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Over the almost three years of planning and writing this book, we have 
had the opportunity to collaborate in a manner which has been exception-
ally rewarding, rich, and educating. Both of us authors have brought our 
strengths to the table and have uniquely influenced the book. We both come 
out of media studies, with somewhat different approaches to game analysis, 
and this book would not have been what you now see without both of our 
ideas, abilities, and inspirations. The constant sparring process necessary 
for a work like this has enriched both of our professional lives and offers 
a better product to the reader than either of us would have created alone.

The book has come into being from a truly collaborative process, where 
Torill Elvira Mortensen and Kristine Jørgensen both actively contributed 
to each chapter. Each chapter has been worked through several times by 
both of us. Its overarching ideas are grounded in the Games and Trans-
gressive Aesthetics research project, in which Jørgensen was the principal 
investigator and project director, and Mortensen was an active partner. 
The three main ideas relating to the paradox of transgression, the fallacy of 
play, and the ludic sublime have been worked out in tight dialogue, starting 
with a workshop in November 2016, where we developed the Games and 
Transgressive Aesthetics Manifesto (Mortensen and Jørgensen 2016). Our 
further work with this book has spanned intensive writing workshops in 
Bologna, Italy; Copenhagen, Denmark; and Bergen, Norway.

However, if we were to specify a division of labor in the process, it would 
be reasonable to state that Mortensen’s greatest footprint is on the chapters 
that deal explicitly with aesthetics and emotion, while Jørgensen’s most 
visibly shows in the chapters that deal with player experiences and the em-
pirical material. In this book, Mortensen has delved into a long history 
of philosophy on aesthetic appreciation and emotion, and with her rich 
experience as a researcher focusing on online play and digital media, she 
has provided analytical insight into how transgressions in games relate to 
transgressions in culture and society at large. Jørgensen has conducted the 
empirical studies presented in the book, and with her life-long experience 
as a player, she has provided a gameplay-sensitive approach to analyzing 
player experiences with transgressive games.

We are grateful for having had the opportunity to collaborate on this 
book and hope that our contribution is valuable for a deeper understanding 
of video game aesthetics.

Preface
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Video games are notorious for excessive violence and stereotypical rep-
resentations, and have through the late 1990s and up until today con-
sistently pushed the limits of public sensibility. To play such games may 
appear shocking for the observing bystander, while it is experienced as fun 
for the player engaging with it. A pressing question is why players would 
indulge in excessive and explicit game content; and further, what happens 
to the sense of transgression in a gameplay situation. Does playing a game 
somehow remove inhibitions and limitations? Building on play theory, one 
reason players endure transgressive game content may be that in-game 
transgressions take place inside a separate space in which the player is gen-
erally physically safe from the transgressions and within an explicitly ludic 
context where the actions taken have a very different meaning from the 
actions observed. Looking at video games from the context of Bakhtin’s 
carnival offers a second explanation, as sociologists Lauren Langman and 
Andras Lukacs state that “transgressions not only provide forbidden indul-
gences, but [also] the very fact of violating the norm and “getting” away 
with it provides another pleasure” and that “the gratification of ‘forbid-
den desires’ whether erotic, exhibitionist, narcissistic, or aggressive is even 
more pleasurable due to the very transgression of the norm” (Langman 
and Lukacs 2010, 67). A third, popular explanation of why people tolerate 
transgressions in games is escapism, from realism and into fiction, from 
putting the “real” world aside for the virtual, or into play itself. Game 
scholar Gordon Calleja states that “it would be no exaggeration to say 
that digital games are considered the epitome of contemporary escapism” 
(Calleja 2010). Calleja explains this through “the binary illusion”, an as-
sumption that the digitally produced exists outside of reality, as if the play-
ing of games can be shut away from the social, cultural, and technological 
context within which it takes place. 

Springing out of the research project Games and Transgressive Aesthet-
ics at the University of Bergen between 2015 and 2019, this book takes 
an aesthetic perspective toward understanding transgressions in games. 
According to dictionary definitions, to transgress means to overstep the 
boundaries of taste, moral code, social taboos, or law (Collins English 

Introduction
Exploring transgressions in games
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Dictionary 2017). Transgressions include the overstepping of social norms, 
but also individual sensibilities, and even though something is experienced 
as individually transgressive or may come down to subjective interpreta-
tions, most people would recognize the violation of the norms of a society 
of which they are part. While a minor part of our discussion will be con-
cerned with the social and political controversies games cause or are part 
of, the aim of this book is to understand the aesthetic of the provocative 
nature of games. One hypothesis we want to explore is that games and play 
are uniquely suited to transgressive aesthetics, and this is why digital games 
are currently both immensely popular mainstream entertainment and still 
controversial. To do so, we explore the difference between the profound 
transgressions that make us reject an expression and aesthetic transgres-
sions, which we are able to contextualize and somehow process due to its 
aesthetic context. Considering how play tends to mitigate overwhelming 
experiences and make them manageable, the main question of this book 
is whether the aesthetic of games renders their transgressions manageable. 
Engaging with games as media texts and aesthetic artifacts, this book asks: 
What happens to the sense of play when encountering transgressive game 
content? How can the ludic context and the sense of transgression interact; 
in other words, how does the sense of play affect transgressions, and how 
do transgressions affect the sense of play? Comparing games to avant-garde 
art and looking at their carnivalesque nature, we critically question the con-
troversies surrounding games. We discuss how games transgress through 
their inclusion of content that breaks the expectation of target groups, the 
norms of society, subjective sensibilities and taste, and rules and codes of 
the game as well as conventions of genre and technology. 

Established as a niche field in the 1990s, game studies is flourishing 
today. It is developing as its own field, sometimes referred to simply as 
“ludology” – the study of the unique aspects of games, but is also tightly 
interwoven with other fields. Game studies is concerned with the study of 
games, players, and the contexts surrounding games and players, and for 
this reason perspectives spanning fields such as computer science, media 
studies, sociology, economy, anthropology, and literature studies are ex-
amples of areas that have been applied to the study of games. The Paradox 
of Transgression in Games is a product of this multidisciplinary nature 
of game studies and engages with theories, findings, and ideas from the 
wide universe of game research. As we specifically study transgression in 
games – a topic that spans far beyond the games themselves – we need to 
take advantage of the breadth of the field.

Although we do position this work firmly in the multidisciplinary field 
of game studies, this does not mean we will not offend. We take advantage 
of theories already applied in other disciplines, particularly media studies 
and aesthetics, and we will twist their original meaning in ways that makes 
sense in the context of transgressive games. Although our aim is to create a 
better understanding of transgression in games, we also acknowledge that 
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our work will not be the final and absolute work. This means that we will 
treat certain topics briefly and that we also may ignore other topics. We see 
this work as an early attempt of illuminating the transgressive aesthetic of 
video games, and our ambition is to initiate a debate around a topic that we 
believe is at the core of game aesthetics. We want to present a perspective 
on how we can think about games and how games are experienced. This is 
a step toward more varied conversations about how we enjoy, understand, 
and incorporate games in contemporary culture. 

Three main ideas

The book will explore transgressions in games through three ideas: First, 
we argue against the fallacy of play, that is, the erroneous idea that games 
and play concern that which is non-serious, fun, safe, and with little con-
sequence outside itself. Although we acknowledge that games and play can 
be understood as taking place inside their own frame of reference, it is im-
portant to stress that the boundary between games and the world is never 
absolute but instead permeable and porous (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 
94). We stress that although the context of games and play may have a 
mitigating effect on the sense of transgression, games and play can indeed 
be subversive, unsafe, and concern real-life issues (Csikszentmihaly 1981, 
14; Geertz 1973, 432–33; Jørgensen 2014; Linderoth and Mortensen 2015; 
Malaby 2007, 107; Montola 2010; Schechner 2013, pts. 118–119; Taylor 
2006, 151–55; Stenros 2015, 72–76). Thus, we explore games that chal-
lenge the fallacy of play by being provocative, uncomfortable, or frustrat-
ing, and look at how such content interact with the play activity, which 
in itself also can be ambiguous by oscillating between different emotional 
states varying from excitement to frustration. 

Following the idea that the aesthetic context of games as well as the play-
ful mindset may contribute to mitigating the discomfort of transgressive 
game content, our second argument concerns what we see as a paradox of 
transgression. The paradox of transgression is the phenomenon that when 
something is experienced as an absolute transgression, it cannot be engaged 
with and that if we are able to engage with it, it cannot be a transgression. 

For this reason, we distinguish between profound transgression and 
transgressive aesthetics:

The paradox of transgression is that the profoundly transgressive ne-
gates the transgressive aesthetic, while the transgressive aesthetic miti-
gates the profound transgression.

(Mortensen and Jørgensen 2016)

This means that when the sense of transgression is aestheticized or put in 
a playful context, it is often experienced as less severe and therefore also 
bearable. When transgressive practices are integrated into culture, either 
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through the carnival, a rite of passage, as transgressive art in an art gal-
lery, or as media expressions hailed for their edginess, these practices are 
accepted into a particular cultural context where they are rarely experi-
enced as a profound transgression. They are accepted as challenging estab-
lished norms, but it is also implied that by being accepted, these practices 
do not go as far as actually breaking said norms in this particular context. 
In other words, context, and audience matter: Splatter films and violent 
games may cross the line for your grandmother or mother, as the adver-
tisement for the horror game Dead Space 2 (Visceral Games 2011) suggests 
(Benedetti 2011), but they do not offer profound transgressions for their 
fans. Transgressive art and media are for this reason never absolute trans-
gressions, except for audiences outside the target group. Thus, the paradox 
of transgression reveals the deeply cultural, and subcultural, meaning of 
transgression relating to the breaking of taboos and crossing of social and 
cultural boundaries, acts which are examples of deviant behavior at the 
same time as such acts also contribute to maintaining the established he-
gemony (Bakhtin 1999; Bataille 1985; Jenks 2003, 2). In an aesthetic con-
text such as games, this means that if the player is able to continue engaging 
with the aesthetic work, it cannot be a profound transgression because, to 
count as a profound transgression, the aesthetic work must disturb the user 
to the extent that they no longer want to engage with it. In other words, 
profoundly transgressive media content would render a film “unwatchable” 
(Grønstad 2012, 9–10) or a game “unplayable”.

Related to the paradox of transgression is the fact that often when we 
encounter uncomfortable, repulsive, or taboo content in aesthetic contexts 
such as games, we do not automatically reject it outright, but may instead 
accept its presence as part of an aesthetic experience. Although transgres-
sions in games may overwhelm the audience with revulsion, this aesthetic 
experience can also be acknowledged as awe-inspiring and stunning in all 
its excess or exaggeration. This is at the core of our third argument, which 
concerns the sublime. Following Immanuel Kant, we encounter the sublime 
when we have an overwhelming experience of something “larger than our-
selves”. In game studies, we find this as the ludic sublime (Vella 2015), the 
sense of awe when the play potential of a game overwhelms the player, when 
the game reveals its mechanisms and meanings and the player glimpses the 
strategies and possibilities in the game. The ludic sublime concerns the real-
ization that while the game may be overwhelming, it is also something that 
can be overcome by effort and strategy. We argue that well-designed games 
indeed can create sublime experiences that go beyond the ludic sublime as 
defined by Daniel Vella and may overwhelm experiences of discomfort, an-
ger, or fear, leaving the players with strong aesthetic experiences provoked 
by the entirety of video game play rather than single aspects. 

Our three main ideas call for an explanation of what we mean by aes-
thetics. While dictionary entries typically define “aesthetics” as the “for-
mal study of art, especially in relation to the idea of beauty” (Cambridge 
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Dictionary 2018), there is a broader and more precise notion that aesthetics 
concerns the meaning, validity, and value judgments relating to works of 
art (Kirkpatrick 2011, 13; Sharp and Thomas 2019, 4). Aesthetic judgment 
thus goes beyond the beautiful and may be based on the valuation of other 
features specific for the work in question. While aesthetics often seems to 
be associated with visual properties, it concerns those features of a work 
that appreciators associate with value. Further, the focus on aesthetics as 
relating to perception and appreciation implies that the sense that we are 
dealing with something aesthetic emerges from the relationship between 
a work and the perceiving subject (Aldama and Lindenberger 2016, 42; 
Shelley 2015; Slater, n.d). For games, this means that they are aesthetic 
works in so far as they are appreciated by the players, and that the ele-
ments that create this sensation are associated with the full spectrum of 
the medium, spanning game mechanics as well as representational features. 
Thus, we follow Graeme Kirkpatrick’s idea that games are primarily aes-
thetic objects and that video game aesthetics concerns a particular kind 
of experience, stressing the ludic elements of this experience (Kirkpatrick 
2011, 1–2). We highlight the fact that interaction and play are part of the 
aesthetics of video games and important for how they move us. When we 
discuss transgressive aesthetics in games, we are focusing on a perspective 
that challenges the idea that the aesthetic concerns beauty and appreci-
ation, but instead stresses the concept that meaning also springs out of 
expressions that approach the point of rejection through emotional and 
ethical overload; provocation, shock, and occasionally disgust. In games, 
such transgressive aesthetics is experienced through gameplay as well as 
through representation, and in this book, we investigate how players make 
sense of a transgressive game aesthetic. 

This book is concerned with the line between profound transgressions 
and transgressive aesthetics in games – what it is that makes players cringe 
and stop playing a game, and what makes players keep playing even when 
the game is experienced as excessive, provocative, or repulsive. In this sense, 
our perspective is on the player’s side. We are explicitly avoiding a norma-
tive view of what kind of content may or may not be appropriate in games; 
rather, the book is an investigation of research on what players experience 
as transgressive game content, how players experience transgressive game 
situations, what they do when confronted with transgressions in games, 
and what role transgressive experiences have in the play situation.

Background and previous work

Transgression is a well-discussed term in art, philosophy, and the social 
sciences, and we do not attempt to challenge the previous, established un-
derstandings of the term as we apply it to games. While games and play 
as transgressive experiences are well established, particularly in relation 
to religious and cultural rituals (Bakhtin 1999; Schechner 2013; Turner 
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2009), the modern game forms we focus on are still discussed as disgusting 
and dangerous. Historically, research on the transgressive side of games has 
followed the tradition of media effects research and has been dominated by 
psychological effect studies focusing on both whether violent game content 
makes players violent and excessive use (Ferguson 2010; Gentile and Stone 
2005; Kutner and Olson 2008; Nielsen 2016). This perspective has invited 
discussions more concerned with the potential for corruption of the young 
and vulnerable (Hern 2013) than with whether games can be understood as 
aesthetically provocative and transformative. The consequence of the dom-
inance of concern rhetoric in public debates on games is a lack of language 
for analysis and criticism of the more provocative and extreme structures 
and content players, reviewers and others engaged with games and play 
practices will encounter. Provocative, transgressive games remain framed 
in a language of concern and protection, blocking a deeper understanding 
of the process of reception, critical reading, and aesthetic appreciation. 

With the rise of game studies as a cross-disciplinary field spanning the 
humanities, social sciences, and computer sciences, there has been an in-
flux of more context-oriented and culturally sensitive research, attentive 
toward games as cultural products and activities; as social arenas; and as 
representational, expressive, and computational media. Springing out of 
these perspectives is research on how players make sense of games and 
include them in their lives, and how they experience them and interpret 
them as media texts; it is from this perspective that this book rises. Exam-
ples of some works that stress this perspective and act as our inspiration 
are Graeme Kirkpatrick’s work on game aesthetics (Kirkpatrick 2011) and 
Miguel Sicart’s research on how games include ethics and ethical reflection 
(Sicart 2009, 2013). Others are Doris C. Rusch’s design-focused research 
on how to express human experience in games (Rusch 2009, 2017), Mary 
Flanagan’s work on radical game design for critical games (Flanagan 2013), 
and Brian Schrank’s research on avant-garde video games (Schrank 2014). 
Of special interest to our perspective is Torill Elvira Mortensen, Jonas 
Linderoth, and Ashley Brown’s edited volume The Dark Side of Game-
play (2015) that explores how players engage with the “darker” side of 
life through games and why taking on the role as criminals and carrying 
out transgressive acts is fascinating when playing games. This book is also 
closely related to Kristine Jørgensen and Faltin Karlsen’s edited volume 
Transgression in Games and Play (2018), which focuses on transgressive 
play practices and game experiences in a similar perspective. But by in-
troducing transgressive aesthetic to games in this volume, we specifically 
look at games through a lens designed to create meaning out of expressions 
which approach the point of rejection through emotional and moral over-
load, shock, awe, and occasionally disgust. 

The context for looking at transgressive games from an aesthetic per-
spective is the tradition of transgressive art. As a particular genre of post-
modernist art, transgressive art is an established practice of rebellious 
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art that aims to shock and offend, and to question and subvert conven-
tional moral beliefs (Cashell 2009, 1). It is what “disgusts, discomforts, 
unnerves, offends as well as art that triggers in us experiences of pain 
and shame” (Aldama and Lindenberger 2016, 1). Transgressive art is 
in conflict with social and aesthetic norms and sometimes condemned 
as a speculative attempt of drawing attention under the alibi of art; at 
other times, examples of this art form are accused of going so far in 
its taboo-breaking that it becomes impossible to engage with (Cashell 
2009, 1). While transgressive art is in opposition against what is accepted 
as art within the art discourse itself, it rebels by taking the audience out 
of their comfort zone and question “all received and ostensibly incontest-
able values” (Grønstad 2012, 38). This gives it the potential to enable 
reflection and awareness by forcing the audience to confront issues that 
tend to evoke unease and discomfort (Julius 2002, 189). We also find the 
concept of transgressive aesthetics in other discourses outside the narrow 
sphere of art. Directors such as Lars von Trier and Quentin Tarantino 
are celebrated artists who base their work on creating discomfort and 
challenging the norms of both filmmaking and society. Lars von Trier 
explores the technical limitations of the medium while he describes pain-
ful, often depressing topics, and his movie The House that Jack Built 
caused massive walkouts in the festival in Cannes in 2018 (Mumford 
2018). Quentin Tarantino creates ultraviolent, satirical works, and his 
most recent work Once Upon a Time… in Hollywood is praised by re-
viewers for being provocative and confusing, simultaneously (Bradshaw 
2019). Both directors explore topics such as drug abuse, nihilism, and 
sexual experimentation, and aim to transform cinematic creativity, yet 
still have tremendous success among their audiences – often with topics 
that we see reflected in video games. Video games have historically been 
notorious for pushing the limits of public sensibility through its excessive 
use of violence. Certain indie developers, such as the Newsgaming design 
collective as well as live-action role-playing games traditions such as the 
Nordic LARP, have also been exploring uncomfortable and controversial 
topics, backed by researchers interested in the medium-specific powers of 
games for communicating meaningful, critical, and thought-provoking 
representations of sensitive issues.

By talking about games that challenge our values and sensibilities as 
transgressive, we are including such games into this particular aesthetic 
tradition. While we do not insist that all provocative games should be 
treated as identical to transgressive art, our purpose here is to show that 
games are aesthetic media that have expressive potential and power that 
rival those of other aesthetic forms. Also by pointing out the aesthetic as-
pect, we are stressing that it is the relationship between the game as a work 
and the player as audience that is central. This “player-response” approach 
acknowledges the expressive purpose of the designed artifact which a game 
is, and it underlines the players’ awareness of the game as a work created 
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by an artist with an expressive purpose in mind. This expressive purpose 
may be anything from provocation to entertainment, and allows us to take 
a broad perspective that includes both the aesthetics of gameplay as well as 
the fact that sometimes people appreciate fictional tragedies and other un-
comfortable entertainment (Bartsch and Oliver 2011; Cupchik 2011; Oliver 
2008; Schramm and Wirth 2010; Tamborini et al. 2010; Zillman 1998), 
including video games (Oliver et al. 2016; Rogers et al. 2017).

If we look at game studies literature, the term transgression has been 
used in connection with deviant or subversive play, that is, play that breaks 
the rules or the intended design of the game, or that challenges social 
norms and cultural expectations. Although the idea of play as boundary- 
breaking and explorative is old (Csikszentmihaly 1981; Schechner 2013; 
Sutton-Smith 1997), and subversive practices also are well-documented in 
early research on online play (Dibbel 1993; Taylor and Jakobsson 2003), 
the word transgression as a concept to describe boundary-breaking play 
was first used by game researcher Espen Aarseth (2007). He argues that 
understanding this kind of transgressive play is crucial for understanding 
game culture, because it challenges the idea of an implied player inscribed 
into the game. Gender studies scholar Jenny Sundén defined transgressive 
play as “innovation and, possibly, subversion, of finding, exploring and 
exploiting loopholes in the game fabric” (2009) in her ethnographic studies 
of how sexuality has been used as a resource for transgressive play in World 
of Warcraft (Blizzard 2004), and learning scientist Yasmin B. Kafai and her 
colleagues used the concept in their study of gender play of girls in virtual 
worlds to describe “activities and attitudes that challenge, or transgress, 
stereotypical notions of how a girl is supposed to look, act and behave” 
(Kafai et al. 2009). While such practices indeed concern the relationship 
between a work and the player, we argue that in these studies transgression 
springs out of the players’ norm-breaking and convention-challenging ac-
tions, and what the player decides to do with the game rather than out of 
the game content in itself. Although such transgressive play practices may 
result from certain kinds of game design, they are examples of transgressive 
play practices rather than transgressive game content, which is the focus 
of this book. 

While we play the structured and rule-bound games, play alone is a free-
form and more permeable activity. Philosopher and sociologist Roger Cail-
lois uses the terms ludus and paidia for the play of games and free-form 
play, respectively (Caillois 2001). In many languages, play denotes the ac-
tivity itself, while game refers to the rule system or even the object. This has 
caused the verb “gaming” to become common in English-language game 
studies to distinguish the ludus type of play. Game designers and research-
ers Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman define play as “free movement within 
a more rigid structure” (Salen and Zimmerman 2004), and argue that play 
is something that occurs both in opposition to and through exploring and 
experimenting with the rigid structures. However, as play is central for 
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activities relating to games, we cannot keep a strict boundary where we 
completely exclude transgressive play practices. We will discuss such play 
practices where relevant and look closer at consequences of having trans-
gressive game content in a playful context. Thus, the book will also explore 
the interplay between transgressive content and play. An important question 
is how can play and playfulness affect the sense of transgression? And how 
may transgressive content affect play and the sense of playfulness? Further, 
we will also address the question of whether transgressive game content 
concerns the representational aspects alone or whether game mechanics 
can also be transgressive. Here we will discuss scholar and game designer 
Ian Bogost’s theory of procedural rhetorics that stresses that games are 
procedural systems that carry meaning and make arguments through rules 
and game mechanics (Bogost 2007, 44–46).

A player-response perspective on game analysis

While the main concern of this book is transgressive games rather than 
transgressive play, it is important to stress that from our perspective, it is 
not really possible to study games without also taking the player into ac-
count. Thus, our viewpoint echoes the reader-response theorist Wolfgang 
Iser’s idea that “[c]entral to the Reading of every literary work is the inter-
action between its structure and its recipient” (Iser 1978, 20).

In game studies, much of the analysis and understanding of games has 
been carried out through researcher self-play, based on the idea that, in 
order to understand how a particular game works, the researcher has to 
experience it themselves (Aarseth 2003; Mäyrä 2008, 165–67; Mortensen 
2002). In such studies, the player is either the researcher themselves as an 
empirical, historical player – however unrepresentative they may be – or 
an implied player (Aarseth 2007; Mortensen 2003) intended by the design 
of the game. According to Aarseth, there is a divide between humanist re-
search focusing on textual analysis and the sociologically and ethnograph-
ically oriented research focusing on empirical players: 

These two camps, one focused on understanding games through play-
ing them, and one focused on observing actual players, represent two 
quite separate paradigms in terms of their player perspective.

(Aarseth 2007)

We argue that it is a fallacy to claim that game analysis through self-play 
and observing actual players are two incompatible paradigms. We could 
point out that the common practice of autoethnography in game studies 
already muddies the waters if we try to create a strict disciplinary divide, 
but rather than chasing disciplinary purity, we believe that these two player 
perspective paradigms must be combined if we are to understand games as 
interactive media.
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Building on Aarseth’s own term real-time hermeneutics, which is char-
acterized as “analysis practiced as performance, with direct feedback from 
the system” (Aarseth 2003), Jonne Arjoranta argues that the hermeneutic 
process of games go beyond the fact that they are works that need inter-
pretation. Instead, there is a real-time hermeneutics at work “concerned 
with the processes of interpretation that are active when the player plays” 
(Arjoranta 2015, 59). Thus, understanding the meaning-making process in 
games is less about individual interpretation and more about looking into 
how the game is understood as it is being played, including the important 
fact that the player may change their playstyle and course of action during 
play based on how their interpretations of the in-game events change in 
real time.

Transgressive readings

With focus on the fact that the meaning of games comes into being as a 
real-time process in which the player is an active participant, the concept 
of real-time hermeneutics allows us to understand the complex interplay 
between interpretation and gameplay. Following this line of thought, in 
our research we rely heavily on player data in order to better understand 
transgressive games. We have conducted qualitative studies involving play-
ers because we believe that as interactive media, games are better under-
stood through a multiple player perspective. In other words, since a game 
changes according to player choices, gameplay style, player skill, and game 
literacy as well as according to emergent game features, such as artificial 
intelligence and how different processes are simulated, self-play can only 
provide a limited perspective of a game, even if one plays in a “transgres-
sive” way that breaks with designer intent, if we follow Aarseth’s use of 
the term. In order to position more clearly how we understand “transgres-
sive play”, let us compare this to Stuart Hall’s oppositional reading (2006, 
173). Cultural theorist Stuart Hall describes in his famous essay “Encod-
ing and Decoding in the Television Discourse” how hegemony and corpo-
rate power creates particular readings depending on the readers’ position, 
from the dominant position by way of the negotiated to the oppositional. 
While a hegemonic/dominant reading would follow the encoded message 
intended by the authors of the text, the oppositional reading deliberately 
questions the dominant story and looks for other interpretations, and at 
its best, it crosses the boundaries of our assumptions while revealing and 
questioning the norms and power structures of society. A negotiated read-
ing will thus partly accept the encoded message. However, as researchers, 
our aim should be to take a step back and look for the whole picture and 
beyond. We must look for both dominant and oppositional readings not 
only in our own game analyses but also when we try to understand other 
players’ readings. We must look further than this and look for transgres-
sive readings, that is, readings that either break radically (and sometimes 
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also intentionally) with the apparent intention of the text or which break 
radically with how people normally engage with the text. When neo-Nazis 
embrace The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios 2011) be-
cause they are able to identify with the nationalist and xenophobic Nords 
(Bjørkelo 2017) or when modders of the same game create modifications 
that enable players to rape non-playing characters (Majkowski 2017), this 
can be seen as an example of a transgressive reading. Attentive toward a 
diverse player perspective, in this book, we look at the broad spectrum of 
readings, from the dominant to the oppositional, while we also pay atten-
tion to such transgressive readings.

What we also take from Hall’s perspective is the mixed methods ap-
proach that is required to understand both sides of the communication 
process, with a focus on the meaning-making, both as it is presented in the 
work and in the way users perceive and create meaning. Aarseth argues 
that since games sometimes allow players to do unexpected things that 
most likely would have been made impossible by design if the developers 
had predicted them, it is important to include such transgressive practices 
“as a counterweight to the implied player position” (Aarseth 2007). While 
transgressive play practices are indeed important and an interesting method 
both in game analyses and in studies of historical players, researching these 
practices through self-play does not provide a multi-faceted perspective 
of the differences in meaning-making that emerge between players, both 
those who “counter-play” and those who play as intended by the design 
of the game. 

Further, since most contemporary games are also representational and 
expressive media, we need to understand how players interact with game 
mechanisms and how the messages shaped by the game are received and 
experienced in a gameplay context. Here our own play will only enable 
a very limited understanding based on the researcher’s own cultural and 
social predispositions. Understanding dominant/hegemonic, negotiated, 
and oppositional interpretations of a game’s message can only be achieved 
through taking into account multiple player perspectives. 

This does not mean that we disagree with the importance of playing 
as research. On the contrary, we believe that this is essential to an ap-
proach taking into consideration multiple player perspective approach. In 
his paper “Playing Research: Methodological approaches to game analy-
sis”, Aarseth writes that there are three ways of gaining knowledge of a 
game: We can study the design of the game; we can observe others play or 
read their reports; or we can play the game ourselves. We must experience 
the game personally to avoid misunderstandings, and observation alone 
will not allow us to understand the player experience; further, the mental 
interpretation of rules is invisible for outsiders (Aarseth 2003). What we 
want to highlight is that combining play as research with other players’ 
perspectives is not only optional, but mandatory for any serious investiga-
tion of a game. 
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Method and data collection

As the purpose of this book is a study of transgressive games and what 
makes them transgressive, we have played potentially transgressive games 
and analyzed their game design. But we have also realized our limitations 
in that matter: What we find uncomfortable, others may enjoy. When oth-
ers get offended, we may not. This is the nature of transgression – while 
there are a few things that are likely to offend large groups, for the most 
part we have different thresholds of transgression. Taking this into consid-
eration, within the Games and Transgressive Aesthetics research project we 
have carried out qualitative research among players to get an insight into 
how they interpret a selection of games. For an overview of whether players 
have clear memories of experiences with transgressive content and what 
kind of attitudes are present, we carried out introductory focus group stud-
ies; for a more detailed insight into the actual gameplay experiences with 
potentially transgressive games, we carried out gameplay journal studies. 
In addition to the data we have collected for this study, we are also leaning 
on tangential data collected by other researchers as well as public debates 
about and reviews of transgressive games. 

Focus groups was the method used for an introductory, exploratory study 
to gain insight into what experiences players have with transgressive game 
content, their willingness to talk about it, and their attitudes toward such 
content. We chose focus groups rather than individual interviews in order 
to offer the participants an arena for deliberation among peers. We also 
considered the idea that transgressive and controversial topics could poten-
tially be uncomfortable to discuss with a researcher alone and easier with 
the support of others. Based on their willingness to discuss controversial 
and uncomfortable content in games, key individuals were recruited from 
the environments surrounding local game associations in a Norwegian city. 
These key recruits were individuals who considered video games to be cen-
tral to their field of interest without necessarily labeling themselves “gam-
ers”. At the same time, the selection of key individuals was sensitive toward 
securing diverse opinions with regards to games and game content. After 
initial conversations with each of the key individuals, they were given man-
date to recruit additional individuals into their group; these new recruits 
did not have to be people with whom they agreed, but should be individuals 
they trusted they would be able to have interesting conversations with. 

In order to get more information on the lived play experiences, we con-
ducted another study featuring gameplay journals, where players played the 
games at their own pace and in their own homes while filling in a log detail-
ing what they had been doing in the game that day, whether there were any 
events that they found particularly noteworthy, and what they felt about 
those events. Focusing on a combination of games that had provoked public 
controversy or been discussed in gaming media either as including topics 
that were taboo or as emotionally difficult, the respondents each chose one 
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of the six games: This War of Mine (11 bit studios and War Child 2014), 
Hatred (Destructive Creations 2015), Alien: Isolation (Creative Assembly 
2014), Beyond: Two Souls (Quantic Dream 2013), and Bloodborne (From 
Software 2015). Grand Theft Auto V (Rockstar North 2013) was added 
to the study later in order to cover how an open-world approach to game 
design would affect the reception of a highly debated game. A factor in our 
selection of games also concerned a sensitivity toward having diverse genres 
and in covering games where a potential sense of transgression was created 
by the representational aspect as well as games where this was created by 
the game mechanics. We were also attentive toward combining obscure as 
well as more popular games. Recruitment of participants happened mainly 
through social media, such as our Twitter accounts, the Games and Trans-
gressive Aesthetics project blog, and Facebook page. Also, physical posters 
were distributed at high schools and schools of higher education in the 
Bergen area in Norway, but only six of the recruits were living in the area. 
Having completed their logs, either because they had quit or completed 
the game, they were subject to a follow-up interview clarifying the journal 
entries. Among those who completed the study by logging their gameplay 
and participating in a follow-up interview, there were a total of 30 partici-
pants from 13 countries. Five recruits abandoned the journal after zero or 
one entry, leaving us with a total of 25 participants. All participants who 
completed one of the studies are listed in Table 0.1.

While the benefit of our approach is that it provides a broad player 
perspective, it also has drawbacks. Recruiting players to a study of trans-
gressive games is itself challenging. First of all, submitting people to poten-
tially uncomfortable, offensive, or repulsive game content is not ethically 
straight-forward. As research ethics regulations for obvious reasons demand 
that participation in research is voluntary, those participating in the study 
must be willing to submit to content that could potentially create a level of 
discomfort. This created a problem with the distinction between profound 
and aesthetic transgression: If somebody is willing to submit themselves to 
transgression, it is likely that they do not find the transgressions profound. 
This is part of the definition of a profound transgression – it makes the 
experience unbearable. It is likely that those interested in participating may 
have expected a sense of discomfort, but not something that crossed the 
line into becoming unplayable to them. So our methods suffered from an 
instance of the paradox of transgression: If you are willing to submit to the 
content, it is not likely to be profoundly transgressive; and if the content 
is profoundly transgressive, you are not willing to play. Hence, what we 
in reality subjected the participants to and what we thus in reality studied 
was transgressive aesthetics: It concerns an artistic practice of intentional 
disturbance (Mortensen and Jørgensen 2016). In this sense, the transgres-
sive experience takes place inside a context that is both fictional, ludic, and 
stylized or aestheticized, all factors that we argue contribute to mitigate the 
sense of transgression. Not least, volunteering to participate in the study 
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Table 0.1  Overview of player respondents

Pseudonym/age Occupation Nationality Study

“Anette” (24) Unskilled worker Norway Focus group 3
“Aron” (35) Skilled worker Norway Focus group 1
“Brian” (19) Student Netherlands Hatred gameplay journal
“Bridget” (21) Student Great 

Britain
GTAV gameplay journal

“Cole” (34) Teaching 
assistant

Canada GTAV gameplay journal

“Danny” (22) Student Poland Hatred gameplay journal
“David” (27) Recent graduate Hungary Alien: Isolation gameplay journal
“Frank” (29) Shop assistant Sweden Alien: Isolation gameplay journal
“Fred” (38) Researcher Netherlands This War of Mine gameplay 

journal
“Greg” (31) Unskilled worker Norway Focus group 3
“Helen” (25) Student Finland Beyond: Two Souls gameplay 

journal
“Henry” (22) Student Poland Bloodborne gameplay journal
“James” (25) Photographer Indonesia Bloodborne gameplay journal
“Jane” (38) IT support 

worker
Poland This War of Mine gameplay 

journal
“John” (21) Student Norway Focus group 4
“Josh” (23) Student Norway Bloodborne gameplay journal
“Karen” (23) Student Norway Focus group 2
“Keith” (29) Game designer Poland Hatred gameplay journal
“Kris” (26) IT consultant Belgium Beyond: Two Souls gameplay 

journal
“Leon” (39) Photographer Lithuania This War of Mine gameplay 

journal
“Luke” (29) Student Norway Focus group 2
“Mary” (25) Game designer Norway Focus group 3
“Mel” (26) Graphic designer Poland Alien: Isolation gameplay journal
“Nathan” (37) Unemployed Norway Bloodborne gameplay journal
“Neil” (25) Student Norway Focus group 4
“Norah” (35) Distribution 

associate
Norway GTAV gameplay journal

“Oscar” (36) Engineer Norway Focus group 1
“Paul” (22) Student Poland Alien: Isolation gameplay journal
“Penny” (23) Student Turkey Beyond: Two Souls gameplay 

journal
“Peter” (26) Unemployed Norway Focus group 4
“Phil” (30) Teacher Poland Alien: Isolation gameplay journal
“Sally” (26) Consumer market 

researcher
USA GTAV gameplay journal

“Sarah” (26) Student Netherlands Bloodborne gameplay journal
“Shaun” (28) Unemployed Norway Focus group 2
“Stan” (28) Student Poland This War of Mine gameplay 

journal
“Ted” (25) Unemployed Norway Focus group 4
“Theo” (23) Student Norway Beyond: Two Souls gameplay 

journal
“Tony” (36) Skilled worker Norway Focus group 1
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may in itself be enough to move any sense of transgression from profound 
to aesthetic through the new framing.

However, by playing at their own pace in the sanctity of their home, par-
ticipants could decide for themselves how much they could tackle and when 
to stop playing, should their sensibilities be challenged. Of course, some 
volunteers may also be genuinely interested in having profoundly trans-
gressive game experiences, not necessarily due to inherent masochism but 
because of an interest in games as a medium and in contributing to research 
in the field. Also, as positive psychology has shown, people often appreciate 
tragedies and other forms of “uncomfortable entertainment” for any num-
ber of reasons, such as, but not limited to, insight into the human condition 
and relevance to their own lives (Oliver et al. 2016; Tamborini et al. 2010).

Another methodological challenge is researching subjective experiences. 
While researching other people’s experiences, the researcher is twice re-
moved from the experience, limited to interpreting how other individuals 
describe and interpret their experiences (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009, 
35). We are thus limited both by the participants’ self-awareness and ability 
to describe and interpret their own experiences, and the researcher’s ability 
to describe and interpret those accounts again. With respect to the focus 
group studies, this issue is also amplified by the fact that the participants 
are discussing and contextualizing their memories of uncomfortable game 
experiences, which is not the same as describing the memories in them-
selves. Also, the dynamic of focus group studies often tends to reveal more 
about attitudes and interpretations than about experiences (Smith,  Flowers, 
and Larkin 2009, 71–73). However, as an introductory study, using focus 
groups enabled us to get insight into overarching issues related to player 
attitudes toward uncomfortable experiences as well as their willingness 
and ability to talk about these. Using gameplay journals, however, we were 
able to get one step closer to the experiences. While still limited by the 
participants’ ability to express themselves, gameplay journals allowed the 
participants to write down their experiences and emotions shortly after 
they occurred. Also, since they filled in their logs after every gameplay ses-
sion, it is possible to track their description of their experiences over some 
time. Additionally, as the journals differed a lot in terms of detail, in the 
follow-up interview the researchers could ask participants to elaborate on 
issues that were unclear in the logs. 

The gameplay journals allowed for an initial, immediate expression of 
the reaction to transgression, which might have been closer to affect than 
emotion, as we discuss in Chapter 6. In this context, we define affect as 
the immediate, pre-interpretation reaction to an event or message, while 
emotion is the interpreted reaction when we have managed to decide what 
we actually felt (Brennan 2004, 5). In an interview or a conversation with a 
peer group, the description of the reaction would almost certainly be about 
the emotion the players felt after interpretation, due to the need to explain 
it to others. A journal, while still dependent on language and suffering 
from the same limitations of how we understand and explain emotion, is 
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directed toward the individual, and it is more likely that the players register 
pre-judgment reactions rather than an emotion filtered for discussions.

However, in terms of getting close to the actual experience, the self-play 
that Aarseth (2007) is arguing for is valuable. According to play scholar 
Jaakko Stenros, it is difficult to simply observe the intrinsic motivation be-
hind much play (2015, 63). Even though we are seasoned players, as game 
scholars, our experiences are colored by an academic discourse, and for this 
reason we are far from the average player. What playing the games used 
and discussed in our studies, as well as other transgressive games that have 
been the subjects of controversy, gives us is an insight into what kinds of 
discomfort they may evoke. It also gives us a chance to experience the inter-
play between transgression and playfulness. This has been used as a point 
of departure for formulating our hypotheses and the research questions we 
are exploring through additional player studies. 

Book overview

Transgression is a moving target and addressing transgressions in games 
is a complex endeavor. The discussion needs to touch a wide range of top-
ics that have as much to do with art, emotions, and digital media as with 
games. To cater to the complexity of the topic, this book will illuminate the 
phenomenon of transgression in games from different angles. 

This book is structured in three main sections, which center on transgres-
sive games, transgressive experiences, and transgressive aesthetics. After the 
present introductory chapter, we move onto the first section, Transgression in 
Games. The three chapters in this section discuss the concept of transgression 
in context with video games and argue for our first main idea, the paradox 
of transgression, and in what ways it applies to games. Chapter 1, Old Term, 
New Game, discusses transgression as a concept and grounds it in existing 
discourses such as sociology and art. With focus on ludic transgressions, the 
chapter also compares transgression in games to related concepts such as 
cheating and looks at public controversies over game content and discusses 
what kind of content that has been looked upon as norm-breaking and why. 
An important part of the chapter is also concerned with what are considered 
to be taboos in modern video games. Chapter 2, Form and Content of Trans-
gressive Games, concerns the apparatus of video games. Debating whether 
game mechanics can be understood as a game’s form if the representational 
aspects are the content, the chapter argues that the sense of transgression can 
spring out of either or a combination of the two. In the last chapter of the sec-
tion, Chapter 3, Transgressive Games: An Overview, we discuss what makes 
a game transgressive and what characterizes different forms of transgressive 
games. Further, with point of departure in the experiences of the player re-
spondents in our study, we present the games that have been central to our 
empirical studies – why they have been selected and in what ways they can 
be understood as transgressive. While it is impossible, due to the subjective 
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and contextually dependent nature of transgression, to create a canon of 
transgressive games, we will discuss what types of transgressive games and 
game elements players have noted and discussed through our research and 
that of others, through online discussions, and through game reviews  
and discussions in the media.

The second part of the book is called Experiences with Transgressive 
Games and consists of three chapters, in which the empirical data is dis-
cussed in detail. The section orbits the second main idea of the book, the 
fallacy of play and how this affects player experiences with uncomfortable 
and provocative game content. In Chapter 4, Transgressive Games and the 
Player-Response Perspective, we are presenting the player-response per-
spective in detail and argue for its applicability to understanding trans-
gressive game content. As discussed previously in this chapter, we are of 
the opinion that this perspective allows us a holistic understanding of how 
players deal with the complex interplay between cultural norms and cul-
tural forms. Chapter 5, Transgressive Gameplay Experiences, is a discus-
sion of play and engagement that looks at how the player respondents in 
our studies deal with potentially transgressive content in games and how 
it interacts with their overall sense of engagement in the game. Central for 
the argument is the idea that play can be serious and uncomfortable, and 
we show that this is central for understanding how players tackle trans-
gressive content in games. In Chapter 6, Transgressive Game Content and 
Emotional Response, we discuss player responses to transgressive game 
content with point of departure in the psychology of emotions. With point 
of departure in the relationship between cognition, emotion, and affect, 
we look at how the different reactions of our player respondents to specific 
content. In this chapter, we also discuss the concept of flow and how this 
mental state is affected by transgressive gameplay experiences.

