice of which I speak. By doing so I have been guided by my own 

political interests to use game design to talk about identity and inter-relationality. These 

two themes are persistent throughout my work but are not the central focus of the 

research. As a Queer person, identity has always been at the forefront of my practice. I 

am defined by what I am not - not straight, not masculine, and at times othered. I often 

find myself in relation to others; or to put another way, in relation to normalcy. I believe in 

an artistic practice that encourages a certain compassionate violence. This idea is that 

                                                
46 See Appendix A Willful Engagement in Theatre Game Design for further explication. 
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transformation, or change, can only come by pushing people to breach their limits in 

order to better understand them. The violence I’m talking about is pushing personal 

limitation; not physically punching people. My practice terrifies me. I am never sure if the 

next audience participant is going to feel violated by my work or transformed by it (if I'm 

audacious enough to claim that either is a possibility). Some people don't want to be 

invaded by the work, they'd rather willingly approach it at their own pace and on their 

own time. I would say my work may not suit those kinds of individuals because Theatre 

game design necessitates a willing playful engagement with the system. To play is a 

challenge to the witnessing role of an audience. And on top of that, it’s about how 

different audiences come together to play. 

 
Figure 16: Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 

The joy I find creating interactive work is that I’m driven by the impulse to let an 

idea explode for an audience. Kolesch summarizes this sentiment perfectly for me: 

A starting point in our networked, globalised world could be that artistic 
configurations of immersive spaces can sensitise us to the fact that there 
is no longer some Archimedean-like point for a world view, no singular 
correct position from which to see the whole. It can sensitise us to how 
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entangled the plurality of legitimate perspectives and positions is, to how 
some of those positions are even in conflict with one another.47  

I always feel like as an artist I have nothing to say and that there is so much the 

audience already knows, they’re just in need of a push to get there. I’m not saying 

anything as much as I am trying to pull back the curtain and reveal what is already there. 

So a challenge I frequently come up against is my fear of really trying to say something. 

Which you can see the progression from Champion to New Societies. Champion ended 

with the audience delivering the final revelation – which was usually lackluster. Whereas 

with New Societies, I decided that because of how players progressed throughout the 

game, the world would be destroyed at the end. At least, in this version, there was no 

possibility that if the audience all played collaboratively the show would work out all fine 

and dandy. Because if you understand how the game works, it can seem incredibly cruel 

and frustrating; which is an instance of compassionate violence. Here, within the work, 

am I trying to lay bare how it feels to participate in society. The challenge I encounter 

delving into Theatre Game Design practice is that by opening up the terms of 

engagement to player choice it becomes very difficult to steer and in turn can create 

disillusionment like the whole game was a sham and the player really had no choice at 

all. Of course, I believe in hope and change and I think those still live in the show quite 

vividly. In the ideal version of the show, it doesn’t feel like a masterful central plan for 

world collapse but instead a series of choices that culminate in what would feel 

inevitable.  

The work of New Societies hinges on at least one society to play aggressively 

and one other to meet them with resistance at the end of the show. Every night, it was 

always possible each society would meet the saving division with a peaceful resolution. 

We were all terrified of this possibility because we did not know how to contain it. I would 

love to have more time to think of possible endings for the show that did not end in war, 

but I’d still favor the notion of global collapse occurring – just with the text slightly altered. 

We are constantly at odds with one another, hoping we win or the other side loses. Žižek 

says “the victory of good over evil is the ability to die, to regain the innocence of nature, 

to find peace in getting rid of the obscene infinity of evil.”48 I think the final death in New 

Societies has the potential to lay bare the obscenity of the good and bad, and to 

                                                
47 Kolesch, 8. 
48 Slavoj Žižek, Violence (New York: Picador, 2008), 66. 
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reconsider the notion of a blank slate. I don’t think things end peacefully because the 

world is not peaceful.  

 
Figure 17: Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 

 Looking at the work in its current state, two opposing arguments can be held in 

equal tension with one another: One is that the way players choose to play will 

determine how another is able to play; The other is that the players have no agency 

whatsoever and their choices are of no consequence. I know both are true because of 

the feedback audiences continue to give both during and post-performance. Knowing the 

former is true, I would like the chance to eliminate the possibility of the latter. I think 

that’s a flaw of the current game design. Audiences might have conflated knowing how 

to win with meaningfulness. Players became frustrated that they couldn’t know what 

effect their choices would have. But because New Societies is framed as a game, 

choices feel like they should have knowable consequences, whereas in life we don’t 

know this. In the context of the game there is an expectation players should be able to 

figure this out and if they can’t feel like they know this, their choices might feel 

meaningless which is different than choices being without meaning. I am still working out 

ways in which audiences can feel their choices are meaningful without necessarily 

knowing the impact of their choices. 
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 In reflection with the creative team, I wonder if war could still be a viable option 

but was initiated purely by the societies. Performers reported that most nights, players 

talked about war from the beginning, some thinking that the global announcements from 

central would actually be the breakout of war. Looking at how the script was phrased in 

the section where gameplay stops, what may have seemed to me like an opening was 

actually a forced suggestion on how to play. Perhaps when further considering the 

notion of a subjective grading metric the game can return to the Utopian gesture more 

clearly. There is a potential for this to emerge in players crafting their own ideological 

rules for their society – something like the inverse of the resolution cards where players 

must agree on an ideology. Too easily the drive for a player was to just get along with 

everyone at their table as opposed to envisioning what might their individual Utopia 

actually be? If there could be a balance between the serious real world situations that 

come up with a kind of dream world, maybe more openings would reveal themselves. As 

players rise from their seats to negotiate with other societies, they could be more 

transformed into ambassadors of their division, which would be further at odds or 

harmonious with the rest of the room. 

It was always important to me not to comment on how a guest chooses to play. I 

did not want their way of playing to be influenced by us but rather let the player’s own 

desires emerge through play. Partially, I personally don’t like being told what to do – it’s 

annoying and part of the fun of playing games is discovering for yourself things you did 

not know were possible. I wanted player’s unscripted and diverging choices to surprise 

us and other players. Neither a competitive versus a collaborative action would be 

rewarded or penalized. Players would come up with crazy ideas that they thought would 

help their society. For example, some players started a land transfer system by trading 

already acquired lands with other divisions or another would bargain for a lower price on 

land, or my favourite ones were when players would shout across the room thanking 

another society for providing them with resources. In addition, if players don’t want to 

play they could forfeit their turns and votes, the only punishment is that it just may end 

up being a significantly more boring experience. However, to empower the audience 

through all the different forms of choice throughout the show and then take it away from 

them to stage a neat, clever, and picturesque ending could and does feel almost cruel. 

To end it all off with a global scorecard is also hard consideration of whether or not the 

player’s deserved the grade we gave them or if it was all fabricated. This was never the 
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intention. The ending should feel earned because of certain players’ decisions and that 

as I would say in rehearsal “sometimes shit like that is inevitable because the world is 

fucked up.” Collectively, all of the players are responsible regardless of what they 

wanted. But as game designer Raph Koster says “[i]n game design circles, we often 

speak of the author’s story and the player’s story, because these can end up diverging 

widely.”49 And I suppose in part, this is what I love about the possibilities of games. You 

never know how a player is going to play. Their story is always changing. 

 
Figure 18: Sebastien Galina, Gameplay from New Societies, 2019 

  

                                                
49 Koster, 257. 
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New Societies Performance Blueprint 

As a general note the blueprint that follows acts as the foundation upon which the 
gameplay operates. Performers should feel free to adapt the vocabulary and 
performance to multiple modes of playing. This blueprint is not a comprehensive 
rulebook for the game as rules and modes of playing shift depending on the 
player.  

1. LOBBY  

CENTRAL FACILITATOR 1: 
 
Good evening everyone. Welcome. Thank you all for coming. The doors will be opening 
momentarily. This is a one way journey, so if you need to pay a visit to the washroom, do 
so now. Otherwise, would you kindly line up single file beginning by our usher, have your 
cell phones off and your tickets ready.  I will see you on the other side.  
 

To the first player at the door, raise a hand as if to stop them. Once ready indicate 
towards central facilitator in room … 

 
See the person waving? Make your way towards them. 
 
CENTRAL FACILITATOR 2/3: 
 

The player is greeted with a cordial gesture. They are indicated towards the 
tables in the following order: 

 
1. Table N 
2. Table NW 
3. Table NE 
4. Table W 
5. Table E 
6. Table SW 
7. Table SE 
8. Table S 
 

And repeat in that order until all guests are seated. 

2. GREETING AT TABLE  

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
Hi, take a seat.  
 
(If they have a bag) Feel free to put any bags under your chair.  
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Welcome to the _________ (North/South/East/West etc.) division.  
My name is _____, what’s yours?  
Nice to meet you ______, how are you doing? 
 

Once an additional guest has arrived…  
 
Nice to meet you (new player name) this is (other players’ names). 
 

Small talk is made, taking care of our guests until everyone has been seated.  

3. OPENING ANNOUNCEMENT  

CENTRAL FACILITATOR 1: 
 

Once everyone is seated... 
 
Greetings citizens. 
Welcome.  
Welcome to the North, East, South, and West. 
 
Tonight we gather on the unceded and ancestral territory of the Musqueam, Squamish 
and Tsleil-Waututh First Nations. Your facilitators come from this land also known as 
Vancouver and from lands now known as Mexico City, New Jersey, Calgary, Turkey, 
Winnipeg, Taiwan, and Toronto, many of us with roots far beyond the places we now call 
home.  
 
It’s no news that Earth is in turmoil. But now is the chance to start over. To create a new 
society. You are here tonight to start life on a newly discovered uninhabited planet. 
Tonight you have the power to make the changes you want to see.  
 
You have now formed a community with the group of individuals sitting at your table. 
You and your community are responsible for your division of the planet. Your society will 
be graded based upon its progression. A progress report will be updated and displayed 
here (indicates scoreboard) on the Societies Progress Index. You will hear an 
announcement from central when a society’s grade has increased. You all begin with the 
letter grade D since each of your societies has only just begun. Your facilitators will 
inform and guide you on how to improve this rating. 
 
The higher the grade, the greater capacity a society has reached to provide and care for 
its citizens. Societies with higher grades have a greater well-being and access to more 
opportunities. We expect all of you to make it to the highest grade possible, but the 
decisions are in your hands. The first season has begun. 
 

A sound chimes for the start of play. 

