Experimenting interfaces

The most common experience we make when observing humans and computing machines interact in a performance setting is one of humans setting off computers to react by way of triggering sensors interfacing human and machine. And yet while the performer seemingly controls the machinic reactions, the performer's ability to control is actually premised on the limited set of behaviours programmed into the computer. The performer's expression extends into the machine, while the machine's execution informs performer's action. The machinic performance is deplete of autonomy, while the performer's action is driven by instrumentality. The performativity of interaction between the human and computer is lost on the utility. 

Less infused with the somewhat banal demonstration that humans and machines can interact is the experience we make when observing humans act alongside computers with generative algorithms. What is triggered in this kind of interaction is not unpredictable and therefore non-instrumentalizable, autonomous in its ability to perform. For all we know, the computer might be just another performer in his potential to perform beyond the control and yet with the action of a performer. This could well be a 'Turing test' of performative computing machines: if we disregard the embodyment of performing agent, just as in the original 'Turing test' one is ignorant of whether the agent answering the question behind the wall is a computer or a human, we couldn't tell if the performativity is generated by a human agent or a computer agent. 

And yet the interaction between performing humans and performing computers leaves us frequently not only ignorant as to what part of the performative interaction is generated by a human and what by a computer, but also ignorant of what the interaction actually is. We often face this mis-interactive experience when we encounter an interactive artwork that we cannot figure out how to initiate an interaction – there's no big red button to push and the computer keeps acting in an impenetrable way suspiciously independent of our actions.

Between those two extreme experiences of human-computer interaction in a performance setting: one where computers assume too little agency in the interaction to matter and the other where computers assume too much agency for humans to engage into interaction we should investigate the potentials for commensurable human-computer performativity. In order to do that we primarily need to understand and experiment with the ways that systems interact with their environment – i.e. interfaces.

There are two general modi by way of which computers can be understood to interact with users that we should experiment with analogically:

Topicality – interactions with human agents through metaphorical representations of processes and data, allowing humans to talk to computers through metaphors. The typical example would be 'Desktop' that graphical user interfaces on most personal computers employ to interact with their users.

Interoperability – interactions between machinic processes are based on their capacity to attain a common level of abstraction allowing them to speak to each other and serving as a vector of exchange between them. A typical example of such interoperability would be internet protocols which allow different kinds of applications to speak with one another over the same infrastructure. Openness and standardization is a pre-requisite for interoperability. Another, non-techinical example, would be human skin as vector that allows for communication between metabolic process within and environment outside of the human body.

Actionability – ability to concatenate actual actions outside of code with algorithm. A typical example would be computer games, which are more than mere interactions – they are actions that unfold within and outside of the code of the game.

These are three levels of exploration that might allow for an experimentation with interfaces and a design of experimenting interfaces that could lead to better understanding how to develop human-machine performativity.
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