In the third section, Games and Transgressive Aesthetics, we are moving 
into the domain of aesthetic theory. We are looking at perspectives from the 
field of aesthetics relevant for understanding transgression in games, culmi-
nating in an argument about the ludic sublime and how it helps us understand 
and explain the role of transgression in games. We explore the notion that aes-
thetics concerns the perception and appreciation of artistic works, regardless 
of whether or not they are “beautiful” in the classical sense. Chapter 7, The 
Carnivalesque Aesthetics of Games, presents the most central aesthetic char-
acteristics of transgressive game content and how it relates to other aesthetic 
discourses. We show how transgressive game aesthetics is linked to a func-
tionalist aesthetic, yet how it is also in concert with pathos rhetoric. Further, 
the chapter looks at how transgressive game aesthetics relates to Bakhtin’s car-
nival and the literary genre that he calls the Menippean satire. In Chapter 8, 
Game Aesthetics and the Sublime, we develop our final argument concerning 
the ludic sublime. The chapter starts with a discussion of how games posi-
tion themselves with respect to ideas of the avant-garde and kitsch before we 
explore the relationship between games with respect to the idea of sublimity 
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in classical and modern aesthetics. With this theoretical framework as point 
of departure, we revisit the experiences of our player respondents to formulate 
a theory of sublime experiences with transgressive aesthetics in games. 

In the last chapter, we take a step back and look at the book from an 
overarching perspective, evaluating our initial hypotheses and summing up 
our theory of games and transgressive aesthetics. Central to the chapter 
is a concluding discussion where we sum up what our findings means for 
understanding transgressive games in contemporary society, including how 
transgressive games can help us understand the role of games and game 
culture in contemporary society. Further, the chapter returns to the three 
concepts we find to be vital to understanding transgressive aesthetics in 
games: the fallacy of play, the paradox of transgression, and the ludic sub-
lime. The chapter reiterates these ideas and makes a last coherent argument 
formulating the relationship between them. Here we stress that the exist-
ence of transgressive games is in itself an indication of the fallacy of play, as 
it highlights the fact that games can indeed be uncomfortable and provoc-
ative, but also highly serious and have consequence for life outside games. 
We here revisit the idea that within the state of play, we are frequently more 
able to process challenges which would be too much in any other contexts. 
This also connects play to the second idea – that transgression is in itself a 
paradox in an aesthetic context because once we experience something as 
aesthetic it stops being profoundly transgressive, and vice versa. However, 
it is here that the ludic sublime finds its place: As the aesthetics of that 
which at once is overwhelming and playful; which can grip players due to 
the sense that the overwhelming can somehow be mastered and controlled. 
The risk inherent in gameplay – the risk of losing – is at the heart of the 
ludic sublime. Considering that play is about high stakes and emotional 
engagement, it comes as no surprise that transgressive aesthetics are at the 
core of game structures, game experiences, and game content.
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Transgression in games
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Despite reminders that there were video games as early as 1958 (Brookhaven 
National Library n.d.), the novelty aspect of digital games is connected to 
the fairly recent emergence of the computer as a personal entertainment 
tool. But by speaking of digital games as something new, we tend to forget 
that how they work, what they do, and how we feel about and react to 
them are not particularly novel. We have been shocked by games and loved 
it since ancient times. The gladiator fights of ancient Rome led to the death 
of others (Köhne et al. 2000), and Renaissance party games such as The 
Game of Ridiculous Blasphemies (Giuoco delle bestemmie ridiculose), a 
game first described in 1551 (Ringhieri 1551), were designed to shock our 
sense of propriety. While the gladiator fights, despite their brutal content, 
were considered acceptable entertainment for the masses similar to sport 
events today, Ridiculous Blasphemies, reconstructed by game scholars Ric-
cardo Fassone and William Huber (2016), was designed to shock the players 
(through forcing them to listen to and memorize obscenities), then torture 
them (through tickling and poking) into committing the same blasphemies 
themselves. Considering this history of brutality, shock, and blasphemy, it 
should come as no surprise when games lead to acts or concern themselves 
with topics which are horrifying and shocking or, as we focus on in this 
book, transgressive.

The transgressive

The concept of the transgressive is a word often used in the same breath 
as words such as shocking, taboo, controversial, and subversive. These 
terms tend to inhabit the same property of meaning: The landscape of is-
sues that disturb, create discomfort, or shake established norms, and to 
which we react immediately and with affect. They are not synonymous 
though – controversy tends to be used to describe public disputes or dis-
agreements, and subversion means to overthrow or turn something on its 
head. In relation to games, the term controversial is commonly used to 
talk about any public debates that games may stir, ranging from excessive 
violence and provocative content to legal disputes, and we often find the  

1 Old term, new game
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games that may be characterized as transgressive among the games tagged 
as controversial. This is why we will look at the term transgressive from dif-
ferent angles, and among other things look into what is controversial in the 
aesthetics of games: What creates discussions, disagreements, or even strife. 

In the aesthetic domain, the concept of the transgressive is often associ-
ated with rebellious and oppositional practices. In the art world, transgres-
sive art, for example, is a postmodern art genre that intends to question 
the definition of art through disturbance and offense (Aldama and Linden-
berger 2016; Cashell 2009). One well-known and famous work of trans-
gressive art is American artist Andres Serrano’s photograph of an indistinct 
crucifix tinted in orange, and it may at first glance reflect other depictions of 
crucifixes in art and may not occur as particularly transgressive. Not before 
the viewer reads the title of the photograph does a sense of transgression 
emerge: Piss Christ (1987). In the words of lawyer and scholar Anthony 
Julius: “It has an immediately jarring effect” (Julius 2002, 15). Although 
urinating is not in itself particularly controversial, realizing that the art-
work one was admiring a moment ago really is a photo of a religious sym-
bol submerged in the artist’s urine may first create the immediate affective 
response of shock and disgust. Piss Christ is transgressive because it crosses 
the boundaries between the sacred and the profane: It brings a question of 
hygiene into the land of the taboo as the excretions move from the realm of 
the artist’s private bodily waste to being applied to symbols of faith.

And it is this potential for movement from one distinctive realm to the 
other, this possibility for the breaking of boundaries, which makes a work 
of art transgressive. A transgressive work follows the ideal that boundaries 
should be broken because they stand for the petrified and stale, and that 
such breaking of boundaries is something fluid, fresh, and to be admired. 
The ideal, according to Julius, is that “[w]hen a boundary is broken, one 
tastes the infinite” (Julius 2002, 20). Since a transgressive aesthetic is un-
stable, balanced in the borderlands of norms and expectations, the act of 
transgressing – the transgression – is vital. Hence, in order to understand a 
transgressive aesthetic – an aesthetic that invites or permits transgressions – 
we need to understand transgressions. To understand how transgressive 
aesthetics is tightly interwoven with the act of transgression, consider the 
famous and seminal sculpture Fountain, submitted by Marcel Duchamp, 
signed R. Mutt (1917). By taking an everyday object used for passing bodily 
fluids and submitting it as art, Duchamp managed to be rejected from an ex-
hibition where all artists who paid the participation fee were supposed to be 
accepted. The urinal was too transgressive for the committee. However, to-
day, this work is no longer transgressive, but an established part of the canon 
of art, denoting a turning point for our understanding of modern art. Thus, 
even though the work of art is no longer a transgression in the art world, it is 
still characterized under the label transgressive art – the act of transgression 
defines the transgressive aesthetics. This also means that whether an art-
work is transgressive or not is culturally and historically dependent. 
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We see here that transgressive may thus have two slightly different mean-
ings: It may be a simple adjective, a modifier that describes a form of art: 
It is the art form of transgression – an art form that aims to break with the 
norms of society. But there is also another implied meaning springing out 
of the discussion above about context, and which suggest an indecisive-
ness about whether or not the transgressive is something that is relative or 
absolute. When it is describing an established art form, it is obvious that 
it is accepted by the art community and thus no longer is an example of a 
profound transgression. It is instead an example of transgressive aesthet-
ics. Although transgressive aesthetics indeed is designed to challenge and 
may be provocative for many, its framing mitigates its impact. As indicated 
briefly in the introductory chapter, it is thus possible to understand trans-
gressive as an approximation or a movement toward a transgression. If we 
see transgression as an absolute overstepping of a boundary – as something 
profound – the transgressive indicates that we remain on the inside of the 
boundary, but able to identify it and to understand what crossing it means. 

In this sense, when we talk about a transgressive game, this can be un-
derstood as a framing with similar connotations as transgressive art or 
transgressive aesthetics – as a designed artifact that includes topics that 
may challenge, provoke, or disturb some people. Although transgressive 
games may for some also provoke profound transgressions that overstep 
their boundaries and make them decide to quit the game out of outrage or 
distaste, the aesthetic context puts it into a mitigating frame of reference. 
Similarly, a transgressive experience may challenge a person’s sensibilities 
or emotions, but is only an approximation that makes visible the bound-
ary for absolute transgression. In other words, it is not experienced as a 
profound transgression. Thus, as something absolute, a transgression can 
therefore be attributed to the personal and the subjective, while transgres-
sive is a descriptor of a general overarching category of that which aims to 
shock, but does not state whether or not it is actually able to do so. 

Transgression

Following the above discussion, the term transgression offers an immediate 
meaning of something that crosses the limits for what we can accept. The 
Latin meaning of the noun is the act of walking or crossing over, and in 
this sense, the original Latin transgressus is still clearly recognizable as we 
consistently understand transgression as meaning overstepping or going, 
somehow, too far. It is used, in a legal sense, to describe transgression of 
the law or crime (O’Neill and Seal 2012); it is used in a normative sense as a 
transgression of the sensibilities of society (Jenks 2003); and in an aesthetic 
sense to describe offensive art (Cashell 2009 l. 178). Reviewing the histor-
ical use of the term transgression, Julius identifies four meanings: The de-
nial of doctrinal truths; the violation of rules, conventions, principles, or 
taboos; giving serious offense; and the erasure or disordering of conceptual 



28 Transgression in games

or physical boundaries (Julius 2002, 19). Perhaps the most general use of 
the term is the way sociologist Chris Jenks defines it (2013, 21): “Transgres-
sion is a social process. Transgression is that which transcends boundaries 
or exceeds limits”. He further underlines how transgression is tied to limits, 
to the point of being utterly dependent on them: “The only way the limitless 
world is provided with any structure or coherence is through the excesses 
that transgress that world and thus construct it – the completion that fol-
lows and accompanies transgression” (2013, 23).

Tying transgression directly to limits and boundaries opens one of the 
connections to play and games. Games are defined by rules and limita-
tions, an accepted part of the study of games from cultural historian Johan 
 Huizinga (1955, 11) to philosopher Bernard Suits (Suits 1990, 39) to play 
theorist Brian Sutton-Smith (Sutton-Smith 1997) and to game designers and 
scholars Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman (Salen and Zimmerman 2004) 
as well as by play that explores, pushes, and occasionally transgresses these 
limitations. We claim that if rules are vital to games, so are transgressions. 
Jenks states the relationship between rules and transgressions as “that con-
duct which breaks rules or exceeds boundaries”, and he insists that rules 
invite transgressions (Jenks 2003). Reflecting Georges Bataille, Jenks states 
that “[t]ransgression is a deeply reflexive act of denial and affirmation” and 
suggests that any act of transgression acknowledges and puts emphasis on 
the convention being transgressed. For this reason, it contributes to uphold-
ing existing norms while they are being trespassed (Jenks 2003, 2).

Cheating

Games are made by rules and limitations: The arena, the objects, the en-
vironments and their affordances, and the game mechanics are all limita-
tions and rules that can be transgressed, and that sometimes even ask to be 
transgressed. The presence of rules and their implicit invitation to overstep 
them are what indelibly ties transgression to games, making transgres-
sion a part of play whether limits are actually broken or not. We find 
the same argument in French sociologist Roger Caillois’s discussion about 
the connection between cheating and play, where he underlines that the 
cheat depends on the boundaries of play and that for this reason it is in 
the cheater’s interest that these boundaries are maintained (2001). Caillois 
contrasts this with corruption, which does not acknowledge the rules and 
limitations. While cheating depends on others following the rules, corrup-
tion means not acknowledging or caring about rules at all. In this manner, 
we can say that transgression reminds more of cheating than of corrup-
tion since cheating depends on rules in order to transgress, and transgres-
sion confirms the rules. The most important aspect of transgression is the 
boundary it steps over, not its moral value. It is, as criminologists Maggie 
O’Neill and Lizzie Seal point out, a rebellion against order rather than 
shapeless disorder (2012).
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It is a paradox that something that is so integral to the idea of what games 
are about is a transgression. Understanding the common ludic transgression 
of cheating is vital to understanding the transgressive aesthetics of games. 
According to Salen and Zimmerman, a cheater is a player who “breaks 
rules, but only to further the act of winning” (Salen and Z immerman 2004, 
275). Cheating in games happens within very sharply defined limits, as the 
rules of a game need to be clear and simple enough that players can learn, 
remember, and start challenging them, without the rules becoming indis-
tinct and causing doubt. In games, it must be easy to recognize the limits. 
All who have experienced any kind of gameplay are aware of the impor-
tance of knowing and enforcing the rules. This is why every box of board 
games comes with written rulebooks, and video games have rules that are 
defined by the computer code into something similar to natural law (Lessig 
2006) – the game is not complete without the rules. But, as game scholar 
Mia Consalvo argues in her important work Cheating: Gaining Advantage 
in Video Games, even with the strictly defined rules that come with analog 
games in general and video games in particular, cheating is contextual and 
defined by the norms and social rules of the group of players (Consalvo 
2007). Take, for instance, the example of exploiting bugs and glitches, 
which may or may not be considered cheating (Consalvo 2007). Since play-
ers of digital games expect the system to take care of rule management, it 
can be argued that exploiting bugs and weaknesses in the code of a digital 
game cannot be considered cheating; at the same time, game developers 
of online games often explicitly define such exploitation as breaking with 
the end-user license agreements (EULA) and thus also with the rules of the 
game in a legal sense. Against this backdrop, it is also interesting to con-
sider the tradition among programmers to leave “Easter Eggs” in the code: 
Surprises and “rewards” for players who try to take advantage of the game 
in extraordinary, non-conventional ways. This cultural acceptance of tak-
ing advantage of the digital environment when possible can make the line 
between cheating and non-cheating difficult to spot. 

The cultural dynamics of transgression

These culturally agreed-upon aspects of where the boundary can be found is 
also a problem with transgression, as O’Neill and Seal (2012, 4) point out: 
“[C]rossing boundaries and exceeding limits is not something that groups 
and individuals perceived as transgressive always want or intend, but is 
something which occurs when they are seen as ‘out of place’”. Although 
cheating, in its most strict form, is an intended act, designed to give the 
cheater an advantage as long as everybody else follow the rules, breaking 
game rules can, like other forms of transgression, be accidental, the result 
of the rules being indeterminate, indistinct, and mutable. In an act of trans-
gression, the “rule” that is broken can be a law, which makes it a criminal 
act, but it may also be a norm, a habit, tradition, or polite sensibility, and 
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transgressions often happen as a result of simple cultural transpositions. In 
the case of digital games, of course, it can also be the hacking or modifica-
tion of a game rule coded into the software system or, as mentioned above, 
the utilization of an error or bug in the software. 

This is the point where transgression becomes extremely hard to pin 
down. Since the boundaries a transgressor can step over may only be per-
ceived from within a very particular subjective and also cultural perspec-
tive, defining transgression will always depend on point of view. There 
are no objective transgressions, only relative. This is why transgressions 
so clearly demonstrate where the limits of norms and cultural agreement 
can be found. By looking at what we react to with shock, fear, or disgust, 
we can start to uncover the unspoken agreements that rule our culture. 
This allows us to speak about “the unsayable”, to cite Sanford Budick and 
 Wolfgang Iser (1996). In their overwhelming and irresistible presence, 
transgressions work by making visible that which is so accepted, so ubiq-
uitous, and preeminent that it is not questioned until it is violated. Trans-
gression reveals the unspoken limitations, the norms we never knew about, 
because it had never occurred to us that they could be broken. Why would 
somebody urinate on a crucifix, photograph it, and exhibit it as art? Until 
the act was done, nobody knew the reactions it would provoke. As an ex-
ample, most of us live in the belief that cancer, while tragic and terrifying, 
is something that can be talked openly about without the stigma of, for 
instance, carrying a sexually transmittable disease. At the same time, the 
reactions to That Dragon, Cancer (Numinous Games 2016) show us that 
the topic of cancer can be so controversial that certain play communities in 
which members have no problems with violence and sexual contents really 
struggle (Klepek 2016) with the idea of a game about something as heart-
breakingly sad as a young child dying from cancer. This is an interesting 
reaction to this particular game as games containing violence, racism, and 
even sexual violence rarely make dedicated gamers experience any kind of 
transgression, or if they do, the pleasure of playing, often in defiance of 
what society wants for them, makes up for the sense of discomfort. But 
the reactions to That Dragon, Cancer, demonstrate where the limits go 
for some of these game communities. The reaction exemplifies that it is 
too simplistic to claim that these players have become emotionally stunted 
(Coughlan 2014); rather, they operate according to different expectations, 
where they expect to be grossed out, scared, titillated, or angry but not 
heartbreakingly sad. 

This ties the discussion of transgressive content in games firmly to the 
discussions of aesthetics and to discussions of, for instance, genres. By pre-
paring the audience for the experience they are about the have, genres ne-
gotiate transgressions, in several cases moving them from the profoundly 
transgressive to an experience of transgressive aesthetics; that is, from the 
absolutely unbearable and unplayable to a sense of discomfort that we 
are able to endure because it happens in a context that we recognize as 
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aesthetic. One of the areas where genre labels have been used actively in 
order to ensure this is in cinema, and this is why a movie such as John 
 Waters’s cult film Pink Flamingos (Waters 1972) can be shown without 
repeatedly drawing outraged and disgusted audiences. Genres prepare au-
diences for the kind of boundaries a film may break. But this also allows 
for both playing up to and breaking with the expectation of the audience, 
which permits producers of transgressive and avant-garde art to find and 
push at the normative barriers we operate within, to overcome the restric-
tions of the norms of society.

Norms

Transgressions, being acts of crossing boundaries, are closely connected to 
a somewhat vague concept describing a powerful mechanism – the mech-
anism that supports our attempts at agreeing about our respective worlds: 
Social norms. Social norms are informal rules that govern behavior in social 
groups, and are often seen as something that constrains behavior (Bicchieri, 
Muldoon, and Sontuoso 2018). According to Chris Jenks, understanding 
transgressions depends on the distinction between the normal, understood 
as the typical and general social reality that characterizes norm-abiding or 
normative behavior, and the pathological, which is the irregular that im-
plies inherent threats to the social structure (Jenks 2003, 24–25). There are 
two problems with norms, which flow into the problem of transgression. 
First, norms are not simple, but “can be formal or informal, personal or 
collective, descriptive of what most people do, or prescriptive of behavior” 
(Bicchieri 2005). The reasons we conform to norms are varied and some-
times even depend on conflicting behavior. 

Second, while norms are the informal rules that make society function, 
even in settings where it might have been better for the individual to defy 
them, they are often not explicitly, consciously, nor deliberately followed. 
As philosopher and psychologist Cristina Bicchieri states: 

[T]he belief/desire model of choice that is the core of my rational recon-
struction of social norms does not commit us to avow that we always 
engage in conscious deliberation to decide whether to follow a norm. 
We may follow a norm automatically and thoughtlessly and yet still be 
able to explain our action in terms of beliefs and desires.

(Bicchieri 2005)

Although Bicchieri is mainly concerned with social and not aesthetic 
norms, her examples of transgressions are still relevant in our context. We 
can, for instance, recognize the matter of transgressions carried out for the 
purpose of helping others (Bicchieri 2005). Examples of such transgressions 
are stealing bread for the purpose of feeding a starving child or stripping 
naked in public for the purpose of saving a drowning person. In such cases, 
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the transgression is not connected to any of the negative terms normally 
used to describe them, but rather to altruism and defiance in order to do 
good. These acts (stealing, stripping) will still be recognized as transgres-
sions, since they overstep the social norms of the relevant community. What 
these examples demonstrate is the occasional need for transgressions, since 
they highlight the norms and make them visible, much like the aesthetic of 
negativity seen in the discussion of Budick and Iser (1996).

The existence of transgressions confirms the existence of norms, rules, 
and limits, and Bicchieri explains that by obeying a norm, we expect that 
others will conform as well, leading to a collective behavior that con-
firms the norm among those who follow it (Bicchieri 2005, 2). Norms are 
self-confirming, until the point where they are challenged. At that point, 
those who find the norms useful will defend them. While norms can be 
invisible to the people who obey them, they are kept in place by a com-
plex network of self-interest, social consciousness, and peer pressure. Still, 
we reach decisions on our actions either deliberatively by being aware of 
the decisions we make or automatically by acting based on pre-judgment 
(Bicchieri 2005). Since we are unaware of much of our decision-making 
processes, most of the time our decisions are automatic, in the sense that 
we do not ask ourselves how we reached a decision, even if we believe 
our decision-making process is rational and deliberate. The boundaries we 
move within, created by the norms we more or less consciously live by, are 
largely invisible to us.

What makes the normative decisions visible to us is when we experience 
a transgression of our norms, either on our own part or by others. As the 
French philosopher Michel Foucault argues, transgressions reveal the limits 
surrounding us:

Transgression is an action which involves the limit, that narrow zone 
of a line where it displays the flash of its passage, but perhaps also its 
entire trajectory, even its origin: it is likely that transgression has its 
entire space in the line it crosses. The play of limits and transgression 
seems to be regulated by a simple obstinacy: Transgression incessantly 
crosses and recrosses a line which closes up behind it in a wave of ex-
tremely short duration, and this it is made to return once more right to 
the horizon of the uncrossable.

(Foucault 1977, 33–34)

Here, Foucault not only points out that if there are no limits to break, there 
can be no transgression; he illuminates how limits and transgressions mu-
tually depend on each other: Limits must be crossable, or else they are not 
limits but natural laws, but at the same time, these limits must be hard to 
cross, or transgressing them would be pointless.

To return to an example of transgressions in games: The earlier men-
tioned Game of Ridiculous Blasphemies, designed to be norm-breaking, 
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crossed several boundaries, and as far as we can understand from our 
perspective almost 500 years later, we can identify at least three transgres-
sions. First, each player needed to speak a blasphemous sentence out loud. 
We can recognize this as a transgression against the norm of how to speak 
about religion; and for a Christian, this is also a transgression against the 
word of the Bible. Also, for players to reveal their own dirty imagination 
would also be experienced as a personal transgression. Next, the target of 
the round would need to memorize the blasphemous sentences, before all 
the other players would start to poke or tickle the target in the attempt of 
upsetting the target as the target would repeat the blasphemous sentences 
out loud. This involved a transgression against the zone of intimacy that 
we all are surrounded by and against 16th-century norms about touching 
members of the opposite sex in mixed company. Last, the target had to 
repeat the blasphemous sentences of other players; thus again breaking 
the norms of what is acceptable to say out loud, but also potentially trans-
gressing their own personal sensibilities when being forced to repeat blas-
phemies first imagined by others. Of course, although the transgressions 
would take place inside the playful context of a game, issues relating to the 
social expectations of the involved players and the particular social set-
ting and arena in which the game was played would complicate the game 
further. At the same time, this game demonstrates how a game mechanic 
may survive the shifting norms and still be transgressive 500 years later, 
where a stable work of art such as Duchamp’s Fountain may not. It is pos-
sible to insert modern blasphemy into an old mechanism by picking new 
and updated profanities for the target to repeat, while it is much harder 
to remain offended by a static object that has been added to the canon of 
modernist art.

But a game does not need to be designed for transgression in order 
to transgress against accepted norms. From more recent days, the game 
Playing History: Slave Trade (Serious Games Interactive 2015) caused 
massive uproar (Macfarlan 2015). In order to educate users about the 
cruel and inhuman conditions slaves were transported under, the design-
ers were using Tetris’ stacking mechanism to demonstrate how slaves were 
packed in the holds of slave ships in a game segment that got dubbed 
“Slave Tetris”. What the Danish game company did not consider was 
that from the perspective of cultures with a more difficult colonial and 
slave-trading past, this was a breach of a norm the designers had never 
before encountered. It caused a massive controversy, as the reactions to it 
outlined a limit for how to deal with slavery in the borderland of enter-
tainment and education. While Simon Egenfeldt-Nielsen, CEO of Serious 
Games Interactive, claimed that the “Slave Tetris” segment was there in 
order to create disgust at the inhuman conditions that slaves were forced 
to endure, the short segment was removed from the game. In the end, the 
aim of this game was to educate, not to create controversy or be experi-
enced as transgressive.
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Game controversies and the transgression of norms

The study of ludic transgressions and playful provocations teaches us the 
importance of norms, of the expectations of the culture you move within. 
These expectations change abruptly as we move between cultures and sub-
cultures and are often sufficiently durable that they can be used as markers 
for certain demographics. Nudity or sex is, for instance, more provocative 
in the US entertainment market than violence, while in the European enter-
tainment market, for either of those to be transgressive, they need to have 
an additional meaning. This dependence on cultural markers is why games, 
like most entertainment media, tend to be framed by genres. Each game 
genre, obeying different conventions that shape the norms for that genre, 
adheres to different expectations, such as the possibility for showing blood 
and gore in first person shooters or scantily clad women in fighting games 
(Lynch et al. 2016). This eases the widespread, often cross-cultural mar-
keting, of games and reduces the outrage that will inevitably follow when 
expectations are broken in the migration of meaning from one subculture 
to another. 

From our research into how players deal with game content that chal-
lenges their sensibilities, we see that players are not easily provoked, and 
when they are it is rarely by the same things. If there is a common pattern 
to what is experienced as transgressive in a gameplay context and how, it 
is that it is very dependent on the players’ subjective reading of game and 
on their expectations from and experience with game genres. One exam-
ple is how the player respondents recounted their experiences with playing 
the controversial shooter Hatred (Destructive Creations 2015), described 
as “the most violent game on earth” (Jenkins 2015). Although for some 
of the player respondents, the initial response was disgust, after a certain 
time of gameplay, our respondents mainly reported that it was not disgust 
but boredom that made them stop playing. What became the most prob-
lematic to these players was not the portrayal of aimless killing but the 
fact that the game was so boring, such an un-emotional act of repetitive 
actions (“Brian” (19), individual interview, October 13, 2016). For these 
respondents, a strong emotion, such as excitement, fear, or even disgust, 
would have been preferable to the feeling of meaningless repetition. If there 
was a sense of outrage, it was directed toward the designers of the game 
because they had created a less-than-mediocre and boring game, and then 
manipulated the players’ curiosity by promises of ultra-violent, transgres-
sive content (“Mary” (24), focus group interview, October 16, 2015). Other 
participants described how their expectations toward Hatred rarely were 
met. One player expected to be provoked and to be forced to reflect; he 
wanted to feel bad about his actions as that feeling would have been con-
gruent with the norms about killing in his regular life (“Danny” (22), in-
dividual interview, October 7, 2016). In a way, the transgression of Hatred 
was a lack of discomfort and offense, which created a transgression of the 
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player’s personal ethics and morals, where the player registered his own 
lack of provocation as uncomfortable.

One of the main problems with norms is that they are invisible from 
the inside of a particular culture, and they cannot be discerned from the 
outside. This is a dilemma in the study of culture, and media scholar John 
Fiske discusses this dilemma through his exploration of Madonna fandom 
in a text on British Cultural Studies (1992). In this article, Fiske demon-
strates how ethnography, with observations and interviews, connects with 
a semiotic, interpretative approach, to offer an understanding of this fan-
dom both as the fans are seen by others and as they speak about themselves 
(Fiske 1992). One of our options for our work to achieve a kind of cultural 
shift in point of view that may make the norms of both mainstream and 
game culture visible is to use material that we know both game fans, play-
ers, and critics have access to and to see what happens in the cross sections. 
The different public controversies surrounding games and gaming display 
such cross sections.

We can see one expression of culturally grounded controversies by look-
ing at the “List of controversial video games” on Wikipedia (Wikipedia 
2019) – flagged as “incomplete” despite its more than 100 references. The 
list shows a user-curated list of games that have been the subject of a public 
controversy, have been banned or regionally censored, and the reasons for 
the public outrage. A Wikipedia list obviously is not always an authorita-
tive source of information, but it has some interesting implications. When 
we choose to point to it here, it is because, to frequent Internet users such 
as the game audience, Wikipedia is a well-known and often used resource. 
The audience – as well as the authors – of this particular list is likely to be 
comprised of people particularly interested in games in general; in game 
controversies; or in outrageous, offensive, or transgressive games in par-
ticular. They are likely to be players themselves, and they need to have a 
minimum of computer literacy. 

If we look beyond the nine legal controversies relating to copyright in-
fringement and similar disputes in this Wikipedia article, we see that the 
controversies concern the topics and contents of the games. While the list 
indeed includes cases relating to stereotypical representation and sexual 
content, and some relating to the inclusion of drugs or alcohol, the main 
reason for outrage and controversy is violence. Mostly the problem is ex-
cessive and graphic violence, although “graphic” is a definition that has 
changed over the years. If we look at Doom (id Software 1993), which 
has been linked to splatter, gore, and graphic violence since it was first 
published, the early, pixelated images are almost nostalgic and quaint in 
their abstract distribution of red to indicate blood. We do however see one 
additional trend in the outrage over violence. The early games tend to be 
flagged for combining violence with other controversial topics. One such 
example is Custer’s Revenge (Mystique 1982) for the Atari platform, where 
the player in the role of the historical US Army General Custer dodged 
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arrows to reach a Native American woman tied to a pole. The reward for 
surviving was to have sex with her in a context that was easily interpreted 
as rape. The transgressions pile up in this game, as it takes what was a pyr-
rhic victory for the Native Americans over Custer and the US troops, makes 
fun of it, and allows General Custer to survive only to violate the natives in 
the shape of a trapped woman. The Wiki page of controversial games cites 
several sources from 1982 claiming the controversy at the time was con-
cerned with whether or not the woman consented.1 However, the topic and 
affordances of the game comprise a long list of potential cultural outrage. 
We can speculate that the pixilation, which makes the game look clumsy 
and naive, may be one reason why it did not cause more outrage, while 
another might be that at its release, home console gaming was, after all, a 
niche practice. The game is however almost 40 years old, and our specula-
tions are based on interpretation of surviving texts – and also most likely 
biased by our knowledge of game controversies in Western culture today.

Although the more recent titles on the list of controversial games illus-
trate that video game controversies today are more diverse, games still cause 
debates over similar topics – or the combination of topics – as Custer’s 
Revenge: Racist language, the use of Nazi symbols, references to explicit 
violence, and sexual violations. The controversies and the changes the dis-
cussions around them lead to in the games are often limited to certain coun-
tries, such as the removal of Nazi imagery before South Park: The Stick of 
Truth (Obsidian Entertainment 2014) was released in Germany. While the 
combination of violence with ideology and sex in certain contexts is still 
provocative, the increased detail in games has caused a widening vocabulary 
of controversy, and today’s debates also look beyond fiction-level content to 
sophisticated game mechanics such as loot boxes, which include potential 
gambling elements in games available to children and youths (Macey and 
Hamari 2019; Nielsen and Grabarczyk 2018; Zendle and Cairns 2018).

It is also interesting to see what is absent from this list. With a few ex-
ceptions, we find very few references to so-called “hentai” or “eroge” 
games, pornographic games of manga-inspired, often Japanese, animation 
(Lewdgamer n.d.). A recurring topic in these games is rape and nonconsen-
sual sex, and with its basis in anime style, they are visually sophisticated 
and very graphic. We would expect such games to be prominent on a list 
of controversial games, and when they are not, this is most likely caused 
by the language barriers. Wikipedia lists games that have caught the eye 
of the English-speaking society, and games exclusively in Japanese rarely 
make headlines in English. There are still two eroge games on the contro-
versy list, the most recent being RapeLay (Illusion Soft 2006), in which 
the protagonist stalks and rapes a mother and her two teenage daughters. 
RapeLay caught the attention of the European and American public sev-
eral years after publication (Lah 2010). As eroge games operate within the 
legal limits in Japan, the transgression of this game comes from the context 
in which it was discussed. The international human rights organization 
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Equality Now launched a campaign against Japanese “rape-simulation 
games” for normalization of sexual violence against women and children, 
and put pressure on Japanese companies and policy makers. Law professor 
Hiroshi Nakasatomi points out that this international pressure was im-
portant for the public attention that the game was given in Japan and the 
following self-regulation of Japanese game producers (Nakasatomi 2012), 
including banning the production and sales of “rape games” and rebrand-
ing of such games under production (Ashcraft 2010). In this sense, Rape-
Lay demonstrates the importance of culture and context for the perception 
of transgression, even criminal transgression. 

A more recent controversy on sexual violence in games concerns the un-
released game Rape Day, an apocalypse-themed visual novel by developer 
Desk Plant where harassing and raping women is central to gameplay. The 
announcement of its release inspired an online petition to have it banned 
from Valve’s online game platform Steam (Evans 2019) and reflects the 
RapeLay controversy in its concern for whether sexual violence is accept-
able for games. In light of the fact that Valve’s publishing policy is to allow 
any game content unless it is an obvious case of trolling or explicitly breaks 
the law (Johnson 2018), it is clear that this game tests the boundaries of 
Valve, whether intentional or not. Either way, this is an example of contro-
versy and transgression being used to determine boundaries.

This attempt of listing controversial games generally underlines the im-
portance of context in the definition of anything as controversial or trans-
gressive. Despite attempts at finding descriptive criteria, “transgressive” is 
a normative label, and carries social and political meaning. So how can 
we research something which is disputed and provocative in a meaning-
ful manner? Our approach considers that to understand transgression in 
games, we need to not only look for the subjective experience but also take 
into consideration the norms of a given culture and society. This is also why 
this research has potential to reach beyond game studies. The controversies 
that are sparked by transgressive games are as revealing about the society 
surrounding game cultures and the norms dominating the context games 
operate in as they are about form, content, and play styles. 

Context

The problem with speaking about transgressions that relate to game cul-
ture is that there is no unified game culture (Downing 2011; Muriel and 
 Crawford 2018). Figures show that approximately half the population in 
the US and Western Europe plays video games daily either on console, PC, 
smartphones, or tablets. Close to 50% of Western European players are 
female, and US figures show that the average video game player is 34 years 
old (Entertainment Software Association and Ipsos Connect 2018; Inter-
active Software Federation of Europe and Ipsos Connect 2018). In other 
words, there are too many players and too many people engaged with play 
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and games in different manners for the culture related to games to be uni-
fied. There is also severe cultural bias toward identification with the dif-
ferent aspects of game culture. According to the Pew Research Centre, for 
instance, gamer is a term that men will be three times more likely to use to 
describe themselves than women (Duggan 2015). To break it further down, 
Hispanic Americans are more likely to talk about themselves as gamers 
than African Americans and Americans of Northern European descent. 
This may have something to do with the prevalent, but misleading, ste-
reotype about gamers, as described by game researchers Rachel Kowert, 
Ruth Festl, and Thorsten Quandt (2014). In a large study of people playing 
games, with a control group of people who did not play, they tested the 
stereotype of gamers as young, socially inept males and found that the av-
erage online player does not fit the stereotypical category (Kowert, Festl, 
and Quandt 2014). Before this, games and gender scholar Adrienne Shaw 
questioned the term gamer used as a targeting phrase and an identity, and 
pointed out that it was weak and problematic because gamer identity is not 
isolated from other identities or from a diversity of social contexts, and 

that targeted marketing’s overemphasis of discrete identity categories 
like gender, sexualities, and races might actually have a negative impact 
on players’ relationship to the medium. It also argues that researchers 
must be more attentive to the fact that playing games does not define 
one as a gamer.

(Shaw 2012)

The term gamer has also become problematic over the last few years 
through appropriation by groups attempting to make points related to 
cultural politics. In 2014, an online campaign, supposedly about ethics in 
game journalism but better known for the anonymous participants harass-
ing women in game design and criticism, attacked game studies researchers 
based on the belief that they were part of a “cultural Marxist” conspir-
acy to make games “politically correct” (Chess and Shaw 2015; Massanari 
2015; Mortensen 2018). Using the term #gamergate as their calling card, 
this group of more or less anonymous activists took hold of the term gamer 
and gave it a specific meaning. Through their connection to the men’s rights 
activists (MRA) and the so-called “alt-right” (Hawley 2017, 45–49), they 
underlined the importance of Shaw’s argument that “gamer” was not a 
neutral term for all who play games, but an identity that intersects with 
other identities. 

As we attempt to understand the context for transgressive games, we can 
also take note of how certain players have reacted to games that in other 
contexts might not have been controversial. For instance, the game Dishon-
ored 2 (Arkane Studios 2016) was marketed with a female protagonist and 
two playable main characters, one male and one female. If we are to believe 
some of the discussions relating to the Steam game platform (Souldomain 
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TM 2017), the option to play as a woman was deeply controversial, with 
the discussing players characterizing this design choice as an example of 
social justice run wild, and in forums such as GameFAQs it was claimed 
that the game had been “infected” (Tearast 2018).

Another example of debates among players concerning topics that would 
not have been controversial in other contexts is the debate on whether or 
not The Witcher 3 (CD Projekt RED 2015) should feature more people of 
color (Kain 2015). On the one hand, the game is based on a Polish book 
series and designed by Polish designers, so it may come as no surprise that 
there are mainly white characters in it. On the other hand, why struggle to 
defend the realism of a game that features magic and dragons? It is not as 
if adding characters of different skin colors would in any way compromise 
the actual realism of the series. It would however challenge our preconcep-
tions and biases toward the so-called high fantasy genre, and in particular 
the fantasy world of this particular book series, which closely resembles 
a mythic Medieval Eastern Europe. The discussions around The Witcher 
and other fantasy productions outline these preconceptions neatly while 
also revealing the concerns, values, and comfort zones of the active fans of 
these games. By studying which content and which game forms transgress 
against the norm of different segments of culture, we understand the val-
ues, ethics, and politics of the most expressive and verbal representatives of 
game subcultures as well as the values of the society at large.

Transgressive aesthetic in games

In this book, we focus not only on player experiences of transgression in 
games but also on the aesthetic of transgression in games or what we can 
see as the principles that can be revealed by studying transgressive texts. 
Beyond the texts themselves, games are, in many ways, ideal media for 
the study of transgression also because of how players engage with them: 
Through play. In his discussion of what he called “Scriptor Ludens” or the 
playing writer, literary scholar Robert R. Wilson observed that transgres-
sive practices are a lot more acceptable when they relate to play ( Wilson 
1986, 74). According to Wilson, in literary criticism “transgression” tends 
to morph into a positive description when approaching “play”, and he 
speculates that this is due to the transformative power of play. In our fur-
ther discussion, this is one of our main points: That the process of play-
ing mitigates transgressions. While games have transgressive potential, 
and people who play can experience games and gameplay as transgressive, 
play changes the content of terms used to describe it, seen most clearly on 
how “wipe out” and “destroy,” for instance, become expressions of skill 
( Wilson 1986).

It is this movement of meaning, this shift in perspective, that becomes 
visible as we study how games play with difficult and provocative topics, 
and it is what we chase as we track the paradox of transgression in games.
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Note
 1 Among the 1982 sources, all available online, are an article in InfoWorld 

 November 8, an article from Milwaukee Journal December 26, and a notice in 
Billboard December11 mentioning two lawsuits against the game.
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Whether a game is transgressive or not depends on the responses it creates 
in players. In other words, if a game provokes discomfort, provocation, or 
disgust or strong criticism, then this is an indication that the game may 
include elements that will be deemed transgressive by audiences. When a 
game is considered transgressive, this may be due to the topics it portrays 
and the way these topics are displayed, or it may be due to the activities 
that the player is invited to join in or perform. These aspects may indeed be 
combined, so that a sense of transgression may emerge from how the game 
models these activities as well as from the status of such mechanisms in-
side the narrative. Hence an important part of our project is to understand 
how form and content interact with the player to produce an experience of 
transgressive aesthetics.

This chapter presents some of the central terms we will use in the dis-
cussion of the games we have chosen for our player study. These terms will 
then be revisited as we discuss the games in Chapter 3.

Form and content in games

Like other media, games consist of two layers – form and content. From a 
general text theoretical perspective, form is how the mediated text is struc-
tured and organized, while content is the subject matter of the work (Bal-
dick 2015, 74–75, 144). Form often refers to aspects relating to the medium 
and the medium-specific properties of a text, while content is associated 
with the message of the texts. Following this reasoning, in games, form 
can be considered the structural features relating to the game system, rules, 
and mechanics, while content is the representational aspects relating to 
fiction and narrative. Like with preceding media, a game’s form concerns 
the materiality of the medium or the medium-specific aspects of the text. 
The content, then, is the theme of the game or the gameworld environment 
that works as a metaphor for the game system beyond (Jørgensen 2013; 
Klastrup 2009; Klastrup and Tosca 2004). Some games appear to be more 
driven by form, such as Tetris (Pazhitnov 1985) or Pac-Man (Namco et al. 
1980), where the graphical interfaces are fairly minimal representations of 

2 Form and content of 
transgressive games
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the game mechanics. Other games appear to be more driven by the content, 
and there are large, long-running game franchises that follow and develop 
complex storylines such as The Legend of Zelda (Miyamoto and Tezuka 
1986) or the Warcraft series (Blizzard Entertainment 1994). In both of 
these games, the storyline is represented in moving and still images, music, 
voice, and written text, creating a developing, unfolding fiction, set in a 
vast explorable world where it is easy to consider the mechanics as a tool to 
represent the story rather than a goal in and of itself. 

Form and content are often closely related and tend to affect each other. 
In games, the meaning of game mechanics is colored by how they are rep-
resented in the gameworld, and the representational aspects are often not 
considered meaningful without being explicitly linked to the game system. 
However, whether game mechanics should actually be considered form or 
content in a game context is disputable. Let us consider the status of game 
mechanics in respect to the game system. While the game mechanics are 
indeed a part of the game system that defines games as a medium, the 
player also engages with this game system through specific game mechanics 
in the process of play. The game system is here understood as the overall 
infrastructure of the game, including rules, objects, their attributes, an en-
vironment, and the internal relationships between all features (Salen and 
Zimmerman 2004), while the game mechanics are “methods invoked by 
agents for interacting with the game world” (Sicart 2011) in the sense that 
it concerns relatively formulaic or fixed combination of rules that together 
create a framework for how players interact with game rules. The relation-
ship between the two can then be understood in this manner: The game 
system involves a range of systemic features relating to the form of the 
game. These systemic features include hidden processes that the player does 
not engage with, features that govern how the gameworld works relating to 
the graphic and physics engines, and tangible and manipulable interactive 
elements involving game mechanics. As a part of the larger game system, 
game mechanics become the specific “game elements that offer certain in-
teractions with the game state” (Jørgensen 2013). All these processes have 
a certain expressive power. In a game where all the objects are designed 
to be threats, obstacles, or tools for defense in progressing through the 
game, the player will experience everything as dangerous, even silly adver-
saries like candy, vegetables, toys, or flowers in Cuphead (StudioMDHR 
2017), and plants can become defensive weapons as in Plants vs Zombies 
(PopCap Games 2009). The meaning of an object depends not only on its 
reference in the real world but just as much or even more on its function in 
the gameworld. 