4. THE FIRST SEASON 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
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Citizens, the season's harvest lies before you. Each of you will take turns to draw from 
the harvest line. Our division's letter grade is currently D which means our starting 
harvest is (double the amount of players at the table). As the division’s grade increases, 
so does the number of resources on the harvest line as well as the need to sustain them. 
  
During a season, on each turn, you are permitted two actions, which you can spend 
either exploring, gathering, or a combination of the two. 
 
To explore: select a card on the harvest line and I will reveal its worth.  

  
This is demonstrated. 

 
To gather: draw a card into your hand then reveal it in front of you. 
  

This is demonstrated. 
 
The harvest is made up of cards with various resource amounts. The more bars of 
colour, the greater the resource count. They range from a value of 1 to 3, the most 
common being 1 and the rarest 3. 
  

These are shown. 
 
Exploring and gathering both come with risk. If you explore and reveal a contaminated 
resource in the harvest line, at least 2 cards flanking the contamination will be 
eliminated.  
  

This is demonstrated. 
 
If you gather a contamination directly into your hand, you will forfeit half of your cards (if 
you have an odd number of cards, round up the amount you lose). 
 

This is demonstrated. 
  

More contaminated cards will appear on the harvest line if you do not meet the 
sustainability reserve. This reserve is determined by the size of your harvest. There will 
be an opportunity to contribute to the sustainability reserve at the end of each harvest 
and I will show you how to do so later on. 
  
Once you have performed two actions of any combination of exploring and gathering, 
your turn will end and begin for the player on your left, rotating for the season until all 
resources have been exhausted. The first player position will shift to the left at the 
beginning of a new season, as indicated with this marker. 
  

The marker is shown. 
 
I will talk you through these first few rounds. 
 



38 

Let’s begin with (the first player who was seated). Please choose to explore or gather a 
resource. 

5. THE END OF THE FIRST SEASON 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 

After all resources have been exhausted... 
 
The first season has ended. You still don't have quite enough resources to make any 
major progress in the (N/S/E/W) division. Hold on to your resources for now, they will 
come in handy later.  
 
However, progress to provide for a better society can still continue. Each of you may 
now vote on an upcoming resolution that will determine the progression of this division. 
The implication of your choices may not be known now but will reveal themselves as we 
continue. 
 

A resolution card is drawn. 
 
You have each been given three voting cards. You will choose your preferred option with 
A, B, or C and place it forward anonymously here (indicates on the board) to be sealed 
in an envelope which will be processed by central. 
 
‘Let it be resolved that this division will…’ (the resolution card is read) 
 
[RESOLUTION CARD #1] 
 
The polls are open. Please place your vote in now.  
 

While voting is happening, a new harvest is being dealt. 
After 7 seconds... 

 
The polls will close in 3, 2, 1. Voting has now ended. 
 
Before a new season begins, we must meet our sustainability reserve quota or risk 
increasing the number of contamination cards on the harvest line. The size of current 
your harvest requires the division to exhaust one token from the sustainability reserve 
this season. This token accounts for what was on the land prior to your arrival. It is now 
depleted for this harvest. In subsequent seasons you will be able to contribute to the 
reserve. 

6. THE SEASONS 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
A new season has begun.  
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The first player token is moved. 

 
Let’s begin with (player to the left of the previous first player). Please choose to explore 
or gather a resource. 
 

...repeat as needed from THE FIRST SEASON. 

7. THE END OF THE SECOND SEASON 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 

After all resources have been exhausted... 
 
The season has ended. With your gathered resources you now have enough to cultivate 
the (N/E/S/W) division. Your ultimate goal is to contribute as many resources back into 
the division to increase the capacity of your Society’s grade. 
 
With enough resources you now have the following options: 
You can choose to acquire a slot on the harvest line or contribute to the division’s 
sustainability reserve. 
 
Acquiring a slot on the harvest line will reveal the resource at the start of a season, 
removing the need to explore. You will also be the only player allowed to gather it.  
 
By contributing to the division’s sustainability reserve you will meet the needs of your 
society for the season. If the society cannot meet this need, an additional contamination 
card will be added to the harvest line. However, if you exceed the need, your society’s 
progress will benefit per additional token in the reserve. 
 
Before each season begins, I will remove as many tokens as per the quota requires. 
This season, the quota is one. Keep in mind, this quota will increase as the harvest line 
increases and may change based on how your society progresses as you vote 
throughout the night. 
 
Both acquiring land and contributing to the reserve each cost a total value of _______ 
 
Those who’d like to acquire a slot on the harvest line please place (Letter grade number) 
resources in front of you. Any surplus of resources will be returned. 
 

This is action is performed. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Those who’d like to contribute to the division’s reserve please place (______) resources 
in front of you. 
 

This is action is performed. 
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Thank you. 
 
The division has received our results from the last vote and we  resolved to (winning 
response). 
 

Hands back the voting cards submitted. 
 
You may collect your voting card as the division is now gathered to vote once more. 
 

A resolution card is drawn. 
 
‘Let it be resolved that this division will…’ (the resolution card is read) 
 
[RESOLUTION CARD #2] 
 
The polls are open. You have ten seconds to cast your vote. Please place your vote in 
now.  
 

While voting is happening, a new harvest is being dealt. 
After 7 seconds... 

 
The polls will close in 3, 2, 1. Voting has now ended. 
 
Before a new season begins, we must meet our sustainability reserve quota. It is now 
depleted (one,two,three, etc.) for this harvest.  
 
If exceeded: Congratulations for exceeding the quota this season.  
 
If met: You have met the quota for this season. 
 
If not met: Unfortunately, you have not met the quota. I’m afraid the harvest may be 
more contaminated for the coming season.    
 
REPEAT #6 (THE SEASONS) 

8. THE END OF THE THIRD SEASON 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 

After all resources have been exhausted... 
 
The season has ended. You may continue to cultivate the (N/E/S/W) division. Over the 
season you have discovered the ability to create advancements for the division.  
 
These focused advancements fall into five categories which may help you or your 
society throughout the harvest. The categories are: Safety, Health, Arts, Knowledge, and 
Infrastructure. Indicated by the markers on the board here. 
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This is shown. 

 
Increasing advancements in certain categories will affect your society’s grade as well as 
your ability to vote for certain resolutions. 
 
Creating an advancement costs a total value of four resources which is represented by 
this token. If you are the first to reach three tokens in a single category, you’ll receive an 
advantage card that will provide you with special benefits during the season. You can 
refer to your rule cards for further details on the benefits. 
 
[Knowledge: Once per season, peek at one card on the harvest line without having to 
explore or gather it.  
Infrastructure: Once per season, you can undo one action. 
Arts and Culture:  Once per season, you are permitted +1 action. 
Health and Wellness: Once per season, if you gather an X, you will only have to 
discard one card. 
Safety: Once per season, if a contamination is explored, it will only eliminate one 
resource on the harvest line.] 
 

The rule card is indicated. 
 
The (N/W/S/E) division is now available to create advancements. Those who’d like to 
create an advancement please place four resources in front of you. Any surplus of 
resources will be returned. 
 

This is action is performed. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Those who’d like to acquire a slot on the harvest line please place (Letter grade number) 
resources in front of you. 
 

This is action is performed. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Those who’d like to contribute to the division’s reserve please place (Letter grade 
number) resources in front of you. 
 

This is action is performed. 
 
Thank you. 
 
The division has received our results from the last vote and we  resolved to (winning 
response). 
 

Hands back the voting cards submitted. 
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You may collect your voting card as the division is now gathered to vote once more. 
 

A resolution card is drawn. 
 
‘Let it be resolved that this division will…’ (the resolution card is read) 
 
[RESOLUTION CARD #3]  
This resolution card should correlate with the SHAKI/SPI rating the division is at. (I.e. 
Option A is only available if they are at a Grade B or if their Safety is at a high ranking) 
 
The polls are open. You have ten seconds to cast your vote. Please place your vote in 
now.  
 

While voting is happening, a new harvest is being dealt. 
After 7 seconds... 

 
The polls will close in 3, 2, 1. Voting has now ended. 
 
Before a new season begins, we must meet our sustainability reserve quota. It is now 
depleted (one,two,three, etc.) for this harvest.  
 
If exceeded: Congratulations for exceeding the quota this season.  
 
If met: You have met the quota for this season. 
 
If not met: Unfortunately, you have not met the quota. I’m afraid the harvest may be 
more contaminated for the coming season.    
 
RETURN TO #6 (THE SEASONS) 

9. THE END OF THE SEASONS 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 

After all resources have been exhausted... 
 
The season has ended. You may continue to cultivate the (N/E/S/W) division.  
 
The (N/W/S/E) division is now available to create advancements. Those who’d like to 
create an advancement please place four resources in front of you. Any surplus of 
resources will be returned. 
 

This is action is performed. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Those who’d like to acquire a slot on the harvest line please place (Letter grade number) 
resources in front of you. 
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This is action is performed. 

 
Thank you. 
 
Those who’d like to contribute to the division’s reserve please place (Letter grade 
number) resources in front of you. 
 

This is action is performed. 
 
Thank you. 
 
The division has received our results from the last vote and we  resolved to (winning 
response). 
 

Hands back the voting cards submitted. 
 
You may collect your voting card as the division is now gathered to vote once more. 
 

A resolution card is drawn. 
 
‘Let it be resolved that this division will…’ (the resolution card is read) 
 
[RESOLUTION CARD (#y)] 
 
The polls are open. You have ten seconds to cast your vote. Please place your vote in 
now.  
 

While voting is happening, a new harvest is being dealt. 
After 7 seconds... 

 
The polls will close in 3, 2, 1. Voting has now ended. 
 
Before a new season begins, we must meet our sustainability reserve quota. It is now 
depleted (one,two,three, etc.) for this harvest.  
 
If exceeded: Congratulations for exceeding the quota this season.  
 
If met: You have met the quota for this season. 
 
If not met: Unfortunately, you have not met the quota. I’m afraid the harvest may be 
more contaminated for the coming season.    
 
REPEAT #6 (THE SEASONS) and #9 (THE END OF THE SEASONS). 

10. CENTRAL ANNOUNCEMENT 2 

CENTRAL FACILITATOR 1: 
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After half of the societies have increased a letter grade. 

  
Congratulations on the continued progress of each of your societies. The N/W/E/S 
divisions have reached a Letter grade. Each of those divisions citizens are feeling the 
positive growth and wellbeing of their division. 
  