Because games demand hands-on interactivity and engagement, and in-
clude processes that the player engages with in a meaningful manner in 
the process of play, the game system and mechanics are not form in the 
traditional sense of the term, but they also have attributes that make them 
part of the content. To illustrate: Game physics engines simulate the laws 
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of physics in the gameworld, thereby becoming vital for the player’s inter-
action with the game environment. In Prince of Persia (Ubisoft Montreal 
2008), for example, central to gameplay is navigating through a treacher-
ous environment of climbable ledges and pillars as well as bottomless pits. 
It is the physics engine – an obvious part of the game’s form – that creates 
the affordances of the environment, but at the same time, this is what struc-
tures the content and the fiction central to the player’s interaction with the 
game. Not least, it is central for creating fictional involvement and a nar-
rative experience: The system forms the functional base of the gameworld 
that the player interacts with and is a part of. Within this system, the game 
mechanics guide the player’s direct interaction with the game, and the ex-
perience of engaging with the mechanics is an indelible part of engaging 
with the content. For comparison, it is only rarely that the mechanic of 
turning a page becomes a major part of the way we experience the content 
of a book, but in games reaching new content is a challenge in itself.

We may further explore the complexity of the relationship between form 
and content in games through the concept of interface. Interface is tra-
ditionally understood as the boundary between different regions (Collins 
English Dictionary 2017) or the point where independent systems interact 
(American Heritage Dictionary 2017). New media scholar Lev Manovich 
argues that in new media, the interface is what frames or mediates the 
content and what allows the user to access the content. It is “the work’s 
interface that creates its unique materiality and a unique user experience” 
(2001, 66–67). Thus, instead of a division between content and form or 
content and medium, he finds a dichotomy between content and interface. 
At the same time, he argues that the interface is so closely intertwined with 
the content that it is difficult to separate it from the content that it mediates:

[T]he choice of a particular interface is motivated by a work’s content 
to such a degree that it can no longer be thought of as a separate level. 
Content and interface merge into one entity, and no longer can be taken 
apart.

(Manovich 2001, 67)

In Gameworld Interfaces, Jørgensen (2013) argues that the gameworld en-
vironment must be seen as an aspect of the interface, because it is the chan-
nel that allows for communication between the player and the game system. 
In this sense, the interface is a structural feature of the game and may 
for this reason be considered part of the game medium’s form. However, 
supported by Lisbeth Klastrup (2009), she argues that there is little doubt 
that the gameworld, as an interactive environment for play and as fictional 
world, also is a central part of the game content – perhaps even the ultimate 
and defining part of the content of a game.

In the further discussion, we will address game mechanics and rules as 
a part of the game’s form, and the representational elements consisting of 
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theme, narrative, and gameworld as content, but with the philosophy in 
mind that the relationship is as complex and intertwined as the previous 
discussion suggests. We may for this reason with confidence, and without 
sloganism, state that the medium is indeed the message: Perhaps not in the 
sense of media theorist Marshal McLuhan, but in a more literal sense. In 
McLuhan’s understanding, the dramatic changes brought by new media 
technology are a more important message than what we communicated 
while using it (1964). In games, form is content. 

Meaningful play in transgressive games

The debate of fiction expressed through mechanics is reflected in game 
scholar Jesper Juul’s discussion about the relationship between rules and 
fiction in Half-Real. Juul’s argument that modern games consist of rules 
that form a material reality and fiction that provides a representational 
environment can be seen as just another way to describe form and con-
tent in games. In Half-Real, Juul states that fiction “plays an important 
role in making the player understand the rules of the game” (2005, 163). 
Thus, the representational aspects work as a concretization of the more 
abstract game rules, a phenomenon that interaction research calls reifica-
tion (Beaudouin-Lafon and Mackay 2000; Jørgensen 2013). Reification, as 
defined by HCI researchers Michel Beaudouin-Lafon and Wendy Mackay, 
“is a process for turning concepts into objects. In user interfaces, the result-
ing object can be represented explicitly in the screen and operated upon” 
(2000). Reification and the close relationship between form and content 
in games have particular impact on how transgression in games is expe-
rienced, as any transgression may be caused, enhanced, mitigated, or sup-
pressed by the mechanics as much as by the content.

This fluid boundary between mechanics and fiction leads to an im-
portant discussion in game studies as to whether the meaning of a game 
springs out of the representation or out of the rules of the game. This debate 
also reflects public controversies on games. Often when a game is deemed 
transgressive in public discourse, it is due to their content. When games 
are accused of including sexual topics, excessive violence, or problematic 
gender representations, it is a reaction to the content of games. The idea 
that meaning springs out of the representational aspects of games are also 
fundamental to the European and American game rating systems, such 
as Pan-European Game Information (PEGI) and Entertainment Software 
Rating Board (ESRB), in which age regulation is based on the content and 
themes of games (Van Vught and Schott 2012). At other times, however, the 
controversy has concerned the form of games; in other words, the activities 
that the game system allows players to perform – the affordances and pro-
cedures of the game. The skepticism toward including serious topics into 
games, based on the idea that games – frequently thought of as toys – are 
supposed to be fun, safe, and playful, is an example of this. The idea that 
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interactivity makes certain activities more “real” than watching mere visual 
representations and that games for this reason should be heavily regulated 
is another. 

We believe that we cannot reduce the meaning-making potential of video 
games to only one of these aspects. As modern video games feature an 
amalgamation of both representational aspects as well as game mechanics, 
we argue that the meaning-making process that takes place in the mind of 
the player emerges from the combination of the two, and that they work to-
gether in communicating a meaning that is more than the two parts alone. 

Meaning through content

Society pays a large amount of attention to the fact that different people 
may respond differently to specific kinds of media content, and age regu-
lation is an example of this. Systems such as the PEGI and the ESRB have 
been built around this idea. Both are systems for evaluating game content 
according to age-appropriateness and provide guidance for consumers of 
whether a certain game includes violence, bad language, gambling, sex, 
drugs, and other topics of potential concern. In terms of game content, 
these ratings show a degree of sensitivity toward the fact that the decod-
ing of game content is subjective and often also contextual. As guidance 
for parents, PEGI stresses that “every child is different. Ultimately parents 
should decide what their children are capable of viewing or experiencing”, 
inviting parents to play together with their child and helping contextualize 
and explain why certain games may be unsuitable (Pan European Game 
Information PEGI 2019). Despite the fact that PEGI indeed categorizes cer-
tain topics as being of potential concern, this quote demonstrates the im-
portant fact that we cannot decide whether game content is transgressive or 
not simply by identifying certain topics. On the contrary, the quote shows 
that it is not always easy to identify what content is transgressive for whom 
and in what situations, and that subjective factors, such as maturity and 
preference, count. Further, the focus on playing together and talking about 
the content indicates that context matters. 

Like with other media, to understand whether the inclusion of certain 
content is problematic or not, it is important to also take the fictional or 
in-game context into consideration. This means that whether something 
is deemed transgressive by the player often depends on how a narrative is 
told, how characters are depicted, and the audiovisual style of the game in 
question. Also, the empathic bond that players have established with char-
acters will contribute to the player’s response (Lankoski 2011) and their 
sense of whether game content is transgressive or not. This also means 
that topics such as violence, abuse, sexism, and racism may be justified by 
players when they are integrated into the narrative in a way that is experi-
enced as meaningful and which gives depth to the story. Further, rhetorical 
devices such as humor, fantasy, or particular kinds of visual styles will also 
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contribute to framing the content as different from the actual world. In 
other words, it is often not the inclusion of the topic in itself that creates 
a sense of discomfort, disgust, or provocation, but the way it is treated. 
Hence identifying a controversial topic is not enough to identify transgres-
sion. To understand whether a game has transgressive content or not in-
volves a degree of involvement or time spent with the game in question. As 
is central to our player-centric perspective, we cannot simply look at the 
game, but we also need to play it or at least observe play. 

Meaning through form

As we have argued, content alone does not help us understand whether a 
game can be experienced as transgressive for people playing it. This also ex-
plains why the game ratings sometimes may appear randomly assigned. As 
content descriptors, PEGI and ESRB ratings are not evaluations of game-
play. With the exception of indicating whether a game is played online or 
not, PEGI and ESBR do not say anything about the difficulty level or the 
relationship between game mechanics and representation. However, games 
can also transgress the sensibilities of players on the level of game rules and 
mechanics; in other words, through its procedures (Bogost 2007). As such, 
a game may be transgressive through the actions that it invites the player to 
take, either because the actions represent transgressions in the real world 
(such as violence and crime) or because of the way actions are modeled in 
the game. 

The idea that meaning comes out of the interaction with rules in games 
is reflected in what scholars and game designers Katie Salen Tekinbaş and 
Eric Zimmerman call meaningful play. In their view, meaning in games 
“emerges from the relationship between player action and system outcome” 
(Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 34). Meaningful play happens when the re-
lationship between player actions and system outcomes is discernible and 
integrated into the larger context of the game. To be discernible in this con-
text means that the “result of game action are communicated to the player 
in a perceivable way”, and to be integrated means that the player action 
has immediate significance, but also that it has an effect on the player ex-
perience at a later point in the game (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 34–35). 
Thus, Salen and Zimmerman’s idea of meaningful play indicates that play-
ing a game is in itself a meaningful experience, even in games with abstract 
representations such as Tetris. In such games, the meaning springs out of 
the mechanics, not out of the representation. 

An example from a video game where the sense of transgression is found 
on the level of game mechanics is found in the infamous torture scene in 
Grand Theft Auto V (GTAV) (Rockstar North 2013), where the player 
inflicts torture on an innocent. While the fact that the player is invited to 
inflict torture in itself may create a sense of discomfort, this is also further 
stressed by how the torture is modeled: The player must themselves select 
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what tools to use, and it is not enough to simply press a button to, for in-
stance, pull a tooth. Instead the player must wiggle the analogue stick to 
simulate loosening the tooth and then forcefully jerk at the stick to pull the 
tooth out. While simply pressing a button would trivialize the act of tor-
ture, here the torture sequence is given extra impact through an interaction 
that simulates the act of pulling the victim’s tooth to a relatively detailed 
level. Now the relevance of this example may be questioned as the GTA 
franchise is well known for its humor and satire, and wiggling a controller 
stick in order to pull a virtual tooth has large comedy potential. Satire is 
an important aspect of gameplay, and we will discuss that further in Chap-
ter 7. For this argument, however, we will treat this as a straight-forward 
example.

Following Bogost’s argument that as games carry and create meaning 
and arguments through rules and game mechanics (Bogost 2007), when 
GTAV asks the player to interact with the game in a particular way and it is 
the modeling of this interaction that makes the game situation feel uncom-
fortable, the procedurality of the game is at work in the meaning-making 
process. Here the in-game act of torture does not simply refer to overcom-
ing a gameplay challenge of being able to press buttons in the specific se-
quence; instead, it refers to an act of torture, and this is given emphasis by 
the discomfort that players feel when pulling the tooth.

Meaningful play: a marriage of form and content

This situation where the form plays a defining role in the meaning-making 
process puts game form into a position where it is not possible to separate 
clearly between form and the content. Instead we see that game form and 
game content are entangled in an intricate interplay with each other in the 
meaning-making process. If we move to the specific case of transgression in 
video games, we see that it is rarely the game mechanism alone that creates 
a sense of transgression; rather, the sense of transgression is created because 
the game mechanism is combined with a particular kind of representation. 
Keeping the torture scene of GTAV in mind, wiggling the analogue stick is 
in itself not a transgressive act; as a matter of fact, many games use this me-
chanic as a metaphor for any kind of wiggling act. For instance, The Last 
Guardian (genDESIGN and SIE Japan Studio 2016) uses the same wiggling 
action as GTAV’s torture scene for a completely different purpose. The 
Last Guardian is an adventure and puzzle game where the player goes on a 
journey to free himself and his giant animal companion from captivation. 
In this emotional-laden game, wiggling the analogue stick lets the player 
free treats buried in the ground to feed their big animal companion Trico, 
an act which is not likely to feel transgressive and is more likely to be ex-
perienced as a bonding event between the character and their companion, 
where the player struggles to dig a treat out of the ground for their friend. It 
is when the wiggling is combined with the representation of social taboos, 
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such as pulling a tooth in the torture scene, that it becomes potentially 
disturbing for the player. In this sense, it is difficult to claim that the sense 
of transgression is created by the procedural power of the game mechanics 
alone. 

Comparatively, transgressive representations alone may not have the 
same impact as representations and game mechanics together. This can be 
demonstrated with an example from the isometric shooter Hatred (Destruc-
tive Creations 2015). The game opens with a cinematic cutscene that intro-
duces the player character as he prepares for a killing spree with no other 
motivation than simply hating the world. While the game appears to have 
an intentionally provocative theme, this is not reflected in the game me-
chanics. The game uses game mechanics that are standard for the shooter 
genre, with little modification that might have stressed the transgressions 
of the player character. Shooting is just a press of a button; even the finish-
ing move that allows the player to kill already downed enemies – although 
admittedly visually disturbing – utilizes trivial game mechanics. The only 
exception to standard shooter mechanics is that the player can heal his 
character by killing downed people. The consequence is that while initially 
visually disturbing, the game soon feels like any other mediocre shooter, 
something that was observed by the participants in our studies. 

In conclusion, we see that while meaningfulness, and hence transgres-
sion, can indeed spring out of either game mechanics or representation, the 
combination of the two has a different potential for meaning-making than 
each alone. In combination, the two contextualize each other, sometimes 
with the effect of being able to show the games’ true potential for express-
ing the transgressive while in other situations helping to sanitize or mitigate 
the sense of transgression. 

Beyond form and content: ludic transgressions

As we have seen, it can be difficult to make clear distinctions between form 
and content in games, particularly due to the meaning attached to pro-
cesses of play. The play activity, in which players appear to be doing the 
actions the game invites, can make play look very different when observed 
from different positions, from within or without the play experience. So it 
becomes vital to distinguish not only between form and content, but also 
between transgression within the specific context of play or outside of it. As 
we discussed in Chapter 1, games tend to be more controversial when they 
refer to something in the real world, something outside the game. 

Ever since Death Race (Exidy 1976) allowed the player to run over 
“gremlins” with their racecars, games have regularly been targeted for con-
troversy. As we saw in the discussion in Chapter 1 of game controversies, 
historically, most controversies relate to the game’s content in the shape of 
themes or narratives (NCAC 2019; Wikipedia 2019), spanning stereotypi-
cal representation and sexual content, and the inclusion of drugs or alcohol, 
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but the main reason for outrage and controversy is violence. Public contro-
versies have largely focused on the representational content explicitly, but 
sometimes criticism is also directed at the gameplay – what the player is 
allowed to do in the game. In the Death Race controversy, the game’s close 
relationship to the film Death Race 2000 (Bartel 1976), in which road race 
competitors were awarded for running over pedestrians (Kocurek 2012), 
created a discussion over whether the game encouraged violent behavior 
in the actual world, but there was apparently little attention toward the 
in-game playful context of the actions. Up until today, we still see that con-
troversies concern the visuals of the game and the presumed relationship 
between the visuals and the gameplay rather than the actual game experi-
ence itself. The GTA series has, for instance, repeatedly been criticized for 
excessive violence, featuring huge explosions and massive police chases, 
but whether causing simulated havoc feels like a crime or a transgression 
for the player is rarely asked. On the contrary, horror games, which players 
frequently describe as disturbing, are rarely considered controversial by so-
ciety. The same is true for particularly tactile scenes in certain games, such 
as a scene in The Walking Dead Season 1 (Telltale Games 2012), where the 
player must cut off the avatar’s arm to avoid a zombie infection: While the 
idea of cutting off one’s arm certainly may be stressful, watching it being 
done in a game from an observer’s perspective is not nearly as disturbing as 
it is for the player. When there is a discrepancy between the gameplay and 
the public reception of the game like this, we are dealing with an example 
of a superficial transgression, because it is based on a superficial under-
standing of the game by observers about how the topic is treated from a 
gameplay perspective. 

These examples show that when a game is understood as transgressive by 
someone, the sense of transgression can either be evoked because the game 
breaks with the norms of society, what we will call extraludic or game- 
external transgressions, or because the game breaks with norms inside the 
game context, what we will call intraludic or game-internal transgressions. 
This reflects philosopher John Richard Sageng’s discussions of intraludic 
and extraludic norms in games (2018, 65). Extraludic and intraludic trans-
gressions are sometimes combined, but it is not given that what breaks with 
norms outside the game will be the same as what breaks with norms inside 
the game. While extraludic transgressions concern the relationship between 
the game and society, and are often associated with ideas of what content 
or representation may or may not be appropriate for games and play, play 
behavior, or play time use, intraludic transgressions are closely associated 
with the fictional and ludic context of the game. While extraludic trans-
gressions are about public outrage and controversy, intraludic transgres-
sions concern discomfort created by situations encountered as part of the 
gameplay context. 

As this book concerns the transgressive aesthetics of games and the sub-
jective interpretation of it by players in a gameplay context, our focus is 
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on intraludic transgressions. However, as a certain game may cause both 
intraludic and extraludic transgressions at the same time, and because it is 
important to understand the difference and relationship between the two, 
our discussion here will start with extraludic transgressions. We need to 
consider how and why certain games become the target of public contro-
versies, while other games with uncomfortable and mature content do not. 
In the following, we will employ media and games scholar Holger Pötzsch’s 
term transgressivity to investigate how video games can be transgressive on 
both the extraludic and intraludic level.

While we have attempted to define transgression as a concept, under-
standing exactly when something becomes transgressive for whom and in 
what context is a contextually and culturally dependent question. With 
his term transgressivity, Pötzsch wants to grasp the move from formal 
definitions to contextual perceptions and experiences of transgressive 
games. From this perspective, he presents a typology of forms of trans-
gressivity in video games, stressing how game content and mechanics may 
evoke a sense of transgression. The categories in Pötzsch’s typology are 
described through three parameters; first, the frames or discourses that 
are transgressed; second, the practices of play encountered or performed 
in the transgression; and third, the game mechanics and design features of 
the game in question (Pötzsch 2018). The typology is concerned with the 
games’ content and mechanics, and does not concern overarching concep-
tual debates about what is and is not appropriate content in games. As it 
does not distinguish with respect to where the transgressions originate and 
offers a descriptive and non-normative perspective on transgressive content 
in games, Pötzsch’s categories are useful when we attempt to understand 
the relationship between intraludic and extraludic transgressions. This will 
allow us to discuss whether the sense of transgression stems from the game 
itself and emerges as a result of gameplay or whether the sense that a game 
is transgressive stems from how the game is discussed in public discourse. 
To include a higher sensitivity to the player perspective, we will also discuss 
whether the game offers options for the player to transgress or whether it is 
the game that transgresses against the player. 

Extraludic transgressions

Extraludic transgressions stem from situations in which the sense of trans-
gression has little to do with the actual form or content of the game, but 
emerges from the idea that certain societal norms are broken. Often extra-
ludic transgressions are related to the fallacy of play and the idea that there 
are certain topics that in themselves are inappropriate for play, regardless 
of how these topics are treated. As we have pointed out in Chapter 1,  
there is obviously a cultural factor involved in the idea of what topics 
are inappropriate for play and what stirs controversy in, say, Europe or 
North America may be quite different from what stirs controversy in Asia. 
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When different controversies, such as the RapeLay outrage, where a game 
legal in Japan created problems in the US (Ashcraft 2010), lead to dis-
cussions of censorship, we see an example of what Pötzsch calls juridi-
cal transgressivity, which indicates that the game includes “[m]echanics 
and content deemed illegal for particular groups at particular times and 
places” (Pötzsch 2018, 57).

These are extraludic transgressions, which often concern situations that 
are not solely associated with the form or content of a particular game. 
Instead, they are often the subject of cultural debates about games as me-
dium rather than detailed discussions about the gameplay of specific games 
themselves. For instance, the so-called #gamergate controversy can be seen 
as an extraludic transgression so far as it concerned the gamer identity 
and conservation of the medium, where there was a perceived transgression 
against the expectations of one audience by the wishes of another game 
audience (and vice versa). We will discuss aspects of this in closer detail in 
the context of hegemonic transgressivity below. Another kind of extraludic 
transgression that many players encounter, associated with specific game 
titles, is the so-called toxic culture associated with certain online gamer 
cultures (Boudreau 2018; Consalvo 2012). While toxic gamer culture can 
be experienced as transgressive for many players, some would also argue 
that the perceived toxicity is part of the vernacular of gaming culture and 
not to be taken seriously, suggesting that this is experienced as a transgres-
sion only by certain groups of players.

The fine line between extraludic and 
intraludic transgressions

One of the strengths of Pötzsch’s typology is that it highlights the fact that 
when games are considered transgressive, they are considered such due to 
multiple, often complex, reasons, which leaves no obvious boundary be-
tween extraludic and intraludic transgressions. Many game transgressions 
do not spring out of either the game or public discourse alone, but out of an 
amalgamation of associations relating both to the game and to real world 
situations. Critical and hegemonic transgressivity are two of Pötzsch’s 
forms of transgressivity that are potentially transgressive both because 
of their game-internal characteristics – the content and mechanics – and 
because of their relationship to society at large. Critical and hegemonic 
transgressivity are both examples of games that appear to explicitly aim at 
stirring controversy and debate, reaching for a dialogical relationship with 
society. For this reason, we can call critical and hegemonic games trans-
gressive by intent. 

Critical transgressivity is intentionally provocative for the purpose of so-
cial criticism and “aims at questioning and possibly subverting prevailing dis-
courses and power relations” (Pötzsch 2018, 53). Critical transgressivity has 
for this reason an oppositional character with respect to dominating trends  
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in society, presenting a particular worldview or ideological perspective that 
there are strong opinions about. Such games may be best known through 
activism-related games in the serious game genre and popularized through 
sites such as Newsgaming.com, the publication platform for a team of inde-
pendent game developers seeking to combine games and simulations with 
political cartoons, but critical transgressivity is also found in an increasing 
number of commercially available games. Pötzsch’s example is Spec Ops: 
The Line (Yager Development 2012), a game that we also used for discus-
sion material in our focus group study. Illustrating the darker side of mili-
tary operations such as war crimes, civilian causalities, and post-traumatic 
stress syndrome, Spec Ops: The Line subverts the traditional hero story 
and simultaneously presents an anti-war message. 

Contrary to critical transgressivity, hegemonic transgressivity uses trans-
gressions in a speculative or suppressed way for the purpose of reinforc-
ing or capitalizing dominating power structures (Pötzsch 2018). Instead 
of questioning established hegemonic frameworks, games that exploit he-
gemonic transgressivity may instead aim for provocation for provocation’s 
sake, such as using excessive violence for its shock value rather than for 
delivering a deeper critical message. Pötzsch’s example here is the “No Rus-
sian” mission of Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 (Infinity Ward 2009), in 
which the player must go undercover as a terrorist during a massacre of ci-
vilians at an airport security check. The game does not invite the player to 
problematize the act; rather, it is framed as justified because it can hinder 
a greater atrocity. This is why Pötzsch finds that the scene is a speculative 
inclusion that “reiterates received mantras of war as a necessity in the face 
of incomprehensible evil” (Pötzsch 2018, 56). Arguably, we see the same in 
Hatred, which was included in both the focus group and journal studies, 
where the acts of the mass murderer avatar are never contextualized or 
problematized. In the example from Modern Warfare 2 above, the player 
may choose to opt out of the mission, and during the mission they may 
also choose not to fire their weapon; however, if they follow along with the 
mission as directed, the player can be said to actively engage in transgres-
sion. In Hatred, however, we can ask whether the player is a transgressor, 
through portrayals of violence the player participates in, or a transgressee 
being transgressed against since there is no opting out apart from quitting 
the game. This is an experience related to the hegemony, which can be 
both empowering and oppressive, depending on your relative position at 
any given time.

Hegemonic transgressivity and the case of Anita Sarkeesian

To illustrate the complexities of in particular hegemonic transgressivity, 
we will briefly touch on the curious controversy surrounding media critic 
Anita Sarkeesian’s project Tropes vs Women in Videogames (Sarkeesian 
2012b). This rather innocuous analysis of gendered tropes in games met 

http://www.Newsgaming.com


56 Transgression in games

surprising and hateful resistance from a very active group of mainly male 
gamers (Sarkeesian 2012a), protesting what they expected to be the end of 
overt female sexiness and male sex-laced power fantasies in games. Their 
protests turned to personalized attacks on Sarkeesian (Wingfield 2014), 
and random individuals online were uncovering and constantly repeat-
ing both justified problems – continuing their criticism after these were 
 corrected – and hypothetical or plain erroneous grievances (Daemonpro 
2014), while stating that Sarkeesian’s criticism of games would hurt women 
in games (KindRAness 2016). The attackers, criticizing Sarkeesian, were a 
minority among people who play games, and the support she received as 
her crowdsourced project was funded way beyond expectations, indicates 
that she had a strong group of followers willing to put their money behind 
her message. And the support Sarkeesian subsequently received, all the way 
up to presenting her view on the expressed misogyny in games and gamer 
culture in the United Nations (Alter 2015), indicates that her expressed 
views on gender representation in games were not transgressive, at least not 
to the establishment. However, the hateful and active resistance she met, to 
the point of death threats, indicates that her point of view made Sarkeesian 
a transgressor against an active subset of game culture. 

Although we can hardly claim that sexist gender representation in 
games is a form of critical transgressivity, Sarkeesian did point out a fea-
ture of certain games that can elicit criticism by the establishment – or the 
 hegemony – of Western society. This made her a hegemonic transgressor; 
her transgressions strengthened what the establishment at least pay lip ser-
vice to. However, the outrage that she caused signals that she was indeed 
stirring up and transgressing against a different, perceived hegemony – that 
of a group of gamers who saw themselves as the most important segment of 
game culture. Sarkeesian was thus a critical transgressor against dominant 
power structures in game culture because she was asking for a change from 
the establishment of game culture. 

The case of Sarkeesian is also tied to what Pötzsch calls situational trans-
gressivity, which refers to “[m]echanics and content breaching requirements 
of particular settings” (Pötzsch 2018, 51). Following sociologist Erving 
Goffman’s (1967) frame analysis, situational transgressivity concerns the 
breaking of rules relating to particular social frames. What Sarkeesian 
did by adapting the scholarly discourse of feminist criticism on games to 
YouTube videos, a medium that is frequently used for game streams, Let’s 
Plays, and walkthroughs, was an obvious break of frame. Since situational 
transgressivity concerns transgressions that depend on particular situations 
or settings, it is difficult to identify certain games as being situationally 
transgressive. Instead, this concerns the setting of play rather than the game 
itself, and any game played in an inappropriate setting would be considered 
a situational transgression. Pötzsch’s example is the politician who plays 
mobile games during parliamentary hearings (Pötzsch 2018). However, it 
could also be argued that games that have options for in-game situational 
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transgressivity are examples of this form. For instance, MMOs that allow 
player versus player offenses like griefing and ganking, such as World of 
Warcraft (Blizzard 2004), can be considered games with the potential for 
situational transgressivity against the player. Moreover, as we will see in 
the discussion below, situational transgressivity can also be connected to 
the fictional situations of a game. 

Deviant play practices (Mortensen 2008) can also be considered a break 
with the hegemony. Deviant play practices can be both intraludic and ex-
traludic at the same time because they can include player activities that 
break the rules of the game as well as the norms and social expectations. 
An example of a situation concerning playing within the rules, but against 
the hegemony of the straight white male, can be found in what gender stud-
ies scholar Jenny Sundén with reference to Espen Aarseth’s idea of trans-
gression discusses in her examination of gameplay in an LGBT (lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender) World of Warcraft guild. She demonstrates 
how simply by acknowledging each other’s queer sexuality, players could 
transgress within the often very narrow and conform community of gamer 
culture. In this context, she described how it was common to use “rape” 
as a metaphor for victory and “gay” as a metaphor for silly or stupid, 
but it was unacceptable to announce that a guild actually was friendly to 
people who identified as queer, making queerness at least as transgressive 
in a fantasy land of elves and shape-shifters as it is in our physical reality 
(Sundén 2009).

Last, another form of transgression that further complicates the relation-
ship between extraludic and intraludic transgressions is what Pötzsch calls 
idiosyncratic transgressivity, which “[f]eatures subjectively experienced as 
transgressive by specific individuals” (2018, 51). This form is difficult to 
design around and is focused on individual, subjective sensibilities. As this 
form concerns reactions that stem from individual interpretations, opin-
ions, and experiences, it is difficult to identify certain games as being idio-
syncratically transgressive per se. Sometimes subtle and even innocent game 
content can create intense responses in players with particular traumas, for 
instance. Certain games with a particular social realist approach, such as 
games that deal with traumas, can be expected to have a triggering effect 
on some, such as Spec Ops: The Line, which deals with post-traumatic 
stress; This War of Mine, featuring being a civilian in war; or Life is Strange 
(Dontnod Entertainment 2015), which is concerned with suicide and bully-
ing, among other things. However, although players may find these games 
transgressive due to previous traumatic experiences, they may also expe-
rience being uncomfortable because of the particular situations in which 
they put the player and the protagonist. In such cases, we are dealing with 
a form of diegetic transgressivity rather than an idiosyncratic one. In our 
journal studies, players found that GTAV and Beyond: Two Souls (Quantic 
Dream 2013) were games that created a sense of idiosyncratic transgressiv-
ity in certain players. Idiosyncratic transgressivity on the part of the player  
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happens when the player must actively do something that breaks with their 
basic sensibilities (such as inflicting torture in GTAV), and it is against the 
player when the player is a victim of it (such as almost becoming a victim of 
rape in Beyond: Two Souls).

These transgressive experiences that spring out of neither the game nor 
the public discourse, but from both, simultaneously, can be called metalu-
dic transgressions. We will return to this shortly, after having elaborated on 
intraludic transgressive experiences.

Intraludic transgressions

Intraludic transgressive experiences emerge from interaction with the game 
itself, are connected to in-game features, and stem from the in-game con-
text itself rather than from public discourse. It concerns the breaking of 
game rules, but can also concern the treatment of specific topics inside the 
game, be it through representational or game mechanical means. Intraludic 
transgressivity is of particular interest in the discussion of transgressive 
aesthetics in games. 

Intraludic transgressions cover what Pötzsch identifies as ludic and 
diegetic transgressivity (2018). Ludic transgressivity includes features that 
“enable a break with the rules and mechanics as well as to the practices of 
creating and exploiting such formal potentials” (2018, 50). He mentions 
features that allow bug exploitation and other design weaknesses, a type 
of transgression in so far that it threatens to break the coherence and ap-
preciation of the gameplay experience. Here, Pötzsch refers to deviant play 
practices that are concerned with rule breaking and cheating rather than 
subverting the social frame the way Sundén was discussing. While there is 
a body of research into this kind of transgression (Aarseth 2007; Consalvo 
2007; Juul 2002; Meades 2018; Salen and Zimmerman 2004; Smith 2001), 
it did not come up as a concrete example of transgression in any of our 
studies. The reason for the absence of such data may be connected to the 
idea that the participants did not experience this as a meaningful trans-
gression against them, nor did they engage in activities where they felt they 
transgressed against others in this manner. While some players may feel 
that breaking the rules of a game is cheating and for this reason wrong – 
typically because it gives them an undeserved advantage in single-player 
games, which were the focus of this study – breaking the game rules may 
not feel transgressive since the only person to feel the consequences is the 
player herself. Based on our data, we would however like to expand this 
category to include games that transgress against the player: Dark game 
design (Zagal, Björk, and Lewis 2013); that is, games that make players act 
against their own interest, such as games based on gambling mechanisms 
like freemium or pay-to-play games, are examples of this (Karlsen 2018). 
This can also include games that are imbalanced in favor of the system 
rather than the player or where the challenges are so high that players are 
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likely not to be able to succeed. Examples of this are the Souls games (From 
Software 2011) and by extension Bloodborne (From Software 2015), which 
was used in our gameplay journal study.

While ludic transgressivity concerns breaking the rules of the game, 
diegetic transgressivity is connected to the fictional aspect of the game. 
Diegetic transgressivity refers to the “breaking of the rules, laws, and con-
ventions that are intrinsic to fictional gameworlds” (Pötzsch 2018, 52). Ex-
amples are game mechanics that allow for the breaking of fictional laws in 
the game, and Pötzsch refers to the fact that in The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim 
(Bethesda Game Studios 2011) stealing is possible, but guards will attack 
the avatar if they catch her in the act. Another example, which we will 
address in closer detail later, was provided by one of our respondents who 
stressed that she felt bad for running over pedestrians in GTAV. However, 
when we discuss diegetic or fictive transgressivity, it is important to stress 
that breaking the in-game laws of a game may not always be experienced 
as a profound transgression. As indicated above, ludic transgressivity may 
not actually feel transgressive unless the combined ludo-narrative explic-
itly frames the event as something the player should feel bad about. For 
instance, when the Skyrim guards confront the avatar for breaking the law, 
the player gets three choices: Pay a fine, go to jail, or resist arrest. Paying 
the fine can be tough enough for players early in the game, and if jailed, the 
player loses their skill progression toward the next level and has their equip-
ment confiscated. Once the sentence is served, the equipment is returned and 
everything goes back to normal. If the player resists arrest, the guard will 
attack, and if the player kills that guard, a new guard will arrive, and the 
player will eventually be attacked on sight. At a certain point, the villages 
under a particular chieftain’s rule can no longer be visited unless the player 
sneaks in at the dead of night. While the criminal act has consequences that 
may impact gameplay heavily, it does not change or make important sto-
rylines unavailable and does not reduce the player’s ability to progress. For 
this reason, the player may not experience this as transgressive. 

Another example that shows the complexity of intraludic transgressions 
is Assassin’s Creed II (Ubisoft Montreal 2009), in which the player takes 
on the role of an assassin. This means that in order to play, the player 
must accept that representations of killing are central to their activities in 
the game, regardless of the fact that killing is a highly transgressive act in 
the actual world. In the game, it is the goal to kill given individuals, and 
for this reason, stalking and killing chosen individuals is not transgressive 
in context of the game. Assassinating specific individuals and also killing 
their bodyguards are acceptable acts within the norms of the game. While 
this is a form of violence that is not permitted in real life, it is important 
to remember in this discussion that there are certain contexts in which we 
are permitted to kill. As British intellectual Raymond Williams points out 
(Williams 1974), the police and the military are permitted, and sometimes 
even required, to use lethal force. Whether or not violence is a transgression 
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is, as this demonstrates, very much a matter of context or framing, and in 
the world of Assassin’s Creed, the player accepts the frame in which it is 
not just allowed, but also expected that they fictionally assassinate their 
targets. As a matter of fact, the player must choose this framing; if they 
were cringing from the act, they would not be able to play the game at all. 
Indeed, taking on the fictional role of an assassin is one of the attractions 
of the game: The player is allowed to perform transgressive actions inside 
a fictional realm where actions do not mean what they mean in the real 
world and have no actual consequences. Further, the game is not designed 
to make the player cringe in discomfort of the actions they are carrying out; 
rather, the violence is sanitized (Pötzsch 2017) to function in the context 
of interesting gameplay. When we address the actions that are considered 
transgressive by the game, this is signaled by indications in the graphical 
user interface and in the way characters in the environment act, and while 
the player may recognize the transgression against in-game norms and act 
accordingly (for instance, by hiding from guards), this may be experienced 
as a break of a game rule, but not as a break of a social norm, because it 
happens as part of a game. 

At the same time, however, killing is depicted as transgressive in this fic-
tive game universe. This means that if a civilian game character is witness 
to a killing or any kind of violence, they will run screaming. Moreover, 
guards will also chase the assassin on sight if they are trespassing. The 
game does not allow the player to kill civilians; in such cases, the game will 
flash a message to the player informing them that “Ezio did not kill civil-
ians”. The fictive rules thus state that even though assassins are supposed to 
kill, this is still viewed as a criminal and ethical transgression. 

A metaludic form of transgression?

In the previous discussion on extraludic and intraludic transgression, we 
have seen that it is not always clear cut whether the sense of transgression 
emerges from the game itself or from how the game interacts with issues in 
the actual world. To further complicate matters, we have seen that trans-
gressivity may emerge from both form and content – and in many cases it is 
how these operate together that matters. 

These complications show that transgression sometimes can be under-
stood as metaludic. Metaludic transgression is neither intra- or extraludic, 
but can simultaneously stem from both the game and the outside world. 
For instance, diegetic transgressivity, perhaps expressed through the kill-
ing of an in-game child, may be experienced as harrowing because of the 
empathic bond that the player has formed with the child in-game. But the 
player’s response can simultaneously be related to real-world norms. 

While it is very much a subjective interpretation whether something is 
experienced as transgressive or not, metaludic transgression highlights how 
a game can be transgressive on a number of levels. This means that it is 
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often not possible to categorize games strictly according to the discussions 
above. Instead it may be more useful to think of transgressive experiences 
as happening in a triangle with intraludic, extraludic, and metaludic at 
the tips. Any experience of outrage and transgression may be plotted into 
this triangle, but it is rare that two players will position the experience at 
exactly the same point.

Breaking fictive norms and ludic rules

By stating that killing is part of the fictive role and also part of the ludic 
goal of the game, but at the same time stressing that killing is indeed trans-
gressive in the fictive game universe, the fictive norms and the ludic rules 
partly contradict each other – creating a partly incoherent fictive world (Juul 
2005, 123). When rules and fiction contradict each other in communicating 
transgressive acts, the player can choose to ignore the transgressivity. Since 
the ludic goal of Assassin’s Creed II concerns taking out certain targets, the 
player can choose to ignore the in-game norm that killing is transgressive. 
We have seen that this happens for some of our respondents and will later 
discuss this in terms of game scholar Anders Frank’s theory of gamer mode, 
a mind-set that allows players to ignore fiction while focusing on game me-
chanics (Frank 2012). Thus, the players maintain interest in the game and 
the intraludic perspectives, but redirect their attention from immediate con-
tent to played content and form. This also highlights a function that we keep 
observing in the studies in this project: Players change their focus in the 
process of playing. This points toward our discussion in Chapter 4, concern-
ing player-response theory, addressing how games train the player, and the 
player learns how to approach the game on the game’s own premise, adopt-
ing what we can call an intraludic logic. Chapters 4 and 5 will go deeper 
into the discussion of how we understand the connection between game and 
player, and an important aspect of these discussions is exactly how players 
mitigate the sense of transgression when they encounter it in gameplay.

However, when players decide to focus on game mechanics rather than 
representation, this does not mean that they avoid all sense of transgression. 
On the contrary; since a prerequisite for playing games is that one takes the 
ludic context and the game rules seriously (Jørgensen 2014), discomfort, 
anger, and sense of transgression may easily spawn from the game’s inher-
ent qualities. A player must get into the right mind-set of playing, a lusory 
attitude (Suits 1990), and must allow themselves to be attached to the out-
comes of the game (Juul 2003). When this mode is activated, the player 
takes the game seriously as an autotelic frame of reference that allows them 
to give value to in-game results such as failure and success. The player 
may then find that otherwise not particularly provoking features, such as 
premature game-character death, unclear game design, a high difficulty 
level, or other players’ game actions, create an experience of transgression. 
Although it is the in-game processes that matter in such situations, the 
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influence of the in-game experience goes beyond the game itself by affect-
ing the player’s emotions. And this is one of the hallmarks of transgressive 
experiences: Our emotions get involved. 

This chapter does not answer where exactly the transgressions happen in 
games; instead, it opens the field further and shows that transgressions can 
happen not only in form, in content, and in the way form affords content 
and content affords form but also in the context of play and the players’ ex-
perience of the game. If there is a key to transgressive aesthetics, it is in the 
experience of transgression, and in the next chapter, we will look at how 
the games used in our study can be experienced as transgressive.
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Attempting to pin down exactly what a transgressive game is, reducing 
it to a precise definition, would either be a work of overwhelming hubris 
or an ongoing documentation of how culture changes. Transgressive aes-
thetics, being contextual depending on the norms of society, will never 
be precisely definable or quantifiable. Instead, we want to offer a better 
understanding of how complex the transgressive aesthetic of games can be, 
and how easy it is to let provocation or offense overshadow a diverse and 
sensitive analysis. To demonstrate the need to make a distinction between 
different transgressive experiences, we offer a discussion of games we sug-
gest to be, in different manners, transgressive, with a focus on the game 
we use in this study.

When we present the selected games here, we use terminology intro-
duced in the previous chapter, particularly concerning the typology of 
transgressivity and the distinction of intraludic and extraludic transgres-
sive experiences. And as we can see from Chapter 2, transgressivity al-
ways concerns how a particular individual interprets something in a given 
context. This means that it is not possible to make a definitive and com-
plete overview of transgressive games. As will be documented in Chapter 
5, we have seen in our studies that what one player finds transgressive 
may not correspond to the opinions of a second player. Even if two players 
find the same content or mechanics to be transgressive, why it is trans-
gressive and how they respond to that given content may differ. In our 
selection of examples, both for our discussions in general throughout the 
book and for the players who have participated in the research project, 
we have looked for games that are transgressive on different parameters. 
We have asked when a game is considered transgressive on its own terms. 
This means looking at the form and content of games as well as the player 
 experiences – at mechanics and fiction, and how these are interacted with 
and interpreted rather than what players may do toward other players 
within the rules of the game. However, as controversies in the game com-
munity have shown, sometimes there can be a gap between the encoding 
and the decoding of the game (Hall 2006) – between the intended message 
of a game and how this message is received by the players. Looking at 
examples of game readings, we have also identified certain categories of 
content that seem to invite an oppositional reading by groups of players in 
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An overview
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the sense that the response to the game is in opposition to what appears to 
be the intended message.