If any division has achieved an Advancement card. 
  
In addition, we’d like to congratulate player number in the N/W/E/S division who has 
advanced category and achieved recognition for their contributions. 
 
Remember, if you're walking down the right path and you're willing to keep walking, 
eventually you'll make progress. 

11. CENTRAL ANNOUNCEMENT 3 

CENTRAL FACILITATOR 1: 
 

After all societies are above a D letter grade. 
  
The N/W/E/S division has made the most amount of progress thus far with the grade 
letter, followed by the N/W/E/S division at a letter grade. Divisions E/W/S/N and N/S/E/W 
are slow but steady in their ability to provide for their society. 
 

If a division has voted A or C on the Overpopulation Scenario. 
 
I have pressing news that you should all be made aware of. Human Rights protests have 
been erupting in the _____ division. These societies have made certain decisions to 
regulate their population, resulting in civil unrest. Again that’s human rights protesting in 
the ______. 
  
Some of you have created a society where individual rights and freedoms, or 
compassion and diversity are core to your values. Underlying these ideas is the promise 
that there is a chance to build a better life. 

12. CENTRAL ANNOUNCEMENT 4 

CENTRAL FACILITATOR 1: 
 

After at least one society has reached a B letter grade. 
  
Greetings citizens. As progress continues so does your connection with one another. 
The divisions can no longer be held separate. You are all on one planet and can support 
one another. Resources should no longer be held in solitude. It is recommended for 
divisions to become vested in each other’s land. We welcome the spirit of global land 
acquisition. Let the borders open. 
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Facilitators pull back the curtains and tie them to the poles, revealing the space.  
  
You can now exchange your own resources for an undiscovered slot of land in another 
division. For instance, in the ______ their land costs __(high)____, but in the ______, 
land costs just __(low)___. Unlike land acquired on your own harvest line, global land 
acquisition offers the chance to see your return compound significantly over time. As the 
grade increases for the division you invest in, so will the number of resources you 
earned at the end of their harvest. The current standing for land costs are reflected on 
the Progress Index above each society’s color and on the global chart of land costs. If 
you are interested in investing in and developing another society while advancing your 
own, your facilitators will guide you through the process of global land acquisition. 
  
The people who are possessed of the spirit of change, who see and who will pursue 
their advantages may achieve almost anything. 

13. GLOBAL LAND ACQUISITION 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
You may now acquire land in other divisions. If you acquire some of their land slots, they 
will receive the resources you used to acquire the land and you will receive resources 
revealed in that slot from every subsequent season. It’s a win-win situation. They have 
______ land slots available and acquiring land there will only cost you ___ resources. 
  
Place ____ resources forward to acquire a slot of land in the ____ division.  
 
(OPTIONAL TEXT: While the land in this division may be more difficult to acquire, you 
have an abundant amount of wealth you can share with the other divisions. For instance, 
the N/W/S/E division, is only at a Letter grade. Their work is slow and an influx of 
resources might give them a boost.)  

14. A DIVISION WHOSE LAND IS BEING ACQUIRED. 

CENTRAL FACILITATOR 1: 
  

After receiving resources 
  
Greetings N/W/E/S division. The N/W/E/S division wants to aid your progress by 
providing you with their resources in exchange for unacquired slots on your harvest line. 
Since you have _____ land slots available this should not pose a hindrance. Rather, 
your divisions grow together. _____ slots are being acquired for the total cost of ______ 
resources. 

15. GLA RETURN AT END OF SEASON 

CENTRAL FACILITATOR 1: 
 



46 

Hello citizens, congratulations on your harvest from the N/W/E/S division. 
  

Hands resources to facilitator to distribute. 

16. CENTRAL ANNOUNCEMENT 5 

 CENTRAL FACILITATOR 1: 
 

After at least one society has received 5 contaminants . 
  
Citizens, we have an urgent message for you all. We urge caution in the coming 
seasons. Many divisions have failed to meet their quotas and are becoming desolate. 
Soon there might not be enough resources to go around. We suggest doing the most 
you can to protect what you have. 
 
 If a division has voted to deport one of the groups in the Civil Unrest Scenario. 
 
Civil unrest has erupted in the _______. As a result refugees have sought asylum in 
your division. You must decide if you’re willing to accept this group of refugees. Let your 
facilitator know of your decision. 

17.CONTAMINATION SPREADING FROM OTHER DIVISIONS 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
  

Immediately after Announcement 5: 
  
Citizens I’m sorry to inform you that this news has also brought contaminants from our 
neighbouring N/E/W/S division who are also feeling the negative impact from the past 
season. Best of luck. 
  

18. CENTRAL ANNOUNCEMENT 6 

CENTRAL FACILITATOR 1: 
 

After half the tables can no longer play a season due to contaminants. 
  
Attention citizens. Harvesting must come to a halt until further notice. The N/W/E/S 
divisions can no longer sustain themselves. Only the _____ has enough to sustain 
themselves. They also have just enough to provide for ONE other division, should they 
choose to do so. 
 
We ask the (saving) N/W/E/S division to discuss amongst themselves how they would 
like to evaluate which division they will save. All other divisions, we suggest you build a 
case for yourselves on why your society should be saved. This is a dangerous world. It's 
a world of uncertainty and potential losses. But we can still save part of it.  
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19. MAKING A CASE FOR SAVING 

SAVING TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
Citizens, congratulations on your hard work. It looks like you are the only society with 
enough to support yourselves. In addition, you also have enough to support one other 
division. You need to come to a decision, if you choose to save another society, on what 
terms (will you do so)? 
 
Prompts for Discussion: 

• What does this division want to ask for in exchange for your support? 
• What do you value? 
• Your division is low in category/meeting sustainability quota. Perhaps a society 

that has this is worth saving. 
 

Discussion... 
 
This division has resolved to look for a society that has ________. You need a rep to go 
forward to central to relay this news. Which one of you will go? 
 

A representative from the division is chosen. 
 

 
ALL OTHER TABLE FACILITATORS: 
Citizens, I’m sorry you’re in such a state of affairs. It looks like the NWES is the only 
society with enough to support themselves. In addition, they also have enough to 
support one other division. They will need to choose which society they will save. You 
will have to convince them to support your society in order to go on. 
 
Prompts for Discussion: 

• What does this division want to give them in exchange for their support?  
• Your division is high in category/meeting sustainability quota. Perhaps your 

society is worth saving for this reason 
• Your land costs ____. If you are saved perhaps you could offer it to them in 

exchange. 
• What does this society value? 

 
Discussion... 

 
So this division has resolved to offer  ________. You need a rep to go forward to central 
to relay this news. Which one of you will go? 
 

A representative from the division is chosen. 
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20. CENTRAL GATHERING 

CENTRAL FACITIATLOR 1: 
 
Would each division please send their representative forward? 
 
Welcome. Each of you has something your division is willing to offer in exchange for the 
(saving) division’s support. Let’s start with ______ division. What says your society?  
 
Thank you. And N/W/E/S? 
  

And so on until it reaches the saving division. 
 
Finally N/W/E/S? What is your division looking for in exchange for your support? 
 
Thank you citizens. You may now return to your division and plan for contingency before 
a final decision is made. 
 
I am handing the (saving) N/W/E/S representative a set of coloured cards representing 
each of the divisions. Your society must choose one society that will be saved. You will 
all be given a small amount of time to try to make your case before the (saving) 
N/W/E/S  makes their choice. You may return to your divisions. 

21. THE DIVISIONS DECIDE 

Occurs simultaneously with the CENTRAL GATHERING... 
 
SAVING TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 

Closes the curtains for their division. 
 
This division must come to a consensus of which society to save. Do you have the 
cards? You all have to choose which of these to put forward to save. You can only 
choose one. 
 

When the representative has returned… 
 
What did they say? 
 

Prompts for discussion: 
• Central, can we get news about the _____ division’s contribution to safety/arts & 

culture/sustainability/voting habits/etc” 
• Their land costs ____. If you save them perhaps you could acquire it. 
• This society should be prepared for possible resistance. Are there any possible 

alliances you’d like to consider?” 
 
This division has resolved to save _______. Please place the _____ card forward. 
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ALL OTHER TABLE FACILITATORS: 
First, I need to ask, if this division is not chosen to be saved are you willing to meet the 
_____ division with resistance? 
 

When the representative has returned… 
 
What did they say? 
 
While you were making the offer, the division resolved to _______(resist/accept) if not 
saved. Does the information you have gleaned affect that decision in any way? 
 
Now I suggest sending a representative to another division to hear about what they are 
considering. ________ could you make your way to the _______ division?  
 

A player leaves to another division. 
 
In the meantime, would you like to make a counter offer to the Division? 
 
 Once another citizen has arrived... 
 
We have a citizen here from the _____ division. This division is considering resistance 
against the _____ if the society is not saved. Will your society join them in resistance? 
Thank you for visiting the _____ division, you may return to your society. 
 
Will this division stand with the _____ divisions if they are not saved? 

22. THE DIVISIONS HAVE DECIDED 

Declared out loud... 
 
SAVING TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
Central, we have come to a decision. 
 

If others call out for more time, one minute is added to the previous event until… 
 
This is the N/W/E/S division. They espouse the values of highest value categories. The 
citizens of this division have played ambitiously/collectively/mindfully. They have come to 
a decision. 
  

Delivers the cards to central. 
          
CENTRAL FACILTATOR 1: 
The time has come to reveal which societies will not be saved. 
 

Lift color. 
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We say goodbye to the N/W/E/S division. 
 

Respective Table Facilitator stands. Their light is dimmed. 
 
TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
The N/S/E/W rejects/accepts this division.  
 

Repeat through all cards/unsaved societies. 
 
 CENTRAL FACILITATOR 1: 
 
That means (saved) the N/W/E/S, your society will be saved.  
 
SAVED TABLE: 
 
Thank you for choosing to save the N/S/W/E division.  
 

They shake hands. 
 
CENTRAL FACILITATOR 1: 
 
For those who will meet the ______ with resistance, this could mark a new beginning, or 
the end of it all.   
 
FIRST NON-CHOSEN TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
The N/S/E/W understands the consequences. 
 
RESISTING TABLES: 
 
The ____ division stands in resistance. 

 
(repeat) 
(repeat, etc.) 