This chapter discusses the games we have used for player studies and 
highlights our reasons for choosing these particular games in a study of 
transgressive aesthetics. When selecting case games for our research, we 
have chosen games that have been targets of debate and criticism, but for 
different reasons. Since we are not aiming at exploring the full range of 
transgressive potential in games, there are certainly categories of games 
that we have not covered in our data collection. Examples of such games are 
games as art projects, like the experimental horror game The Static Speaks 
My Name (thewhalehusband 2015). We avoided art project games because 
we wanted to look at the more common games and styles. But by expanding 
our discussion here to additional examples and research conducted by oth-
ers, for instance, the work by Brian Schrank on games and the avant-garde 
(Schrank 2014) or the work represented in the Transgression in Games and 
Play anthology (Jørgensen and Karlsen 2018), we are able to illustrate a 
wide range of transgressive games and how they are received by the playing 
audience. By demonstrating situations that are offensive and uncomfortable 
as well as situations where discomfort is wanted and even experienced as 
something valuable, these examples also question the idea of transgression 
in games. But the main goal of this work is to explore the limits in the 
more mainstream field of games, considering what role transgressions play 
in well-known games. When do regular players meet their limits? What 
are the most common experienced transgressions? The selected games are 
presented in the following, and an overview of the games, on what grounds 
they are deemed transgressive, and how they were generally received by our 
player participants are found in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1  Overview of games used in the empirical studies

Game Genre Intraludic 
transgressivity

Extraludic 
transgressivity

Gameplay journal
responses

 Focus group 
responses

Alien: 
Isolation

Horror Diegetic/ludic Mixed: High 
suspense until 
figured out 
alien behavior 
pattern. For two, 
the suspense was 
enjoyable.

Beyond: 
Two 
Souls 

Action-
adventure/
interactive 
drama

Diegetic Situational, 
idiosyncratic

Largely positive: 
High character 
empathy. 
One player 
experienced 
idiosyncratic 
transgressivity 
that made him 
stop playing.

 

(Continued)
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Hatred

In the isometric shooter Hatred (Destructive Creations 2015), the player 
plays the role of a mass murderer who hates the world and who wants 
to take as many lives as possible before getting neutralized. As breaking 
the rules of the fictional gameworld is central to gameplay, the game is an 
example of diegetic transgressivity (Pötzsch 2018). Featuring largely black-
and-white graphics, the game is played from the third-person perspective 
from the top down, providing distance from events and an overview of the 

Game Genre Intraludic 
transgressivity

Extraludic 
transgressivity

Gameplay journal 
responses

Focus group 
responses

Bloodborne Action-RPG Ludic Mixed: All found 
the difficulty 
to be high. 
Players with 
little progression 
were negative 
and players with 
progression were 
positive.

GTAV Sandbox  
third- 
person 
shooter

Diegetic Critical, 
hegemonic

Mixed: All 
recognized 
attempt at satire,
but disagreed 
whether it was 
successful or 
not.

Mixed: All 
recognized 
attempt at 
satire, but 
disagreed 
whether it was 
successful or 
not.

 

Hatred Isometric 
shooter

Diegetic Juridical, 
hegemonic

Negative: 
Uncomfortable 
game, but 
sensation wore 
off over time.

Negative: 
Appears 
provocative 
for the sake 
of being 
provocative.

Life is 
Strange

Episodic 
adventure 
game

Diegetic Situational,  
idiosyncratic

Positive: 
Emotional 
impactful. 

Spec Ops: 
The Line

Third-person 
shooter

Diegetic Critical Positive: 
Successful in 
war criticism 
and making 
the player feel 
complicit.

This War  
of Mine

Survival/
management

Diegetic Critical, 
hegemonic

Mixed: 
Disagreement 
whether it was 
able to create 
discomfort and 
reflection.
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environment around the avatar. Most game mechanisms are action-based, 
with focus on the selection and use of up to three weapons, including gre-
nades, as well as the driving of vehicles. In the beginning of the game, the 
player largely fires at running civilians, but difficulty soon changes and 
rapidly increases as the police and later the military show up to stop the 
player. In the later parts of the game, the player breaks into heavily guarded 
locales such as a military camp and a nuclear power plant. An important 
game mechanism is the “execution” of downed enemies, which is the only 
way to regain health and involves a cinematic switch of the camera to a 
close-up view of an animation of the execution. 

As mentioned, the game was for a period banned from Steam, making it 
an example of juridical transgressivity. The game was chosen not only due 
to its reputation as “the most violent game on earth” (Jenkins 2015) but also 
because it features traditional shooter game mechanics, making it relevant 
as a case for studying the relationship between the fictional representation 
and the game mechanics. The game is an example of hegemonic transgres-
sivity, in that it at first appears to threaten established norms for what is ac-
ceptable in games, but in the end only reinforces dominant attitudes about 
shooter games as being shallow, violent, and not very innovative in terms 
of game mechanics. Our hypothesis was that the underdeveloped narrative 
context would limit fictional involvement, and traditional game mechanics 
would make it easy for the player to take on an instrumental or strategic 
mind-set, in other words, a gamer mode (Frank 2012, 120). Following this 
hypothesis, we believed that these issues would mitigate the sense of trans-
gression when playing the game. Gamer mode has come to stand out as a 
central term to our further discussion, particularly in relation to mitigation, 
and we will return to this later in this chapter and in Chapters 4 and 5.

Hatred was used both in the focus group study and the game journal 
study. Three players in focus groups 1 and 4 had played the game, and with 
the exception of two players in groups 3 and 4, the rest was familiar with 
it. Across the focus groups, the general attitude was that the game appeared 
speculative in its attempt to create controversy, but also that its exagger-
ated style makes it difficult to take the game seriously. While some of the 
participants who had not played the game believed they would find playing 
the game uncomfortable, those with experience with the game stressed that 
there is a discrepancy between the speculative appearance and how it feels 
to play. The gameplay was described as mediocre and over time dull, and 
the respondents interpreted the exaggerated and excessive violence as a way 
to draw attention toward an otherwise uninteresting game.

Three men completed the Hatred journal, while two women abandoned 
the study without offering any explanation why, one after having filled in 
one journal entry. Among the respondents, the general emotions toward the 
game were negative. “Brian” and “Keith” explicitly stated that they were 
“repulsed” by the concept of the game, but all three stressed that over time, 
the excessive violence became monotonous and lost its impact. Comparing 
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Hatred to other violent mainstream action games, “Keith” concludes that 
the discomfort is all about the context. “Danny” believes that creating a 
controversy was a “marketing trick” on the part of the developers in that 
it speculates in explicit violence for public attention without any attempt of 
problematizing the representation.

We expected this game to be experienced as transgressive in the sense 
that it violates the general sensibilities of society through its representation 
of exaggerated violence without much context and because it makes enter-
tainment out of it. It may also be seen as transgressive by violating the idea 
that games are growing out of its sub-cultural status as a rebellious medium 
and maturing into a serious medium of communication. 

Grand Theft Auto V

Grand Theft Auto V (GTAV) (Rockstar North 2013) is an open world 
action-adventure shooter, in which the player switches between the roles of 
ex-con Michael, who is living a middle-class life under witness protection 
with his family; fellow bank robber and sociopath Trevor, who is living 
an under-par life in a trailer park; and young Franklin, who is involved in 
small-time crime. Focusing on how the characters become entangled with 
the crimes of their pasts, the game is an example of diegetic transgressiv-
ity. Following the storyline mission of the game, the player completes one 
mission at a time as one of these characters, with the opportunity to do 
side missions in between. The gameworld is an open environment, with a 
focus on action-oriented gameplay. Missions typically include travelling to 
a certain location where the player carries out a task, often through violent 
means, before returning to a previous location to finalize the mission. With 
the exception of static structures such as buildings, most objects as well as 
characters in the gameworld can be acted upon or interacted with. Within 
these limitations, the gameworld can be explored at will. Since weapons 
and cars are central to gameplay, and the game importantly includes a 
sanction system where the police will chase the avatar with increased force 
based on the level of violence that is being inflicted, gameplay often includes 
action-packed and spectacular events, including car chases and violence.

GTAV was used both in the focus group study and in the gameplay jour-
nal study. The game was chosen as a representative of a kind of a game 
that has been the subject of much public outrage, but where defenders have 
claimed that the game must be understood as parody and satire, and that 
this mitigates the seriousness of the actions represented. The game was also 
chosen due to its open world and exploratory design, which was believed to 
encourage a different level of playfulness than the other games of the study. 
As a parody of certain aspects of Californian life and culture, GTAV may 
be seen as an example of critical transgressivity, but we want to point out 
that the game is an example of a particular kind of critical transgressivity: 
Namely, satire. As a particular sub-genre of humor and parody, satire is 
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a rhetorical art designed to attack vice and folly through the use of wit 
and ridicule (Griffin 1994). However, a problem with humor and satire 
is that it is a difficult art form that may evoke very different responses in 
the audience, from acceptance of the dominant-hegemonic message of the 
game to opposition (Hall 2006). GTAV was also the game in our studies 
that created most diverse responses from the participants, as there was dis-
agreement concerning whether the game actually succeeds in the attempts 
of humor and satire, and the respondents also disagreed with regards to 
whether the game was experienced as transgressive or not.

Among the 13 focus groups participants, only two had no experience from 
the GTA series. The groups discussed a much-debated mission in GTAV, in 
which the player inflicts torture upon a non-player character. While some 
participants embraced the game as satire with focus on the exaggerated and 
parodic characters, and the absurdity of the situations that both fiction and 
gameplay put them in, some also had problems identifying with the charac-
ters and the situations. The scene itself, which we introduced in Chapter 2, 
was described by most with a certain kind of discomfort; some found it 
tasteless and said that the attempt to make it humorous was not successful. 

Three women and one man completed the gameplay journal study, while 
two women abandoned the study before starting to fill in their journals. 
All four participants appreciated parts of the gameplay, but even though 
they could recognize the satire, they did not agree on whether it was suc-
cessful or not. Three of them identified content as problematic due to rac-
ism, sexism, or classism, indicating that for them the game was largely an 
example of hegemonic transgressivity because of its inability to sufficiently 
problematize the stereotypes it represents. However, for “Sally”, the game 
represented critical transgressivity because in her opinion, the satire is able 
to target a broad range of groups in American society on equal terms. This 
variation in responses also demonstrates how the idea of transgression de-
pends on the individual player’s viewpoint. 

Spec Ops: The Line

Spec Ops: The Line (Yager Development 2012) is a third-person perspec-
tive, military-themed shooter game strongly influenced by Joseph Con-
rad’s literary classic Heart of Darkness (Conrad 1899). The player takes 
the role of Captain Walker leading a Delta Force team on a special opera-
tions reconnaissance mission in Dubai, which soon turns into a search for 
Walker’s former colleague, Colonel Conrad, who has gone rogue with the 
33rd Battalion. Spec Ops: The Line follows the gameplay conventions of 
the military shooter, where combat and the use of firearms are central for 
the ability to progress in the game. The most central game mechanisms are 
combat-oriented, relating to the use of different weapons, dodging gunfire, 
and giving simple tactical commands to the player’s two squad mates. One 
important mechanism is the “execution” mechanism, a finishing move that 
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allows the player to execute a downed enemy for extra ammo. Also, during 
moments of particular narrative importance, the player is given a choice 
between two actions. While the gameplay is traditional, the meaning of 
gameplay actions is subverted through a powerful narrative. When the 
player follows the missions of the game and adapts to the behavior that the 
game design invites, they are soon lured into becoming part of a dark nar-
rative that features post-traumatic stress syndrome and the consequences 
of a military operation gone wrong. The game features a photo-realistic 
style, which are made more sinister and dramatic as Captain Walker’s 
mental state deteriorates. The game’s challenges relate to the traversal of 
an enemy-packed environment, and game objectives are presented as com-
mands given by military leaders in a hierarchy that is not to be questioned. 
For this reason, there is initially little in the game that suggests diegetic 
transgressivity. However, this changes during gameplay, as the mentally 
unstable Captain Walker’s becomes the decisive agent in the absence of 
higher-ranking military leaders. Here, the hesitant questions from the two 
squad mates indicate that diegetic boundaries are being crossed. 

Spec Ops: The Line was chosen as a case in the focus group study not 
only due to its reputation as a classic relating to its ability to inspire reflec-
tion through discomfort (Dyer 2012; Garland 2012; Klepek 2012; S icart 
2013) but also because there is disagreement with regards to its ability to 
successfully do so. Some reviewers argued that the use of conventional 
mechanisms of the shooter genre created a situation where any deeper 
narrative message would necessarily fall through (Keogh 2013, 8; Lindsey 
2012), while others recognized the horrors that were displayed, but did 
not find the integration between gameplay and narrative to be particularly 
uncomfortable (Björk 2015, 182).

In the focus group study, groups 1 and 4 made unsolicited mention of 
Spec Ops: The Line, and players in groups 1, 3, and 4 had previous ex-
perience with the title. In the three groups, the game was discussed as an 
example of critical transgressivity, in that it created a sense of “positive 
discomfort” by making the participants feel complicit to the game events 
(Jørgensen 2016; Sicart 2013; Smethurst and Craps 2015). By combining 
traditional gameplay and game mechanics with an uncomfortable narra-
tive, the game ensures that players who play as intended are punished by 
the narrative consequences and thereby are invited to reflect about the con-
sequences of war. The game can be understood as an example of critical 
transgressivity in two ways. In addition to subverting the conventions of 
the military shooter through a narrative that communicates the terrors of 
war rather than a hero story, the game also provides an unexpected and 
potentially uncomfortable experience laden with ideology in a genre that 
normally is sanitized (Pötzsch 2017). Also, following from this, Spec Ops: 
The Line is diegetically transgressive because the narrative puts the player 
into an uncomfortable position of complicity that forces them to reflect 
(Sicart 2009, 2013). 
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We decided not to use Spec Ops: The Line in the gameplay journal study 
due to the fact that the game had been heavily discussed both in games 
media and on forums after its release. To find participants who had not 
heard of the game would be a challenge, and a simple Internet search would 
also disclose too much of the game’s plot, turning point, and other players’ 
reactions to the game to secure a lack of bias among participants, and more 
importantly for this study, to avoid having their pre-knowledge spoil the 
sense of shock or outrage. 

This War of Mine

This War of Mine (11 bit studios and War Child 2014), is a management 
simulator set among civilians in a war-ridden fictional situation inspired by 
the Siege of Sarajevo during the Bosnian War. The game received critical 
acclaim for representing civilians rather than soldiers in the time of war 
(Grayson 2014). It features a somber black and white sketch-inspired style 
and a third-person side-scrolling perspective, and in it, the player controls 
a group of civilians who have taken up shelter in a derelict building; the 
goal is to survive until ceasefire. Central game mechanics include nighttime 
scavenging of resources such as food, medicine, repair equipment, and fuel, 
and to reinforce the shelter both against the upcoming winter and raiding 
parties. Based on the characters’ individual abilities, the player will assign 
them to different missions – the fastest runner may be allocated to scaveng-
ing, while the best cook creates the meals. Over time, the player will have 
to take greater risks when scavenging in order to find the needed resources, 
and ethical issues arise as this means breaking into other civilians’ homes to 
steal their belongings and sometimes getting into combat. Hostile encoun-
ters with other survivors also take their toll on the player characters, which 
may become injured or suffer from psychological trauma – which hinder 
them from contributing to reinforcement and scavenging while still requir-
ing upkeep. The game dynamic can be compared to a downward spiral, as 
the situation becomes hard to change once things start going bad: When the 
expert scavenger is injured, another less proficient character must take over. 
The less proficient scavenger brings home fewer resources, which affects 
the psychological state of all characters. Depressed characters have reduced 
capacity for working, and in the situation where one of the characters dies, 
either from injury, sickness, or suicide, the mood of the remaining charac-
ters becomes even lower. The game features diegetic transgressivity in many 
ways: By forcing the player to break the laws of ordinary situations, it actu-
alizes the lawless situation of wartime. Further, the player must do an eth-
ical evaluation of the situations and see the consequences of their actions. 

This War of Mine was used in the gameplay journal study and was chosen 
due to its critical reception. Another issue was its use of game mechanics 
in order to present ethical dilemmas. The game was used in the game jour-
nal study, where it was played by three men and one woman. Participants’ 
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response to the game was mixed and ranged from acceptance to rejection. 
Two of the respondents found the game to be emotionally powerful, but 
while “Stan” said that he loved the game because it made him uncomfort-
able and thus made him think, “Fred” prefers games that are fun and en-
tertaining rather than reflective and stated for this reason that he hated the 
game. For these participants, the game was a case of critical transgressivity. 
However, the two remaining respondents found the procedural rhetoric un-
convincing. “Leon” found the simulation to be too simple to convincingly 
make a good argument, while “Jane” was disappointed by how the sim-
plistic simulation reduced a profound problem to something fun. From this 
variation in reception, the game appears to be potentially transgressive on 
two levels: First, there is a potential emotional disturbance that may either 
break the interest in the game or strengthen it. Also, for others, the attempt 
of simulating a complex and profound situation through the use of simple 
game mechanics may in itself be problematic and an example of hegemonic 
transgressivity because of its inability to accurately or interestingly model 
the situations in question.

Life is Strange

Life is Strange (Dontnod Entertainment 2015) is an episodic narrative-based 
adventure game that situates the player in a high school drama where they 
take on the role of the teenage girl, Max, who must tackle traumatizing 
situations related to bullying, online harassment, and teenage suicide, as 
well as the estrangement and death of a dear friend, and discovers that 
she has the supernatural ability to turn back time. Gameplay allows the 
player to move Max around in the virtual environment consisting of a set 
of limited locations relating to the particular narrative chapter and interact 
with selected objects. Central to the game mechanics are dialogue options 
that offer a branching narrative, although they do not provide a sense of 
agency for the player because what Max says is often misunderstood by 
the non-playing characters she interacts with. Another central mechanism 
is the ability to turn back time a few seconds, allowing the player to reset 
events and test out different options. This is integrated into the narrative, 
and much puzzle-solving is executed through this mechanism. Also, from 
a later point in the game, the rewind mechanism can also be used to put 
Max back in time to when a photograph was taken, thus allowing for the 
exploration of alternative timelines and possible worlds. 

Life is Strange caught our interest due to the public attention that it got 
for its inclusion of teenage suicide. Its social-realist perspective on traumatic 
teenage experiences that are recognizable for many was the reason we wanted 
the focus group participants’ input on the game. The game’s potential for 
transgression lies in its ability to recreate uncomfortable social situations 
that are familiar to most, but also in its attempt of addressing difficult and 
sensitive issues through ludic means. Life is Strange was discussed during 
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the focus groups. While three of the respondents did not know the game 
beforehand, three had played it. The remaining seven knew about the game 
through reviews or videos. The game appeared dramatic and emotionally 
laden for most of the participants, and the respondents who had played the 
game before the study supported this impression by describing playing the 
game as emotionally impactful. Having played the game, “Luke” describes 
it as an example of an uncomfortable game experience due to the difficult 
choices the player has to make and the fact that whatever one decides to do, 
the results are always uncomfortable due to escalating social situations or 
the agendas of other characters. While many of the other diegetically trans-
gressive games feature the breaking of laws or ethics in the fictional world, 
in Life is Strange diegetic transgressivity is situational because it often re-
lates to making the right choice in a particular complex fictional situation. 
These are choices of an ethical nature or simply of an instrumental nature, 
such as avoiding the attention of an uncomfortable classmate. Life is Strange 
is also a game that may spawn idiosyncratic transgressivity, as it may trigger 
a sense of transgression due to the personal experiences of the players. In 
focus group 1, “Tony” mentioned that the game’s treatment of suicide was 
particularly impactful due to personal experiences. 

As with Spec Ops: The Line, we did not choose Life is Strange in the 
journal study because of the public attention that was on it while we were 
planning the study. 

Beyond: Two Souls

Like Life is Strange, Beyond: Two Souls (Quantic Dreams 2013) stresses 
diegetic and situational transgressivity by its strong focus on narrative and 
puts the player into emotionally laden situations based on building empathy 
with the main character and situating them in emotionally or socially un-
comfortable situations. Beyond: Two Souls is a cinematic-style, narrative- 
based adventure game where the player takes the role of Jodie, a young 
girl who is growing up as a lab rat at a special military facility due to her 
psychic powers. The girl experiences situations of loss and betrayal as she 
is abandoned by her foster parents and exploited for her powers by her 
father figure inside the lab. Not unlike Life is Strange, the player can move 
around a selected number of locations based on the objectives relating to 
the particular mission and interact with certain objects in the environment. 
For special actions and conversation options, interface prompts will turn 
up on the screen. Important to the game is Jodie’s spiritual companion 
Aiden, who is the source of her psychic powers. Jodie can call on Aiden for 
assistance and, through him, knock persons or objects around, but Aiden 
can also provide protective shields, help Jodie see things in the past, and 
heal injured people. The player has relative freedom with respect to Aiden’s 
more violent actions, but as many of the game’s scenes are situations where 
Jodie is frustrated or in distress, for instance, being bullied by peers, the 
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victim of attempted rape, or pressed to her physical edge by researchers, 
there is incentive to let Aiden act out by throwing objects around or even 
being violent to people. Here the fact that transgressions are carried out 
against the player-protagonist, emphasizes the idea that such scenes are 
intended to create discomfort in the player. This discomfort is unrelated to 
the consequences of the situation. 

The game was used in the game journal study, and was chosen due to its 
narrative focus on the suffering of a young person, and as an example of 
a game where potential experiences of transgression appear to be mainly 
connected to the narrative rather than the game mechanics. While we orig-
inally were considering using the game’s predecessor Heavy Rain (Quantic 
Dream 2013), we chose Beyond: Two Souls because it is a lesser-known 
title than Heavy Rain, which was bundled with the PlayStation 3 at release. 
The game was also mentioned as particularly captivating by one respondent 
in one of the focus groups. 

Two women and two men completed the study, while one man abandoned 
the study before starting to log their gameplay. Three of the participants re-
ported being moved by the game and also that this made the game a positive 
experience for them. The potential transgressions of the game seem thus to 
be connected to an experience of discomfort related to witnessing a person 
suffer, and is an example of situational transgressivity as the fictional situ-
ations in which the character finds itself is detrimental to this experience. 
Similar to Spec Ops: The Line, This War of Mine, and Life is Strange, the 
recognizability of this discomfort is rewarding for some, while for others, 
the discomfort crosses the line of what they want to endure when playing a 
game. However, the game can also be a source of idiosyncratic transgres-
sivity. As we will discuss more closely in Chapter 6, “Theo” decided to quit 
after only logging one entry, and in the subsequent interview, he explained 
that this was connected to his personal sensibilities relating to the discom-
fort of seeing children suffer. Thus, while it is the in-game fictional situation 
that evokes the sense of discomfort, this would not be possible were it not 
for the fact that we recognize the situations from real life. 

Alien: Isolation

The first-person survival horror game Alien: Isolation (Creative Assembly 
2014) was used in the gameplay journal study as a representative of the hor-
ror game genre. Intraludic transgression is central to the horror game genre, 
which purpose is to create a sense of unease and high levels of adrenaline in 
the player. In horror games, such responses are connected to diegetic trans-
gressivity in that it is created by a scary fictional setting, but is often com-
bined with ludic transgressivity against the player by the use of difficult or 
subversive game mechanics that decrease a sense of control. Horror games 
are interesting from the perspective of transgressive aesthetics, because for 
players attracted to the genre, such games may indeed create a high level 
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of discomfort even though they are not experienced as transgressive in a 
profound sense. In Bernard Perron’s words, the appreciator of the genre 
“is playing at frightening himself” (Perron 2009, 3). Horror games are an 
acquired taste, and there are many players who do not play them because 
they create discomfort and remove them of the sense of power and control 
that many other genres offer. At the same time, we would claim that players 
are rarely offended by horror games; even though the genre may include 
violent deaths, monstrous representations, and unspeakable terrors, these 
issues are conventions that are expected of the genre. Also, the situations 
of horror games also tend to be so far removed from our social reality that 
they can rarely be considered extraludic transgressivity.

Attempting to replicate the atmosphere of the original Alien film (Scott 
1979), Alien: Isolation stresses suspense through empty, claustrophobic 
spaces and combines this with what Henry Jenkins has called embedded 
narratives – signs in the surroundings that point toward events that have 
occurred (Jenkins 2004, 126). The player takes the role of Amanda Ripley, 
who is stuck in a space station in search of information about what hap-
pened to her mother on the spacecraft Nostromo 15 years ago. While the 
first-person perspective tends to be associated with action-packed shooters, 
there are few weapons in Alien: Isolation, and those that are present only 
have limited effect. While they can be used against hostile humans and 
androids, they have no use against the alien monster itself. Instead gun-
shots may attract the monster to your location, and only the flamethrower 
has the potential of fending the monster off for a few seconds. The game 
received attention for its use of artificial intelligence that rendered the alien 
unpredictable. Due to the alien’s use of ventilation shafts in order to move 
around, an important game mechanics is the radar that allows the player 
to detect its relative location to avoid it. The game focuses on stealth, and 
when noticed by the alien, the player must hide under tables or in closets 
and even hold their breath as the monster searches for them. The game in-
cludes puzzle elements that force the player to access computers, talk to sur-
vivors, or find key cards that give access to new areas of the space station. 
Focusing on creating a suspenseful experience for the player through con-
ventions from both horror films and games, the game aims for a particular 
kind of discomfort, but whether this is a wanted discomfort or a discomfort 
that causes a player to stop playing the game depends on player preferences.

Four men and one woman participated in the Alien: Isolation journal 
study. Common for all was that they found themselves frightened by the 
game, with heart thumping and hands shaking, at least in the initial hours 
of playing the game. All also described using techniques for mitigating their 
fear, such as taking breaks or, in “David’s” case, first looking at the phone 
and later challenging himself by actively seeking out the danger. The five 
participants all found that the game became less scary, and for some, even 
boring over time. “David” and “Mel” both stressed that the game changed 
once they had figured out the game mechanics, in particular when they 
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learned that the alien’s movement patterns could be studied and exploited. 
While “David” does not generally play horror games because he becomes 
scared, “Paul”, however, does not describe the adrenaline rush as uncom-
fortable but stresses that he likes horror games and finds Alien: Isolation to 
be both fun, thrilling, scary, and challenging, and he describes this adrena-
line rush as a pleasant feeling. 

Bloodborne

A game that focuses on ludic transgressivity over diegetic transgressivity 
is Bloodborne (From Software 2015). This form of transgressivity does 
not so much concern the fictional realities of the game as it concerns the 
gameplay itself, and for this reason the sense that this game transgresses 
one’s boundaries and makes one wants to stop playing can be isolated to 
the game itself. Described as a frustrating game with high difficulty level, 
Bloodborne is an example of a game where failure (Juul 2013) and frustra-
tion are central to the game experience. By including this game in our se-
lection, we wanted to also explore whether games also can be experienced 
as transgressive through testing the player’s patience. Also, in an otherwise 
Western-focused selection, this Japanese game adds a degree of diversity. 

Bloodborne is a third-person perspective action, role-playing game focus-
ing on a high difficulty level that gave its predecessors, the so-called Souls 
series (Demon’s Souls and Dark Souls I–III) (From Software 2009, 2011), 
their reputation as relentless and unforgiving. In Bloodborne, the player is a 
Hunter traversing the streets of Yharnam, where the city’s inhabitants have 
been stricken by a disease and turned into monstrous, zombie-like crea-
tures. The player may roam the streets freely, but is restricted by infected 
inhabitants, locked gates, and the city’s maze-like organization. “Learning 
by dying” is here a design feature rather than a flaw (Grammenos 2008, 
1445), and as saving points are rare, the player must try and fail a number 
of times. To progress in the game, the player must fight their way through 
groups of infected in order to access levers that open locked gates that grant 
access to new areas. The infected are many, strong, and often hidden or 
located at places where they are difficult to reach. The player’s avatar will 
fall prey to the enemies one or several times before being able to complete 
an area, and identifying the behavior pattern of the monsters is crucial for 
success. A key feature is to unlock shortcuts that allow the player to skip 
areas once it has been successfully completed. Bloodborne also provides 
less information than the typical AAA game. The narrative and the role of 
the protagonist are murky, and the controllers and interface are clumsy to 
use. For instance, when a monster hits the player, the health bar animation 
has a short delay, making it difficult to fall back or dodge in time. The dark, 
Gothic visual style favors dark colors and a lot of shadows, which makes 
it difficult to discern gameworld elements clearly, thus contributing to less 
than clear communication between the game and the player.
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Bloodborne was used in the gameplay journal study and was played by 
four men and one woman. While all experienced the game as a frustrating 
game experience, the degree of frustration varied. For “Sarah” and “Josh”, 
the lack of progression made the game monotonous and in the end boring, 
while “Henry” found lack of progression so frustrating that the game became 
unplayable. “Nathan” and “James”, on the other hand, were more successful 
at gameplay and experienced the game in more positive terms, appreciating 
the high difficulty level, even though in the end that was what also made 
them quit. Bloodborne is interesting from the perspective of transgressive 
aesthetics because it shows us that it is not only games that provoke or offend 
on the level of content that can be described as transgressive and that game 
mechanics must be coupled with content in order to be experienced as trans-
gressive. On the contrary, formal elements such as game mechanics can in-
deed in themselves create emotional responses of outrage that are similar and 
sometimes also stronger than the emotions evoked by offensive game content.

Other forms of transgressive games

With the focus on transgressive aesthetics in games, it may not be surpris-
ing that most of the games above are examples of diegetic transgressivity. 
Although we have covered many categories of transgressive games in our 
data, it is certainly possible to identify additional categories of transgressive 
games. Examples of extraludic transgressive games that have not been cov-
ered here are taboo games, that is, games that concern topics that are taboo 
in most cultures, such as, for instance, pedophilia, cannibalism, or genocide. 
More importantly, to be considered a taboo game, the game must treat these 
topics not in a sanitized or cushioned way, but in a way that is experienced 
as taboo, repulsive, or offensive when playing the game. The first-person 
shooter Ethnic Cleansing (National Alliance 2002) created by an American 
white nationalist organization may be an example of such a game. Another 
is the beforementioned RapeLay (Illusion Soft 2006), a Japanese eroge video 
game in which the player takes the role of a stalker who kidnaps and rapes 
a mother and her two daughters. However, both of these games are sympto-
matic for taboo games in that they are not aimed at a mainstream audience 
but rather toward a small subculture that will not take offense from the 
game and instead find the breaking of taboos in itself to be attractive.

However, it is possible to identify games that are transgressive in other 
ways. If we consider play scholar Jaakko Stenros’s overview of transgressive 
play forms, we see that many of the games in our selection can be charac-
terized as parapathic: They are meaningful and worthwhile although they 
are neither fun nor makes the player feel good. This appears to be the case 
for This War of Mine, Beyond: Two Souls, Spec Ops: The Line, Life is 
Strange, and to a certain extent Alien: Isolation and also Bloodborne. Ha-
tred does not fall in this category because it feels neither meaningful nor 
good, and GTAV does not feel uncomfortable and meaningful at the same 
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time. However, these games may indeed be seen as examples of brink play, 
where playing the game becomes an alibi for doing things that would not be 
acceptable in our social reality. Bloodborne and Hatred could also be seen 
as transgressive because they are examples of repetitive play (Stenros 2018, 
19–22). Based on Stenros’s categories, it is also possible to identify addi-
tional kinds of transgressive games: Free-to-play games and games that use 
dark design patterns to convince players to spend more time or money on the 
game than is in their interest would be an example of games with instrumen-
talized play. In this category, we can include so-called gamification or the 
use of game elements in non-game systems (Deterding et al. 2011). Gamifica-
tion has been used mainly in service-oriented communication to increase the 
motivation to use systems due to their game-like affordances (Huotari and 
Hamari n.d., 25). Following Stenros further, The Artwork Formerly Known 
as Painstation (Morawe and Reiff 2001), which we will discuss in more 
detail in Chapter 8, could be seen as an example of a violent game, because 
it asks players to subject themselves to physical harm. Not least, games in 
which bodily stimulation such as masturbation is a central mechanic would 
be an example of sensation-centric locomotor games (Stenros 2018, 18–23).

The games we have chosen demonstrate the delicacy of transgression. 
It is an ephemeral sensation that changes the moment one or more ele-
ments framing the experience changes. This may seem counterintuitive, 
considering the large controversies games occasionally cause, but we are 
not focusing at the controversies, but at the sense of being part of some-
thing transgressive, a sense of taking a step over your own boundaries. 
This makes it particularly difficult to choose games for the study of trans-
gression, because knowing you are playing a game that is supposed to be 
transgressive may change everything.

Tackling transgression in games

In Chapter 2, we discussed different typologies of transgressive game expe-
riences and how games, through their representational or game mechanical 
content, transgress players’ interest. Transgressive games create a sense of 
discomfort, opposition, or offense that breaks with the willingness to play 
the games. As the data above shows, what kind of game content that breaks 
with a player’s sensibilities depends on socio-cultural background, attitudes, 
and personal experiences. However, the data also points to certain situa-
tions or kinds of content that to a greater degree risks transgressing against 
player sensibilities and thus disrupting the players’ interest in continued play. 

To sum up the explanations given by respondents concerning transgres-
sive games, game content can be opposed because it is excessive, such as 
the excessive violence of Hatred. Also, when in-game actions and fictional 
situations goes against their ideological or ethical sensibilities, for instance, 
through stereotypes and prejudice in GTAV, this may in many cases be ex-
perienced as unacceptable for certain players. Expanding this, game content 
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can also be experienced as transgressive because it hits “too close to home”, 
that is, it becomes uncomfortably close to actual, real situations, as in Spec 
Ops: The Line or This War of Mine, or it addresses issues that are difficult 
for the player due to personal experience, as in Beyond: Two Souls or Life 
is Strange. Game content can also be experienced as inappropriate or as not 
tackling a particular topic in a meaningful or respectful manner, as is the 
case of “Jane’s” experience with This War of Mine. Not least, players may 
decide to quit a game because it is too scary, as is the case for some players’ 
experience with horror games such as Alien: Isolation.
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Part 2

Experiences with 
transgressive games
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Games are interactive media that can be traversed in different ways. 
While the user experience with non-interactive media also varies greatly 
depending on personal sensibilities, political leniency, social background, 
taste, and media literacy, the interaction with non-interactive texts re-
mains an interpretative engagement. Games, on the other hand, require 
input from the player beyond interpretation in order to be engaged with 
at all. In games, this input cannot be reduced to the input provided when 
browsing a website or using productivity software. With its stress on 
game mechanics that must be mastered, tactics that must be employed, 
and processes that must be manipulated, games also require a different 
form of interaction than other interactive media. This understanding is 
an acknowledgment not only of the medium-specific aspects of games but 
also of the fact that a particular game can be engaged with in a number 
of different ways based on the player’s in-game choices, playstyle, and 
game literacy.

When discussing transgressive games, it is vital to understand this com-
plexity of games and how players interact with them in order to understand 
why game content may be experienced as provocative for certain players 
and profound and meaningful for others, or trivial for some players and 
disturbing for others. Understanding transgressive games means under-
standing that people may have different preferences or sensibilities with 
regards to particular kinds of content or that they may interpret it in dif-
ferent ways; it also means acknowledging that players interact with games 
in different ways, with different motivations and intentions, and with dif-
ferent skills and abilities. These abilities change during play and the change 
in ability is part of the process of playing, which reflects back to the prefer-
ences and sensibilities regarding both content and playstyle. Games are in 
this manner moving targets for analysis, as the object of analysis itself will 
change with the abilities of the user. This is why we are highlighting what 
we call a player-response approach to understanding transgressive games, 
that is, a perspective in which we do not simply analyze the games we are 
researching, but take into account the interpretations of other empirical 
players as well. 

4 Transgressive games and the 
player-response perspective
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The legacy from reader-response theory

The player-response approach follows reader-response theory in highlight-
ing the important fact that media texts are not realized without the pres-
ence and interpretation of the reader (Iser 1978). Reader-response theory 
downplays the role of the author in the hermeneutic process while stressing 
the reader’s role in focusing on the idea that the meaning of a text comes 
into being through the interpretative process. However, as reader-response 
theory is developed for literature, it cannot be applied to games without 
revision (Mortensen 2003, 25). The flexible nature of games, their adapt-
ability, and procedurality make it questionable to reduce them to “texts”, 
and the ludic and playful interactions required by games necessitate a mod-
ification of reader-response theory that takes into consideration the active, 
non-trivial process of traversing games. This is why we talk about the 
player-response approach. It aims to empower the player in the meaning- 
making process in a similar way as the reader-response theory empowers 
the reader. The player-response approach implies that we cannot under-
stand games as a medium or the meaning-making process associated with 
it without taking into account players and the fact that there is a plethora 
of responses to a single game. 

Of particular importance to our discussion here is understanding reader- 
response theory’s idea of the reader – the individual receiver of the text 
and in certain ways comparable to the player. Reader-response theory pos-
tulates that there can be different readers, such as an empirical reader, 
understood as a historical reader who actually engages with a text, but also 
an implied reader, who is a conceptual reader as presupposed by the struc-
ture of the text itself (Iser 1978, 34). Author and literary scholar Umberto 
Eco also differentiates these readers from the model reader, which is the 
possible reader that the author has in mind when composing the text (Eco 
1979, 7). The empirical reader, or, as literary scholar Wolfgang Iser says, 
the real reader, “is invoked mainly in study of the history of responses, i.e., 
when attention is focused on the way in which a literary work has been re-
ceived by a specific reading public” (Iser 1978, 28). Studying the empirical 
reader can give us new, surprising insights, as can be seen from cultural 
studies scholar Janice Radway’s groundbreaking work from 1984 on how 
women read romance novels. She discovered that the assumptions about 
women’s use of a particular genre of literature were flawed, and the readers 
she studied gained a wide range of gratifications from the reading which 
had as much to do with the context to the reading process as it had to do 
with the words in the text (Radway 1984).

The implied reader, however, is understood from the text and is the 
reader figure as defined by the structure of the text – a construct implied by 
the writing style, address, and organization of the text. According to Iser, 
in order to understand how literary works affect us, we must not assume 
anything about the nature or context of the reader. The implied reader is 
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a construct of the text and only exists in the structure of the text, but he 
embodies all the qualifications for the literary work to have an effect (Iser 
1978, 34).

Iser’s implied reader is not the target reader or the reader imagined by the 
author (Booth 1961). Iser’s implied reader is a dynamic construction that 
steps out of the text through close scrutiny. To understand the implied reader, 
we need to understand how the real reader interacts with the text. Here Iser 
uses the term interaction, which in literary theory does not indicate the kind 
of interaction that changes the structure of the work or which is discernable 
to an outside observer; it is an interaction of comprehension. What it changes 
is the reader’s relationship to the text and the desire to “create the conditions 
necessary for the effectiveness of that text” (Iser 1978, 9). This can cause 
some confusion in the study of games, since game studies uses interaction to 
mean an action that leads to some discernible change, a change that can be 
observed from the outside. Games are built on a wide range of such inter-
actions, where the player’s input and the technology’s response creates the 
game in itself. To use the game Candy Crush (King 2012) as an example: The 
ability to move a piece of candy may not change the comprehension of the 
game, but the understanding that moving them in certain manners leads to 
new benefits that change the chances of winning, and the behavior of more 
than the one candy you move can trigger a cascade of realizations about how 
the game works, changing the player’s approach, strategy, and behavior. It is 
thus clear that the interaction of player and game, while related, is different 
from the interaction of reader and text. This makes interaction a very impre-
cise term to use in this discussion, and when we talk about the player’s inter-
nal process of engagement, we will attempt to describe it in other terms, such 
as comprehension or interpretation. Interaction will be used only to describe 
the actual process of input and response expressed in game play.

For our below discussion of the implied player, it is also important to 
distinguish Iser’s implied reader from Eco’s model reader (Eco 1979, 7). 
The model reader is an anticipated reader, a tool by the author in the writ-
ing process. This assumed reader is able to interpret the codes the author 
generates in the writing. Different texts have different model readers. For 
Eco, open texts are those that allow multiple readings, while closed texts 
strictly guide the reader toward one intended meaning. The model reader of 
a closed text can be any random audience that happens to approach it. Due 
to the unpredictable nature of this model reader, the text needs to lead the 
reader by hand, signaling each twist and turn in advance, because it cannot 
assume that the model reader knows the genre, the topic, and direction of 
the story. In an open text, on the other hand, the model reader is assumed 
to know the topic, and the model reader is predictable – a skilled, engaged, 
able reader, who can decode the complexity of the text (Eco 1979, 8–9). 
Eco’s model reader for an open text is however approaching the implied 
reader since this reader can be extrapolated from the text itself. This reader 
is not random, but closely integrated into the structure and the writing.



88 Experiences with transgressive games

When we choose to dwell on Iser and partly Eco in this context, it is due 
to their emphasis on the reader as a vital participant in the realization of 
the text. Where Radway focuses on the reader and her use of the text rather 
than the text itself, Iser and Eco both look to the reader to find the mech-
anisms that bring the text alive. In other words: While Radway studies the 
reader in order to understand readers, a parallel to player-oriented studies 
in game studies, Iser and Eco study the reader in order to understand the 
text. They demonstrate the importance of the activity of the reader in the 
face of the text. Together with literary critic Roland Barthes and his un-
derstanding of the importance of the reader in relationship to the author 
(Barthes 1977), they all introduced an understanding of the text as some-
thing that depended on a reader to be fully realized. In player-response 
theory, we are stressing the same approach: Games cannot be actualized 
without the player’s interaction, and for this reason we argue that we must 
study players in order to understand games.

Toward an implied player

Analyzing media texts from the perspective of the implied reader has been 
a central strategy to reader-response theory, and the term implied player 
has been adapted into game studies (Aarseth 2007; Mortensen 2003) to 
reflect the idea that game design provides clues as to how the model player 
is supposed to play a certain game. However, although we agree that game 
design indeed says a lot about the role that the designers have intended the 
model player to take, we also believe that this only tells part of the story. 
To clarify how the player-response perspective significantly breaks with 
the reader-response theory of Iser, and in what ways the implied player 
indicates a different position than the implied reader, it is crucial to under-
stand the nuances of what it means to interact with a game. For a nuanced 
understanding of games, it is also necessary to take into consideration the 
accounts of empirical players and to understand how they actually interact 
with a game. In the following, we will argue that this is related to the fact 
that games are designed as systems and because interacting with such sys-
tems needs a certain kind of effort on the part of the player.