 
SAVING TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
Even with enough force, the ______ division  
 
SAVED TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
And the _____division 
 
SAVING TABLE FACILITATOR 
 
...will match any resistance that comes their way. 
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CENTRAL FACILITATOR: 
 
Even now you can still turn back. But once you have crossed that little bridge, everything 
must be decided by arms. 
  
FIRST NON-CHOSEN TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
The die is cast. 
 

Sound change.  
 

  TO SAVING/ 
SAVED 

TO RESISTING TO PEACEFUL 

FROM 
SAVING/ 
SAVED 

Your enemies will fall Your resistance is met with 
force 

The (your own 
division) continues 

FROM 
RESISTING 

Everything will return to 
the (your own division) 

The resistance 
begins/continues 

You are no longer 

FROM 
PEACEFUL 

The (your own division) 
objects this conflict 

The (your own division) 
objects this conflict 

The (your own 
division) has fallen 

 

They take any resources from their own division from off the table. As they circle 
back round to their own tables they place their resources into the cubby. 

 
The tables should be cleared before … 

  
A facilitator runs to the highest graded division to tear their curtain down. This 
continues across the circle, perhaps with some facilitators tearing their own 
down. One or two facilitators pulls a curtain completely off a pole and begins to 
wave it around a la Les Mis on opposite sides of the room. As each curtain is torn 
down, the light from that division is turned off until only central’s light is on. 

  
CENTRAL FACILITATOR 1: 
  
We all came here with a purpose. To start over. To create something new. To pursue 
something better. There is still a chance to make the change you want to see. Perhaps 
with a bit more hope all will turn out fine. 
  

Lights slowly rise. Facilitators have made their way back to their stools. They are 
about to deal another harvest. 

  
TABLE FACILITATORS: 
  
Citizens, a new season has begun. 
  

Blackout. 
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23. POST SHOW 

Lights up. 
  
TABLE FACILITATORS: 
  

Handing out hand-written score cards. 
  
Congratulations N/W/E/S division. You have received a Letter grade. The global score 
was a Letter grade. Thank you for playing. 

INDEX 1: FLEXIBLE EVENTS 

A1. GRADE CHANGE TEXT 

CENTRAL FACILITATOR 2: 
 

From Central. Called out... 
 
Division, Grade, Quota, Land Cost, Open. 
 

Scoreboard is updated with Grade (After GLA occurs, and Land Cost) 
 
TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
Thank you, Divison. 
 

If division misses the grade change announcement… 
 
CENTRAL FACILITATOR: 
Greetings N/W/E/S division. I have an announcement for you all: You are now at a 
Grade Letter. Congratulations. Your land cost and sustainability quota remains the same 
(or indicate change). For the next season there will be number resources on your 
harvest line. 

A2. INCREASE OF A LETTER GRADE (HARVEST LINE) 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 

At the end of a season OR before a new season begins... 
 
Our division’s grade has increased to a (grade). Your harvest line has increased (x 
number) extra slots. Congrats! Including any personally acquired slots the division now 
has a total of (y number) harvest slots. 
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A3. INCREASE OF A LETTER GRADE (ACQUIRING SLOTS/DIVISION 
RESERVE) 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 

Before offering to acquire a harvest slot or contribute to division reserve... 
 
With our Letter grading, acquiring a harvest slot now costs resource value of Number. 

INDEX 2: SCENARIOS 

B1. OVERPOPULATION 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 

Citizens, your progress has created an unforeseen boom in the birth rate of your society. 
If the population continues to grow at this rate, there will be a significant strain on your 
citizens. You must decide on a course of action. 
 

A. Regulate the number of children per family 
B. Deport a certain group of citizens back to another society 
C. Allow the boom to settle on its own accord 

 
The consequences of your choices are not known at this time. The polls are open. Time 
is of the essence. You have ten seconds to cast your vote. Please place your vote in 
now.  
 

After 7 seconds... 
 
The polls will close in 3, 2, 1. Voting has now ended 
 
SCENARIO FALLOUT (OVERPOPULATION) 

CENTRAL FACILITATOR: 
 

At the division’s table. 
 

A. Fill reserve to quota (because the population can now be fully sustained), Wipe 
Health and Wellness (because the citizens are feeling the physical, emotional, 
and psychological strain of this regulation), subtract one token from safety 
(because of human rights protest erupting creating a bit of civil unrest), in 
addition, a global announcement from central as the global media has been 
informed of the regulation by the human rights group protesting in the division.  

 
B. Fill reserve to quota (because the population can now be fully 

sustained),  subtract one safety (because of human rights protest erupting 
creating a bit of civil unrest), in addition, a global announcement from central as 
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the global media has been informed of the regulation by the human rights group 
protesting in the division.  

 
C. Wipe reserve, -2 tokens from all SHAKI (due to severe overcrowding), slow 

motion gameplay for the following harvest.  

B2. DISEASE OUTBREAK 

TABLE FACILITATOR:  
 
Citizens, there is urgent news I must inform you of.  
 
People in your division have suddenly started dying unexpectedly. A viral outbreak of an 
unknown disease is emerging within the division. It seems only those exposed to the 
infected catch the disease. You have managed to contain in the furthest area of your 
division for now, but it may spread quickly. You must act immediately in order not to 
suffer a great loss. 
 

A. Annihilate the infected area, eliminating all trace of life in that section 
B. Quarantine and support potentially infected citizens while you focus on creating a 

vaccination  
C. Send a crew in to relocate the infected bodies into another division 

 
SCENARIO FALLOUT (DISEASE OUTBREAK) 

CENTRAL FACILITATOR: 
 

At the division’s table. 
 

A. You have successfully annihilated the disease plaguing your division. In the 
process you have permanently lost access to eight slots on your harvest line. 
Your reserve has taken a severe toll (wipe reserve) but the health and wellness 
of your citizens is in recovery (plus one Health and Wellness). 

 
B. You attempted to quarantine infected citizens while creating a vaccination but the 

infection spread greatly in the process. Your reserve quota has increased by 2 
and your health and wellness has diminished while waiting for the cure. However, 
your efforts were successful and the infection has stopped spreading. 
Congratulations. 

 
C. You sent a crew in to relocate infected citizens to another division. They are now 

also seeing the devastation of the disease. However, in the process your reserve 
has taken a toll (wipe reserve) but the health and wellness of your citizens is in 
recovery (plus one Health and Wellness). [Other division receives Outbreak 
scenario card] 
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B3. CRIMINAL 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
There has been an event you must be informed of. A decision must be made promptly. 
There has been an attack in a public space. One of your most valued citizens has openly 
assaulted a group of people. Twenty people were killed and many more were left in 
critical condition. The community is rattled, clamouring for retribution. You must decide 
on a course of action.  
 
Let it be resolved that this division will… 
 

A. Exile the offender 
B. Jail the offender  
C. Commit the offender to Death. 

 
SCENARIO FALLOUT (CRIMINAL) 

CENTRAL FACILITATOR: 
 

At the division’s table. 
 

A:  I would like to inform the (N/W/E/S) division that the offender you resolved to 
exile has reached division (N/W/S/E). They are safely out of your area but have 
repeated their previous offences. Would anyone here like to donate resources to 
the (N/W/S/E) division to come to their aid? 

 
B:  I would like to inform the (N/W/E/S) division that the offender you resolved to 

send to jail has served their time in solitude peacefully and despite killing twenty 
citizens they have now committed themselves to a better life. If you would you 
like to see to their early probation please put forward your A voting card and 
your B voting card if not. 

 
C:  I would like to inform the (N/W/E/S) division that the offender you resolved to 

commit to death made news across the other divisions and has received a 
growing faction of supporters from across the planet. There are others looking to 
do the same. I have come here to advise you to think about your safety. 

 
SCENARIO FALLOUT REVERB (CRIMINAL:EXILE) 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
There has been an event you must be informed of. A decision must be made promptly. 
There has been an attack in a public space. A valued citizen from another division sent 
here in exile has openly assaulted a group of people. Twenty people were killed and 
many more were left in critical condition. The community is rattled, clamouring for 
retribution. You must decide on a course of action.  
 
Let it be resolved that this division will… 
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A. Exile the offender 
B. Jail the offender 
C. Commit the offender to Death 

B4. UNKNOWN INHABITANTS 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
There’s an urgent message for the citizens of the (N/W/S/E) division. Your society’s 
development has disturbed a tract of land, and a group of ancient inhabitants residing 
underground have come to the surface. Your actions have made it difficult for these 
beings to continue living as they have for centuries. The inhabitants have requested an 
immediate halt to the harvesting and advancement on their land. However, this may 
affect your own livelihood and societal progress. You must decide on a course of action.  
 
Let it be resolved that this division will…  
 

A. Deconstruct and forfeit half of your advancements and harvesting slots to the 
inhabitants. 

B. Halt any further harvesting growth, acquiring of new slots, and raise a tax on 
advancements. 

C. Continue with the current relationship, with the plan to support them in their 
transition to new ground. 

 
SCENARIO FALLOUT (UNKNOWN INHABITANTS) 

 
CENTRAL FACILITATOR: 

At the division’s table. 
 

A: I would like to inform the (N/W/E/S) division that word of your actions reconciling 
with the inhabitants of the planet has inspired citizens worldwide. While not 
everyone in your society is content with your choice, there are those in other 
divisions who would like to further support the relationships you are building 
within cohabitation. Please distribute these resources across the division. 

 
B: I would like to inform the (N/W/E/S) division that your actions cohabitating with 

the ancient inhabitants of the planet are commendable. Your society is content 
with the progress you’ve made, including the ancient inhabitants. While you 
have not been able to acquire new slots due to your decision, you also have not 
lost any resources from your harvest line.  

 
C: I would like to inform the (N/W/E/S) division that your continued progress has 

disturbed the ancient inhabitants residing underground to the point they can no 
longer return to their original land. In addition, despite your global grade, the 
overall health & wellbeing and attention to arts and culture in your society has 
significantly diminished. That is all. 
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B5. CIVIL UNREST 

TABLE FACILITATOR: 
 
I have urgent news for the division. Civil unrest has broken out among your citizens. A 
growing faction of individuals believe they have the right over another group to occupy 
certain areas of land and vice versa. Each have argued that they are in the right. 
Citizens have come to participate from various divisions across the planet. The civil 
unrest has become tense and violent. You must decide on a course of action. 
 