Games are designed as systems

If we argue that the implied player is the player intended by the game de-
sign, we must also ask whether there is an authorial voice in the game that 
steers the player in a certain direction. In order to explore this argument, 
we must take a closer look at game design and how it compares to au-
thorship. Game design is often referred to as second-order design because 
game designers cannot design a particular behavior – they are limited to 
design tools and systems with which the players can interact (Salen and 
 Zimmerman 2004). This means that designers can only create an activity 



The player-response perspective 89

space that offers opportunities for interaction, not the interaction itself. 
What designers create is a system consisting of an environment and rules of 
behavior. As systems, games consist of parts that work together as a whole 
(Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 152). There is little doubt that how the en-
vironment and its rules are designed have a strong impact on gameplay by 
facilitating and guiding how players interact with the game, but to under-
stand the extent of this impact, we need to understand how players come to 
learn the properties and behavior.

In order to play the game, the player must learn the interaction possibili-
ties that the game offers, also known as its affordances (Gibson 1979, 127). 
In his seminal work on the ecology of visual perception, psychologist James 
J. Gibson argues that we perceive the environment around us in terms of 
potentials for interaction. According to this theory, affordances are proper-
ties of an object or environment that allow a human or animal to interact 
with that object or environment. Affordances help us identify the possibili-
ties and constraints in the environment: They guide our interaction. In the 
physical world, we may see a ladder and perceive it as offering the possibil-
ity for climbing; or we may encounter a door and understand that it offers 
the option for opening and closing. Although they are designed environ-
ments that offer stricter interaction possibilities than the physical world, 
video games are also perceived in a similar manner: The game controllers 
have properties that allow us to interact with the gameworld, and inside, 
we learn that certain objects, such as walls and rivers, may restrict our 
actions, and others, such as weapons and tools, offer potential for action. 
Understanding the affordances of the gameworld allows us to learn the 
range of options that are available for us. The gameworld and everything 
it contains is of course designed with the intention of gameplay, but would 
it then be reasonable to call a player who interacts accordingly an implied 
player? The implied player would obviously use in-game explosives for de-
struction that leads to progress in the game – but what if they use the explo-
sive for throwing their avatars into the air to reach areas that they were not 
meant to reach? Are these players unpredictable empirical players that it is 
impossible to design for? Or are they model players of an open game text? 
Depending on the answer, such actions should be taken into consideration 
in the design of the game.

In order to complicate matters more, let us consider a particular set of 
affordances that concerns the rules and behavior of the game system – 
the procedural aspect of games. According to digital media scholar Janet 
 Murray, procedurality is one of the essential properties of digital artifacts, 
and she refers to procedurality as the computer’s “defining ability to exe-
cute a series of rules” (Murray 1997, 71). Procedurality is an affordance 
that concerns the ability to carry out processes, which makes games into an 
engine “[d]esigned not to carry static information but to embody complex 
contingent behaviors” (Murray 1997, 72). Through interacting with the 
game, the video game player learns the procedural behavior of the game 
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environment and uses their understanding of the system to play the game in 
the manner they find most interesting. Through manipulating affordances, 
procedures included, players are invited to creatively engage with the rules 
laid out by designers, and due to procedural nature of the game, this crea-
tivity may go far beyond what the designers had in mind. While one may 
argue that this level of freedom is what the designers had in mind for the 
typical player, this is far from how an implied reader is positioned in a 
literary text. Individual empirical players will approach the game in just 
as many ways as people will use a building: The organization of rooms of 
a hospital definitely has an impact upon the use as there will be surgery 
rooms, patient rooms, examination rooms, offices, and so on, and there 
will be intended users of that hospital such as patients, nurses, doctors, 
janitors, and others. However, calling them “implied users” in the same 
vein as the implied reader would be to miss the fact that studies of empir-
ical users and their needs are the point of departure for the design of such 
buildings. If we move into the field of User Experience and interaction de-
sign, we also see a similar approach: Designers do not look at their product 
to find out who the users are; on the contrary, like Radway does when she 
studies how real women actually use Romances, designers ideally look at 
actual, empirical users of comparable tools and spaces to get insight into 
how their product should be designed. As systems designed for interaction 
and use, and with a high degree of focus on usability and a meaningful 
user experience, games should then also be understood through the lens of 
empirical players. 

At the same time, we do not ignore the fact that games are also expres-
sive media and that the designers often may have an authorial ambition in 
which they have an implied player in mind. Building on Murray, Bogost 
stresses that procedurality should be understood as “the core practice of 
software authorship” due to its basis in algorithms that model the behav-
ior of things. In making a system behave procedurally, its authors create 
code that “enforces rules to generate some kind of representation, rather 
than authoring the representation itself” (Bogost 2007, 4). Meaning, then, 
is created through the interaction with algorithms, which takes us to the 
idea that procedures also can be rhetorical. Bogost argues that even though 
rules are often considered to limit behavior, such constraints may also cre-
ate a space for expression or a logic that guides our activities. When talk-
ing about rhetoric, Bogost refers to “effective and persuasive expression” 
( Bogost 2007, 3), and draws a historical line of the development of different 
forms of rhetoric, spanning the oratory of Antiquity via written expressions 
and visual rhetoric before moving on to digital rhetoric and, last, proce-
dural rhetoric. Procedural rhetoric, as defined by Bogost, is “the practice 
of using processes persuasively” (Bogost 2007, 28–29). This presupposes 
an intention on the part of the designer in that procedural rhetoric entails 
the authoring of persuasive arguments through the construction of rules of 
behavior and of dynamic models. 
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While the concept of procedural rhetoric stresses the important idea that 
there is an authorial voice behind design and that a game’s mechanics and 
procedures may very well be designed with the intention of promoting a 
particular argument, how the argument is received by the individual empir-
ical player is entirely subjective. If we follow Stuart Hall’s theory of encod-
ing and decoding, which we briefly discussed in the introduction, it is vital 
to understand that the communicative process includes both an authorial 
intention – an encoding – and an interpretation by the audience – a decod-
ing (Hall 2006, 165). In other words, regardless of how explicitly an au-
thor stresses their goal of their communication in their message, there is no 
guarantee that the individuals on the receiving end will accept the intention 
of the message. Hall’s theory stresses that decoding can be separated into 
three categories: The dominant-hegemonic reading, where the message is 
decoded in the way the author intended stands opposing the oppositional 
reading, where the message is decoded in a resistant way, and the decoder 
questions the message and looks for alternative interpretations. The ne-
gotiated decoding lies somewhere between the two, in that the message is 
partly accepted by the decoder (Hall 2006, 173). Hall’s theory stresses the 
fact that interpretation is a complicated process where both cultural codes 
and the socio-historical context of both author and audience matter. The 
model is relevant to most kinds of media communication – from the recep-
tion of news as made visible in the recent debates about “fake news” to the 
reception of games. This has been demonstrated in gamer culture debates 
about the content of video games, where, for instance, Anita Sarkeesian’s 
feminist criticism has been treated as an attack not only on games but also 
on gamers (Mortensen 2016). While Hall’s theory helps us understand the 
discrepancy that may happen in the communicative process generally, com-
plex affordances and variable procedurality are two aspects that put the 
reception and use of games in a particular context that differentiates them 
from other media. In combining the encoding/decoding model with the the-
ory of affordances, game scholar Adrienne Shaw has expanded the model 
to account for the configurative processes that are central to interactive 
media such as video games. She shows that practices such as modding and 
cheating may not necessarily be inherently oppositional because such activ-
ities are often encouraged or at least made possible by the developer (Shaw 
2017, 598–99), but it is important to stress that it also means that a game 
developer, to an even lesser extent than an author, can be in control of their 
own message. 

Games require effort

While the procedurality and affordances of games create a situation where 
the author loses control over the communicative process, it is important 
to stress that how the player engages with the game is also critical in the 
player- response theory. It is not only the game structure that creates a 
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particular situation different from the situation that reader-response the-
ory discussed; how the player interacts with the game text is central in the 
player-response theory. 

Within game studies, gameplay is understood as characterized by a very 
high degree of player autonomy, described by, for instance, Murray as 
agency (1997, 126), and by stressing the exploratory and creative freedom 
of the playful or paratelic mind-set, relating to intrinsic motivation, explo-
ration, and experimentation (Stenros 2015, 66–67). Examples of this are 
found in the variety of descriptions of subversive game practices such as 
the exploration of the limitations of the game system (Aarseth 2007) or the 
use of games for other purposes not intended by the game design such as 
queering (Sihvonen and Stenros 2018). Compared to the reader, the player 
is often perceived as much more in control of the experience as the game 
comes into being through play. 

In stressing the important point that the activity is a central part of the 
player’s response in relation to games, we would also like to bring to the 
attention how games relate to Espen Aarseth’s idea of ergodic texts. As a 
form of literature that needs “nontrivial effort” on part of the reader to 
traverse the text, ergodic literature is contrasted with literature “where the 
effort to traverse the text is trivial, with no extranoematic responsibilities 
placed on the reader except (for example) eye movement and the periodic 
or arbitrary turning of pages” (Aarseth 1997, 1–2). In ergodic texts, the 
dependence on the reader is not only a way to describe the process of com-
prehension and realization that depends on the intellectual and emotional 
abilities of the reader but a direct dependence on the actions of the reader in 
order to make the text progress and to determine the progression of the text. 
One of Aarseth’s examples of ergodic texts is the ancient Chinese divination 
system I Ching (Wilhelm 1923). In order to make sense of the collection 
of sentences and sentence fragments I Ching is comprised of, the person 
approaching the text needs to follow certain rules, which include throwing 
coins and then referencing the places in the book which the coin throws in-
dicate. Together with the question asked, this creates an answer. There are 
other “texts” that do much the same, for instance the Tarot divination cards, 
where the shuffling of the cards serves to randomize the response (Waite 
2005) like the toss of the coins in I Ching. Both systems lean on the numbers 
of random combinations in order to appear driven by divine chance when 
the diviner delivers the interpretation. The unpredictability created by the 
shuffling, throwing, and sheer number of possible combinations these lead 
to is what connects the manually realized I Ching with the electronically or 
digitally realized cybertext, defined by of Aarseth as “texts that involve cal-
culation” (1997, 75) in the production of “strings of signs as they appear to 
the reader” (1997, 62). The idea of the cybertext distinguishes texts that are 
put together by choosing different paths from section to section, from texts 
where the production depends on numbers, such as rolling dice or letting 
the computer roll the dice to come up with somewhat random pieces of text.
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It is possible to argue that since we find numbers at the bottom of any 
code, all digital texts – including video games – are cybertexts, but that 
does not mean cybertexts and video games are the same thing. First, while 
the cybertext presupposes the existence of an interactor, this interaction is 
not necessarily anything similar to gameplay, which includes playful ex-
ploration and creativity, tactical overcoming of certain challenges, and the 
experience of trying to master the system. Sometimes, the interaction of a 
cybertext may be limited to entering a question (Eliza (Weizenbaum 1964)) 
or – unlike the interaction of many games – it may not be connected to 
planning or skills (I Ching). Further, what Aarseth calls cybertext is dis-
tinguished from the wider term hypertext: While a hypertext refers to a 
particular kind of structure and is an alternative to other formats for or-
ganizing texts, a cybertext is based on calculations (Aarseth 1997, 75, 76). 
This indicates that having an underlying code dependent on numbers is not 
enough to create a cybertext. Rather, the events in the text need to depend 
on calculation rather than choice, most commonly activated through a ran-
domizer similar to the coin toss in I Ching but determined by the processing 
power of a digital device. This is where cybertexts and video games come 
close and at some points may overlap. This randomizing function, through 
the use of dice or other mechanisms, is at the heart of a majority of games 
and is an important element of many games of skill as it functions to create 
unpredictability that in analogue games can be introduced by factors such 
as weather or other physical conditions. At the same time, however, there 
are abstract games, games that are fully devoid of outside randomizers, and 
here the unpredictable element is introduced through human ability. While 
there are a few abstract, analogue games, like chess, this is not a common 
feature in video games. Unpredictability is a vital part of the definition of 
games, and in video games this is an integral part of what creates a sense of 
risk, the potential for failure, without which the pleasurable, non- productive 
activities we may be engaged in cease to be gaming and become play.

This detour into cybertext is aiming at the broader understanding of 
the relationship of games to interaction that we pointed out earlier. While 
traditional texts put the reader at the receiving end of the communication 
process, cybertexts, including games, situate the user in a more ambiguous 
position where interaction is not simply user input, and effort may point 
to more or less goal-driven exploration and concern figuring out how the 
system works and what is the most interesting way of manipulating it. Cy-
bertexts presuppose that efforts of the player or user contribute to the cre-
ation or configuration of the text itself (Aarseth 1997). Addressing literary 
theorist Roland Barthes’s argument for the death of the author and the sub-
sequent empowerment of the reader, Aarseth questions the sender position: 

When I fire a virtual laser gun in a computer game such as Space In-
vader, where, and what, am ‘I’? Am I the sender or the receiver? I am 
certainly part of the medium, so perhaps I am the message. (…) just as 
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the game becomes a text for the user at the time of playing, so, it can be 
argued, does the user become a text for the game, since they exchange 
and read to each other’s messages according to a set of codes. The game 
plays the user just as the user plays the game, and there is no message 
apart from the play.

(1997, 162)

Aarseth questions the familiar relationship between the reader and the text 
by indicating that the text that demands interactivity may not be passively 
submitting to the manipulations of the user, but rather steers the steps of 
the player through the text. This is, in Aarseth’s reading, a political ques-
tion as it challenges not only the relationship between author, text, and 
reader, as did reader-response theory, but also the relationships between 
consumer and creator. This is an expression of the discussions around the 
role of the active media user that the digital media permits, and it blooms 
into terms such as prosumer, coined in 1970 by the futurist Alvin Toffler 
but raised to more common understanding and use with the recent and 
current analysis of digital media production and consumption structures 
(Bruns 2006).

Further, Aarseth’s discussion highlights the positions of power of the 
reader and questions whether the reader of a cybertext actually can change 
anything at all. If we assume that the cybertext in this case is a game, 
the reader becomes the player, and what Aarseth discusses is whether the 
player can change anything or is being played – being led through the lab-
yrinth of the game, never seeing the wizard behind the curtain. When talk-
ing about the response to transgressive games, then, this points toward the 
ambiguous relationship between players and transgressive games: While 
the player may have a certain power over the actions and events, the game 
will also guide the player’s actions in a certain way. In certain cases, this 
means that the player, regardless of their choices of action, may end up 
with a situation – for instance, a cutscene – where their actions are limited. 
Being cornered in this way may – intentionally or unintentionally by the 
designer – lead players into having transgressive experiences. 

Who is the implied player?

Above, we have argued that the player-response perspective and the idea of 
an implied player must take into consideration the fact that games are de-
signed systems, and traversing them needs a particular kind of effort on the 
part of the player. This means that while there is a high level of authorial 
guidance in a game, it is not absolute. The player still has agency within 
the systemic properties that the gameworld offers. While reading needs to 
be mastered, once we know it, we rarely struggle to master every single 
book after that. But a game is something we learn, train at, and then, at 
the end, master – supposedly. If we follow the logic relating to Aarseth’s 
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idea of cybertext and Bogost’s idea of procedurality, what we have done is 
to become extremely good at taking direction. The model player would be 
a player able to follow every lead of the game, and hence overcome every 
obstacle, as the game, the rules, and the affordances leads her through the 
procedures making it up. But is this the implied player?

We have earlier described how Iser understands the implied reader not as 
the intended target audience of the text but as a concept or idea created by 
the structure of the text itself (Iser 1978, 34). While this can be reminiscent 
of how game design guides players, on the basis of the above discussion, it is 
important to stress that a game design, and thus also a game structure, will 
always need to be played, and realized, by real, empirical players. These 
players may, during the production of the game, be hypothetical or poten-
tial players for the developers, but since the game cannot move forward 
without actual players, the player constructed by the game is more closely 
aligned with the personas of goal-directed design (Cooper 1999) than with 
the implied reader. While based on empirical users encountered in user 
studies, personas are hypothetical archetypes of actual users (Cooper 1999, 
124), descriptions of model individuals created to represent actual users of 
a particular system. Designers use personas as a tool in the design process 
in order to keep their mind focused on the behavior, motivations, and pref-
erences that actual users of their system would have. Personas allow design-
ers to redirect their attention from an unspecified, generic “user” to focus 
on defined individuals; the creation of personas should be based on actual 
user studies and representations of actual end users (Baxter, Courage, and 
Caine 2015, 41). So, while the implied reader is a product of the structure 
of the text, personas are – like the implied player – the product of actual 
empirical users. 

With this comparison in mind, we must understand the implied player 
thus: First of all, not as an implied player, but as implied players. Al-
though hypothetical, implied players are representations of actual em-
pirical players; but instead of being one or more empirical individuals, 
they are an amalgamation of some of the typical traits found among 
certain actual groups of players. Thus, the implied player is not one, 
but can be a collection of typical players. Implied players are players to 
whom the game has been tailored, a tailoring that centers on the design 
of affordances and rule systems that create an activity space inside which 
the player can execute playful agency through interacting with game 
mechanics. In our player-response theory, this delimitation of implied 
players is important because it demonstrates the importance of taking 
into account empirical players. And as we have pointed out, in order to 
understand implied players, we cannot keep the focus on the text only; 
we also need to understand the position of play. Despite this tailoring, 
they are neither empirical nor model players since the game may afford 
actions which were not planned in the design and which no players have 
actually performed. 
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What this means is that the implied players can never be perfectly shaped 
by the game, because if that happens, then the game ceases to be a game. 
The implied players, as such, are both the players revealed by understand-
ing the game rules, affordances, and structures, but also the players who 
do not always utilize them all in the strictly planned manner. The implied 
players must, in order for the game to remain a game, be flawed, depend-
ent on human impulses, and occasionally irrational and emotional. So a 
player- response theory is a theory of understanding game structures, which 
includes an understanding of the empirical player as much as the model 
player. We can learn all the rules of the game, but it is not a game until it is 
realized by a human being – that is, until it is played.

The player-response approach in practice

Where the reader-response theory looked at the implied reader almost ex-
clusively through looking at a text’s form and structure, player-response 
theory stresses the idea that the structure includes the empirical player. Any 
digital game structure makes so many assumptions about the context of the 
implied players that context becomes hard to ignore. First of all, there is the 
technological part, as digital games assume access and the ability to use a 
particular kind of technology. Where a book is a self-contained delivery 
system, in which the combination of human skill and object is all that is 
needed, even the simplest digital game demands an electrical power source 
and a particular type of machine on which to play. Then, there are also the 
controllers, which tend to favor people with full control of both hands, and 
the image, which demands decent vision, all before we have started to look 
at the structure and content of the particular game. However, while contex-
tual factors are indeed central to understanding all media consumption, for 
games a focus on the empirical player is paramount due to the ergodicity 
and procedurality of games. The fact that games respond differently to dif-
ferent player choices as well as their game literacy stresses the fact that two 
instances of the same game are unlikely to ever be the same, even for the 
same empirical player. As the process of approaching the game as text is not 
mundane, we cannot ignore the material, economic, and political context 
within which games are consumed. The player certainly cannot ignore this 
aspect as she approaches the game as the investment in gaming technology 
is significant and will influence the availability of games, the genres, and 
the potential social use of any given game.

This does not mean that every single instance of analyzing a game, its 
form and its content, needs to start with a full analysis of the technology 
it is consumed on or the range of possible playstyles and how it affects the 
gameplay experience or the game outcome, but it means that we cannot 
assume that any digital game is consumed in a vacuum, where these as-
pects have no meaning. If nothing else, then lag, interface distortion, or 
the need to use emulators to make a game run on alternative technology 



The player-response perspective 97

will change how a game’s structure work. If a process is meant to be quick 
and fluid, but ends up slow and erratic, be it due to playstyle or technical 
shortcomings, this changes the very structure of the game significantly. 
And where a hypothetical one-armed reader has few problems reading a 
printed book, she will need a special input device to play, which may end 
up either removing several features of a digital game or making them irrel-
evant, if it is necessary to introduce shortcuts to move beyond a point in 
the process. This makes it vital to look also at empirical players’ responses 
to any given game in order to fully understand how a system creates its 
implied players and in order to understand how the realization of form and 
content takes place. We need to understand how games are played and how 
people feel about playing them. With the human being as an integrated 
part of the game, we have added a third aspect to the model of analysis: A 
game contains form, content, and player. All this is obviously also crucial 
for studying transgressive aesthetics in games, and our study looks at all 
the three in unison.

However, to do a game analysis using close reading from the perspective 
of the idea of an implied player has certain weaknesses, weaknesses that 
are more prominent in games compared to linear media, due to games’ ad-
aptability with regards to playstyles and the individual player’s gameplay 
competence. First, as we take on the roles of both players and research-
ers, we can hardly claim that our gameplay is anywhere near the implied 
players’ perspective. Researchers are a distinct group of players who even 
when they play according to the game’s design are not close to neither the 
average nor the model player, because they often play with a particular 
goal in mind. Even when playing for leisure, a researcher’s professional, 
often analytical, relationship to the medium will affect the way they expe-
rience the game. A researcher may also play for the purpose of exploring a 
theory, for material for a questionnaire, or for the revision or checking of 
certain facts to offer some non-casual reasons for research play. Further, 
while it is possible to examine the game’s design, and on that basis identify 
what activities that particular design invites, we cannot know whether the 
design actually makes the player participate in the actions they are invited 
to. Aarseth’s examples of transgressive gameplay that seeks to exploit the 
game simulation demonstrate this. This issue is also well illustrated with a 
reference to gamification: While proponents of gamification stress that cer-
tain kinds of game design are effective because they tap into psychological 
mechanisms (Linehan, Kirman, and Roche 2014), this claim is speculative 
as long as we know that human response is more flexible than behaviorism 
states. This is also why user testing for a long time has been a standard 
component in different areas such as advertising, market research, soft-
ware development, and media research. To understand at least a minimum 
of the variation in how games are understood, interpreted, and interacted 
with, we cannot be limited to looking at what the design invites the hypo-
thetical player to do.
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For this reason, the player-response approach we are advocating implies 
taking into account the experiences and interpretations of other empirical 
players apart from ourselves for the purpose of understanding the particu-
lar games better, indicating that the implied player is not only a factor of 
the game structure, but also of the game in its many instances of play. The 
primary aim of the player-response perspective is not to understand players 
better, but to understand the games better, and since play is what realizes 
the games, we need to include the play experiences. In our understanding 
of this, games are realized as a dialogue between the text and the user. This 
leads to a side effect of the player-response perspective – that the approach 
leads to a better understanding of player practices.
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While few video games are experienced as transgressive all the time, there 
are many modern video games that have moments that can be experienced 
as transgressive. As we showed in Chapter 3, while Hatred (Destructive 
Creations 2015) is a game that all our respondents experienced as spec-
ulative and tasteless in the introductory cutscene, they found that, when 
playing over time, the sensation of offense diminished. The sensation of 
transgression was not a constant – for some it quickly disappeared, while 
for others it returned during certain in-game events. Also, one of the play-
ers of Grand Theft Auto V (GTAV) reported that at first the game was 
okay, but over time the racial slurs became unbearable. 

Here we need to ask whether every experience of discomfort is transgres-
sive. Distinguishing between different experiences of discomfort is difficult, 
and we have, due to the exploratory nature of the study, been generous 
in defining transgressive experiences. At the same time, our attention has 
been either on the moments when the players have reported a high level of 
discomfort, enough that it has been at the edge of making them abandon 
gameplay, or the moments when they, in retrospect, have pointed out that 
an experience has been pushing at their boundaries. This is in line with our 
distinction between profound transgression and transgressive aesthetics. 
Our focus is not on the offense that makes the players stop playing, but 
on the aesthetics that is pushing at their boundaries, forcing them to deal 
with a sense of dissonance between the desire to traverse the game and the 
discomfort of the experience.

An important question in our study has been to ask how players deal 
with transgressive game experiences. What happens to the players’ sense of 
engagement in the game, and is the playful mindset affected in any way? 
What is it that makes players continue to play, even when the game content 
rubs them against the grain, and when do the transgressions become so 
profound that the players quit the game? In order to understand the po-
tential power of transgressions in video games, we have to take a look at 
how players engage with games, not only by interpreting them or by issuing 
commands, but through play as activity and through a playful mindset. 
In this chapter, we will take a deeper look at player engagement and the 

5 Transgressive gameplay 
experiences
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mindset that people employ when they play, and what impact transgres-
sions have on this mindset. We will argue that in a game context, trans-
gressions can be moderated and become bearable for a number of reasons 
that all connect to the fact that the transgressive experiences happen within 
a ludic and also a fictional frame. This frame is an aesthetic frame, but it is 
also characterized by a playful mindset.

Approaching the study of how play happens from more than one angle 
gives us no definite answer about how people play their games. Instead 
it reveals the extreme variety of play, including the multitude of factors 
that can influence it. More importantly, it also reveals that how we per-
ceive play practice will depend on the parameters we apply to the study of 
it. We could have looked at game genres and discussed how these can be 
determined by play practice as much as by content and theme, or at age 
groups and discussed how play practice is determined by free time, respon-
sibilities, and social circle at different stages of life. The practice of play is 
endlessly flexible and will serve the individual player. Media scholar Faltin 
Karlsen interviewed players who invested a lot of time in their play and 
found that, for many of them, excessive play was something they did for 
a period in their life (Karlsen 2013). This indicates that the play practices 
of the empirical player are not firm and stagnant but alive and flexible. A 
player who is very serious about a game can be serious about enjoying it 
casually; a casual game can be played in a hardcore manner. This means 
that many common play practices must be described on a case-by-case ba-
sis, where each game will have player communities developing their own 
styles, while certain communities may change the games they play to suit 
their own practice. 

For the study of games, it underlines the necessity of a player-based un-
derstanding of the structure, because the intentions and engagement one 
brings to the game significantly changes the meaning of the game even if it 
does not change anything else. This is why the game Gnav is a traditional 
children’s game in the Nordic countries today, despite its history as a for-
bidden hazard game. The players, their intention, and the context in which 
it is played can move a game from one category to another, from one genre 
to another, from one legal definition to another. 

The fallacy of play

Play is not a single thing that is easy to isolate. Rather, it is everything 
from free-form creative behavior to a choreographed ritualistic expression 
of movement. This makes it extraordinarily difficult to define and, oddly 
enough, easy to ignore. Play is ubiquitous, and often counter-productive 
and rebellious, which tend to lead to its being waved aside as non-serious 
or, at best, a distraction to break the monotony of a routine work. Play 
refers to a range of different activities, including the playing of music, par-
ticipation in theatrical play, and the playing of games and with toys. Also, 
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the word is used to denote joking, deception, and make-believe (Salen and 
Zimmerman 2004, 303; Schechner 2013, 91). While we play structured 
and rule-bound games, play alone is a free-form and more permeable ac-
tivity. Roger Caillois uses the terms ludus and paidia for the play of games 
and free-form play, respectively (Caillois 2001, 27). In many languages, 
play denotes the activity itself, while game refers to the rule system or even 
the game object when it comes in a box. Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman 
define play as “free movement within a more rigid structure” (Salen and 
Zimmerman 2004, 304), and argue that play is something that occurs both 
in opposition to and through exploring and experimenting with the rigid 
structures. Further, in Salen and Zimmerman’s view, play can be under-
stood as an overarching category of activities that includes games, but also 
as one of several essential components of games. In the following discus-
sion, we are focusing on play as a specific activity; it is what players do 
when they engage with games. 

Play is a word that tends to be associated with something that is harm-
less because it happens within the boundaries of not being “real”. How-
ever, as we stated in the introductory chapter, it is a fallacy to see play as 
non-serious, fun, safe, and not having any consequences to life (Csiksz-
entmihaly 1981, 14; Geertz 1973, 432–33; Jørgensen 2014; Linderoth 
and Mortensen 2015; Malaby 2007, 107; Montola 2010; Schechner 2013, 
118–19; Stenros 2015, 72–76). Play has never been isolated from reality; 
on the contrary, play has always had a grain of seriousness to it. Already 
in 1901, philosopher Karl Groos argued that children’s play involves skills 
necessary for survival and is therefore not separate from reality (Csiksz-
entmihaly 1981, 14). In this sense, at the core, play reflects the sinister 
issue of a potential threat. Play theory pioneers Johan Huizinga and Roger 
Caillois showed how games and play spring out of culture and also affect 
culture at large (Caillois 2001; Huizinga 1955). More recently, cultural 
anthropologist Thomas Malaby has argued that while games and play are 
socially constructed to be separable from life “to some degree”, he ques-
tions whether there is a strong boundary between play and ordinary life 
(Malaby 2007, 109). Also, in their research on hard-core gamers, game 
scholars Daniel Pargman and Peter Jakobsson (Pargman and Jakobsson 
2008) found that it is difficult to conceive of a clear absolute border be-
tween play and everyday life. 

Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi argues that play is paradoxical: 
Play performs socializing functions and is the origin from which cultural 
and social institutions are built; but at the same time, play is also supposed 
to be disengaged from reality. As a subset of life that is both inside and 
outside of everyday life, play allows us to “rehearse for the serious business 
of adaptation” (Csikszentmihaly 1981, 14). Performance theorist Richard 
Schechner takes a similar but different approach in claiming that “playing 
is double-edged, ambiguous, moving in several directions simultaneously” 
(Schechner 2013, 89). To play is at once very real and highly exploratory, 
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and a playful situation may have sudden shifts between serious and fun. 
Schechner points out that the mood in a play situation may change com-
pletely and swiftly, illustrated by children’s play where a child may laugh at 
one moment, then cry, then be angry, before abruptly shifting into laughter 
again. This happens not only in free-form play, but also in well-structured 
game situations such as sport events, where an injury to a player in the 
field risks collapsing the playful mood (Schechner 2013, 96). For Schechner, 
however, this ambiguity is not paradoxical, but an inherent characteristic 
of play: To engage in play means to put oneself at a certain risk, either 
emotionally or physically, and it is a central feature of play that ties in 
with its creative and exploratory aspects. Play is not interesting unless it 
can explore its own boundaries, or as Jonas Linderoth and Torill Elvira 
Mortensen state, play is “something precarious, a balance that needs to be 
maintained unbroken but at the same time needs to be challenged and put 
at risk in order to remain interesting” (2015, 6).

This also points to the idea that there is not a long distance between play 
and transgression. Closely related to Clifford Geertz’ description of deep 
play, which is play that involves so high stakes that it may seem unreason-
able to engage in it in the first place (Geertz 1973, 454), Schechner intro-
duces dark play: Play that stresses “risk, deception, and sheer thrill”, and 
that “subverts order, dissolves frames, and breaks its own rules – so much 
that the playing itself is in danger of being destroyed” (Schechner 2013, 
119). These are examples of what Jaakko Stenros labels bad play, which he 
defines as norm-defying play that goes against the idealized understanding 
of play as inherently positive (Stenros 2015, 75). He borrows the term from 
David Myers who describes bad play as “play that is threatening, risky, or 
otherwise harmful to the self and others; and play that is against the rules” 
(Myers 2010, 17). Bad play thus includes play practices that subvert the 
game rules; that disrupts other player’s sense of play; and play that is poten-
tially harmful. Bad play can be dangerous, irresponsible, taboo-breaking, 
or unsportsmanlike, and Stenros later describes such forms of play as trans-
gressive, referring to play activities which are not always identified as play, 
but which may be carried out as play, that is, from within a playful mindset 
(Stenros 2018). Calling such play transgressive, Stenros also expands it to 
play that challenges power structures, illegal play, and taboo play (Stenros 
2015, 74).

If we move on to the digital evolution of games, bad play is further 
exemplified through practices such as ganking and griefing, which is play 
in multi-player games that aim for other players’ distress. When such play 
practices are combined with the dramatic aspects of modern game worlds 
that support narrative content and fictive universes, this merger opens 
up for complex situations where the playful exploration of the bounda-
ries of the game mechanics interacts with character empathy and drama. 
This leads to play events such as the classic situation in The Sims (Maxis 
2000) where the player kills a character by removing the swimming pool 
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ladder to watch them drown, or the player rejects the love interest in 
Dragon Age: Origins (Bioware 2009) just for the curiosity of exploring 
how they react. 

Having argued against the idea of play as fun, safe, and apart from life, 
and having established that a central characteristic of play is a form of ex-
ploration and creativity which challenges norms and the idea of what is and 
is not appropriate or good, we may now conclude that play does not have 
to be of the norm-abiding kind, and that players may often be attracted 
to games due to the ambiguous nature of play and the fact that it invites 
the exploration of the boundary between what is and what is not play. Al-
though few players enjoy being the transgressee, the target of transgressive 
play; by joining play, they have agreed to a social contract that states that 
there is a risk of discomfort and disappointment. 

Throughout this chapter, we will see how the player respondents in our 
study engage with transgressive game content and how their engagement 
challenges the idea of idealized play. The first half of the chapter discusses 
how player motivation, engagement, and playfulness are affected by trans-
gressive game content. The latter part of the chapter discusses the differ-
ent mitigation techniques that the player respondents employ in order to 
continue playing when they encounter game content that they experience 
as transgressive. As we will see, in many situations there is a reciprocal re-
lationship between the transgressive content and the specific ludic mindset, 
and this relationship contributes to the players’ interpretation of the trans-
gressive game content and thus of the gameplay situation. 

Engaging in play

A long-standing question in game studies concerns how players engage 
with video games. Although play is a central form of engagement, there 
are also a number of other motivations, player styles, and attitudes that 
provide a context for why people play in the first place. In game studies, 
researchers have developed different concepts and overviews that describe 
and characterize player engagement in games, spanning from game de-
signer and scholar Richard Bartle’s famous categorization of players of 
MUDs into the four types – killers, achievers, socializers, and explorers 
(Bartle 1996) – to the descriptions of experiential phenomena, such as im-
mersion (Brown and Cairns 2004; Calleja 2014; Ermi and Mäyrä 2005; 
McMahan 2003; Murray 1997), engrossment (Brown and Cairns 2004; 
Ermi and Mäyrä 2005), incorporation (Calleja 2014), and flow (Isbister 
2016; Salen and Zimmerman 2004). While Bartle’s categories describe 
four cardinal player types that are often observed in online game environ-
ments based on whether their interests are primarily based on interacting 
with the game environment itself or with other players, the other concepts 
are attempts at grasping the deep focus and concentration that often char-
acterize descriptions of the experience of involvement that players have 
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with games. Another focus has been on motivations and mindsets. Psy-
chologist and game scholar Nick Yee used Bartle as a starting point for a 
survey of the motivations of more than 30,000 MMORPG players (Yee 
2006). For understanding the psychological foundations for play and the 
playful mindset, Jaakko Stenros has demonstrated the relevance of rever-
sal theory by discussing how different playful mindsets correspond with 
telic and paratelic metamotivational states (Stenros 2015). Below, we will 
discuss engagement with games with this terminology as our point of de-
parture, showing how it integrates with other understandings of playful 
involvement; at the same time, it helps illuminate player engagement with 
transgressive games. 

The seriousness of play

Whatever we call the engagement that players experience when playing 
games, it is clear that it is fueled with intrinsic motivation and a high level 
of attention and commitment. As Jørgensen has argued elsewhere, there 
is always a core of seriousness in gameplay, in the sense that players need 
to take the social contract of play seriously (Jørgensen 2014). Engaging in 
gameplay thus implies that players take a sincere attitude toward the game-
play situation and indicates a willingness to submit to the frames set up by 
the game, regardless of whether these are open-ended, such as in free-form 
play, or more restrictive, such as in rule-bound games. During gameplay, 
players take on what Bernard Suits calls the lusory attitude, in which play-
ers accept restricted freedom of action for the sake of engaging in gameplay 
(Suits 1990, 38–39). When this mode is activated, the player takes the game 
seriously as a frame of reference that allows them to give value to in-game 
results such as failure and success. To take on this attitude is a requirement 
for playing and demands a certain degree of commitment, since the player 
cannot simply quit in the middle of the game without disrupting the game 
for the other players (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 97). Although this se-
riousness is grounded in the gameplay situation, it often goes beyond the 
game itself, illustrated by the fact that gameplay often may affect the play-
ers’ moods. Examples include players’ becoming frustrated when they fail 
a challenge over and over again or when they experience other players sab-
otaging their strategy. When players let their frustration affect their mood 
outside the game, they are often accused of taking the game too seriously, 
but in certain contexts, players are expected to take the game situation seri-
ously. So-called hardcore gamers are known, for instance, for their dedica-
tion to a game in that they often enjoy difficult games and invest much time 
and resources into playing them (Bosser and Nakatsu 2006; Juul 2010, 29). 
In some cases, hard core is associated with playing according to specific 
rules that make the game more complicated than it might otherwise be: 
For instance, increasing in strength through leveling but according to very 
specific, often self-imposed rules (Pachria 2014).
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The idea that play is inherently serious is supported by reversal theory, 
which is a psychological theory of motivation and emotion that describes 
how human experience can oscillate – or reverse – between psychological 
states (Apter 2001). While traditional arousal theory stresses that as arousal 
levels increase, there is an experiential move from boredom to excitement, 
relaxation, and anxiety, reversal theory suggests that there are two paths 
depending on the metamotivational state: One excitement- seeking  path 
between boredom and excitement and another, anxiety-avoiding  
path between relaxation and anxiety. The metamotivational states help us 
organize and interpret motivation. Central to reversal theory is the idea 
that these states both concern arousal and that whether or not this arousal 
is experienced as negative or positive – as anxiety or excitement – depends 
on how the individual interprets an experience. In other words, since anx-
iety and excitement are both forms of arousal, one can easily reverse into 
the other depending on the framing of a specific situation. In this sense, an 
activity that at one point is relaxing can easily change into boredom, and 
exciting activities can easily become anxiety-inducing (Apter 2001; Stenros 
2015). For example, gameplay that would normally be experienced as re-
laxing when played for recreation may easily turn into boredom if played 
for work, and a suspenseful horror game may at a certain point turn from 
excitement to anxiety if the player does not master controllers. In other 
words, the fun factor can easily change into discomfort (Jørgensen 2016b). 
The anxiety-avoiding and the excitement-seeking metamotivational states 
are in reversal theory called telic and paratelic states (Apter 2001). Both are 
prevalent in gameplay. 

The telic state

The telic metamotivational state is a serious, goal-oriented mindset (Svebak 
and Apter 1987). It comes into being when strategic thinking and long-term 
effects are in focus. This mindset values careful planning while avoiding 
arousal, risk, and anxiety (Stenros 2015; Svebak and Apter 1987). The telic 
mindset can be put in context with games in situations where the players’ 
mindset and motivation are more calculated, and is oriented toward the 
game’s goals and how to reach them in a strategically optimal manner. 
It is typically present when players direct their attention toward utilizing 
game mechanics in an optimal gameplay and can, for this reason, be asso-
ciated with the playstyle of Bartle’s achiever – players who are motivated 
by the possibility of acting on the game world (1996). The telic mindset is 
in this sense also characteristic of what Yee calls achievement, which cover 
motivations relating to advancement and progression, understanding me-
chanics, and competition (Yee 2007). The telic mindset is an instrumental 
approach to games, which according to Miguel Sicart calls for powergam-
ing, in that players “make decisions based on strategies afforded by the 
game design, rather than on the moral meaning of their actions” (Sicart 
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2013, 31). Sicart’s view illustrates quite precisely the experiences that the 
Polish student “Stan” (27) had with This War of Mine. He explains how 
he devasted when he found himself in a situation where he had to choose 
between robbing an elderly couple or starving his own household. In the 
end, he found himself playing to win:

What happened from time to time, that… when I started I was pretty 
much cool as a person and I was sometimes choosing stupid deci-
sions, but the more I played, the often I made decision, I actually 
noticed how to survive the game and how to think really tactically 
and strategically.

(Individual interview, Oct 14, 2016)

“Stan’s” experience shows how the telic metamotivational state may draw 
the player’s attention toward the game mechanical aspects of the game and 
away from the fictional context, in line with what game researcher Anders 
Frank calls gamer mode (Frank 2012). Gamer mode is a mindset in which 
the player looks at the game as something that can be learned, mastered, 
and won. In gamer mode, the player focuses on the structure of the game – 
its rules, affordances, restrictions, and rhythm. These include mastering 
the technology, scoring points, beating timed play sessions, acquiring the 
right equipment, and learning the best strategies. Gamer mode allows the 
player to focus on the ludic aspects of a game while ignoring or disengag-
ing with the fictional representation (Frank 2012). In this sense, the game 
becomes rules rather than context. Games are generally utilizing a com-
bination of fictional and ludic elements to communicate game mechanics 
and the goals of the game, but gamer mode makes the fiction of the game 
fade into the background, and the player will focus on the more technical 
aspects of play. 

The paratelic state

Intrinsically motivated, the paratelic state of mind is, in contrast to the 
telic, characterized by being oriented toward the present time, with an “em-
phasis on immediate gratification, emphasis on process, passion, spontane-
ity, freedom, willingness to experiment, disposition towards make- believe, 
and the tendency to prolong the activity if possible” (Stenros 2015, 66–67). 
Further, it is innate to the player and characterized by being its own goal: 
This goal is to maintain this mindset rather than be concerned with long-
term consequences. While it can be activated in an instant, it may also 
change over time and also disappear spontaneously, and its presence in 
the moment makes it fragile. Stenros equals the paratelic metamotivational 
state with playfulness, and points out the importance of separating be-
tween playfulness as a mindset and play as an activity (Stenros 2015, 77).  
Although the division is purely analytical since the two are, in reality, 
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closely intertwined, the differentiation is important because it highlights 
the social fact that we may sometimes engage in gameplay even when not 
in a playful mindset as well as how playful behavior can be performed in 
non-game situations (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 303). Further, reversal 
theory also postulates that when people are in the excitement-seeking or 
paratelic metamotivational state, we experience a protective psychological 
frame: It is a frame that allows us to acknowledge the risks and possibilities 
of danger at the same time as we feel safe, regardless of whether or not we 
are actually safe (Apter 1992, 25–27). This sense of safety is what allows 
us to experience dangerous or uncomfortable experiences in terms of ex-
citement rather than anxiety. 

For transgressive games, the paratelic metamotivational state is of par-
ticular interest because of this protective psychological frame: It invites 
players to explore situations that would feel unsafe and uncomfortable out-
side of this mindset. This helps us understand why some people engage in 
BASE jumping and other playful endeavors that are actually dangerous. 
However, the protective frame also opens up for connecting playfulness 
with fictional engagement, something which is already indicated in that 
make-believe is a characteristic of the paratelic mindset. While appreciators 
of fiction are not in any real danger of the events they are witnessing or en-
acting, they are in a situation of make-believe where they are actively enter-
ing a mindset where they pretend to believe that this is real in the context of 
the staged situation (Jørgensen 2016a, 92). In other words, fiction allows us 
to engage in situations that would be dangerous and unsafe in real life, but 
knowing that we are safe makes it possible for us to endure it. The balance 
between the safe and unsafe is central for the paratelic metamotivational 
state and is also central in connecting play and fiction. 