A. Protest and refuse any occupation of land 
B. Grant land to both parties seeking it 
C. Grant land to one of the parties seeking it 

 
SCENARIO FALLOUT (CIVIL UNREST) 

A. Your efforts in protesting any occupation of land were unsuccessful. Your 
division is becoming more and more tense. Your infrastructure is crumbling 
(deplete infra) and the safety of your citizens is waning (deplete safe). However 
you have seen an insurgence in Arts & Culture as artists creatively take to the 
streets to join the protest. 

 
B. Your efforts in granting land to both parties has only incited them further. Their 

conflict has continued to the point where the opposing side’s land is being 
actively demolished. Your reserve has been wiped (wipe reserve), your 
infrastructure is crumbling (deplete infra) and the safety of your citizens is 
waning (deplete safe). However, divisions from afar applaud you in the attempt 
to satisfy all parties. They send you this as a token of good faith (give a few 
resources from other divs). 

 
C. You granted land to one of the parties and it has not gone well. The ousted party 

has sought refuge in other divisions globally. While one party celebrates their 
victory, the other has actively been plotting a return. While your arts and culture 
has been stifled (deplete arts), your citizen’s overall wellbeing has increased 
(increase) as has a return to better safety and infrastructure (increase). 
However, other divisions are feeling the impact of your decisions. [Make Global 
announcement … subtract other division’s infrastructure and reserve, 
accounting for refugees] 

B6. ENVIRONMENTAL DISASTER (to happen if you’ve made a GLA) 

TABLE FACILITATOR:  
 
Citizens, there is urgent news I must inform you of. An unexpected environmental 
collapse has occurred in another division in which you maintain a relationship having 
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acquired some of their land. Their efforts have brought about a series of droughts and it 
seems they may not have enough to go around. You must decide on a course of action. 
 

A. End your relationship with the division and abandon any land acquired there 
B. Donate your resources to offset their loses 
C. Warn them to change their ways 

 
SCENARIO FALLOUT (ENVIRONMENTAL COLLAPSE) 

A. The division who has acquired land in your society are in conflict with your 
attention to the environment. They have abandoned their acquired slots and 
they have become desolate and uncared for. Contaminants plague your 
division. Quota increases. 

 
B. You said you would donate resources to offset their loses. As the need is 

urgent, I will wipe your harvest line and send as many resources as I can to their 
division. 

 
C. The division who has acquired land in your society are concerned with your 

attention to the environment. Your quota has increased drastically as have your 
contaminants. They are sending you a warning to change your ways.  

INDEX 3: RESOLUTION CARDS 

For the fallout of resolutions see Index 5: Resolution Fallouts 
 
#0. Children under twelve have a difficult time adapting to the new planet: 
A. Develop a mandatory reading program 
B. Develop a mandatory survival skills camp 
C. Encourage children to independently pursue activities 
 
#1. You build a community space that is: 
A. Minimal and free  
B. Free exclusively for the use of underrepresented groups  
C. Highly developed with a membership fee 
 
#2. There is a committee strategizing for the next generation of your health sector: 
A. Educate new medical workers 
B. Create a new area for treatment in overcrowded healthcare centres 
C. Establish an arts therapy program 
 
#3. A group of workers go on strike: 
A. Give them what they want 
B. Negotiate 
C. Recruit alternate workforce 
 
#4. The division can no longer support a number of citizens: 
A. Support them by redistributing your own assets 
B. Send the group to another division 
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C. Let them die  
 
#5.  
A. Invest in the arts 
B. Invest in the military 
 
#6. 
A. Everyone should work a mandated amount of time 
B. If you work more you get more 
C. Even those who work less than others get the same amount 
 
#7. Scientific testing that is ethically ambiguous is underway: 
A. Continue testing 
B. Test it in another division and share the developments 
C. Prohibit further testing 
 
#8. An advancement in defence technology has become accessible to the division: 
A. Allow all citizens to access the technology 
B. Regulate the number of citizens to access the technology 
C. Do not allow any distribution of the technology 
 
#9. An area has become decrepit and dangerous to travel into but has become a hotbed 
of cultural activity: 
A. At a great cost, rebuild the area 
B. Restrict access to the area 
 
#10.  
A. Develop transportation network to another division 
B. Enhance local transportation network 
 
#11. Certain citizens have reported being attacked at nightfall 
A. Institute a curfew 
B. Offer safety support resources 
C. Circulate a public service announcement 
 
#12. Demand for resources is higher than supply 
A. Extract more resources through controversial methods 
B. Sustain the land at the expense of your citizens 
 
#13. You do not have enough qualified people to complete a task: 
A. Allow under qualified people to do it by training them on the job 
B. Delegate more work to qualified people already working on the task 
C. Recruit people from another division to supplement the work 
 
#14. You division has discovered a healing remedy: 
A. Develop it exclusively for your benefit 
B. For free, share it with neighbouring divisions 
C. For a profit, distribute globally 
 
#15. A neighbouring division poses a possible threat to your resources: 
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A. Send an operative to gain information 
B. Enhance your local defence 
C. Demand they stop, or else 
 
#16. Your citizens are addicted to a newly discovered vegetation: 
A. Set up places for safe consumption and rehabilitation 
B. Prohibit the use of this plant 
C. Make it your main export and send it to other divisions 
 
#17. Your division is considering its representation in the media:  
A. Engage in open transparency of your division’s state of affairs 
B. Provide only the necessary information of your division 
C. Use propaganda that presents its division as greater than it is 
 
W #18.  
A. Enhance safety within the division 
B. Enhance safety at the division borders 
C. Enhance safety beyond the division 
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RESOLUTION FALLOUTS 

Seas. # Title A B C / Vote 
1 1 Work Mandates n/a n/a n/a (no change) 
2 2 Children Adapting K S A continues 

3 3 Workers Strike 
H (if +4 in I) / 

-R 
1K (if +4 in K) / 

zero 
I (if +4 in I) / -

H -S 

4 
4 

Community 
Space A S I 

no community space 
no change) 

5 Health Sector K I A 

no health 
development (no 

change) 

5 
6 Arts vs. Military A S  (no change) 

7 
Addictive 
Vegetation 

H (if 4H) or -
H S, -A I -H 

6 
8 

Overcrowded 
Citizens 

move 2 adv. 
to H 

-R from society 
sent to (no change) They die 

9 Transportation A, I, H H, I  (no change) 

10 
Unethical 
Science -R (gauge) -S -K -R 

7 11 
Resource 
Extraction 

get 
inhabitants get criminal  get criminal 

8 

12 
Media 
Representation K -A streamers smear campaign -K 

13 
Unqualified 
Workers -S, K I, -H I, -K -I 

14 Healing Remedy 2H, -K 
K, A, H (+1 
contamin.) 

2R per each 
player (no change) 

9 

15 Decrepid Hotbed I, -A S, -A  continues +A -S 

16 
Neighboring 
Threat 2K, -R 2S, -R 2I, -A paranoia -H 

17 Night Attacks S, -A 
S (if S 2+) or -

S K, -S -S 

10 18 
Defense 
Technology 2K S 2A 

blackmarket emerges 
-S 

19 Safety! S 2S 3S (no change) 

INDEX 4: FLASH NEWS 

Flash News occur in increments approximately every 20-25 minutes. They are delivered 
to divisions individually by CENTRAL. As a general rule CENTRAL will avoid making any 
changes to the table as they should be considered the messenger of news as opposed 
to the catalyst of it. The Table Facilitators will make any changes on the table  
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BAD   
Event Why Effect 
Artists squatting Arts too low lose slots on harvest line 
Higher life expectancy Health is high Quota increases 

Not working hard enough Health too low halve reserve 

High winds Infra too low push lamp shade 
Fire Infra too low halve reserve, quota up 

Outsourcing too heavily Infra too low swipe reserve, quota increases 
Infestation Knowledge too low only gathering, no exploring 

Bandits Safety too low -resources harvest line 
Group of arsonists Safety too low swipe reserve 
Group of Anarchists Safety too low -all categ., quota increases 

Blackmarket of defence Safety too low Resources taken hostage 
More contaminants   
Emergency (landslide) Safety too low need 10 resources 

   
GOOD   
Event Why Effect 
World Fair All high All increase 

Tourism Arts high global resources 
Renewable resources Doing poorly quota decrease 
Lower life expectancy Health too low Quota decreases 

Golden Age Not acquiring land Half off acquiring land 
Dark Age Split winning tables Everything costs double 
Gold player token  gold player token 
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Appendix A.  
 
Willful Engagement in Theatre Game Design 

Theatre game design is a cross-disciplinary approach to a subset of immersive 

practice through which audiences can become players in performance events. Games 

create a series of mechanics that give players access to forming experience through 

story, time, emotion, and the agency of play. My research investigates the relationship 

between theatre and game design, and how elements from game design can inform and 

enhance play in the theatre. Specifically, I am examining how audiences can make 

choices in performance that are not only meaningful but, as a result, change the course 

and outcome of any given performance. 

Game design is a cross-discipline approach that operates on the fringe of 

traditional theatre performance studies. Theatre game design (some also call it ‘Game 

Theatre’1) has emerged out of theatre studies’ primary focus on immersive theatre, but it 

has recently been moving beyond that. Theatre companies like Ontroerend Goed 

(Belgium), Rimini Protokoll (Germany), and Blast Theory (UK) have been at the forefront 

of a small but vibrant gamified performance work for the past couple decades. 

I have been researching the forms and aesthetics through which audiences can 

become players in performance events and game design follows the process through 

which games (or performances) are shaped into playable systems. The principles of 

game design upon which my theatre practice is based are about crafting the waypoint 

into willful engagement. Willful engagement demands that rules and play dictate action. 

Game designer Sylvester Tynan describes this as the “Engines of Experience” wherein a 

set of mechanics are imbued with fictional meaning and through play the mechanics 

interact to create a series of events which provoke emotion from a player and the set of 

“emotions merge together into an integrated experience which lasts minutes, days, or 

                                                
1 Jason Warren, Creating Worlds: How to Make Immersive Theatre (London: Nick Hern Books, 
2017), xiii. This is a term I’ve only seen Warren use. I use ‘theatre game design’ as a suggested 
alternative to amalgamate not merely games, which tends to constitute a finished system, but rather 
game design (as something always in process) with theatre. 
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years.”2 There is a wide scope of investigation as to what games are and are not, and 

what they teach us. Game designer Jesper Juul describes games as “a rule-based 

formal system with a variable and quantifiable outcome, where different outcomes are 

assigned different values, the player exerts effort in order to influence the outcome, the 

player feels attached to the outcome, and the consequences of the activity are optional 

and negotiable.”3  What distinguishes theatre game design from other participatory art 

forms are the series of formal systems, rules, goals, and willful engagement a game 

demands of its players.  

Not limited to digital gameplay, game design includes space for manual or analog 

systems such as chess or solitaire. I am building a set of works that call into question 

audience and choice, and am actively creating a space for cross-discipline methodology 

and theory, which I have implemented in two newly created gamified performances: 

Card Game (2017) and Champion (2018). I use gaming practices such as rules, 

dynamics (patterns of play), affordances, decision trees, nudging and priming as a 

foundational method to create these pieces. The work is evaluated through playtesting 

before its completion through a series of prototypes with test audiences (or ‘playtesters’) 

upon Minimum Viable Product principles—containing only those features that allow the 

idea to be proved as a concept. 

Every well-designed game provides a sense of agency and choice to the player. 

It is through the act of making decisions, both big and small, that we allow the player to 

feel in control—or at least give them the illusion of control. In gamified performance, the 

overall framework of game design is for the audience to have access to agency which 

gives way to choice that feels meaningful. Framing a choice actually has more to do with 

how people make choices rather than what outcome the choice itself presents. In the 

International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences participants in studies 

conducted by Kahneman and Tversky on ‘decision making’ would end up making 

contradictory choices based on how certain actions were presented either with positive 

                                                

2 Sylvester Tynan, Designing Games: A Guide to Engineering Experiences (Sebastopol: O’Reilly 
Media, 2013), 44.  

3 Jesper Juul: "The Game, the Player, the World: Looking for a Heart of Gameness," in Level Up: 
Digital Games Research Conference Proceedings, ed. Marinka Copier and Joost Raessens 
(Utrecht: Utrecht University, 2003), http://www.jesperjuul.net/text/gameplayerworld/ 
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as opposed to negative consequences or vice versa.4 Choices are prescribed meaning 

driven by inner motives and interests. It would be impossible to say that any sort of 

structure gives way to meaningful choices. Even still, that would be to miss the point of a 

work that attempts to fulfill the promise of willful engagement. For instance, why do I 

loathe being told by an actor I need to cheer their name and clap for them in the midst of 

a show in order to give the sense that we are at a wrestling match? Or why do I resent 

attending an immersive show that tells me where to go, what to do, or how to feel? Or 

worse still, why does it feel like choosing between path A or path B in a ‘pick-your-path’ 

play seem like my choices are meaningless? In each case it merely feels like I am 

fulfilling the artists rigid requirements of the work and that my participation helps them 

more than it enriches my own experience as an audience in the work. A gamified 

performance evolves through a players participation in the system. There is a clear 

distinction between demanding an audiences’ compulsory engagement vs their willful 

engagement. Compulsory engagement demands: ‘you need to follow me or else the 

show cannot continue’, whereas willful engagement creates rules but allows play to 

dictate action. 

 This opportunity of choice provided to the audience challenges their traditional 

role of visual participant or witness. They are offered an opportunity to engage in a full 

sensorium of action. The access to engage with the work through bodily senses is a 

common component of immersive theatre practice. Traditional ‘straight’ theatre also 

makes use of these tools but tends to prioritize the visual above all other senses. We 

already know that “being a spectator is not some passive condition that we should 

transform into activity. It is our normal situation.”5 However, in gamified work, audiences 

aren’t just invited to come sit and watch but precisely to move and act and through their 

participation, which is imbued with choices that feel meaningful, co-create the 

performance. Their physical participation informs the tensions that arise between making 

one choice or another as a player of the game. This tension that arises, which is a vital 

component of the ‘engines of experience’, then co-creates the game’s narrative as the 

player becomes a character in the system and thereby their experience by participating 

within it. 

                                                
4 Joop van der Pligt “Psychology of Decision Making.” International Encyclopedia of the Social & 
Behavioral Sciences, edited by James D. Wright (London: Elsevier, 2015), 918. 
5 Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator, trans. Gregory Elliott (London: Verso, 2009), 17. 
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Participatory art lives within a fraught landscape shuffling between social 

practice, community engagement, and larger socio-political ethical concerns. The 

participatory genre has been used as a cheap and novel way to engage with audiences, 

source unpaid labour, and display the human body as the source of material of the 

artwork. While these are not the movements my research operates within, similar 

concerns arise for the wary participant when deciding to participate or not. Art historian 

Claire Bishop suggests that participatory art is frequently placed in the binary between 

active and passive spectatorship where participatory art is active and anything else is 

passive. Bishop says this is “reductive and unproductive, because it serves only as an 

allegory of inequality”.6 This sort of binary creates a division between those who are 

able/unable, do/do not, and powerful/powerless; the world is much more Daedalian than 

this. In participatory work, the often misconception is that the artist is trying to activate 

the audience. Instead we should look towards not how ‘straight theatre’ is passive (which 

it cannot be if we are always in an active condition) but how participatory performances 

demand new ways of seeing and being in an artwork. What then are the ramifications of 

making meaning with our bodies through performance? Not merely because the 

audiences are being forced to, in Rancière’s words, perform an activity, but rather they 

are invited to see/hear/smell/taste/touch with the performance. The audience, previously 

perceived as a viewer, then becomes a co-producer or participant.7 This allows for a 

troubling of the active/passive binary as the participant can willfully oscillate between the 

two and their choice to play becomes a discerning feature. 

Immersive theatre scholar, James Frieze, argues that participatory performance 

should hold participation and genre in question.8 To participate is often to be caught 

between being forced to and wanting to do so. Audiences, or rather players, are at times 

confronted with forced participation within a system. This inevitably denies players of the 

willful engagement agreed to upon the start of the game. At any time consent can be 

withdrawn and the work becomes troubled if it requires forced participation to fulfil the 

artist’s requirement to complete the work appropriately. This is what Frieze describes as 

                                                
6 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (New York: Verso, 
2012), 38. 
7 Bishop, 2. 
8 James Frieze, “Reframing Immersive Theatre: The Politics and Pragmatics of Participatory 
Performance” Reframing Immersive Theatre: The Politics and Pragmatics of Participatory 
Performance (Liverpool: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 3. 
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‘resistant immersion’ a state of being that “acknowledges the dichotomous nature of 

maintaining the critical distance needed to make sense of a new and disorienting 

experience whilst surrendering to intimate engagement”.9 Understanding resistant 

immersion is key to further clarifying agency in the live performance of designed 

systems. This is the trouble Guy Debord, Situationist International, Groupe Recherche 

d’Art Visuel (GRAV), and other likeminded artists in the burgeoning participatory art 

movement from the late 1950s to the early 1970s created for themselves when in an 

attempt to free people from passivity through participation the work itself co-opted the 

selfsame rigid principles it sought to remove itself from. Bishop breaks down this 

contradiction by examining GRAV’s 1963 manifesto ‘Assez des Mystifications’ (Enough 

Mystifications): 

If there is a social preoccupation in today’s art, then it must take into 
account this very social reality: the viewer. 
To the best of our abilities we want to free the viewer from his apathetic 
dependence that makes him passively accept, not only what one imposes 
on him as art, but a whole system of life . . . 
We want to interest the viewer, to reduce his inhibitions, to relax him. We 
want to make him participate. 
We want to place him in a situation that he triggers and transforms. We 
want him to be conscious of his participation. 
We want him to aim towards an interaction with other viewers. 
We want to develop in the viewer a strength of perception and action.  
A viewer conscious of his power of action, and tired of so many abuses and 
mystifications, will be able to make his own ‘revolution in art’.10 

In wanting to make people participate “the very idea of ‘making’ someone participate 

undermines the claim to defeating apathy, and almost incapacitates the viewer from the 

beginning; all he or she can do is fulfil the artists’ requirements to complete the work 

appropriately.”11 This is the heart of where much of my research lies in how to create an 

engagement that is not an audience’s rigid fulfillment of the artist’s work. However, 

through forcing someone to participate, the use of resistant immersion opens up 

opportunities to participate in the work differently. By maintaining a critical distance while 

still engaging in the work a potentially productive tension emerges. Rather than a player 

                                                
9 Ibid., 5. 
10 Bishop, 89. 
11 Ibid., 89. 
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being forced to directly do the thing the artist asks of them what emerges is ‘how will I 

respond to this rule?’  

I am not arguing that forced participation is an ineffective tool. I believe forced 

participation can elicit a productive tension to play within, and should be implemented as 

a well-designed mechanic as opposed to the only rule that guides the artwork. Augusto 

Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed becomes the next natural direction theatre game 

design work inherits. I don’t believe in an attempt to escape reality and ourselves 

through playing, however, unlike Boal, it is not my desire to take “reality and its 

inhabitants as a material”12 and “trigger in the viewer a desire to practise in reality the act 

that he/she had rehearsed in the theatre.”13 The player, at least in my work, always 

carries their own realities into the gamespace. What follows most clearly from Boal’s 

work is the socio-political ability to educate players through games. I have been 

attempting to elicit what a new reflection on their own realities could emerge through 

playing a game.  

Games require participation from the player in order to function and through 

productive play we can become immersed in the game. This is what Rosemary Klich 

describes as “ludic immersion” which is a “a deep absorption in the performance of a 

task”.14 The use of ludic immersion requires a formal set of rules that: 

establish gamespace, rules which may be spoken or unspoken, facilitate 
the kind of ‘ludic immersion […] that motivates participants to pursue goals 
and attain associated rewards, thereby building a sense of satisfaction and 
achievement. […] ludic immersion is often strait-laced, taking itself and its 
rules of play very seriously.15 

Theatre becomes a gamespace and audiences are asked to perform tasks by being 

given a freedom of choice to do so. The co-design of player gameplay balances resistant 

and ludic immersions. If games are “a series of meaningful choices”16 as game designer 

Raph Koster argues, the formal system will fall apart when a player’s sense of agency is 

                                                
12 Bishop, 105. 
13 Ibid., 125. 
14 Rosemary Klich, “Playing a Punchdrunk Game: Immersive Theatre and Videogaming.” 
Reframing Immersive Theatre: The Politics and Pragmatics of Participatory Performance 
(Liverpool: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 225. 
15 Frieze, 9. 
16 Koster, 14. 
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compromised. The delight of playing within a system is not about a total sense of free 

will but the effort to overcome the series of challenges set against the player. Since the 

medium of theatre is in question, many of the readers may be familiar with or even are 

themselves reluctant audience member who does not want to participate. Even if the 

player chooses not to play for the duration of the performance, a well-designed game, in 

the context of my research, can account for their engagement. As in most of the 

examples I list in this essay, to ‘not play’ results in a series of internal and external 

consequences that affect both player and gamespace. Despite this, to play is to willfully 

engage with the system; at times in resistance while at others fully and readily 

immersed. 