From paratelic to parapathic

Make-believe is in video games often described in terms of immersion, 
a term used to indicate an absorption into the game, a sense of feeling 
lost within the experience. In Yee’s terminology, immersion concerns a 
player interest in discovering the gameworld, role-playing, character cus-
tomization, and escapism (Yee 2007). This form of engagement that invites 
the player to use their imagination and enjoy the fantasy of the game is 
what Laura Ermi and Frans Mäyrä call imaginative immersion (Ermi and 
Mäyrä 2005). For them, this is the kind of involvement in which the player 
becomes absorbed in the story and fiction of the game and begins to feel 
empathy or identify with the game’s protagonist. Imaginative immersion 
is important for a sense of transgression because when players become 
closely involved with the game’s fiction, narrative, and characters, what 
happens in the game will feel more personal for the player and have more 
emotional impact. Character involvement and a well-built narrative are 
central to imaginative immersion and contribute to an increased sense of 
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seriousness. This is illustrated by “Tony”, who in one of the focus groups 
explains why he does not feel that the infamous torture scene in GTAV is 
impactful: 

But if the sequence in GTA included a character you had a relationship 
to, and that you had become familiar with, then I think it would have 
had much greater impact, but in this situation it is just some poor bas-
tard who gets it from Trevor. (…) Because when you have a relation-
ship, there’s something… then it would be uncomfortable.

(Focus group, Sept 28, 2015)

“Tony” explains that the game has done little to build an empathic rela-
tionship between the player and the tortured character. On the contrary, 
“Tony” is to a greater degree asked to root for the torturer, Trevor, which 
is one of the three characters with avatar status in the game. When the 
player has been given very little information to establish the victim as a 
character – a defined individual with a personality and a motivation – there 
is also little opportunity to make the player empathize with that character 
(Lankoski 2011; Smith 1995). “Tony” is immediately backed up by his 
fellow focus group participant, “Oscar”, who argues that if the victim of 
torture was a character he had come to know well, this would allow for 
emotional impact and stress a critical perspective on torture (focus group, 
Sept 28, 2015).

Here the participants’ experiences can be characterized as parapa-
thic. Derived from reversal theory, Stenros uses the term parapathic play 
( Stenros 2015) to describe the kinds of play that is carried out not for its 
fun value, but because the activity feels meaningful and worthwhile on a 
different level. Parapathic emotions can be associated with horror enter-
tainment and other forms of painful art. In their case studies of player 
experiences with distressing content in intentionally distressing larps, game 
scholars Heidi Hopeametsä (2008) and Markus Montola (2010) discuss 
gameplay that can be characterized as positive negative experiences. These 
are game experiences that are intense and distressing during play yet in ret-
rospect somehow gratifying because they create new insights or experiences 
(Jørgensen 2014, 6–7). In revisiting Montola’s original work, Montola and 
Holopainen (2012) discuss the positive negative experiences of extreme 
larps with reference to the paradox of painful art. The paradox postulates 
that even though people do not generally seek out painful experiences, they 
sometimes do seek out art experiences that they know will be painful such 
as fictional tragedies and other uncomfortable entertainment (Bartsch and 
Oliver 2011; Cupchik 2011; Oliver 2008; Oliver et al. 2016; Schramm and 
Wirth 2010; Smuts 2007; Tamborini et al. 2010; Zillman 1998), including 
video games (Oliver et al. 2016; Rogers et al. 2017). This kind of art and 
media content is appreciated because of its perceived emotional relevance 
in our lives.
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Montola and Holopainen draw on the example of the free-form larp 
Gang Rape (Wrigstad 2007), which stages a gang rape where one player 
takes the role of the victim while the rest are offenders. Having played 
the game, the players reported strong negative reactions to the gameplay 
itself, suffering from physical as well as psychological reactions to the 
game, relating to the cognitive dissonance caused by performing an ac-
tion that differs radically from their typical, or normal, activities (2012). 
With reference to the paradox of painful art, Montola and Holopainen 
argue that Gang Rape players are willing to endure the distress of such 
games because they know the novel but painful experience will give them 
complex, challenging stimuli that are desirable in themselves. Further, 
they stress that experiencing this in a fictional situation is relevant. While 
philosopher Aaron Smuts suggests that painful situations are easier to 
tackle in art and fiction because one is safe from the consequences (Smuts 
2007), for Montola and Holopainen, it is more complicated. For one, 
the experience can be more intense than in a real-life situation due to 
the way stories can compress and exaggerate. Further, with reference to 
Joseph Carroll and Lisa Zunshine, they suggest that fiction can train us 
in empathy and other social skills, thereby giving a better understanding 
of “what we are as human beings” (2012, 27). In conclusion, the discom-
fort that players feel when playing such games is often experienced not as 
pleasurable but as rewarding, and the situation becomes manageable for 
the players because it takes place inside the safe setting of a fictional and 
playful frame.

Dealing with transgressive game content

Although the playing of video games never includes the same kind of risk 
that race car drivers or BASE jumpers face, we have seen that excitement- 
seeking video game players may have an interest in exploring the bound-
aries of a particular game or of their fellow players. In video games, the 
paratelic metamotivational state also covers the desire to perform actions 
and elicit behavior that one cannot do in real life. Further, the sense of 
safety that games and play can create, and which is further emphasized 
through the fictional aspects of modern video games, also allows players 
to endure more than they would in real-world situations. In other words, 
what is transgressive in other situations may not feel transgressive when 
experienced in a video game. 

However, there are situations where the participants in our study find 
that the protective psychological frame threatens to break due to the high 
discomfort they experience when they engage with transgressive game con-
tent. In those cases, players may quit playing the game, or they may use 
mitigating techniques to keep on playing. In the following, we will present 
four mitigation techniques employed by the player participants and discuss 
how they integrate with the telic and paratelic mindset. These techniques 
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are: (1) Activating gamer mode, (2) interpreting the discomfort as mean-
ingful, (3) framing the transgressive content as absurd, exaggerated, and 
humorous, and (4) distracting oneself.

Activating gamer mode

The first mitigation technique involves an activation of gamer mode. As 
Frank’s description of gamer mode suggests, entering this mindset means 
setting the fictional context of the game aside and focusing on the instru-
mental parts of gameplay. Activating gamer mode indicates that the player 
redirects their mindset from the paratelic to the telic metamotivational 
state  – from an excitement-seeking to an excitement-avoiding mindset. 
Thus, activating gamer mode can be used to mitigate the emotional dis-
comfort of game content by taking control over the gameplay situation and 
ignoring what it represents. It is a redirection of attention from content 
to form. This strategy was observed in gameplay journals relating to all 
the games in our study, although to a varying degree and with varying 
effect on how the game consequently was experienced. Some participants 
consciously activated gamer mode as a mitigation strategy. In such cases, 
gamer mode was often experienced as having a positive effect on the play-
er’s continued interest in the game. Other participants, however, find that 
gamer mode is something that they gradually adopt during the process of 
gameplay. We observe that this tends to be experienced as having negative 
effect on the game experience in our study. 

A participant that actively enters gamer mode in order to mitigate the 
sense of transgression is the Norwegian distribution associate “Norah” 
(35). She describes herself as a player who often reflects on the representa-
tions of video games but realizes during the journal logging period that 
GTAV is not easily enjoyable if she approaches the fiction with a critical 
mind. Instead, she actively pursues gamer mode and writes in her third 
gameplay journal that she “didn’t reflect much on stealing or shooting in 
today’s session, I was more interested in having fun” (gameplay log, Jan 18, 
2016). When asked to elaborate in the interview, she explained that rather 
than creating a character to play:

I just brushed off the story and the mission, and just…. kind of went 
in full speed. And that was it. You could say that I let go of the story. 
(…) Now I just put that completely aside, and I thought that was much 
more fun, actually.

(Interview, Mar 1, 2017)

For “Norah”, consciously pursuing gamer mode is a way to mitigate or 
ignore what the fictional representations of GTAV means, and through this 
technique, she is able to avoid feeling disturbed by the content, but instead 
enjoy the game just for its ludic content. The American consumer market 
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researcher “Sally” (26) also had a similar experience with GTAV, although 
for her it is not a deliberate reframing of the game but a mental process that 
happened over time. In the gameplay journal, she writes:

As I’m getting further into the game - I’ve noticed that I’m caring less 
and less about following “real” life rules about driving, etiquette what-
ever…the game doesn’t punish me for it and the satirical nature of the 
whole game makes it feel more acceptable to drive like a maniac. Kinda 
fun actually.

(Gameplay journal, Jan 8, 2017)

Participants playing Hatred reported similar – intentional and unintentional –  
mental processes toward gamer mode. While all three respondents who 
completed their journals initially reported finding the game’s theme and 
actions to be uncomfortable and even repulsive, they found that the sense of 
transgression wore off after a time and what remained was focus on game 
progression and overcoming challenges. One who actively seeks out gamer 
mode as a way to mitigate his discomfort is the Dutch student “Brian” (19). 
In his gameplay log, he writes: “I feel like I’ve grown numb about killing 
people in the game. It doesn’t really matter to me anymore with the excuse 
in my head that it’s just a game” (gameplay log, October 1, 2017). In the 
follow-up interview, he explains, “I just did what I had to do, in order to 
complete the objective. So I forgot about the whole aesthetics of the game as 
a whole” (Interview, October 13, 2016). Not unlike “Norah”, for “Brian” 
entering gamer mode allows him to continue playing a game despite what 
he considers highly problematic representational content. Although gamer 
mode enables “Brian” to continue playing the game, in the interview he 
elaborates that “it felt wrong to feel indifferent about it”. While gamer 
mode here mitigated the sense of transgression, it did not change gameplay 
into something enjoyable, nor did it stop him from reflecting on the morals 
of his actions.

However, while “Brian” consciously engaged in gamer mode when 
playing Hatred, the Polish game designer “Keith” (29) adopted gamer 
mode gradually. He states: “I felt bad for playing the game, but it loses 
its edge very quickly and you’re able to abstract it so that the mechanics 
start playing the first fiddle” (gameplay log, Sept 19, 2016). Describing 
himself as “desensitized”, entering gamer mode is not something he does 
consciously. Instead, over time it becomes the preferred way of engaging 
with the game. 

The anti-war game This War of Mine (11 bit studios and War Child 2014) 
is another game in which gamer mode emerges during gameplay, not as a 
conscious strategy on the part of the player. Instead gamer mode is here as a 
result of experiences the respondents consider to be based in weak game de-
sign. “Leon” (39), a Lithuanian photographer, finds that the game’s design 
stresses the ludic aspects over the fictional and that the game mechanics get 
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in the way of any emotional impact that the fiction could have provided. 
In his first journal entry, he writes that “this game paints a picture of war 
that is somehow dissociated – the characters feel like Tamagotchi that will 
die if you do not feed them” (gameplay journal, Sept 9, 2016). According 
to “Leon”, This War of Mine is balanced in favor of gamer mode, and this 
is something that diminishes the game experience because it trivializes an 
important and serious message. In this sense, his response to gamer mode 
in This War of Mine is similar to that which “Brian” experiences when 
playing Hatred.

We also see that entering gamer mode explicitly mitigates the suspense 
that the respondents experience when playing the horror game Alien: 
Isolation (Creative Assembly 2014). Three out of the five participants 
playing the game describe how the suspense is lifted once they learn the 
monster’s movement pattern. According to “David” (27), this under-
standing makes the game into a puzzle that can be solved rather than an 
unpredictable situation of which he had no control (Interview, Nov 3, 
2016). The sense of discomfort made it easier to continue the game, but 
in the long run, it also led to boredom and repetitiveness. For the Polish 
graphic designer “Mel” (26), the sense of immersion into the fictional 
situation was broken when she figured out the game mechanics. In the 
interview, she explains:

After the sequence [that] I had to repeat so many times, I started to see 
these gameplay patterns, gameplay mechanics. The immersion was re-
ally broken for me in this sequence. (…) In this case, it was really clear 
that no matter what I do, those people will always do the same thing, 
in the same order.

(Interview, Sept 11, 2016)

The insight into the fact that the at first seemingly unbeatable alien some-
how can be figured out changed Mel’s focus and allowed her to activate a 
telic state of mind.

However, neither “David” nor “Mel” actively seek out gamer mode in 
order to be able to endure discomfort; on the contrary, the telic gamer 
mode emerges as they gradually understand the movement patterns of the 
monster and how the game mechanisms work. This takes the edge off a 
suspenseful game experience, not only with the consequence of making the 
game feel less scary, but also of making the game feel less interesting. 

Meaningful discomfort

The second mitigation technique concerns interpreting the transgressive 
content as meaningful to the gameplay situation. As discussed above, 
painful art can be appreciated because it is experienced as being a rele-
vant life experience. As modern video games also are important narrative 
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media, video games have the potential for expressing such experiences. 
Following the idea that imaginative immersion is related to a paratelic 
metamotivational state, we may say that attraction toward uncomfortable 
narrative experiences in a game context is excitement-seeking and that it 
has an important aesthetic component. For many of the participants in 
both the focus group and gameplay journal studies, game content that is 
painful, provocative, or excessive is experienced as endurable in situations 
where the sense of discomfort is experienced as meaningful or rewarding. 
These are situations in which the content was seen as meaningfully inte-
grated into the in-game context, and it made the players reflect (Jørgensen 
2018, 2016b). Below, we will see how this also seems to be the case for 
participants playing This War of Mine, Beyond: Two Souls, and Alien: 
Isolation.

In our studies, “Stan” describes meaningful discomfort in This War 
of Mine. He states that he “loves the game” for its treatment of difficult 
ethical situations and describes several situations that he finds to be emo-
tionally shocking or difficult. When asked in the interview about what 
he likes about the game, he explains that “I pretty much like the heavy 
climate. Because I am a fan of heavy imagery and it makes me think a 
lot” (Interview, Oct 16, 2016). The game’s bleak presentation of the nega-
tive consequences on civilians of war has an emotional impact on “Stan”, 
sometimes to the degree that he feels the need to quit the game for the day. 
He explains: 

Because when I play heavy games, sometimes I get emotions skyrocket 
up or skyrocket down, down bottom. And when it’s really down bot-
tom I really want to quit the day, and go to bed and dream a lot.

(Interview, Oct 16, 2016)

Although the sense of meaningfulness enabled him to continue playing the 
game through a number of harrowing events through seven sessions, in the 
end it is the game’s depressive nature that made him quit. This suggests that 
there is a limit to how long the sense of meaningfulness may mitigate the 
sense of transgression in games. 

While “Stan” does not explain what it is about this heavy imagery that 
resonates particularly well with him, a respondent who does is “Penny”, 
a 23-year-old student from Turkey. She describes her experience with 
 Beyond: Two Souls as a similar meaningfully uncomfortable game ex-
perience. She explains: “I really like the story, it’s really dark, but in the 
way it’s also quite relatable. (…) I also like the way you make decisions 
yourself. So, it’s really makes you think about a lot of things” (Interview, 
November 16, 2016). She elaborates that how the game focuses on un-
foreseeable consequences was important for the impact that the game had 
on her because it made her reflect over the potential consequences of her 
in-game actions.
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The combination of relatable and the lack of transparency of the prac-
tical and emotional consequences for the characters are also important in 
order to engage the Finnish student “Helen” (25). She explains, “When 
you are (…) making the decisions for the characters, you start to reflect 
yourself (…), like what would I do in this situation, what is the morally 
right thing to do in this situation?” (Interview, Nov 16, 2016). This is 
in concert with the idea that games through agency and interaction may 
create a sense of complicity in the player (Jørgensen 2016b; Sicart 2013; 
Smethurst and Craps 2015), that is, the feeling of responsibility for caus-
ing events in a game due to the sense of direct control over actions and 
an interest in keeping the avatar-protagonist alive. According to Sicart, 
the sense of complicity allows the player to engage with the game using 
moral reasoning, and “Penny” and “Helen’s” experiences with Beyond: 
Two Souls also point to the idea that seeing that consequences can be more 
severe than expected, may be another important aspect of complicity. 

A variant of the paradox of painful art is what the film scholar Noel 
Carroll has called the paradox of horror (1990). This paradox concerns 
the apparent conflict between the fact that people normally would not 
subject themselves to discomfort, but horror fiction remains a very pop-
ular genre. Horror fiction is not for everyone, however. There appears to 
be a difference between people who avoid the genre because of the high 
suspense that it creates and people who seek such fiction because of it, or 
perhaps between people who find this kind of suspense emotionally trans-
gressive and those who do not. Playing Alien: Isolation in the game jour-
nal study, the Polish student “Paul” (22) is one of those who are attracted 
to the genre. He describes a high level of suspense, which he characterizes 
as pleasant: 

It’s a pleasant feeling, when the adrenaline goes up, the fear of not 
knowing what’s behind the next corner, and the thing that you can 
maybe push it a little bit more and finish off the game, against all of the 
problems and fears that you face.

(Interview, Nov 1, 2016)

While “Paul” finds the game to be suspenseful, he describes this as a pos-
itive sensation. It may appear that he is attracted to the game due to the 
combination of the suspense that the drama introduces, with the fact that 
he must overcome the suspense and take control over the situation in or-
der to make progress in the game. Contrary to other horror media where 
the media user can only watch as the drama unfolds on the screen, in this 
game, he is also responsible for resolving the situation himself. He cannot 
hide behind closed eyes until the Alien disappears. This provides an extra 
thrill but also a sense of control over the situation. For “Paul”, it appears 
that it is the combination of these factors that puts the game outside a form 
of discomfort that would have made him quit.
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Absurdity, exaggeration, and humor

The third mitigation technique concerns a reading of the game through a lens 
of absurdity, exaggeration, and humor. Psychology has long known humor to 
have a stress-relieving function (Martin 1996), and research on humor and 
social interaction has postulated that humor in certain situations may lower 
conflict levels (Norrick and Spitz 2008). This is also in line with Goffman’s 
frame analysis that shows how humor can work as a key to reframe social 
interaction and give it a new meaning (Goffman 1974). Game scholar Chris-
topher Paul also argues that humor can mitigate the disgust of violence in 
games such as GTA as it redirects the reaction by reframing the experience 
(Paul 2012). In our studies, players experienced that otherwise transgres-
sive or overwhelming game content would be moderated in situations where 
this content was presented in an exaggerated, humorous, or absurd context. 
When the in-game representations are exaggerated, they may lead to a sense 
of absurdity and even humor that stops the players from seeing the situations 
as a serious attempt of realistic representation, thereby also putting over-
whelming or excessive content into an excitement-seeking paratelic frame. 
This was particularly evident in relation to GTAV and Hatred. An example 
is when the respondents were unable to take Hatred seriously due to its ex-
aggerated style and excessive violence. In one of the focus group interviews, 
the Norwegian skilled worker “Aron” (35) described Hatred as “so absurd, 
you can’t do anything but laugh at the supposed mass murderer”. Thus, he 
finds the game to be so excessively extreme that it becomes totally unrealistic, 
and impossible to take seriously (focus group interview, September 28, 2015). 
“Aron” also points to the game’s splatter rhetoric associated with the fact 
that the player can kick his victims’ skulls in as an example of an aesthetic 
that borders into the absurd. The way Hatred plays with splatter genre con-
ventions removes any sense of discomfort for “Aron”, where more moderate 
representations could have preserved it. This response suggests that exagger-
ated violence creates a degree of desensitization and lessened emotional im-
pact by the outrageous acts represented in the game (Brockmyer 2015; Funk 
et al. 2004), but it could also be read as an example of aesthetic distance 
(Cupchik 2002) relating to the genre conventions known from certain genres.

Actively attempting to frame actions in a humorous way can also help 
mitigate the discomfort of excessive violence. In one of the focus groups, 
the Norwegian game designer “Mary” (25) is critical toward GTAV, and 
she did not find the humor and attempts of satire to be successful. However, 
she still finds that the humorous context surrounding the game’s torture 
scene somehow mitigates her discomfort:

What I think is really strange about this scene is that they have tried to 
make it humorous at some points. (…) In a way, it does make it a little 
less nasty because it becomes more absurd. In a way this weakens it [the 
discomfort] somewhat. (…) [But] I still find it gross.

(Focus group interview, October 16, 2015)
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“Mary” recognizes but does not accept the attempts of humor and its 
ability to subdue the discomfort and sanitize the violence. Here, the 
sense of absurdity contributed to making the scene feel less represent-
ative of actual torture. This can be seen in context with research that 
indicates that psychological distance may help transform negative expe-
riences into amusing and humoristic experiences (McGraw and Warren 
2010).

Distraction

The last mitigation technique we have identified concerns how the players 
distract themselves to be able to deal with the transgression. Distracting 
oneself, or cognitively and emotionally reorienting away from the trans-
gressive game content, is a strategy that may take the player out of the 
immersion or flow of the game. As a mitigation technique, this is associated 
with a telic metamotivational state in which the participants have sought to 
avoid anxiety and maintain control over the ludic situation. This mitigation 
technique is in particular evident for the players participating in the Alien: 
Isolation (Creative Assembly 2014) game journal study. The Hungarian re-
cent graduate “David” (27) is not a fan of the horror genre and soon found 
that the game’s suspense level moved into discomfort. In order to be able 
to continue playing the game, however, he employed a range of techniques 
to mitigate the suspense. In the interview, he describes his mitigation tech-
niques in closer detail:

It was the map consulting, or looking at the items, and stuff like that. 
Sometimes I was just starting to chat with somebody on the phone 
while playing; sometimes I took a deliberative break, like a full-out 
break, and just looked at stuff on the Internet, while the game played 
in the background. So it wasn’t my intention to stop the game, just… I 
think there was a few occasions where I even pulled up a walkthrough, 
actually. Because I was trying to find out what’s happening, so I tried to 
sort of mitigating my fears by getting a peek of what’s gonna happen, 
and how I should proceed without being in real danger. So, that was a 
bit of cheating there. So, I think these were the main stuff. [But] I didn’t 
put on music, or something like that. (…) [However,] I did light up all 
the lights in my room when I was playing at night. So, I was trying to 
make it more comfortable. (…)

(Interview, November 3, 2016)

Other kinds of diversions, or conscious reorientations, were observed in 
the live-action role-playing game that were designed and organized as part 
of the project (Bjørkelo and Jørgensen 2018). Here, certain participants 
engaged in in-character activities to ease the mood in situations that were 
observably uncomfortable for participants. Through giving each other 
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support, sharing in-character stories, and joking, the players used socializ-
ing techniques used in everyday situations to mitigate an otherwise uncom-
fortable situation (Dormann and Biddle 2009).

From engagement to emotion

In this chapter, we have discussed how players engage with games in the 
light of game content that they experience as transgressive. Following the 
argument that games and play are inherently serious in a number of ways, 
we have postulated that it is a fallacy to see play as fun and safe, and we 
argue that this is an idealized understanding that is not in line with actual 
play practices, nor with how modern video games operate. While play is 
at the core serious because the player must take a sincere attitude toward 
the play activity, we have also argued that aspects relating to both the telic 
and the paratelic mindset contribute to the seriousness of play: The telic 
mindset is itself characterized by strategy and careful planning, while the 
paratelic mindset invites imaginative immersion, which again can be a plat-
form for the meaningful discomfort of painful art. We have also discussed 
in-game situations where players experience game content as transgressive, 
but still manage to keep playing due to the employment of certain miti-
gation techniques. In the coming chapter, we are asking how players deal 
with transgressive game content emotionally and how this experience can 
be understood as an aesthetic experience.
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Hopeametsä, Heidi. 2008. “24 Hours in a Bomb Shelter.” Edited by Markus Mon-
tola and Jaakko Stenros. Playground Worlds. 2008. https://nordiclarp.org/wiki/
Playground_Worlds.

Huizinga, Johan. 1955. Homo Ludens; A Study of the Play-Element in Culture. 
Humanitas, Beacon Reprints in Humanities. Boston, MA: Beacon Press.

Isbister, Katherine. 2016. How Games Move Us: Emotion by Design. Cambridge: 
The MIT Press.

http://www.hatredgame.com
http://www.hatredgame.com
http://www.digra.org
https://nordiclarp.org
https://nordiclarp.org
http://www.digra.org


120 Experiences with transgressive games

Jørgensen, Kristine. 2014. “Devil’s Plaything. On the Coundary Between Play-
ful and Serious.” DiGRA Nordic ‘14. Proceedings of the 2014 International 
DiGRA Nordic Conference. 2014. www.digra.org/digital-library/publications/
devils-plaything-on-the-boundary-between-playful-and-serious/.

———. 2016a. “Gameworld Interfaces as Make-Believe.” In Digital Make-Believe, 
edited by Phil Turner and J. Tuomas Harviainen, 89–99. Cham: Springer.

———. 2016b. “The Positive Discomfort of Spec Ops: The Line.” Game Stud-
ies: The International Journal of Computer Game Research. 16 (2). http:// 
gamestudies.org/1602/articles/jorgensenkristine.

———. 2018. “When Is It Enough? Uncomfortable Game Content and the Trans-
gression of Player Taste.” In Transgression in Games and Play, edited by Kristine 
Jørgensen and Faltin Karlsen, 153–167. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Juul, Jesper. 2010. A Casual Revolution: Reinventing Video Games and Their 
Players. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Karlsen, Faltin author. 2013. A World of Excesses; Online Games and Excessive 
Playing. Wey Court East: Ashgate Publishing Limited.

Lankoski, Petri. 2011. “Player Character Engagement in Computer Games.” 
Games and Culture 6 (4): 291–311. doi:10.1177/1555412010391088.

Linderoth, Jonas, and Torill Elvira Mortensen. 2015. “Dark Play: The Aesthetics 
of Controversial Playfulness.” In The Dark Side of Game Play: Controversial 
Issues in Playful Environments, edited by Torill Elvira Mortensen, Jonas Lin-
deroth, and Ashley M. L Brown, 3–12. London: Routledge.

Malaby, Thomas M. 2007. “Beyond Play.” Games and Culture 2 (2): 95–113. 
doi:10.1177/1555412007299434.

Martin, Rod A. 1996. “The Situational Humor Response Questionnaire (SHRQ) 
and Coping Humor Scale (CHS): A Decade of Research Findings.” Humor: In-
ternational Journal of Humor Research 9: 251–72.

Maxis. 2000. The Sims. Electronic Arts.
McGraw, A. Peter, and Caleb Warren. 2010. “Benign Violations.” Psychological 

Science 21 (8): 1141–49. doi:10.1177/0956797610376073.
McMahan, Alison. 2003. “Immersion, Engagement and Presence: A Method for 

Analysing 3-D Video Games.” In The Video Game Theory Reader, edited by 
Mark J. P. Wolf and Bernard Perron, 67–86. New York, London: Routledge.

Montola, Markus. 2010. “The Positive Negative Experience in Extreme Role- 
Playing.” In Nordic DiGRA 2010. Stockholm: DiGRA. www.digra.org/wp- 
content/uploads/digital-library/10343.56524.pdf.

Montola, Markus, and Jussi Holopainen. 2012. “First Person Audience and the 
Art of Painful Role-Playing.” In Immersive Gameplay: Essays on Participatory 
Media and Role-Playing, edited by Evan Torner and William J. White, 13–30. 
Jefferson: McFarland & Company.

Murray, Janet. 1997. Hamlet on the Holodeck. The Future of Narrative in Cyber-
space. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Myers, David. 2010. Play Redux: The Form of Computer Games. Digi-
talculturebooks. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. doi:10.3998/
dcbooks.7933339.0001.001.

Norrick, Neil R., and Alice Spitz. 2008. “Humor as a Resource for Mitigating Con-
flict in Interaction.” Journal of Pragmatics 40 (10): 1661–86. doi:org/10.1016/ 
j.pragma.2007.12.001.

http://www.digra.org
http://www.digra.org
http://gamestudies.org
http://gamestudies.org
http://www.digra.org
http://www.digra.org


Transgressive gameplay experiences 121

Oliver, Mary Beth. 2008. “Tender Affective States as Predictors of Entertain-
ment Preference.” Journal of Communication 58 (1): 40–61. doi:10.1111/ 
j.1460-2466.2007.00373.x.

Oliver, Mary Beth, Nicholas David Bowman, Julia K. Woolley, Ryan Rogers, Brett 
I. Sherrick, and Mun-Young Chung. 2016. “Video Games as Meaningful Enter-
tainment Experiences.” Psychology of Popular Media Culture 5 (4): 390–405. 
doi:10.1037/ppm0000066.

Pachria. 2014. “Hardcore Wow – World of Warcraft Forums.” Blizzard – Forums – 
New Player Help and Guides. 2014.

Pargman, Daniel, and Peter Jakobsson. 2008. “Do You Believe in Magic? Com-
puter Games in Everday Life.” European Journal of Cultural Studies 11 (2). 
doi:10.1177/1367549407088335.

Paul, Christopher A. 2012. Wordplay and the Discourse of Video Games: Analys-
ing Words, Design and Play. New York, Abingdon: Routledge.

Rogers, Ryan, Julia Woolley, Brett Sherrick, Nicholas David Bowman, and Mary 
Beth Oliver. 2017. “Fun Versus Meaningful Video Game Experiences: A Qual-
itative Analysis of User Responses.” The Computer Games Journal 6 (1–2): 
 63–79. doi:10.1007/s40869-016-0029-9.

Salen, Katie, and Eric Zimmerman. 2004. Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamen-
tals. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Schechner, Richard. 2013. Performance Studies: An Introduction. 3rd ed. London: 
Routledge.

Schramm, Holger, and Werner Wirth. 2010. “Exploring the Paradox of Sad-Film 
Enjoyment: The Role of Multiple Appraisals and Meta-Appraisals.” Poetics 38 
(3): 319–35. doi:10.1016/j.poetic.2010.03.002.

Sicart, Miguel. 2013. “Moral Dilemmas in Computer Games.” Design Issues 29 
(3): 28–37. doi:10.1162/DESI_a_00219.

Smethurst, Toby, and Stef Craps. 2015. “Playing with Trauma.” Games and Cul-
ture 10 (3): 269–90. doi:10.1177/1555412014559306.

Smith, Murray. 1995. Engaging Characters: Fiction, Emotion, and the Cinema. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Smuts, Aaron. 2007. “The Paradox of Painful Art.” Journal of Aesthetic Educa-
tion 41 (3): 59–76. doi:10.1353/jae.2007.0029.

Stenros, Jaakko. 2015. “Playfulness, Play, and Games. A Constructionist Ludology 
Approach.” Tampere: University of Tampere.

———. 2018. “Guided by Transgression: Defying Norms as an Integral Part of 
Play.” In Transgression in Games and Play, edited by Kristine Jørgensen and 
Faltin Karlsen, 13–25. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Suits, Bernard (Bernard Herbert). 1990. The Grasshopper: Games, Life, and Uto-
pia. Boston, MA: David R. Godine.

Svebak, Sven, and Michael J. Apter. 1987. “Laughter: An Empirical Test of Some 
Reversal Theory Hypotheses.” Scandinavian Journal of Psychology 28 (3): 
 189–98. doi:10.1111/j.1467-9450.1987.tb00755.x.

Tamborini, Ron, Nicholas David Bowman, Allison Eden, and Ashley Organ. 
2010. “Defining Media Enjoyment as the Satisfaction of Intrinsic Needs.” 
Journal of Communication 60 (4): 758–77. doi:10.1111/j.1460-2466.2010. 
01513.x.

Wrigstad, Tobias. 2007. Gang Rape. Self-published.



122 Experiences with transgressive games

Yee, Nick. 2006. “The Demographics, Motivations, and Derived Experiences 
of Users of Massively Multi-User Online Graphical Environments.” Presence: 
 Teleoperators and Virtual Environments 15 (3). doi:10.1162/pres.15.3.309.

———. 2007. “Motivations for Play in Online Games.” Cyberpsychology & 
 Behavior 9 (4): 772–75. doi:10.1089/cpb.2006.9.772.

Zillman, Dolf. 1998. “Does Tragic Drama Have Redeeming Value?” Siegener Peri-
odikum Für Internationale Litteraturwissenschaft 16 (1): 1–11.



We consider games to be emotion machines: They are designed as proce-
dural systems for the main purpose to generate sensations and emotions 
in players. Games have always touched us and influenced our emotions, 
whether we feel the joy of participation or the rage of loss. They are ma-
chines due to the many bits and pieces that need to be engaged for them to 
work, and the players are what powers them. This is regardless of the type 
of game: Analogue or digital; without a player, the game does not hap-
pen. Watching or listening to a game without participants makes no sense. 
Watching a game after it has been played has a certain value, but not as a 
game. At this point it has become a recording of an event, and it is being 
watched for its historical value. The game itself only exists while it is being 
powered by the players.

The player activates the different pieces of game machinery: She picks up 
the dice, unfolds the board, opens the file, chooses the character, and enters 
the field. Each part of a well-designed game works to drive it forwards. 
The arena, whether it is a football field, a game board, or a computer rep-
resentation, limits the choices of the players; it outlines the outer limits of 
the machine. The pieces are the moving bits of the machine; they are the 
virtual objects in a video game, the pieces of a board game, or even the ac-
tual players in a game of football. Imagine the function and the fulfillment 
of the function as two separate aspects of a game piece. The function of 
a piece depends on its limitations and affordances. The player fulfills this 
function while playing the piece. For instance: In football, the goalkeeper 
has a function to stop the ball from entering the goal. The player who is 
playing the goalkeeper fulfills this function: She plays the piece she is given 
for the game. Either way, the piece cannot be played without a player – it 
cannot move itself across the field, and it cannot play itself in the computer 
game and remain a game.

Each piece follows the schematics of the machine, its structure. This is 
where we can understand what procedural rhetoric has to do with games. 
Procedural rhetoric interprets and encodes the structure, the path along 
which the player moves in the process of engaging the machine which is 
the game.

6 Transgressive game content 
and emotional response
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But what does this machine produce? Does it bring us anywhere? Some-
times this machine has very desirable outcomes, such as better health, 
higher skills, or stress relief. These are however by-products of the game 
machine. The essence of the game as emotion machine is that it produces 
emotion. It produces happiness, anger, frustration, elation, despair, and 
intense relief, and it does so quicker, more predictably, and with less effort 
than we habitually find in the rest of our lives. They may occur elsewhere, 
but rarely condensed in time as in a game. The frustration of rejection and 
loss, the joy of achievement, the delight at acceptance, the anger at unjust 
treatment – it can all be present, but it is more likely to be experienced 
over months or even years, not in a few short hours. But games let us feel 
this. We experience strong emotions with other media as well. But when 
we play, we feel like we do this on our own. We actively experience these 
sensations. 

Understanding games as emotion machines are a prerequisite for under-
standing the emotional response to games. In this chapter, we are exploring 
how the players in our study respond emotionally to transgressive experi-
ences in games.

Between discomfort and enjoyment

The players in our study offer rich examples of how game experiences os-
cillate between discomfort and enjoyment. In Chapter 5, we saw how the 
player respondents activate mitigation techniques when experiencing game 
situations that they oppose or find uncomfortable in order to continue play-
ing the game. In this chapter, we will take a broader look at the emotional 
responses of the respondents. In one of the focus groups, “Karen”, “Luke”, 
and “Shaun” discuss experiences ranging from physical discomfort they 
have chosen to endure in order to keep the game running in larp situations, 
misunderstandings that led to transgressions of personal space, through 
uncomfortable realizations about the gendered expectations about violence 
revealed through comparing play with Nathan Drake (Uncharted (Naughty 
Dog, n.d.)) versus Lara Croft (Tomb Raider (Core Design, Crystal Dynam-
ics, and Eidos Montreal 1996)), to making decisions in a digital game about 
supporting the suicide of a game character (focus group October 09, 2015). 
Other respondents discuss the emotional roller coaster they are on when 
playing games, as the earlier mentioned example of “Norah”. Her initial 
response when hitting pedestrians in GTAV was discomfort, which later 
vanished as she decided to “have fun” and entered gamer mode. This again 
changed as she later reflected on the game and decided that she was not 
comfortable with the fact that GTAV makes entertainment out of people 
in poverty who act violently out of desperation (Interview, March 1, 2017). 
What we see very clearly through these discussions is that uncomfortable 
play is not simply something that players avoid at all costs but is an inherent 
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part of much gameplay, and, in certain cases, players keep returning to 
it. Discomfort in play is clearly an expected, even anticipated, part of the 
experience, and while it may be there to be overcome or solved, it is not to 
be avoided. The player participants describe strong emotions and stress the 
importance of emotion for their play.

However, there are also uncomfortable emotions that can make play-
ers quit, such as the idiosyncratic transgressivity mentioned in Chapter 
3, where “Theo” talked about Beyond: Two Souls, stating that he will 
not play a game in which a child suffers (Interview, Nov 28, 2016). An-
other example is described in a conversation between “Neil”, “Ted”, and 
“John” (focus group November 11, 2015). “Ted” described the group play 
in World of Warcraft (WoW) (Blizzard 2004), where one group was com-
prised of players from a different language zone. These players decided to 
express their displeasure with “Ted’s” play in very loud, aggressive, limited 
English, blaming every failure on “Ted”. The discomfort that “Ted” here 
experienced is not designed in the game, but the affordances of the game 
facilitate it, in this case the anonymous grouping system in WoW. Using 
the grouping system to find random players for challenging events is an 
important feature, and while it can be used to connect groups comprised 
of strangers, it is also often used to find a last player to supplement a set. 
This particular instance offered a kind of discomfort “Ted” was unable to 
mitigate, and the only way to avoid it was to cease playing. The group play 
in games such as WoW is already tense, technically demanding, and a chal-
lenge to the players’ ability to cooperate, and many players use friendship 
and familiar groups to mitigate these challenges. When the aggression of 
a group is directed at the outsider and added to the existing tension, what 
we get is a situation that goes beyond the kind of emotional intensity play-
ers are looking to experience through play and into the area of profound 
discomfort.

What we see in our studies is that transgressive gameplay can create a 
range of emotions. In this chapter, we will investigate these emotional re-
sponses and how they relate to cognition as well as to cultural and social 
norms about acceptable game content. Although our focus is on transgres-
sion and not emotion, transgression works through emotion. The intent of 
transgression in design and in art is to strip the distanced gaze from the 
beholder and bring in the subjective immediate reaction. Hence, to under-
stand transgression we do need to know something about how transgres-
sive game experiences influence our emotional state. In this chapter, we 
will make a distinction between affect and emotion, where we, in short, 
will treat affect as the often intense, immediate response that people have 
to events, while we will use emotion to refer to long-term and more stable 
sensations that people have after having made judgments about the situa-
tion. In exploring the range of emotional responses to transgressive games, 
part of our discussion will concern the so-called paradox of uncomfortable 
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fiction, or painful art, which has stirred wonder in psychological research, 
and we will also turn our attention to the romanticist ideal of a disinter-
ested appreciation of art. 

Flow and transgressive games

The idea of games as intensifiers of emotion resonates well with one of the 
more popular theories applied to how games work, namely through cre-
ating a positive sense of flow. Flow may not be an emotional response as 
such, but a mental state that dominates in situations that balance perfectly 
between challenge and skill. Flow is the target experience for many forms 
of gameplay, and it becomes heavily influenced by strongly felt emotions. 
In game design, flow is considered a goal, as we will discuss in Chapter 8.

Flow is understood by the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi as a 
state of deep focus where one is intensively engaged in an activity for its 
own sake, sometimes to the degree where the sense of time and space disap-
pears. Flow is associated with autotelic activities, which “we do for [their] 
own sake because to experience [them] is the main goal” (Csikszentmihalyi 
1997, 117). Flow is also connected to intrinsic motivation (Deterding et al. 
2011; Deterding 2012; Karlsen 2013, 71–75; Stenros 2015, 67–68, 201–2; 
Sutton-Smith 1997, 7), that is, motivation driven by inner goals, as op-
posed to external (or extrinsic) goals. In other words, intrinsic motivation 
concerns behavior that stems from an individual’s personal interest or satis-
faction, while extrinsic motivation arises from external factors. Games and 
play can also be autotelic activities that emerge from intrinsic motivation; 
they are often used as prime examples of flow activities, but focused work 
and the playing of music are also examples of activities that may create a 
sense of flow. Flow is not, however, mainly a recipe for fun. Other exam-
ples of flow experiences are being on the front line of the Vietnam War and 
criminal activities (Csikszentmihalyi 2002), neither of which would be our 
first idea of “fun” or “leisure”. What they have in common with other au-
totelic experiences is they demand an absolute focus, you have been trained 
in the actions you need to take, you have the tools at hand, and you have a 
chance to overcome your challenges.

The central idea of flow is how it balances challenge and skill. This bal-
ance creates the flow channel, the narrow window of opportunity for the 
flow experience (Csikszentmihalyi 2002). If a challenge is higher than the 
skill set of the person involved, emotions such as frustration and anxiety 
will emerge; and if the player’s skills are substantially higher than the chal-
lenge level, they will feel in control and start to relax until boredom arises 
(Csikszentmihalyi 1997, 31; Massimini and Carli 1988, 270). In the sweet 
spot, people will enter the state of flow, where nothing else matters than 
the activity itself. Several of Csikszentmihalyi’s examples are of how people 
use game-like challenges to achieve a more flow-like experience or at least 
to avoid boredom (Csikszentmihalyi 2002). Video games typically try to 
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facilitate flow through increasing challenges as the player gains skills and 
occasionally with the option to adjust the challenge level depending on the 
player’s skill level. 

Boredom and anxiety in transgressive games

Flow is essential for maintaining long-term motivation to play; players gen-
erally leave games that are too boring or too challenging. Thus, there is 
nothing inherently transgressive in breaking flow. However, in our stud-
ies we observe that how flow is broken may contribute to the sense of 
transgression. 

In our study of gameplay journals, we observed that in the cases of 
Bloodborne (From Software 2015), Alien: Isolation (Creative Assembly 
2014), and Hatred (Destructive Creations 2015), getting bored from the 
inability to overcome a high difficulty level was a factor that made the play-
ers quit playing the game. While some of those who claimed that boredom 
and apathy made them quit stated that they did not simply find the genre 
stimulating, most were giving the game in question a serious chance before 
coming to a point where they simply had had enough of it and lost the mo-
tivation to play. Common for the players who named boredom as a reason 
was that they played the game until it did not feel stimulating anymore be-
cause they did not have any progression or because they felt the game gave 
them nothing new at a particular point.