Why games and theatre? Among many of games’ useful properties such as what 

Koster defines as “fundamental and powerful learning tools”17, they also provide players 

an alternative route to the mind through the use of the body. Immersive theatre scholar 

Josephine Machon posits immersive theatre as a form of theatre that utilizes a full 

sensorium of attention to the artwork that no longer prioritizes the visual, as does much 

work in Western society. She argues that “the prioritisation of all the human senses, not 

just sight and hearing, opens up (and requires) a new taxonomy for holistic appreciation 

in immersive theatres.”18 The participation of the body in immersive art expands the 

possible sources of meaning. Audiences don’t just come to sit and witness but also to 

move, act, touch, smell, and even taste. Being immersed in a form of participatory art 

demands we find new ways of analyzing art that are no longer linked solely to visuality. 

To make meaning through the body opens up a space for further understanding our 

relationship to gaming and its pervasive experiential qualities. Content then is not just 

our source of meaning but rather the frame or system set up that our bodies move 

through. However, this creates a manipulative quality that Tynan’s ‘engines of 

experience’ might complicate us into feeling coerced to participate. Using Frieze to 

deepen how Tynan argues experiences are crafted, Frieze describes that the 

participatory (or in this case, gaming) experience can also engraved into memory 

through kronos (meaning the right or opportune moment) and chairos (referring to the 

                                                
17 Raph Koster, A Theory of Fun for Game Design (City: O’Reilly Media, 2014), 36. 
18 Josephine Machon, Immersive Theatres: Intimacy and Immediacy in Contemporary Performance 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013) 80. 
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chronological sequence of time).19 Kronos and chairos are the making of experiences 

through time. In participatory art, we oscillate between being in an experience and the 

attempt to make an experience. Each experience informs our next one. Our experience 

becomes informed not by a chronological series of events but a cluster of events that 

define a particular moment. This is important not only to distinguish further participatory 

experiences from ‘straight theatre’ but to understand how and why games become 

experiences (rather than narrative events), and in the best cases, transformative ones. 

At the forefront of game design performance practice is UK based Blast Theory. 

Blast Theory describes themselves as “creating interactive art to explore social and 

political questions, placing audience members at the centre of our work.”20 A small 

selection of their gamified work ranges from Kidnap (1998) where two winners of a 

lottery get kidnapped for 48 hours; Desert Rain (1999) a game, installation, and 

performance piece sending six players at a time into war on a virtual mission; Can You 

See Me Now (2001) a game of chase played with up to 100 people online and on the 

streets; and Hurricane (2013) up to 25 players work together on a circular touch 

sensitive table to prepare their island for an incoming hurricane. Of any company, Blast 

Theory actively continues to investigate how games and performance can be unified to 

speak to a larger social and political praxis. Through the use of binary combinations 

much of their work amplifies the tension between player and their socio-political reality. 

In Desert Rain, it “exemplifies the Benjaminian dialectical problematic of reproductive 

technologies for it recreates a tension between virtuality and reality, war and fiction, 

entertainment and war. This tension allows for a critical overview, promoting a full-

bodied experience for participants and allowing a reflective space to question”.21 As with 

much of their larger body of work, Blast Theory uses the intersection between 

technology and reality to explode socio-political concerns through the use of voyeurism 

and how a player’s passive/active choices are interrogated through the system of 

gaming. Their use of gaming practices aims to intervene one’s daily life and defamiliarize 

(or rather force to look-again) at how we occupy space. 

                                                
19 Frieze,11. 
20 Blast Theory, “Who We Are,” 2018, https://www.blasttheory.co.uk/about-us/. 
21 Rachel Clarke, “Performing Simulation and Embodiment in Desert Rain,” in Desert Rain: A Virtual 
Reality Game/Installation (London: Blast Theory, 2002), 7. 
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Every now and then the German-made Rimini Protokoll create a series of 

performances that call game design into question. Their work tends to favour a theatre of 

performers who are non-professional actors which result in a form of documentary 

theatre. Best Before (2010) placed gaming controllers in the hands of 200 seated 

audience members to control avatars on a large screen. The audience was given the 

choice between two options by moving their avatar left or right and these choices would 

culminate in personal, social and political decisions that created ‘Bestworld’. In 100% 

City (2008), 100 citizens that represent their city assemble on stage to answer a series 

of statistical questions. I will return to 100% later in the essay in reference to my most 

recent work Champion (2018), which draws parallels of content but achieves it through 

different systems. Rimini Protokoll tends to place what we deem as ‘other’ in front of us 

and reconsider our relationship to these beings. Through game, there is a 

lightheartedness throughout the work that I find in direct contrast to Blast Theory’s more 

sombre, usually highly tech-integrated work whose performers are also professionals. I 

think the non-professional/professional casting creates a distinction between witnessing 

the subject vs participating as the subject. 

Ontroerend Goed’s performance Fight Night (2013) contains several elements of 

sophisticated game design in how it creates opportunities to enact agency and also call 

it into question. It uses that presumed engagement to investigate a historical and 

contemporary understanding of the democratic election process. While the user input to 

play is relatively simple, it accounts for both nominal and substantial engagement in the 

work. In the description of the work Ontroerend Goed says “‘Fight Night’ is ruled by an 

intricate, elusive system that steers the course of the performance.”22 As the audience 

vote for their favourite performers throughout the show, winners stay, losers leave the 

stage and the vote decides. Regardless of how the audience decides to or not to 

participate, everyone is culpable. In £¥€$/LIES (2017), one by one the audience is 

guided into a darkened room to sit at gambling poker tables, each with a dealer and six 

other audience members. You play as a burgeoning bank of a new country, gambling 

chips (initially traded with real hard money) to increase the wealth of your economy. 

Chronicling the inner-workings of how banks invest the public’s fortunes, the 

performance inevitably draws us closer to the global banking crisis of 2008. Here, OG 

                                                
22 Ontroerend Goed, All Work and No Plays: Blueprints for 9 Theatre Performances (London: 
Oberon Books, 2014), 463. 
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creates an exemplary opportunity for ludic and resistant immersion to live in tension with 

each other which I’ll detail later on in the essay 

Here, I must also disclose that I have only experienced Blast Theory and Rimini 

Protokoll’s work from archival materials and never live. I have had a longer relationship 

attending and even rehearsing the Belgium based Ontroerend Goed’s shows. I did my 

best due diligence to thoroughly research the former companies’ work but as I argue 

earlier in this essay, a full bodied attention to the work is important in the process to 

make meaning of it. 

If we examine Punchdrunk’s Sleep No More as a choose-your-own-adventure 

style performance game, a series of game mechanics become clear to the audience 

including: interface design, player strategy, and achievement/trophies. There is a desire 

to play and replay the performance for the rewards it offers (one-on-one encounters, 

arriving at secret spaces, finding hidden props) despite there being no clear way to ‘win’. 

23 Sleep No More uses these design mechanics to guide player participation within their 

system. Through the companies listed here, of which I do injustice to the work of those 

I’ve yet to encounter, games are certainly used as formal structures but what else might 

unify these practices? I hesitate from elaborating further on a set of rules that define 

theatre game design as a separate practice from both the world of gaming and the 

ecology of participatory art. I’ve already claimed that theatre game design uses a series 

of formal systems, rules, goals, and willful engagement to distinguish itself as its own 

interdisciplinary medium. The history I’ve listed thus far already speak to the differing 

approaches each project uses to set forth the artistic work. In Kidnap, agency is freely 

given over so what is there to play other than to ‘play-along’? The body works and feels 

in a way which dictates not simply a visual or thinking-logic but a full sensorium of 

attention to the body under duress. However, in Fight Night your body is willingly 

immobile (for the most part) sitting in a comfy theatre chair with fingers pressing buttons 

on a small clicker in your hand. In contrast to Kidnap, our perception in Fight Night is 

directly flipped and we are attentive to the percentages presented visually on large TV 

screens and we think through how we may choose to vote in the next round.  

                                                
23 Dan Dickinson, “Games of 2011: Sleep No More,” The Primary Vivid Weblog, 2011, 
https://vjarmy.com/archives/2011/12/games-of-2011-sleep-no-more. 
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But what makes theatre game design distinct from its close connection with just 

playing games? Again, I hesitate for fear of betraying even my own transformative 

experiences of playing a video game like Journey alone in my room, a competitive game 

of Monopoly sitting on the cold garage floor with kids during my adolescence, or a round 

of Cribbage with my father. Each of these experiences are informed and shaped by the 

natural act of theatre that invades everyday life. These experiences playing games could 

be retroactively deconstructed as coincidentally crafted events that through the process 

of kronos and chairos become engrained in memory. Each experience lives on through 

its power of learning – not merely of an idea or concept but – about people and 

relationality. Games have the power to connect us to each other and theatre has the 

ability to harness that power, sometimes fortuitously and at other times through craft and 

design. 

In my first research project at Simon Fraser University, Card Game, I was looking 

at creating a quantifiable circumstance where the audience’s choices had value. How 

can I build a system that provides meaningful choice to the player without forcing 

choice? Inevitably, a sense of agency and choice becomes a necessary tool to provide 

to the player. Thinking broadly then, to provide agency that allows audiences to do 

whatever they so choose, following rules or not – without calling into question if humans 

have the option of freewill at all – becomes unwieldly for both player and system. Even 

Sleep No More’s free roam potentiality of options is confined within rules: wear the 

mask, no speaking, the show will last three hours. Breaking either of the former two rules 

is frowned upon unless expressly granted by the performers and in some cases can get 

you kicked out of the show. If agency is the “ability or capacity to act” 24, then the 

opportunity for a player to realize their choice should be inevitable. Is a player’s choice 

meaningful if it does not change the course of the performance even if that choice is to 

refuse choosing? Punchdrunk is clear they have no interest in the audience having any 

meaningful impact upon the consequence of the performance – your agency is what you 

see and how you decide to see it; I emphasize the agency provisional in the how and 

what you see. However, the choices a player makes in Sleep No More feel incredibly 

meaningful25. If the agency of a player’s actions in how and what they do creates a 

                                                
24 Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. “‘agency, n.’.,” accessed December 7 2018, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/3851?redirectedFrom=agency. 