The game in our journal study that best replicates the traditional flow 
theory is the notoriously controversial Hatred, which ends up as repeti-
tive and boring for all three participants. In Chapter 5, we discussed how 
“Keith” first found the game repulsive until he adapted to gamer mode. 
Allowing himself to focus on the game mechanics, he realizes that “the 
game is pretty boring and controls badly” (journal, Sept 19, 2016). At this 
point the mechanics did not offer any challenge, and while boredom miti-
gated the sense of outrage, nothing mitigated the boredom. The game grew 
tedious for “Keith”, not only because of the waning shock value, but more 
importantly because the controllers and game mechanics do not provide 
any real challenge. While the game was transgressive to “Keith” in the ini-
tial phase, the discomfort disappeared as the experience became more and 
more dominated by boredom. 

Comparatively, boredom emerged from different aspects in the horror 
game Alien: Isolation. Four out of the five participants who played Alien: 
Isolation found it to be exciting and scary at first – one even experienced 
a degree of anxiety that was almost game-breaking. But what made these 
players actually quit playing was the experience of boredom that emerged 
after they familiarized themselves with game mechanics, and the plot 
took a turn to the less scary. According to the Hungarian recent graduate 
“ David” (27), as soon as he got the most efficient weapon, the game became 
boring: “I got this flamethrower, so the Alien wasn’t that much of a threat 
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anymore, because I could just shoot some flame at him and run away” (In-
terview, November 3, 2016).

This boredom related to Alien: Isolation was not however something 
“David” experienced all through the game. At the start, the game was un-
familiar and he felt an immediate stress due to not having full control of 
the game mechanics. In terms of flow, the challenge was very high, and the 
mastery was low; a situation that invites a high level of tension and fear, not 
just of the horrors in the content but of failure. While “David’s” comment 
at first glance matches the flow theory balance of boredom and challenge, 
the full interview tells a somewhat different story. The overwhelming as-
pect of play in Alien: Isolation that “David” reports is not simply con-
nected to unfamiliar game mechanics, but also to the seeming invincibility 
of the alien monster. While many games allow the player a mastery over the 
game mechanics and therefore also safety through tools, “David’s” initial 
response to Alien: Isolation was to be overwhelmed by an enemy he could 
not subdue. When he realized there were ways to avoid and even pacify the 
monster, the suspense and thrill disappeared and turned into boredom. For 
“David” the game was only scary, approaching transgressive, for as long as 
he felt a lack of control and understanding of the situation.

A central principle for flow is the balance between challenges and skills. 
But what happens when an experience neither provides challenge nor de-
mands any skills? While boredom still requires that the individual executes 
a certain kind of skill even though the task is no longer challenging, flow 
researchers argue that when neither challenge nor skill is present, the expe-
rience of apathy may easily emerge (Csikszentmihalyi 1997, 31; Massimini 
and Carli 1988, 270). It is thus reasonable to assume that for “David” and 
“Keith”, what makes them quit is apathy. Apathy is also part of the rea-
son why many of the Bloodborne players quit. This is interesting because 
four out of the five players found the high difficulty level of this game to 
be extremely challenging. They experienced anxiety over not being able 
to overcome the challenges to progress in the game. What created apathy, 
however, was the monotony connected to replaying the same levels over and 
over again. The game is relentless in its unforgiving gameplay with little 
room for mistake. 

While three of these respondents said that they quit the game because 
they got bored by repeatedly dying, the Polish student “Henry” (25) on 
the contrary found the tension rising and decided in the end to quit as the 
balance shifted to anxiety: 

Annoyed, frustrated. Every time I tried to log into the game, I was 
thinking to myself okay, it can’t be that hard this time. I was planning 
the strategy, for example during the day before I played; how to man-
age this level. But the reality showed me differently. It was just difficult 
to play. I know that people spend a lot of time with that game, but after 
two hours of dying at one point I couldn’t. (…) [I] usually don’t give up 
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very fast, and I am not sure why I did give up. I think that it was driving 
me mad, and one time… Seriously, normally I am a calm person, but I 
was screaming.

(Interview, October 18, 2016)

“Henry’s” high degree of frustration with the game was completely dif-
ferent from what he expected. While he had expected a hack and slash 
action-RPG, he got a game that for him was “unplayable”. To “Henry”, 
Bloodborne’s transgression is to be relentless to the degree that it provokes 
a strong, affective response that is unusual for him. In other words, the 
game is transgressive because it elicits strong and unexpected emotions in 
“Henry”. Bloodborne is in this case a game where the flow channel is opti-
mized for players with high tolerance for failure and specific player compe-
tencies. Players that do not fall into this category may easily find the game 
to create a high level of frustration. But the respondents did not feel that the 
games became boring because of the lack of challenge; they were bored or 
apathic by repeatedly dying and experiencing no progress.

So far in our examples of flow and transgressive games, we have seen 
that while there is no direct link between flow and transgression, the sense 
of transgression does interact with and can potentially alter the flow ex-
perience. “Keith” experiences transgression in the immediate shock effect 
created by Hatred, but the sensation wore off and eventually turned to 
boredom as the game stopped being interesting on a gameplay level. Simi-
larly, “David” experienced transgression through the high level of suspense 
of Alien: Isolation, but it waned when he felt in control of the situation. 
“Henry”, on the other hand, quit after he experienced a frustration with 
Bloodborne’s rising challenge that he found transgressive.

Further, it is also essential that the experience of transgression that 
“Keith” had with Hatred concerned the fictional context of the game, 
while “David” and “Henry” experienced a sense of transgression related 
to gameplay. What disturbed “Keith” was not connected to the challenge 
of the game, but to the fictional framing of the protagonist and avatar as 
a sociopathic killer. This is an example of what we discussed in Chapter 
2 as diegetic transgressivity. However, what made “David” and “Henry” 
uneasy is related to lack of balance between challenge and skill. We can 
therefore associate “David” and “Henry’s” experiences with what was re-
ferred to in Chapter 2 as ludic transgressivity. 

Transgressive games beyond flow

The example of “Keith” shows that in certain transgressive video games, 
challenge and skill are not central in creating a sense of transgression be-
cause the transgressive aspects are grounded in the game’s fiction. In other 
words, while flow concerns a game’s form, the sense of transgression often 
stems from a game’s content. In such cases, the sense of transgression may 
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still create similar emotions as those that emerge when flow breaks. While 
flow is a particular kind of state that concerns the sweet spot between skill 
and challenge, in video games, which are characterized by a unique com-
bination of game and fiction, flow is also closely related to other kinds of 
involvement, such as imaginative immersion (see Chapter 5). This means 
that emotions relating to anxiety, boredom, and apathy may also emerge 
from cases of diegetic transgressivity. 

In the following, we will discuss how the player participants in our stud-
ies experience situations in which fiction was essential for their sense of 
transgression and thus made them stop playing. These issues are emotions 
that lead to a disconnect, which refers to a sense of disengagement relating 
to a lack of recognizable situations, and antipathy, which refers to content 
that breaks with one’s personal sensibilities or is experienced as offensive.

Disconnect

Like Jørgensen has discussed elsewhere (Jørgensen 2018), another factor 
that made the respondents in the study stop playing was a sense of de-
tachment or distancing, in the sense that they feel that the game is not 
able to connect with them on the level of character empathy and narrative 
involvement. We call this kind of detachment a disconnect, and would like 
to stress that this kind of distancing or detachment separates itself from 
the “disinterestedness” that Immanuel Kant claims is defining for aesthetic 
appreciation. As we will discuss at length in Chapter 8, Kant’s disinter-
estedness involves contemplatively appreciating the work of art objectively 
and without emotion (Cashell 2009, 5), but what the player participants 
here are experiencing is a sense of disruption that threatens to break the 
ability to engage with the work. While Kieran Cashell claims that provoc-
ative art can never be disinterested because of the emotional response it 
evokes (2009, 8), such provocations may alienate the player and prevent 
full involvement with the game. In this sense, the disconnect that the player 
participants refer to is more closely related to the estrangement effect, in-
troduced as Verfremdungseffect by Bertolt Brecht, since it concerns how 
the game content hinders the player from identifying with the characters 
and actions in game and makes the audience aware of the communicative 
process (Brecht 1964, 151). However, for the respondents in the study, this 
estrangement is independent of the intention of the game designers to create 
such an effect. While related to apathy in the sense that it hinders engage-
ment and an intrinsic motivation to continue playing, the sense of discon-
nect separates itself from apathy by being connected to the specific feeling 
that one is not the target group of a particular message or the content does 
not address issues that the particular player may identify or engage with. In 
other words, it has little to do with challenges and skill. 

The British student “Bridget” (21) was initially excited to play GTAV 
(Rockstar North 2013), but ended up only playing the game three times 
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over the course of the journaling month. She described that her dislike for 
the stereotypes of gender and race were wearing on her, although it was the 
dislike for the characters and storyline that made her stop:

Honestly, I just couldn’t play it anymore. As much as I liked some of 
the small aspects (like the stealth missions, the character swapping and 
creation). I hated the storyline, I didn’t like the characters and it wasn’t 
captivating enough for me to be able to push past that.

(Interview, February 9, 2016)

The inability to feel involved in the narrative and characters of a game is 
important for a sense of detachment. “Bridget” is echoed by “Mary”:

My problem with all GTA games is that you basically play a psycho-
path. But in a way he is played as a good guy. (…) And that, kind of, 
falls to the ground. (…) It’s so ridiculous and stupid. Like they’re trying 
to sell you this character as one you would want to play, want to iden-
tify with, while he actually is quite unsympathetic, really.

(Focus group, October 16, 2015)

For both of these respondents, what made them give up on play did not 
concern the game mechanics or the actions the game made them perform. 
What they rejected, and what made the game unplayable for them, was the 
fiction. “Bridget” and “Mary” both stress that in order to keep engaging 
with the game, they need to experience a sense of connection, but their neg-
ative emotions stopped them from playing. Game narratives, rather than 
being irrelevant decorations on top of more or less functioning systems, 
have this influence on players and their playstyles. This reflects an earlier 
study of playstyles and moral conflicts in games, where Mortensen has doc-
umented how this kind of dissonance with the storyline and the character 
can have a strong impact on the player and the play experience (Mortensen 
2015).

Antipathy

Related to diegetic transgressivity, another reason why the participants de-
cided to stop playing was due to an antipathy relating to personal sensibil-
ities, an issue that ties well into detachment above. Antipathy refers to the 
feeling of intense opposition or aversion to something. In this context, it 
can be related to idiosyncratic transgressivity (see Chapter 2) connected to 
personal preferences and interpretations, and it may also be connected to 
previous experiences and traumas. Personal sensibilities based in an indi-
vidual’s subjective responses to content are a complex issue that designers 
can never completely avoid. It is important to separate between situations 
where game content evokes subjective associations in the player rather than 
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culturally grounded connotations. While the inclusion and exclusion of cul-
tural connotations are dependent upon the designers’ intent, they can never 
be able to avoid sensibilities connected to an individual’s personal associ-
ations. In other words, designers are aware that the inclusion of excessive 
violence is likely to break with cultural norms, but whether a character’s 
looks remind the player of their abusive father is a personal sensibility that 
designers have no control over. While designers obviously have a choice 
when including transgressive imagery, there is a limit to their control over 
player response.

In the case of this study, we have seen that antipathy can make players 
interpret the same video game content in widely different ways. GTAV is 
the game that best illustrates how the same cultural connotations create 
a variation of responses. Following Stuart Hall’s theory on encoding and 
decoding (2006), which we have previously discussed, a media text is al-
ways formed by a specific socio-cultural context. Intended encodings of the 
message may or may not be shared by the audience who interpret and thus 
“decode” the content. Thus, misunderstandings as well as different inter-
pretations become possible, and while acknowledging the author’s power in 
creating a message, the theory also highlights the importance of subjective 
and individual interpretations such as subjective sensibilities.

While “Bridget” reported above that the disconnect to characters and 
story was the main reason why she stopped playing, as a black woman she 
also found the racial and sexual slurs problematic in GTAV. On the use of 
the “N-word”, she explains:

I am black so hearing it a few times didn’t really bother me, I didn’t like 
it but it didn’t hurt, but it was used in almost every other sentence and it 
started to grate on me and the more I heard it the more uncomfortable I 
got. While of course black people can say it to each other, I’m not used 
to hearing it that much and so often, it was difficult as it’s always been 
a racial slur to me rather than a term between friends/family.

(Interview, February 9, 2017)

Although the sexism and racism of the game were pointed out by sev-
eral of the participants in the focus group and game journal studies, there 
were also many who did not mention this as problematic. For many it 
appears that the humor and satire may have mitigated these issues, or at 
least it is something that has little apparent effect on their game experience. 
This is an example of how sensibilities are subjective and differs between 
individuals.

We have previously mentioned one example of a situation where the 
game content interfered with one of the participants’ sensibilities on a more 
associative level in one of the respondents who played Beyond: Two Souls 
(Quantic Dream 2013). The Norwegian student “Theo” (23) had only filled 
in his game journal once when he wanted to quit. There was little in the 
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journal that revealed why he wanted to stop, but in the interview, he ex-
plained that the game touched his personal sensibilities:

Well, I think that in retrospect, what I kind of have been thinking as 
what I didn’t like was kind of seeing children who suffer or who are 
under a lot of stress. It didn’t occur to me right at once, but it kind of 
hit some personal notes which I thought, this is not okay, this is a line 
that I don’t want to cross.

(Interview, November 28, 2016)

The sensibility that exposing children for harm is unacceptable is some-
thing “Theo” shares with many people, and there is reason to believe that 
the game developers have included this for greater emotional impact. How-
ever, while other respondents in our study found the emotional impact to 
be meaningful in the gameplay context by adding empathy, this was what 
made “Theo” want to stop playing the game. This demonstrates how the 
same game content can be received quite differently for different players, 
and content that was made to create a deeper sense of meaning may be 
transgressive for some players.

Emotions at play

So far, we have seen that transgressive games may create an emotional ten-
sion that often can be in conflict with the flow experience. Also, while flow 
concerns game form, game content is often what creates a sense of trans-
gression in players. To understand the emotional impact of transgressive 
games, we need to go beyond flow and look at how emotions are formed in 
dialogue with transgressive games. 

One of the central characteristics for fiction is its ability to evoke emo-
tions in its appreciators. Making the audience not only feel compassion and 
empathy for characters but also anguish, despair, and joy for the fictive 
situations on stage were paramount already for the drama of the ancient 
Greek. Traditionally, the art of persuasion through emotion has been the 
issues of the so-called pathos rhetoric. Despite its long history, the pathos 
of games is weakly explored. When the rhetoric of games is addressed, it 
tends to be explored through its procedural properties. Procedural rhetoric 
focuses on the idea that the algorithmic nature of rules and mechanics can 
be used to model processes (Bogost 2007, 28) and is less invested in the 
traditional types of arguments, such as pathos, logos, or ethos, and more 
in the persuasion inherent in the structure and progress of the game. How-
ever, one of the scholars who has taken the more traditional approach to 
rhetoric seriously in connection with games is Christopher Paul in Word-
play and the Discourse of Video Games (2012). He argues that the rhetoric 
of the game itself mitigates the potential transgression of the game content: 
“Humor may seem like a non-essential component of GTA, an ornamental 
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flourish, but its impact on what we remember and how we perceive things 
has a tremendous impact on the rhetorical force of the series” (Paul 2012). 
What Paul points out here is how the story, style, and content-based play of 
the game change the experience and how the players feel about the game – it 
changes our emotions.

Two other important works discuss the emotional value of games, al-
though without looking at the rhetoric. One is games and interaction design 
researcher Katherine Isbister’s How Games Move Us (Isbister 2016), which 
is a discussion of how to design games for emotional impact. Mirroring 
one of our basic assumptions, Isbister argues that games are not a lesser 
medium when it comes to eliciting emotions, but that they work differently 
from traditional media in their ability to evoke experiences and emotions in 
players. What distinguishes games from traditional media is how they use 
game mechanisms to allow the players choices as well as a flow experience, 
which are central for the ability of games to create empathy and connec-
tion. In Playing with Feelings: Video Games and Affect (2018), games and 
new media scholar Aubrey Anable approaches games as a medium and how 
they affect us, focusing on games as such rather than play. Investigating the 
relationship between video games and affect, she argues that video games 
do not only engage with us on an emotional level; affect also connects the 
cultural, historical, and political context of games. Thus, it becomes impor-
tant to consider what impact emotion and affect have on game preferences 
and perceptions. She claims that “[v]ideo games—as media objects, as cul-
tural practices, and as structures of feeling—can tell us quite a bit about 
the collective desires, fears, and rhythms of everyday life in our precarious, 
networked, and procedurally generated world” (Anable 2018). Further, An-
able argues that game studies in its focus on game mechanics and compu-
tation has become poorly equipped for considering how emotion and affect 
impact gameplay. The lack of discussions of emotion in games may also be 
connected to the difficulty of documentation that follows the ephemeral 
nature of play. Also, the reluctance to talk about emotion in games may 
also be connected to the ideal of maintaining a certain analytical distance 
from the object of study that has dominated Western thinking in both the 
scientific and artistic disciplines.

Emotion and rationality

In Western thinking, the ideal that there should be an analytical distance 
between the human subject and the object of observation is one of the 
more dominant paradigms. Science and academia have idealized the dis-
tanced researcher who takes an objective, sober, and un-emotional intel-
lectual relationship to the object of study. Likewise, since Immanuel Kant 
presented his aesthetic theory in Critique of Judgment (Kant 2007), the 
ideal of the disinterested appreciator who only can see the true beauty of a 
work from an abstract, contemplative distance has been a central paradigm 
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(Cashell 2009). Common to both of these modes of thinking is the idea 
that emotion and rationality are opposites, and that approaching an ob-
ject or phenomenon with emotion risks clouding one’s rational judgment. 
However, this ideal of distance is exactly what transgressive art has been 
designed to disrupt. By causing affect, transgressive experiences force an 
emotional reaction that ruins the disinterest of aesthetic appreciation, and 
our paradigm of criticism fails. Transgressive aesthetics is thus by defini-
tion a form of art that is meant to create an emotional effect. As such it has 
often been seen as suspect – a speculative attempt of moving the audience 
through cheap tricks. 

While we will discuss the aesthetics of disinterest in closer detail in 
Chapter 8, we will here discuss the value of emotion and affect in aesthetic 
appreciation in order to understand how it can be used and utilized in game 
design and criticism, and how it connects to play. We will bring together a 
wide range of views from philosophy, psychology, poetics, and design, in 
order to approach an understanding of how the game-text addresses not 
only the analytical mind, but also through shocking, overwhelming, or de-
lighting the pre-analytical body and mind.

Emotions are, according to philosopher Robert C. Solomon, rather un-
derrated in Western culture. The history and philosophy on which we build 
our civilization is one where emotions are mainly a distraction – to be re-
pressed. He argues that there is a dominating idea in our civilization that 
emotion is “more primitive, less intelligent, more bestial, less dependable, 
and more dangerous than reason, and thus needs to be controlled by rea-
son” (Solomon 2008). Solomon traces the history of the idea that emo-
tion needs to be controlled, repressed, and criticized to Greek rationalism, 
which fits well with the medieval idea that emotions that would lead to 
temptation and sin needed to be repressed (2008). There were, seen with the 
medieval filter, some emotions that were desirable, and they were framed 
not as dangerous passions (greed, lust, envy, and pride), but as virtues (love, 
hope, and faith). This indicates that there was an ethics based on emotions 
or rather on the careful selection of emotions, where being ethical meant 
pursuing certain emotions known as virtues. When David Hume later 
looked to emotions for a construction of ethics, he turned this medieval 
Christian model on its head, and claimed that pride was a good emotion, 
while humility was the opposite (Solomon 2008). Hume still kept the dis-
tinctions between “good” or “bad” emotions, though, and did not question 
this dichotomy at the core of Western thought.

But emotion is not a simple good/bad dichotomy in all cultures. As an 
alternative to this Western understanding of emotion, there exists an East-
ern tradition with a much deeper exploration of emotion. Communications 
scholar Zizi Papacharissi describes how Eastern philosophy “views emotion 
and rationality as potentially opposable but ultimately reconcilable states” 
(2015, 11). Cultural anthropologist Richard A. Shweder and colleagues of-
fer further examples of the cultural meanings of emotion in their discussion 
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of different culturally based understandings of anger (2008, 416–18). Else-
where Mortensen has used the Buddhist term duhkha to describe the de-
sire for change, an emotion for which there is no synonym in European 
languages and for this reason ends up outside of commonly known West-
ern classifications (Mortensen and Navarro-Remesal 2018). Most cultures 
have very specific words to emotions important to them. The Eastern un-
derstanding of emotion takes a contextual perspective that better reflects 
how emotion is integrated into the mental processes that allow us to make 
sense of the world around us. Reflecting German faculty psychology and 
the German philosophical tradition, Papacharissi shows how the cognitive 
processes related to thinking, the affective processes related to emotion, 
and the conative processes related to acting and will are connected:

Affect presents a key part of how people internalize and act on every-
day experiences. In psychology, affect refers to feeling or emotion. It 
is thus connected to the cognitive and the conative, and can be under-
stood as the link between how we think and how we act. However, 
cognitive, affective, and conative processes are interconnected and 
overlap. Therefore, the affective is frequently considered to be part of 
the cognitive, as our feelings about things may give shape to how we 
process information.

(Papacharissi 2015)

Papacharissi stresses how the lines between these three mental processes 
blur: Since our desire to act – our will – also influences our thinking, the 
conative must also be considered part of cognition. The same is true about 
affect, and affect simultaneously influences both our thinking and our de-
sire to act. This connects the three faculties of the mind, including thinking 
(cognition) and feeling (affect), the two that Western tradition has consid-
ered opposites, and introducing the third – that of will to action ( conation) – 
effectively softening and blurring the dichotomy of emotion versus intellect 
to an interdependent triad of emotion, intellect, and willpower. 

Emotion and affect

Despite the low esteem in which emotion often is held in public discourse, 
emotion has always had an important role in the lives of humans. From an 
evolutionary perspective, the ability to respond to imminent dangers has 
been central to our survival, and we have for this reason developed an emo-
tional response system that allows us to respond appropriately (Eysenck 
and Keane 2010, 580–82; Schwab and Schwender 2011).

In the beginning of the chapter, we introduced the distinction between 
affect as an immediate and often intense emotional response, and emotion 
as the relatively stable sensation that people gain after having made a judg-
ment of a situation. One researcher that supports our distinction between 
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affect and emotion cultural studies is scholar Jo Labanyi. Based on the 
work of philosophers Teresa Brennan and Brian Massumi, Labanyi argues 
that emotion is the slow-working reaction that has had time to be pro-
cessed by cognition. She argues that emotions by definition are conscious 
and that they also involve judgment: “[I]f I feel afraid, I am aware of feeling 
afraid, and I have a word to give to that emotion: ‘fear’” (Labanyi 2010). 
According to Labanyi, cognition, which is the ability and time to become 
aware of, think about, and interpret what is happening, is what distin-
guishes emotions from affect, as affect is the reaction we can perceive when 
the body acts before we understand that something is happening. In Bren-
nan’s words, “affect” is what we feel, while feelings are what we feel with. 
Affect is the step between the physical body and our feelings and emotions 
(Brennan 2004, 5). Or it is the immediate response in our mind toward 
stimuli not yet processed by cognition, while emotion is affect that has been 
processed by cognition. 

Not all who discuss emotion and affect agree with Massumi, Brennan, 
and Labanyi. With basis in Lynn Worsham’s work, rhetorics scholar Julie 
Nelson (2016) argues that emotion and affect should not be separated, and 
that Massumi’s – and by extension Labanyi’s – distinction between emo-
tion and affect has created an unfortunate scholarly division between the 
two (Nelson 2016). This disconnect has also been detected by cognitive 
psychology. Cognitive psychology has been attentive toward the fact that 
human emotion can take different forms related to whether they appear to 
be spontaneously elicited by a certain event or whether they are the result of 
interpretation and reasoning. Cognitive psychologists have also disagreed 
whether emotion is independent of cognition or not, but there is today an 
agreement that emotion and cognition in practice operate together (Power 
and Dalgleish 2008) and that emotion is linked to a variety of cognitive pro-
cesses, some which are automatic and some which are conscious (Philippot 
et al. 2004). While these mental processes are complex and multi-faceted, 
different theories agree that emotional responses can either be immediate 
reactions to a situation or be based on deliberative reasoning (Eysenck and 
Keane 2010, 581; Philippot et al. 2004).

A number of researchers now argue that conscious or non-conscious as-
sessment of the situation is essential to cognitive processes involving emo-
tion (Power and Dalgleish 2008). Three basic assessment mechanisms have 
been identified in appraisal theory (Eysenck and Keane 2010, 573–74): 
Associative processing is automatic and rapid, and involves the activation 
of memories. It is the raw emotion that we register before actively having 
interpreted and processed an experience. Reasoning is a slower and more 
flexible process that involves deliberative thinking. It is the sensation we are 
left with after we make sense of the experience and what we feel about it. 
Cognitive psychology also identifies a third mechanism that determines the 
individual’s current emotional state based on information gathered through 
the two first processes, but for our purpose, it is the difference between the 
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immediate associate processing and the slower reasoning that is of rele-
vance and which resonates with how we distinguish between affect and 
emotion. 

Emotion, affect, and transgressive games

The insight from cognitive psychology that there are two mental processes –  
one that deals with immediate responses and another slower form of 
 reasoning – and that the two operate together in fuzzy and complex ways 
demonstrates that Labanyi and Nelson are both correct in their assump-
tions. At the same time, we find that the direction suggested by Labanyi 
makes the most sense for our distinction between affect and emotion. By 
speaking about affect and emotion as separate concepts, we can talk about 
the immediate emotional responses that we have to situations while still 
leaving room for the fact that these may change in the mind of the player 
when the experience has become more thoroughly processed. It is still im-
portant to keep in mind that in reality, this is not this clear-cut; the dis-
tinctions are fuzzy, and separating precisely between affect and emotion is 
difficult when we talk about mental processing. We can look at something 
as simple as the so-called jump-scare, which is a common effect in cer-
tain genres of horror, both in movies and games, and clearly plays with 
the viewer or player’s immediate responses – in other words – with affect, 
and still engage in a discussion about whether or not this is really affect – 
non-interpreted – or emotion – already interpreted through the expecta-
tions of genre.

For our purpose of understanding the emotional response to transgres-
sive game content, the division between an immediate affective response 
and a slower-working process based on reasoning is central. First, we find 
that our choice of research methods in this project has been particularly 
fruitful for addressing this distinction. By triangulating gameplay journals 
that were filled in immediately after play and follow-up interviews around 
two weeks after the respondents had quit the game, we were able to gain 
insight both in their immediate affects as well as their more processed emo-
tions relating to the specific game. 

Further, distinguishing between affect and emotion gives us a basis for 
understanding what is happening when players, like “Norah” mentioned 
in the introduction to this chapter, encounter game content that brings for-
ward one particular immediate emotional response at the moment it is en-
countered and another when they have had the time to process and interpret 
the game experience. Also, “Cole” (34), a teaching assistant from Canada, 
describes something similar, as he writes in his journal how gameplay can 
be “exciting and tense” (Jan 17, 2017), but when reflecting over the game he 
finds the scenarios to have uncomfortable political undertones (Interview, 
Feb 22, 2017). In other words, whether the game is transgressive or not for 
these players changes as they process the sensations.



Game content and emotional response 139

More importantly, the fact that there are two systems that may operate 
simultaneously and also create conflicting feelings strengthen our under-
standing that what may be experienced as transgressive is fluid and flexible. 
It shows that what may be initially shocking or provocative may not be the 
same as what is seen as a profound transgression over time. Finding a game 
situation to be profoundly transgressive may not be based on how strong 
the immediate emotional response is when the game is played, but can also 
emerge after deliberative reasoning and interpretation of the situation. 
What may be immediately shocking or offensive may not be the same thing 
as players find to be the real controversy of a certain game. This is also 
demonstrated by how players in our study describe their experiences with 
Hatred: Earlier in this chapter, we discussed how “Keith” found that his 
emotions toward the game changed. In the interview, he further elaborates 
that while the unmotivated killing of civilians did have an initial shock 
value, this was not what actually disturbed him. Rather, what he found to 
be truly disturbing was the fact that killing civilians was carried out using 
the same game mechanics as any other shooter game:

But after I played the game for a while, I noticed that really like, me-
chanically speaking, the way that the Hatred protagonist disposes of 
civilians isn’t all that different from how heroes from, say Gears of 
War, would do their kind of execution animations on the enemies. So 
in this case I think that context is everything for that game. And that 
is what makes it truly disturbing initially, but later on, after the initial 
shock, the game just gets kind of boring, to be honest.

(Interview, October 18, 2016)

While this only became clear to “Keith” after he had been able to process 
his reactions to the game, his sense of disturbance is further cemented as he 
links one of the levels in the game where the player is to perform an attack 
on a political rally to his own life:

I also recently took part in few rallies myself with certain political 
agendas into public space. (…) I kind of found myself on the other side 
of barricade so to speak playing this game. And (…) it resonated with 
me, because recently I was in a situation, which could have gone the 
same way given some circumstances. Like if there was a mass murder 
somewhere in the crowd, right, it would be also very difficult to get 
out of there, and that idea of being a person in the crowd, trying to 
run for your life, that kind of resonated with me, because of my recent 
events.

(Interview, October 18, 2016)

While the initial processing of shock quickly wears off, “Keith” still finds 
himself disturbed by the game after further reasoning. In line with cognitive 
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psychology, his emotions regarding the game are ambivalent and partly 
contradictory. 

The distinction between an immediate sensory response and a slower- 
working reflective process – between affect and emotion – is also important 
for understanding the ambivalent experiences that players may have toward 
transgressive game content. In Parables for the Virtual, Brian Massumi de-
scribes how German researchers discovered what we discussed in Chapter 
5 as the paradox of painful art. In a study, participants were asked to rate 
film scenes on two scales: “Happy-sad” and “pleasant-unpleasant”, and the 
researchers found that “[t]he ‘sad’ scenes were rated the most pleasant; the 
sadder the better” (Massumi 2002). This resonates with our findings that 
show that certain players found the discomfort of games such as This War 
of Mine and Beyond: Two Souls to be gratifying. 

After exploring these findings, Massumi concludes that this is connected 
to the distinction between emotion and affect. Although often used as syn-
onymous to emotion, he stresses that affect implies intensity and that the 
two follow different logics (Massumi 2002). While looking at transgressive 
aesthetics, this is vital because of the goal of this particular aesthetic. It is 
aiming to bypass the intellectual and analytical, distanced gaze, and elicit 
an immediate, subjective response. This may mean that it is not simply an 
emotional response but also, according to Massumi, an affective response. 
This can explain several of the results we have seen from the players and 
from the public, and is for this reason relevant for research on games with 
structure or content that is difficult to handle. The players’ path from the 
immediate response of disgust to intellectual enjoyment of unpleasant con-
tent as well as the non-players’ consistent disgust can be explained by the 
different processing of the initial affect, where players interpret this affect 
based on the rules of the game, while non-players interpret the affect based 
on a widely different set of experiences, mainly unconnected to what the 
game is expressing. On the background of this logic, one of our claims is 
that an aesthetic aiming at immediate and strong provocation, exemplified 
by transgressive aesthetics, will depend more on the context of the viewer 
than in other cases. Since a transgressive aesthetic often depends on shock 
value, we cannot be habituated to it, and when we do not have previous 
patterns for reaction, the framing will play a vital role in the interpretation 
of the initial sensation.

The emotional roller coaster of transgressive games

One of the main emotional responses that transgressions elicit is outrage. 
We see this in so-called gamer rage and the act of rage quitting a game, 
phenomena that well illustrate what happens when the flow experience is 
broken by challenge and frustration (White 2014, 59), but we also often see 
public outrage related to many of the controversies over particular kinds of 
game content that we discussed in Chapter 1.
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Obviously, these two situations illustrate quite different emotions, in 
particular in terms of intensity. While the strong immediate responses of 
outrage and anger that players who rage quit experience can be considered 
examples of affect; the public outrage tends to be an emotion formed over 
time and fueled with political or social concern. If we accept the connection 
between affect and emotion as the relatively non-processed and the actively 
interpreted aspect of the same experience, it is clear that using strong sen-
sations in order to touch others is a risky process. Several very successful, 
long-lasting games appear to rather try to drain the structure of random 
emotion than to add it. 

Games cater to large, overwhelming emotions, so it should not be a sur-
prise when games evoke outrage, and with outrage, controversy. Even feel-
ing positive emotions can be a source for difficult emotions, as it can be a 
source for manipulation. And a good game does not only strike one emo-
tional string and leave it at that. It takes us from anticipation through frus-
tration to mastery and victory, and then back to loss, despair, and anger, at 
the levels of game structure, the fiction, and other players. Games are also 
very good places to be frustrated with and angry at ourselves, as we – the 
players – are the ones who fail, nobody else (Juul 2013). Accordingly, the 
progress of a game is as much a progress through emotions as a progress 
through levels, labyrinths, or achievements.

We consider this function of outrage and controversy to be part of what 
we can call the emotional roller coaster of the game experience. While play 
can be a very cerebral experience, the experiences of play are emotional. 
Game designer Nicole Lazzaro studied the emotional responses players ex-
pressed during play – what we would call affect – and isolated a list of 
main responses (Lazzaro 2004). These were fear, surprise, disgust, naches/
kvell (Yiddish for pride in others), fiero (Italian for triumph over adversity), 
schadenfreude (German for rival misfortune), and wonder (Lazzaro 2004). 
This indicated a set of strong and intense emotional response, which was 
simultaneously very diverse. A wide range of emotional responses span-
ning from anticipation, surprise, pleasure, understanding, and strength to 
poise were also described by play researcher and medical doctor Stuart 
Brown (Brown and Vaughan 2010). Brown specifically describes this as a 
ride, evoking a carousel or roller coaster. Referencing play historian Scott 
Eberle, the emotional responses Brown describes are gentler and generally 
more positive than the emotions described by Lazzaro. This may be due to 
the difference in what they studied. Lazzaro looked at players engaged in 
gaming, often competitive, generally fast-paced, and tense. Brown, on the 
other hand, looked at play, frequently free form, loose, and with fewer rules 
and goals. Still, it is clear that play is associated with the process of feeling 
strong immediate responses. We do not play in order to reach a goal in the 
manner we engage in our work, we play in order to feel something.

Sociologist Colin Cremin discusses video games on a background of the 
affective theory of French intellectuals Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari 
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(Cremin 2016). On a background of their statement that what artists use 
to create is sensations, Cremin claims that sensations are also central for 
video games. In line with our theory that state that players’ emotional 
response to video games oscillate between affect and emotion, Cremin ar-
gues that “We do not ‘play’ videogames as such. We intensify them. We 
are not gamers. We are intensifiers” (Cremin 2016). By this, he postulates 
that while games in themselves may create rich, affective, and emotional 
experiences in players, players are also instrumental in intensifying the ex-
periences that gameplay evoke. While the players play the game, he claims, 
the game plays their emotions. The term play is here used by Cremin in 
a manner that indicates manipulation. “Getting played” is very different 
from playing or playing with as it connotes fraud, cheating, and betrayal. 
This means that the idea of the game playing the emotions of the player 
indicates a situation where the player loses agency to the game and is help-
less in its grip. Such assumptions about players are based on players not 
understanding what they do when they play a game, which is a fallacy. 
The lengths to which players go in order to discuss, analyze, and criticize 
the games they play indicate the opposite: Engaged, devoted players are 
not helpless victims of games; rather, they enter into the play looking to 
have a very specific experience, deliberately seeking to reach a goal. As 
Cremin points out, the apprentice strives to become the artist rather than 
remaining a regressive apprentice, repeating the same tricks to inevitably 
win (Cremin 2016).

If what we are looking for while playing a game is intensified emotions, 
it may, for instance, explain why we keep playing through failure. As long 
as we have hope of winning, failure can be increasingly painful and un-
comfortable, and we will still keep playing because we get what we are 
looking for. It is the moment that the failure is so overwhelming that we 
can no longer put it into the same context as winning, when winning is off 
the table and the emotions felt by the losses are no longer intensified by 
their opposite; this is the point where we stop playing, dejected, unable to 
feel for the game anymore. Something very similar, interestingly, happens 
if we keep winning a game – without failure or loss to offset the emotions 
engendered by winning it, it loses its attraction. While flow theory (Csiksz-
entmihalyi 2000, 2002) explains this experience of disinterest and bore-
dom as lacking the tension of challenge, Cremin’s understanding of games 
would explain boredom as lacking intensity. Without the experience of loss, 
winning becomes commonplace, and the emotional arc of play flattens out. 
And winning and losing are only two of many different sensations we expe-
rience while playing, as Lazzaro and Brown both point out above.

Emotion and aesthetics

Transgressive aesthetics is always pushing at the emotional boundaries of 
profound transgression. Transgressive aesthetics continuously challenges 
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our emotional boundaries, including those of the flow channel. It tests the 
boundary between the transgressive aesthetic located safely inside the flow 
channel, and the profound transgression transforms the player’s experience 
of flow into anxiety. 

So far in the discussion on flow and transgressive games, we have seen 
that overwhelming emotions can break flow and make players unwilling to 
engage with further with the game. For some game researchers and design-
ers, flow has become the holy grail of game design (Isbister 2016). Flow the-
ory is seductive to game design because it looks like all the designer needs to 
know is how to create that flow channel. If the challenges are balanced with 
the player progress, this should be easily doable. It should also apparently 
be an easy task to make work itself more interesting, and workers would 
perform much better if work was more like a game. Csikszentmihalyi tells 
us why it is not that easy: 

[I]t would be erroneous to expect that if all jobs were constructed like 
games, everyone would enjoy them. Even the most favorable external 
conditions do not guarantee that a person will be in flow. Because op-
timal experience depends on a subjective evaluation of what the pos-
sibilities for action are, and of one’s own capacities, it happens quite 
often that an individual will be discontented even with a potentially 
great job.

(2002, 154)

Flow in game design is very different from flow in the workplace and re-
mains contested as an aesthetic ideal. 

What flow does not describe is why players enjoy the unexpected, the 
randomness of games. Even abstract games with no random elements built 
into their systems, such as chess, invite a certain randomness in the scope 
of different strategies and tactics the players can choose from. The fact 
that so many games rely on systematic unexpectedness contradicts flow 
theory, which is very much a theory of control. Instead, it points to the 
potential of turning everything on its head: The possibility of putting the 
expected to the side and transgressing against everyday norms that we find, 
for instance, in the carnival. In the next two chapters, we will look at game 
aesthetics beyond the ideal of flow. First, we will discuss the transgressive 
aesthetics of video games as a carnivalesque aesthetics before discussing 
game aesthetics against the ideals of aesthetic appreciation and the impor-
tance of emotion and affect in transgressive aesthetics.
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Games tend to portray other worlds, and the sensation of being in a differ-
ent world is important for modern video games. New media scholar Lisbeth 
Klastrup calls this worldness (Klastrup 2003): The experience that an en-
vironment is not only a space, but a unique environment that obeys certain 
natural laws and that consists of concrete objects and living inhabitants 
that affect its environment. Worldness indicates a sense of having a com-
munity, of belonging, and it is this social connectedness that contributes to 
the sense of traversing a world, and not just a game (Klastrup 2003). When 
the player experiences a sense of worldness, the gameworld becomes close 
to real in the sense that emotional bonds are stronger, including the sense 
of transgression. These worlds tend to ask the question “what if the world 
worked differently” and then explore this idea to the point of giving the 
player the opportunity to influence some of what happens in these worlds. 
Pokémon Go (Niantic 2016) shows us a world where monsters and fantas-
tic creatures roam, if we look at our mundane world through the lens of 
the mobile device. The Witcher 3 (CD Projekt RED 2015) shows us a world 
where magic is real, and history never followed the path we recognize. Even 
sports games based on a real game with real players playing on real fields at 
the same time as players play with them on computers, such as FIFA 19 (EA 
Vanvouver and EA Romania 2018), are “what if” worlds – what if we put 
these players together, how would that work? This is in a way the very spirit 
of the carnival, the moment when we let the world be different, and to play 
a game is to revisit this other reality, where we follow different rules. In 
this chapter, we will discuss transgressive games and aesthetics through the 
concepts of the carnival and the carnivalesque – the idea that transgressive 
games can be understood as an example of a practice where the ideal is to 
turn everything upside down, at least for the time being.

Carnival or revolt?

Through the decade leading up to the writing of this book, a series of events 
have put its stamp on the term “gamer” and the use of games. The con-
cern of society has changed from a fear that youth caught up with games 

7 The carnivalesque aesthetics 
of games
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may end up doing poorly on exams or even drop out of school to game 
culture being a breeding ground for a dangerously aggressive, anti-social 
culture, where the world is understood as a game and not as reality. One 
recent event that caused this concern was the attack on two mosques in 
Christchurch, New Zealand, in March 2019. For this attack, the attacker 
announced that “something would happen” on a discussion site on 8chan 
(Bjørkelo 2019); made a reference to the well-known game stream person-
ality Felix Arvid Ulf Kjellberg known as PewDiePie (Flynn 2019) as he 
was about to start the attack; and live-streamed it, imitating the view of a 
first-person shooter game. The similarities were superficial enough that the 
reporters pointed out that it is easy to see that this is not a game (Marsh 
and Mulholland 2019), but the reference was unmistakable. However, the 
Christchurch shooter was not the first mass murderer to reference games. 
The Norwegian murderer from Utøya in 2011 claimed he had used Call 
of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 (Infinity Ward 2009) for target practice and 
World of Warcraft as an alibi for social isolation when preparing his terror-
ist attacks (Karlsen and Jørgensen 2014, 43). These references have fueled 
the discussion about the dangers of games and made many ask whether 
games turn the players into killers. While this is an understandable ques-
tion, we find this direct causality to be too simplistic. For the Christchurch 
attacker, there are too many benefits to inserting himself into the debate on 
games in this context.

Jenni Marsh and Tara Mulholland, reporters writing for CNN, delivered 
a compelling analysis of how including game culture in the mix ensured 
increased coverage, while also directing the attention away from the organ-
izations driving the white supremacy movement (Marsh and Mulholland 
2019). By mentioning PewDiePie, the shooter ensured that his subscribers – 
at the time, more than 80 million – would hear about the event, if nothing 
else because Kjellberg would have to publicly denounce it. By releasing a 
video that looked like a first-person shooter stream, the shooter ensured 
that it would be recognizable and relatable for a huge audience with a solid 
portion of the people he probably wanted to reach: Unsatisfied young men 
with enough resources to play games and a lot of time on their hands.