25 I can attest to this from personal experience attending the show in February 2016. 
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meaningful experience for them as opposed to on the consequence of the show, this 

opens doors for us to further clarify what action is constituted as meaningful in gamified 

performance. 

 When developing Card Game, I began working from formal constraints. These 

limitations inevitably informed the content of the show. I asked players to answer yes or 

no questions and based on how they made their choices (whether the performer thought 

they lied or told the truth) an absurd value judgement emerged. The performer could call 

out the player if he thought they were lying. Card Game’s restraints were to create the 

circumstances that would produce meaningful audience choices. The player answered 

series of yes or no questions posed over a deck of text-based cards dealt to them. I was 

asking if their choices could still be meaningful despite how little of it they were given. 

What became apparent was that there were many productive and uniquely personal 

ways the player began to answer yes or no despite the show only progressing once a 

choice between the two was made.  

My latest project, Champion (2018), was a natural evolution from Card Game. It 

began as an examination of how individuals could make meaningful choices as part of a 

large group through a game where data was collected by mass survey.26 Data from 

players was collected by stepping into corresponding lightboxes projected on the floor 

and their choices determined which individual best represented everyone present. 

Inspired by click-bait videos that place opposing viewpoints against each other to look at 

personal victory over social victory it was an invitation to how our worldviews are guided 

by society through a game of statistics. Rimini Protokoll’s 100% City proposed a similar 

idea through actually representing the statistics of the city on stage with non-professional 

performers. This was not an interest in Champion, as the game attempts to pose ideas 

of majority and minority against each other. What constitutes one group defines the 

other. Do we associate majority with winning and how is that shifting in the current 

political climate? Rimini Protokoll’s work lets the audience act as witness to the event. 

Champion demanded players to partake in the system, asking them to self-identify and 

become both witness and participant; something likely the performers on stage in 100% 

may have encountered but unlikely in the audience. Rimini Protokoll aimed for social 

                                                
26 For simplicity, I like to describe Champion as a glorified Buzzfeed quiz. 
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cohesion, wonder, and balance through statistics whereas Champion sought to divide 

and obscure through play.  

Here, I dig deeper into the content through which I hoped to explore by means of 

gaming. In Machon’s Immersive Theatres, she notes that: 

…immersive theatre requires much of the individual audience member: the 
letting down of boundaries, giving in to experience, willingly engaging in a 
truly embodied fashion, which can be both a positive and negative 
experience for an individual.27 

This was true of both Card Game and Champion. How do I balance the tension between 

ludic and resistant immersion? It is not an answer I have easily at hand. How do I 

negotiate the audience member who does not want to engage or thought they had 

signed up for something completely different? Or rather how do I create an experience 

that attempts to reduce either of those possible outcomes so that the best play 

experience can emerge? Machon presses these questions further through the use of 

Umberto Eco’s The Open Works: 

Modern artistic work … takes into consideration the individual and innate 
potential of a singular person to engage with a work, which has some 
impact on the unique quality of experience to be had by any one audience 
member.28  

In immersive work, particularly in one-on-one performance, critique through playtesting 

reveals itself as troubled. Often more is said about the player’s self than about the work 

in process, which can make finding the heart of design difficult. Playtesting with several 

sets of diverse audience is needed in order to develop the design. Given that everyone 

will have their own unique response, it is useful to avoid assuming there will be group 

mentality movement– unless it’s something one is directly trying to cultivate. What is still 

apparent is the set of expectations an audience attending the theatre will approach the 

work. Much unlike partaking in an Escape Room where the rules of engagement are 

clearly defined, theatre has the tendency to keep such rules undisclosed, which is what 

can disgruntle an already hesitant audience member who didn’t expect to be put on the 

spot tonight after parting with a generous sum of their disposable income29. In order to 

                                                
27 Machon, 42. 
28 Ibid., 113. 
29 Or if they’re lucky, a comp ticket. 
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access the openness of Eco’s proposition it “actually involves rigorous rules that allow 

[…] diversity of interpretative solutions [… and] variation in the experience occurs due to 

the audience-participant’s decision-making, following carefully constructed processes 

that are put in place to encourage unpredictable and transformative interpretations.”30  

In my playing of Ontroerend Goed’s LIES, the central theme of a global banking 

crisis supported the arc of the playing experience but what I recall strongest is how 

disappointed I'd make my team of fellow bankers in our fictionalized country if I started to 

talk about the ramifications of our decisions and by doing so stop us from actively 

playing the game. To protest the dynamics of capital gain and investment would have 

been to deny ourselves an experience. I knew I bought into my own complicity by 

partaking in the same schemes (though highly simplified) our major banks have been 

doing for the past century. And I enjoyed it. I had to invest in order to understand, 

sympathize, but most importantly to allow myself to access the design through 

experience. What would protesting have done?31 The game would have continued 

regardless...and I'd have been out of pocket twenty pounds. To engage with the system 

designed was to engage with my frustration. This is where the player meets the artwork 

halfway and is forced to wrestle with it.  

In Champion, the audience was asked to engage in a similar frustrating system 

of data collection. The game would propose a series of fraught questions on identity for 

the audience to answer with their bodies in space. To be honest would be to commit to 

the violence of the system extracting data. To refuse engagement would force you into 

categories you would not have chosen willingly. Even a deliberate lie, whether made in 

protest or to conceal a sincerer answer would still be to engage in a system that doesn't 

care if you're lying. Regardless of the system, to lie you would also have to contend with 

the other players who were answering in earnest and how you become in social relation 

to them. The experience (kairos) is formed in each decision making. The experience of 

frustration was part of the mechanics that made up that system. 

                                                
30 Machon, 115-116. 
31 The show actually makes room for protest and different modes of playing. An audience could 
choose not to “play” the entire show; instead, a surrogate would buy them out and play as two 
banks. While there is an option to be passive, the design of this particular show favours active 
players. 
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Theatre and game design meld decision making and experience so that the 

space offers up an opportunity that the player takes hold of in order to co-produce the 

experience. Audiences coproduce meaning making with theatre. In the immersive 

environment where games take place this meaning making becomes haptic in addition 

to visual. In LIES we gamble with tokens, in Fight Night we vote with clickers, in 

Champion we walk into our answers. A game does not intend to imbue meaning. It 

invites meaning, in addition to critique, only through experiencing. The game acts as a 

facilitator of experience around a centralized theme. If the game is well designed, the 

player gains access to experience as opposed to merely story or narrative.32 

The culmination of this research is to create a full length game designed 

performance work called New Societies. It is a strategy board game of diplomacy, city 

building, and resource management. Narratively, players will traverse the history of 

empires throughout civilization through their own colonization of a seemingly uninhabited 

land in pursuit of Utopia. Invited to sit at a round table of a topographical landscape, 

players will be tasked with managing their society’s happiness by building an optimal 

one from scratch. Unlike Escape Rooms, I don’t see theatre game design as a chance to 

escape in a space where we suspend our lives between fiction and reality for ninety 

minutes. In such a structure we are neither allowed to escape or move forward, 

constantly stuck in ‘the forest’ as Chris Goode would call it. Theatre is a place where we 

are asked to imagine possible realities. To leap from the forest to the edge of the field 

and “escape into the real”.33 This is not just a single act but a recurring one. We are 

asked to constantly encounter edges of fields, of possible spaces, that we must 

cohabitate and likely co-conspire to achieve. Goode calls the essence of this dissidence, 

“incorporative theatre”.34 Is incorporative theatre not then a constant reimagining of 

possible spaces? A perpetual liminality that is neither here nor then but perhaps a 

crossing we make to continue seeing. Goode claims that incorporative theatre is not an 

ending of events but rather sustainable play as a way of seeing. Well-executed game 

                                                
32 There is a lot of contention in the gaming community as to the primary purpose of games and if 
they should service story, puzzle-solving, or both. Regardless, some gamers will skip the story to 
get to the mechanics of the game while others see mechanics as a means to the story. In the 
theatre, I believe the story wins out but only by way of well-designed game mechanics.  
33 Chris Goode, The Forest and the Field: Changing Theatre in a Changing World (London: Oberon 
Books, 2015), 287. 
34 Ibid., 289. 
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design can offer an incorporative dissidence as a way not of escape but of imagining 

and restructuring systems and then living it. Their replay-ability also offers multiple 

openings to relive again and again. 

To look closely at the failures of Card Game and Champion both systems asked 

players to take a reckless amount of control that could easily ‘break the game’. Neither 

game could acutely link the systems it built within a narrative structure that guided the 

experience towards a fulfilling conclusion. Both shows lacked a nuanced revelation 

because it left major final decisions in the hands of the players without a sense of 

resistant or ludic immersion. New Societies will aim to use the mechanics to end the 

narrative analogously every time it’s played as opposed to handing this off to the players 

as I’ve done in the past. Perhaps a new field of perception will emerge through New 

Societies. What makes it different from the history of games like Risk, Settlers of Catan, 

Civilization, and Sim City, that inspire it? What’s hopeful here is the intention to create 

multiple modes of play, which may allow for both colonial and decolonial ways of playing. 

Eco’s concept of ‘openness’ will guide the work as much as the narrative will draw us 

forward. 

Meaning making as I have argued is accessible through both consequential and 

non-consequential player choice. Agency is not merely the opportunity to change 

outcome but shape a player’s internal meaning through their own play. This experience 

is engraved through kairos and chronos; time in gamespace is relative and non-linear as 

our experiences are shaped. Experiences are a culmination of game mechanics like 

story, events, and emotion. To participate in this system as a player is to also give way 

to ludic and resistant immersion. Between these two senses of immersion, between 

reality and fiction, a dissidence occurs that creates incorporative theatre. Theatre game 

design occupies this space. It is a hopeful space that unbalances the player. Through 

games and theatre we have access to reimagine systems by playing within them.  
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Project Documentation 

Concept & direction: 
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Created by:  
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Scenographer: Christian Ching; Sound Designers: Stefan Nazarevich and Liam Carsley; 
Technical Directors: Kevin Kiju Kim and Mandeep Sunnerd; and Stage Manager: Laura 
Coons. 

Description: 

Photo documentation of New Societies as performed on September 13, 2019, in Studio 
T, SFU Goldcorp Centre for the Arts.  
Video archival copy is available upon request of the author.  

Photographer: 
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