Still, the relationship between the alt-right and contemporary game cul-
ture is more complex than this. Since the online, harassment-rife campaign 
known as #gamergate (#GG), the alt-right has been studied in relationship 
to gamer culture (Bezio 2018, 563; Blodgett and Salter 2018, 142; Neiwert 
2017; Salter 2018, 254–55). What these studies suggest is that while gamer 
culture in itself is not racist – there is too much diversity among gamers to 
sustain that – there are some online strongholds for far right politics, where 
the alt-right has blossomed, and these online spaces are often adjacent to 
game discussion sites. This complex relationship between the alt-right and 
gamer culture in terms of common platforms and discourses leads to what is 
known as context collapse (Davis and Jurgenson 2014; Marwick and boyd 
2011). Context collapse is what happens when multiple audiences flatten 
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into one, and the different self-presentation strategies fail (Marwick and 
boyd 2011). In the relationship between gamer culture and alt-right, con-
text collapse happens as the two cultures use the same online areas and also 
refer to the same culture of resistance, irony, and transgression, particularly 
on the imageboards 4chan and 8chan. The discussions, and quite a bit of 
the rhetoric and jokes, spill over and mix. David Neiwert’s discussion of the 
“Birth of the Alt Right” (Neiwert 2017) draws direct parallels between the 
so-called troll logic and the contrary view of reality that internet trolls 
often represent, and the contrariness of conspiracy theories (Phillips 2015, 
24). Troll logic is the idea that if you are sufficiently ill-informed or naive 
as to be caught up in a troll’s net or swallow their virtual bait, you deserve 
what happens to you, whether it’s a relatively mild reveal of your ignorance 
or a more serious event (Neiwert 2017). According to troll logic, if you 
make yourself vulnerable to their trolling, you have only yourself to blame 
if you experience unpleasant repercussions. A moving target, online trolling 
is a spectrum of behaviors moving from jokes and pranks to harassment.

The online spaces where these different audiences meet is also the home-
land of memes, which we most commonly encounter as humorous images 
with a caption, spread virally. Memes are defined as what evolutionary 
biologist Richard Dawkins calls “small cultural units of transmission”, 
which spread through copying or imitation (Varis and Blommaert 2018, 
36;  Shifman 2013, 362). Cultural studies researcher Pia Varis and soci-
olinguist Jan Blommaert underline the multimodality of the signs – or 
memes in this case – and argue that they include not only copying but re- 
contextualization as they gain new meaning when they are encountered in 
a new context, connected to new modalities or texts, and hence will be read 
as new signs. This re-contextualization of the units of transmission – most 
frequently pictures – leads to a constantly repeated context collapse, and 
the memes are continuous examples of how close to each other different 
cultures live online and how easy it is to have your entire point of view 
uprooted and turned around. New media researcher Limor Shifman calls 
memes a conceptual troublemaker and discusses how re-contextualization 
can turn the original meaning of an image around to the almost opposite 
meaning of the original meme (Shifman 2013). Memes are examples of how 
meaning can be played with and subverted, and it is essential for this play 
that the online spaces where they are designed and spread are considered 
safe havens of free speech: They are liberated from the social norms of 
regular society through anonymity or, as Whitney Phillips claims, hidden 
behind the “mask of trolling”. When donning this intentionally unperceiv-
able mask, the troll ensures that the victim believes that what the troll says 
is serious and reacts accordingly, or the trolling is failed (Phillips 2015, 33). 
This is a one-sided carnival.

When we think of carnivals today, we tend to think of either the fun of 
dressing up with friends or the traditions of Rio de Janeiro. Neither im-
age prepares us for the idea that carnival may be something threatening, 
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dangerous, and even revolutionary. There is however a close connection 
between social upheaval and the carnival. Historian Bob Scribner describes 
the carnival of the Reformation. Starting in Wittenberg in 1520, students 
staged a carnival procession, re-enacting in public and on a larger scale 
Martin Luther’s burning of the papal bull that condemned him (Scribner 
1978, 304). This was the beginning of several German, carnival-type, 
anti-papal events. The events increasingly mocked the Catholic Church, 
leading to processions where relics and holy objects were included in sec-
ular celebrations. Several of the incidents are being described as results of 
“youthful high spirits” (Scribner 1978), a recognizable description of the 
antics of modern-day trolls (Phillips 2015).

The trolls of the Reformation were celebrating a very real social change 
that became the social norm in Germany and several of the northern Eu-
ropean nations. That does not mean they brought it about. There is an on-
going debate whether the Reformation was brought about by the influence 
of Martin Luther’s vision, a general malcontent with the corruption of the 
Catholic Church, or the pressure of secular rulers (Berentsen and Lawrence 
2019). While the Reformation was not brought on by carnivals, the carni-
vals were still threatening and uncomfortable, as they demonstrated and 
made visible the presence of real change with their celebrations of the over-
turned power structures. Another problem that was seen among the carni-
val revelers of the Reformation was the breach of the boundary between the 
carnival and the mundane world. When the carnivalistic acts were inter-
preted out of context, they lead to tragic events, such as accidental deaths, 
as people defended themselves from perceived demons (Scribner 1978).

If we want to understand what is happening in game culture and in the 
cultures surrounding it, the contexts it tends to collapse into, we must un-
derstand the pleasure and even importance of the carnivalesque aspects of 
the transgressive pleasures that games lead to. Some of these carnivals are 
acts of exuberance and celebration, while some are acts of revolt, a chal-
lenge to the existing norms and structures of power. We want to discuss 
how to understand the alternative worlds that games play with in order to 
support a better understanding of how games are carnivalesque and act as 
companions to transgressive aesthetics.

The digital carnival of games

What is an example of carnival in games? Game scholar Tomasz Z. 
 Majkowski uses Assassin’s Creed II as an example (Majkowski 2018). The 
game is a carnival within a carnival, in which the player dons not only the 
mask of the avatar, but also the avatar’s avatar: The player takes the role of 
Desmond Miles, a modern-day man who replays the memories of his an-
cestor Ezio Auditore to solve a historic mystery. Ezio himself is an assassin, 
trained in the skills of stealth and deception, and gameplay therefore also 
involves disguising as a civilian by blending in among them. The game is in 
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itself thus also a carnival in the sense that it allows for transgressions: As 
an assassin, it is Ezio’s duty to kill. The game constantly subverts expected 
behavior and roles: Climbing rooftops rather than streets is often the better 
way to traverse the cities, and characters such as the brothel-operating nun 
and the heretic pope are commonplace (Majkowski 2018, 197).

This kind of stepping beyond the regular experiences of life is the rule 
of video games, not the exception. In Chapter 5, we mentioned The Sims, 
a  game that does not at first glance invite transgression, but in which 
certain players torture their characters (Consalvo 2006; Flanagan 2003; 
 Wirman and Jones 2018). This demonstrates how players take the oppor-
tunity to make the mundane strange, different, and transgressive as they 
use the rules of the game to create horrible, and unrealistic, scenarios. This 
takes us back to “Norah” and her change of attitude toward GTAV: Al-
though she feels bad for running over pedestrians, in the end she gives up 
her rational self and finds that “it’s fun to find the nicest Porsche and crash 
it until its unrecognizable” (gameplay log, January 18, 2016). And masked 
as the avatar in the game, she can break all that she likes.

Bakhtin and the carnivalesque in Grand Theft Auto

Considering that a main characteristic of transgressive game aesthetics is its 
carnivalesque nature, we need to address one of the main theories on the 
carnival. Philosopher and literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin’s description 
of the carnival is an important lens through which we may understand not 
only the cultural context of transgressions evident in game culture, but also 
the transgressive aesthetic of games. The carnival as a cultural institution 
serves to uncover and make visible the unspoken agreements, norms, and 
hierarchies that make our stratified society run smoothly. As a temporary 
setting for subverting normalcy and transgressing the boundaries of ordi-
nary life, the carnival, as Mikhail Bakhtin points out, “is life drawn out of 
its usual rut, it is to some extent ‘life turned inside out,’ ‘the reverse side of 
the world’” (Bakhtin 1999, loc. 3330). The carnival is the setting where the 
beggar temporarily can be crowned king, and the king can be decrowned. 
Bakhtin explains how the carnival reveals the power structures of society 
by mapping the relationships of individuals to hierarchies. The outrage and 
eccentricity of carnival, of the regular and expected transgression of exist-
ing boundaries, reveal the otherwise invisible hegemonic norms and make 
them explicit (Bakhtin 1999). In order to reverse, oppose, and poke fun at 
the status quo, one needs to map, understand, and reveal it. As we have 
seen, video games allow players to temporarily play with identities and don 
the “mask” of an avatar, and they invite players to engage in activities that 
are otherwise restricted. Further, the ritualistic nature of the carnival is as 
dependent on rules as are games. 

However, while carnivalism is often transgressive, transgression is not au-
tomatically carnivalesque. Bakhtin underlines the dualism of carnivalism: The  
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crowning of a carnival king always means a decrowning will follow. Dur-
ing the carnival, order is supplanted with chaos for a short period of time, 
and then order will be imposed again. Given time, this in itself becomes 
a matter of order, as the carnival returns at the same time, in the same 
manner, with the same expectations. Every carnivalistic transgression is 
temporary and will pass. By being framed by ritual, routine, and order, 
the chaos of carnival is mitigated by its boundaries. The chaos is real, but 
it is not lasting (Bakhtin 1999). By being restricted, framed, and limited, 
the transgressions that happened during the time of the carnival ceased 
being profound, as they would have been at any other time of the year, and 
became aesthetic. Through this limited, framed, and restricted nature of 
carnival and its transgressive aesthetic, we can recognize the transgressive 
aesthetic of games, as their nature is also limited, carefully set aside from 
the norm and from mundane life.

The carnivalesque nature of the GTA franchise is a recurring topic in 
cultural studies scholar Nate Garrelts’s edited collection The Meaning and 
Culture of Grand Theft Auto, which celebrates the supposedly liberating 
power of GTA. The GTA series is infamous for revealing and inviting the 
players to engage in this topsy-turvy world of the carnival. New media 
scholar Dennis Redmond argues that GTA through its comic relief created 
an escape from the hegemony in an era of political regression (Redmond 
2006, loc. 1959). In another essay in the same anthology, writer and scholar 
David Annandale argues that the detailed world creation of GTA makes it 
“so excessive as to be encyclopedic” (2006, loc. 1677). In the GTA games, 
the player can engage in the fiction of actions that are not only frowned 
upon but that would have strong consequences in real-world contexts, and 
the franchise delivers this with a strong sense of humor, exaggeration, and 
absurdity. Killing other criminals, police, or bystanders; stealing and ruin-
ing cars; and inviting fights – while these have in-game consequences, the 
moment the player turns off the computer, the opposite world ends, and the 
only consequence is the passage of time. Annandale’s understanding of the 
carnivalesque nature of GTA leans heavily on the humorous aspect of it, on 
satire and parody, both vital in Bakhtin’s analysis. 

However, while the GTA franchise currently allows the white middle 
class an escape into the world of crime, like Bakhtin’s carnival, it does stop 
short of truly switching around the modes of power, where the beggar is 
made into a true king. Reflecting our initial description of the game in 
Chapter 3, professor of comparative ethnic studies David Leonard points 
out that while the GTA franchise may seem liberating, it maintains several 
of the stereotypes of race, poverty, and crime, thus reinforcing dominant 
ideologies (Leonard 2006, loc. 1137). Leonard refers to several players who 
reject the idea that GTA’s images of blackness are racist. Rather, these play-
ers find the representations to be realistic on the grounds that showing the 
criminals in the GTA franchise as anything but black would be ridiculous. 
Also one of our respondents finds the representations to be unproblematic. 
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“Sally” (26) enjoys the parodic and satiric elements of the game, and appre-
ciates how it takes certain situations into the absurd. She states:

The game seems to be fairly equally opportunity in what gets lam-
pooned. Hipsters, capitalism, the ultra-wealthy, everyone gets the treat-
ment which I found very interesting.

(Email interview, March 7, 2017)

For these players, GTA is a liberating and carnivalesque medium, but a part 
of Leonard’s implicit argument is that dominant ideologies sometimes may 
be hidden from those not directly targeted by them. While black Americans 
are more likely than white to be incarcerated in the US (Carson 2016), the 
reason for this is much more complex than a direct correlation between 
crime rate and prison population. In this manner, ethnicity and crime be-
comes one of the fields where GTA loses and rejects its carnivalistic poten-
tial, adhering instead to the white middle-class worldview, titillating the 
players with an innocent glimpse of being on the other side rather than truly 
transgressing on their white-dominated normativity by shifting the balance 
of power. And as such, the series becomes an example of what Pötzsch 
calls hegemonic transgressivity (see Chapter 3): It appears to challenge the 
established norms, but instead reproduces existing power relations (Pötzsch 
2018). And, he points out, GTA is thus transgressive in Jenks’s understand-
ing of the concept as something that works to reaffirm the boundaries that 
it is crossing by simply challenging them (Jenks 2003, 2).

If we take a look at this debate with point of departure in our game jour-
nal data, we see that the racial profiling of GTAV to some of our player par-
ticipants is transgressive to the point of being unacceptable. We have earlier 
discussed the general sense of unease that “Norah” (35) and “Cole” (34) 
express with regards to how GTAV appears to make poverty and misery 
into entertainment, but more explicit statements come from the interview 
with “Bridget” (21), a British student and woman of color. She finds the 
game to have a high degree of sexual and racial slur and is disappointed to 
see the game reinforces stereotypical representations. She explains:

I knew that you could play as a black character in GTAV and was really 
excited, hoping that he’d be a really cool character, but instead he fell 
to racial stereotypes.

(Individual interview, February 9, 2017)

Later she explains how she feels about how the game represents the social 
world:

I feel like it plays a lot on stereotypes and that while I’m sure that peo-
ple like the characters in the game do exist, it would have been great 
to see them push stereotypes. Having said that I know that people will 
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do a lot to make money, and the characters attitudes towards money is 
probably pretty accurate in society. As well as their treatment/attitude 
towards women is pretty common in today’s society.

(Individual interview, February 9, 2017)

In the end, “Bridget” finds that GTAV is not a liberating rebellion against 
the establishment, but that it reinforced the stereotypes common in society. 
As “Bridget” represents a minority, it may be easier for her to discern the 
structural issues that black Americans face and thus also identify how the 
game reinforces established stereotypes. For her, the game is thus transgres-
sive in its inability to challenge the establishment.

Menippean satire and the freedom of the plot

We are left with the question as to whether games can be carnivalesque or 
they are just all playing around with the same apparent provocation. To 
try to understand whether the surface rebellion of GTA is a matter of the 
particular form and content of this one franchise, or it is a matter of how all 
games are structured, concluding that games can never be truly transgres-
sive in the sense of portraying a radically different world, we want to look 
at the Menippean satire, one of the main features of carnivalesque genres.

Bakhtin underlines that carnival is a spectacle, not a genre or an art form, 
specifically not a literary phenomenon, but a ritualistic pageantry (Bakhtin 
1999). However, we can still identify genres that are closely related to the 
carnival and which, in Bakhtin’s expression, are carnivalesque. Leaning 
heavily on satire, the GTA franchise is an example of the carnivalesque, 
a main point in Garrelts’s collection of essays on GTA. But satire is not 
something unique to the GTA franchise. We might claim that the majority 
of digital games are satires, particularly if we lean on Bakhtin’s description 
of the Menippean satires or menippea. This understanding of satire goes 
beyond the obvious parodying of popular culture, and it may position large 
swaths of game fictions, as well as game structures and media forms, firmly 
within this genre.

Originating from the classic Greek satire, menippea was a unique literary 
mode that combined verse and prose in service of presenting an ideological 
narrative (Majkowski 2018). Bakhtin revitalized the term in his research on 
Russian author Fyodor Dostoyevsky and connected it to his own concept of 
the carnivalesque. For Bakhtin, the menippea is a satiric genre that brings 
the values of the carnival into narratives (Bakhtin 1999) through techniques 
such as the use humor and contrast; play with the fantastic, mystical, and 
religious; and the inclusion of scandalous, inappropriate, and taboo topics 
and abnormal states of mind. While the purpose is to provoke and violate 
the accepted, the menippea “questions established truths in new, unex-
pected ways, either to validate them as universal or ridicule them as false” 
(Majkowski 2018, 191). These characteristics are often found in games, 
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and we will in the following discuss how video games as a medium address 
Bakhtin’s 14 characteristics of the Menippean satire (Bakhtin 1999).

Menippea as fun and serious

According to Bakhtin, menippea is both fun and serious – it contains comic 
elements but it also works as social commentary. Like the carnival, this is a 
mixture that allows menippea to partly challenge the establishment but still 
remain located safely inside the frames of a joke. This allows menippea to 
address transgressive topics and social and cultural taboos. This resonates 
well with the argument that “it is only a game” that is often postulated 
when games are criticized in public discourse.

The first characteristic of menippea identified by Bakhtin is that it leans 
heavily on the comic, but the laughter may be strongly reduced. Reduced 
laughter in this context means laughter that “does not ring out” in the 
sense that it is not expressed directly but remains traceable in the text itself 
(Bakhtin 1999, 178). It is an expression of the position of the author, which 
invites a style where heroes can be simple and one-sided, while the “great 
dialogue” of the work remains unresolved and open. In other words, while 
there may be a humorous tone to the menippea, this may be subtle and 
sometimes hidden.

Video games often feature episodes that in themselves provoke laughter, 
both directly expressed and reduced. A typical example of expressed laugh-
ter is the expression “LOL”, from “laughing out loud”, which is a common 
written and spoken response to events and discussions about games. As dis-
cussed above, the GTA franchise is a series that have been characterized as 
satire and for using humor and the absurd to present a criticism of modern 
American society (Annandale 2006, loc. 1677). Further, the playful explo-
ration of a game’s rules and simulated worlds often lead to exaggerated and 
excessive situations that tap into the absurd, and thus add an implicitly hu-
morous aspect to gameplay. “Cole” (34) provides an example of this when 
describing a GTA5 car chase in his gameplay journal. Losing control over 
the car, he finds the car flying through the air before landing safely on the 
side of the road: “When I took to the air, I started laughing because I was 
pretty sure I had failed the mission, but when I managed to land perfectly 
intact, I started laughing harder” (gameplay journal, January 14, 2017). 
Situations like this are often understood as a weakness in the simulation, an 
incident that makes us stop accepting the simulation. Ian Bogost calls this 
phenomenon simulation fever (Bogost 2008, 106–7). However, such situ-
ations are characteristic for video games and stress one of the Menippean 
aspects of video games.

However, while the example above illustrates expressed laughter, video 
games also often contain reduced laughter. An example is the sense of being 
in on the grand joke by the designers or an implicit understanding of what 
the game is actually about that the fictional characters do not understand. 
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This War of Mine (11 bit studios and War Child 2014) is an example of this 
kind of reduced laughter. A player who has read about the game in advance 
is aware that playing the game is going to be emotionally harrowing and a 
tragedy, but by knowing this, the player simultaneously is in on this joke 
made by the designers and participates in this reduced laughter – the quiet 
joy of a horrible experience. A different example of reduced laughter can 
be found in Hatred (Destructive Creations 2015). According to “Keith” 
(29), the game’s protagonist sounds like “a cartoony supervillain, which 
makes the game funny in a probably unplanned way”. He elaborates in his 
gameplay journal: 

The dialogue was just kind of pathetic in its attempt to be dark. It 
was really hard for me to understand what impression they were trying 
to make with it. Were the developers inspired by actual quotes from 
spree killers, or did they just take whatever sounded the most dark and 
controversial? Hard to say, but the effect is an unexpected moment of 
humor, however dark it is. It’s not funny per se, but it’s almost of the 
“so bad it’s good” variety.

(Gameplay journal, September 30, 2016)

While the exaggerated characteristics of Hatred were widely discussed 
among the participants, the parodic elements that “Keith” identifies were 
also discussed explicitly in two of the focus groups (September 28, 2016, 
and November 11, 2016). This also shows an example of how trans-
gressions may be mitigated by the use of humor, which we discussed in 
Chapter 5.

Another characteristic of menippea is “its concern with current and top-
ical issues” (Bakhtin 1999, 118) and that it echoes or comments on the 
topics of its time. For this reason, Bakhtin calls menippea the “journalistic” 
genre of antiquity. In relation to video games, it reflects how we can see 
that games are deeply embedded in popular culture, which keeps making 
them focal points for fierce discussions, at times flaring up to cultural wars. 
One example is the #gamergate actions (Mortensen 2018), which now are 
discussed as a prelude or test case to the activism around Donald Trump’s 
presidency through the active participation of central agents (Cross 2017; 
Lees 2016). While this does not demonstrate the journalistic content of one 
particular game, it demonstrates how games and game culture reflects the 
hot topics of their time. Also the so-called games for change segment of 
serious games, exemplified by Gonzalo Frasca’s September the 12 (Frasca 
2003), is an example of the “journalistic” aspects of menippea. In our se-
lection, there are also a number of games that can be considered social 
commentary: Not only GTAV but also Spec Ops: The Line, This War of 
Mine, and Life is Strange, and Hatred, as we discuss in Chapter 6 when 
“Keith” describes how the protagonist’s attack on a political rally makes 
the otherwise exaggerated game experience suddenly very real. “Mary” 
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(25) describes how she finds Spec Ops: The Line to be a commentary on 
current war politics: 

For instance, USA just accidentally bombed a Doctor Without Borders 
hospital, right. So the whole situation here is based on many similar 
situations that have taken place in active warfare. And… it’s uncom-
fortable because it is correct, I think. The presentation moved you and 
gives you an icky sensation because you know these things do happen.

(Focus group, October 16, 2015)

With its ability to put focus on some of the problematic sides of war and 
also make players associate it with current events, Spec Ops: The Line cor-
responds to the menippea’s engagement with current affairs.

To sum up, while there is often a humorous tone to the menippea, it is 
also able to address serious topics. In video games, this is actualized in the 
fallacy of play – the idea that games and play are only fun and nonserious 
and not an appropriate arena for serious matters. Looking at games as a 
Menippean genre, this comic characteristic of menippea stresses the fact 
that games are indeed nonserious, although the concern with current issues 
also demonstrates the fact that games are not only playing around with se-
rious topics, but that they are also a medium for the subtle communication 
of critical matters.

Menippea as fantastic and extraordinary

Several of the characteristics of menippea that Bakhtin identifies concern 
in some way the fantastic and the extraordinary, ranging from how men-
ippea allows us new and unfamiliar points of view to how it may include 
the supernatural and the abnormal. The use of the fantastic is one of the 
main characteristics of games, as they lean heavily on science fiction and 
fantasy. Philosopher and literary theorist Tzvetan Todorov defines the fan-
tastic as the duration of the uncertainty of whether something impossible 
can exist (1975, 25). In other words, when we experience something as 
impossible but remain wondering about whether it actually could exist, 
we are in the domain of the fantastic. And once we answer the question, 
we are either within the uncanny or the marvelous – two ends of a scale 
of the fantastic (Todorov 1975). Todorov’s scale of the fantastic reaches 
from the uncanny to the marvelous, which we also address in Chapter 8. 
The uncanny in the context of games can both refer to the “supernatural 
explained”, as Todorov defines it (Todorov 1975), and the “uncanny val-
ley”, the point at which virtual representations become so life-like that it is 
uncomfortable, as hypothesized by Japanese robotics professor Masahiro 
Mori in the 1970s (Mori, MacDorman, and Kageki 2012). The marvelous 
is the “supernatural accepted” (Todorov 1975). The scale between these ex-
tremes demonstrates the importance of contrast in the menippea, and they 
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also demonstrate why the fantastic is such an important genre for games. 
Games, adhering to the genre descriptions of the menippea, embrace the 
negative emotion that Massumi points to as desirable (Massumi 2002), let-
ting it out as we play with the uncanny, the almost-real-but-disturbing we 
particularly see in horror games, at the same time as it lets us jump into 
the marvelous, different, and spectacularly unrealistic. The different ends 
of the scale of the fantastic let us experience the full weight of emotion, 
whether we prefer to play in the uncanny valley of disgust, shock, and fear 
or in the wonderland of the marvelous with joy, delight, humor, and beauty. 
The popularity of games indicates that we apparently want to play both 
in the uncanny valley and at the amazing peaks. What both ends of the 
spectrum have in common is that they make the players keenly experience 
emotions. While all the games in our sample deal with the fantastic in one 
way or another, Bloodborne and Alien: Isolation are the games that most 
faithfully follow the traditional understanding of the fantastic. The inclu-
sion of monsters in the form of aliens and zombie-like creatures as well as 
robots is tapping into sensations of uncanniness as well as of awe, stressed 
by several of our game journal participants. “David” describes his experi-
ence with Alien: Isolation as one that spans the spectrum from the mar-
velous to the uncanny, from the terrifying threat of meeting the seemingly 
undefeatable alien monster to the uncanny encounters with malfunctioning 
support androids that at the end of the day is the feature that gives him 
most discomfort (Interview, November 3, 2016).

While the fantastic may most truthfully be encountered in the horror 
genre, for Bakhtin the most important characteristic of menippea is an un-
restrained use of the fantastic that creates extraordinary situations in order 
to test and explore philosophical ideas (Bakhtin 1999). This can sometimes 
manifest itself in travels to faraway and unfamiliar lands. These can be so-
cial utopias (Bakhtin 1999): Life is Strange poses as an example by being set 
in Arcadia Bay, a fictional place that is quite literally named after a mytho-
logical utopia. The worlds we meet in video games tend to be unfamiliar to 
us in the sense that they function according to their own logic, often based 
on game mechanics (Jørgensen 2013). As mentioned in the introduction to 
this chapter, games have an inherent “worldness” which defines them. In a 
gameworld, it may be true – as in Super Mario Bros. – that plumbers need 
to jump chasms and collect mushrooms in order to reach the castle where 
a princess is kept prisoner (Nintendo Research & Development 4 1985).

In the menippea, however, using extraordinary situations and unfamil-
iar settings are often associated with exploring philosophical ideas. The 
idea of possible worlds and what could have been if the world had taken a 
somewhat different turn is a part of this. In video games, this tends to go 
hand in hand with the two characteristics of menippea: The concern for 
the ultimate philosophical questions that provoke the decisive actions of 
a person (Bakhtin 1999, 115) and threshold dialogues or heavenly gates 
discourses, which concerns existential questions or decisions that lead the 
protagonist beyond the threshold that lead to other realms, such as the 
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underworld or heaven (Bakhtin 1999, 116). “Nathan” (37), an unemployed 
Norwegian, describes how Bloodborne is able to make him feel as a visitor 
in a different world by his statement that “you are just a tourist in hell” 
(gameplay journal, October 10, 2016). The game’s twisted, gothic reality 
and the vague environmental storytelling (Jenkins 2004) that only hints at 
the avatar’s motivation makes “Nathan” also question the avatar’s identity 
as savior of the realm. 

Another defining characteristic of the medium is how video games often 
force the players into decisive actions. In order to maintain game progress, 
players are put in a position from which they will have to choose life or 
death not just for non-playing characters but also for their own character 
and often also entire universes and species. The structure and technology 
of digital games also opens up for extended use of the choices leading to 
other realms, which may in some cases be directly to heaven or hell, but 
may also be other alternative parts of the game universe, depending on the 
rest of the fiction. Beyond: Two Souls and Life is Strange are both games 
in our sample that feature explicit player choices through dialogue trees, 
and they also invite the player to face ultimate questions with regards to 
suicide, euthanasia, birth, and death. Life is Strange goes even further in 
playing with decisions, as it features the manipulation of time as a central 
game mechanic. The Norwegian student “Luke” (29) talks about how the 
player is put into extraordinary positions when they must make decisions 
on matters of life and death:

In Life is Strange, there are at least two really awful things: You can 
save a friend from committing suicide, and you can let your girlfriend 
live or kill her in what is almost a case of mercy killing. And these are 
two things that you cannot rewind afterwards.

(Focus group, October 9, 2015)

Both these situations concern events that are absolute: In the suicide scene, 
the player can either talk their friend out of suicide or not, depending on 
their dialogue choices and previous actions concerning this friend, but re-
gardless of the outcome, this is an event that cannot be rewound. Unlike 
most other video game deaths, this is a potential death that is given weight 
in the narrative climax. The euthanasia episode is one that takes place in 
an alternate timeline that explores what would have transpired if the pro-
tagonist had been using their power to rewind time to save a secondary 
character’s life earlier in the game. In this sense, the episode puts decisive 
actions with major ethical implications inside a possible world scenario, 
thereby tapping into three of the fantastic and extraordinary aspects of the 
menippea at the same time.

Life is Strange’s play with time also taps into menippea’s characteristic 
of being liberated from the restrictions of history and memoir, particularly 
because the memory of all other game characters but the players’ avatar 
is altered in the process of winding back time. This characteristic stresses 
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that the freedom of the plot is absolute, as menippea is not restricted by any 
form of realism, but allows for historical and philosophical invention and 
the intermingling of historical and fictional characters in the same narrative 
(Bakhtin 1999, 114). Being liberated from history and time is also a domi-
nating feature for most video games, where the players may save games and 
load previous saves in order to perform better. A particularly illustrating 
example is the Assassin’s Creed series, which inserts a non-historical char-
acter into world history and then plays around with the facts concerning 
historical characters that may come in contact with the main character of 
the game (Majkowski 2018).

The freedom from memory and history is also closely connected to what 
Bakhtin calls the experimental fantasticality of the menippea. Experimen-
tal fantasticality allows the player an unusual point of view that radically 
changes the perspective of the observed phenomena (Bakhtin 1999, 116). 
This relates to how the use of alternate worlds invites alternate viewpoints 
and new experiences. Games allow us to temporarily take on a fictional 
identity and explore unfamiliar gameworlds with skills and abilities that we 
would never gain in the real world. However, it is important to point out 
that video games are frequently criticized for not being able to offer new 
perspectives as the point of view tends to be that of a white male, but the 
games that transgress against the norms and expectations of game culture 
tend to challenge this facility. Offering the perspective of a female teenager, 
Life is Strange is thus an example of this. Further, Spec Ops: The Line al-
lows players to see the world through post-traumatic stress syndrome, and 
Hatred invites the player to take the perspective of a mass murderer. This 
War of Mine lets the player see war through the eyes of civilians, all differ-
ent and unusual viewpoints for the majority of players. For the Norwegian 
student “Neil” (25), new experiences are essential to his game preferences, 
and he describes himself as “the mountaineer who always looks for a new 
mountain, to gain a new experience” (focus group, November 11, 2015).

By providing insight into the damaged minds of their protagonists, Ha-
tred and Spec Ops: The Line are also illustrative examples of menippea’s 
tendency to include moral-psychological experimentation of unusual, ab-
normal states of mind (Bakhtin 1999, 116). In Spec Ops: The Line, the 
players alignment with the protagonists and his inability to fully process 
the harrowing memories of his past works as a narrative drive and turning 
point, and is central for how the game creates meaningful discomfort (see 
Chapter 5) in the player. According to “Oscar” (35), a Norwegian engineer: 

After a while you start to realize that the person you are playing is 
actually mentally disturbed. So the information you have in order to 
make choices during the game is not actual information.

(Focus group, September 28, 2015)

Digital role-playing games that are experienced as transgressive may ask 
the player to use ethical reflection in the problem-solving process (Sicart 
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2013, 2009), forcing them to consider other mind-sets and perspectives 
than they otherwise would have employed. This is also a central aspect 
of games that create meaningful discomfort (see Chapter 5) in the player. 
Playing with the state of mind, either of the player character or of other 
characters that the player must support or overcome, is also a vital part of 
the horror genre.

Another aspect related to the fantastic and the extraordinary is menip-
pea’s combination of the fantastic, the mystical and religious, with crude 
slum naturalism. In menippea, the truth is searched for and found in the 
parts of society with the lowest status – the slums, brothels, and den of 
thieves – where insightful wisdom and words of magic often are found 
among the most vulgar and evil characters (Bakhtin 1999, 115). This is 
paralleled in the player’s traversal through the dark and filthy streets of 
Bloodborne, and “Nathan” (37) further explains how the best of advice 
seems to come from the least likely of messengers as a machine- shooting 
madman warns about entering a certain district (gameplay journal, 
 October 3, 2016). Although these characteristics may be transgressive due 
to the subversion of aesthetic ideals, including fantastic elements may also 
be transgressive because they invite exploration of the boundaries of the 
imagination.

Menippea as the ultimate transgressive genre

Menippea can be understood as the ultimate transgressive genre by encom-
passing several understandings of transgression. First, menippea contains 
scandal scenes, inappropriate behavior, speeches, and performances, vio-
lations of the generally accepted (Bakhtin 1999, 117). It thus spans social 
taboos and public controversies. This resonates with the attraction of video 
games toward the socially unacceptable. The degree of violence in almost 
all games – even children’s games – is still prevalent. Video games offer 
a simulated world where the player can carry out actions that go beyond 
that which is possible in the real world, thereby creating a space for explor-
ing immoral, taboo, and criminal acts. In the less provocative games, the 
unacceptable is played out by the antagonist, and it is the player’s duty to 
overcome it in order to restore balance and order. In the more provocative 
games, it is the player character that breaks the norms and goes outside the 
acceptable, either in brave defiance or with reckless abandon. In Dragon 
Age: Origins, the player must do unspeakable acts of blood magic in order 
to save the son of a noble; in contrast, in GTAV, there is a side mission in 
which the player subjects an innocent to torture. In certain instances, the 
public image of video games as ultraviolent is explicitly exploited for the 
purpose of attracting attention. The Polish software engineer “Danny” (22) 
describes his experiences with Hatred in this way:

I was expecting to be shocked. I thought the things that they showed in 
the trailer, that’s just the beginning. But well, it is pretty much it. After 
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the first level, the game has literally nothing more to show. Nothing to 
show.

(Individual interview, October 7, 2016)

Hatred’s inclusion of extreme violence is in “Danny’s” view more than an-
ything else a spectacle, a speculative way of gaining attention through pro-
voking common sensibilities.

Menippea also deals directly with the transgressive through its use of 
sharp contrasts: Virtue and sin, glory and loss, are often found in the same 
character or context, exemplified by the fall of the emperor and the noble 
bandit. This is transgressive in so far that it concerns the subversion of 
roles, surprising twists, and emotional manipulation. According to Bakh-
tin, “[t]he menippea loves to play with abrupt transitions and shifts, ups 
and downs, rises and falls, unexpected comings together of distant and 
disunited things, mésalliances of all sorts” (Bakhtin 1999, 118). The narra-
tive of a hero moving from rags to riches is a typical example prevalent in 
games. Also the contrast between the representation of the player character 
as a virtuous and likeable hero, which nevertheless kills everything in their 
path without much consideration is a clear example of this. An example is 
Trevor, one of the three protagonists in GTAV, an ex-con and excitement- 
seeking sociopath. Although some of the player participants have no sym-
pathy for the character, others find certain redeeming features in him:

Trevor is the comic moment, due to everything he says, the things he 
does. A normal person would never do these things. (…) He is comedy, 
simple as that. He is a violent psychopath, but you learn through the 
story that he has, there are good things in him, you just have to search 
for it.

(“Tony” (36), focus group interview, September 28, 2015)

Other examples are the subversion of the hero role, as we discussed above 
in the cases of Spec Ops: The Line and Bloodborne. Other games that sub-
vert the trope of the heroic game protagonist are Shadow of the Colossus 
(Team ICO 2005) and Far Cry 5 (Ubisoft Montreal 2018).

Last, menippea can also be considered transgressive in the sense that 
it challenges established genres (Majkowski 2019). Menippea is typically 
a mixture of genres, inserted speeches, prose, and poetry, and is charac-
terized by its multi-styled and multi-voiced nature (Bakhtin 1999, 118). 
Video games are by definition a mixture of established media, and the dif-
ferent media and the popular cultural mesh that games tend to be part 
of are so much a part of the medium that they can be hard to distinguish 
and recognize. The video game as medium combines game mechanics with 
the cinematic as well as with text. Role-playing games such as the Mass 
Effect series allow the player to hone their tactical skills in combat, and 
combine this with cinematic cutscenes as well as with written texts to be 
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encountered as books or emails in the gameworld. Also, most video games 
today do not follow the conventions of one game genre only; instead, they 
combine the best of several genres into one. For instance, Horizon: Zero 
Dawn (Guerrilla Games 2017) combines open world exploration with the 
3D climbing puzzles and acrobatic action gameplay. In our sample, Spec 
Ops: The Line combines traditional shooter mechanics with the narrative 
of Joseph Conrad’s literary classic Heart of Darkness (Conrad 1899). An 
example of how this may be experienced as transgressive is given by “Jane” 
(38), who, as discussed in Chapter 5, was frustrated by how This War of 
Mine melds a serious war game with resource management simulation, 
turning a profound problem into a resource management game (Individual 
interview, October 29, 2016). “Jane’s” reaction shows how the mixture 
of genres sometimes can be a transgression. While it stylistically may be 
unproblematic, its explicit failure to fulfill expectations may be confusing. 
This shows that sometimes transgression can spring out of the fact that 
situations may prove to be something other than what they pretend to be.

Menippea, intent and transgression

There are also games where, while we can pinpoint some aspects of meni-
ppea, the connection is not a major feature of the attraction to the games. 
The wildly popular sports games, such as the FIFA franchise (EA  Vancouver 
and EA Romania 2018), may be used by players to create humorous or 
transgressive situations, such as playing the representation of the young 
star Mbappe as an unstoppable player (Bristow 2018) or letting unlikely, 
low-rated video game characters perform the spectacular overhead kicks of 
football superstar Ronaldo (Yin-Poole 2018), but they are aiming to rep-
resent not a different, fantastic world but a simulation of this world, with 
a bit more agency given to the players than they would have while simply 
watching the game. In this case, the satire that occasionally does happen is 
not a design goal, but more likely a flaw, such as with the unstoppable fea-
ture of Mbappe, or a result of how players want to play the game, as with 
the overhead kick. While the game definitely comments on current affairs, 
such cases offer a utopian universe in which all players can do overhead 
kicks, and involuntary offer moral dilemmas, such as whether or not it is 
acceptable to play a character that cannot be stopped, but such features are 
not the main design goals of the game. A FIFA game “brings The World’s 
Game to life, letting you play with the biggest leagues, clubs, and players 
in world football, all with incredible detail and realism” (Electronic Arts 
2019). This indicates that the intent of the game is not satire, but realism 
and simulation. Whether this is possible is another matter.

On the one hand, the discussion of the Menippean satire shows that video 
games can hardly avoid the menippea and, for this reason, are irrevocably 
part of the carnivalesque tradition as Bakhtin describes it. Through adopt-
ing Menippean qualities, video games are by nature subversive, inviting the 
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player to temporarily take on new perspectives in a topsy-turvy utopian – 
or dystopian – world. The rebellious undercurrents of the carnival are also 
still intact in video games, reflected not only in the content of games, but 
also in gaming culture. The idea that games are at heart a subculture only 
for a certain group of insiders and that they require a certain kind of liter-
acy not easily acquired is a part of this. On the other hand, not all games 
aim at being Menippean satires, but go to great length to offer different 
representations. While we can’t really analyze intent while studying the text 
of a game, we can look at how a game either deliberately uses the elements 
of satire or falls into it at random through design flaws, like with FIFA.

Neither do we claim that all Menippean satire is transgressive. While 
satire lends itself to transgression, as it is in itself a contrary genre that 
plays with the stupidity of humanity, scorn, and ridicule (Merriam-Webster 
Dictionary 2019), if it is the general consensus that what is being mocked is 
deserving of mockery, the satire is not transgressive. However, as we saw at 
the start of this chapter, many games come from and are being targeted at 
a demographic segment already saturated in a culture where political and 
cultural opposition; mockery; and transgressive acts, ideas, statements, and 
claims are the norm rather than the exceptions. And in this reality, many, 
if not most, games with a narrative or obviously fictional element, will be-
come deliberate Menippean satires, with a strong underlying acceptance of 
the importance of the topsy-turvy world of the carnivalesque.

The importance of transgressions

In his work about video game culture as a toxic meritocracy, game re-
searcher Christopher Paul writes about what he calls the jerks of gaming. 
In this context, he underlines the connection “between the reality we per-
ceive and the symbol systems we use to describe it” (Paul 2018, 63). Paul 
describes the toxic culture of gaming through a discussion of the webcomic 
Penny Arcade (Krahulik and Holkins 2019). The comic was criticized for 
transgressive statements, for instance the infamous “dickwolves” comic 
(2010), a satire on the structure of quests in RPGs. The comic was criti-
cized for making fun of rape victims, and the controversy peaked as Penny 
Arcade created dickwolf merchandise. At a conference, illustrator Mike 
Krahulik said that they should have let the merchandise stay on the store 
rather than discontinue it, even if the merchandise were intended to insult 
the rape victims that protested. This was applauded by the audience (Paul 
2018). Paul argues that inside of a toxic game culture, removing a refer-
ence to rape once it had been made would be more problematic and more 
norm-breaking than leaving it in.

Our claim here is not that games should not be transgressive. Rather, we 
believe in the power of games to challenge through transgressive aesthetics, 
and we claim that insight into the toxic side of game culture demonstrates 
why transgressions are important. However, the transgressive aesthetics of 
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games is not a one-way street: Game enthusiasts who accept games that 
break other players’ sensibilities must also accept the potential existence 
of games that may provoke them. It is ironic when game enthusiasts who 
defend the right of games to offend themselves become offended by certain 
kinds of game content or criticism. As game culture becomes more diverse 
and as a consequence also more politicized, game enthusiasts can in the 
future expect to more often encounter game content that they find trans-
gressive. Creating games that challenge the players’ cultural complacency 
as well as their expectations may offer a way to provoke discussion among 
groups that are otherwise too risk-adverse to engage with interaction in 
other cultural strata than their own. Games and the culture that surrounds 
them belong to a part of our online culture that appears to keep a deliber-
ate distance from the mainstream. This exclusion tends to lead it into the 
contextual vicinity of other topics – for instance, racism and misogyny with 
game criticism – making a contextual collapse possible. By taking game 
aesthetics seriously and acknowledging the transgressive power of games, 
we can make game subcultures more distinct. By not confusing contextu-
ally close subcultures, we may avoid contextual collapse.

While this indicates that more games in the future may provoke common 
sensibilities, this also means that it is possible to transgress as an opposi-
tion to oppression and social injustice. Game scholars Kishonna Gray and 
David Leonard demonstrate how games can be transgressive and carni-
valesque, and still be what they call “woke” – conscious of the social injus-
tices in contemporary culture (Gray and Leonard 2018, 13). Their book is a 
collection of counter-narratives, demonstrations of how players cannot just 
have access to transgressive games, but also can play games that deal with 
other types of transgressions, such as Hair Nah, which allows an avatar 
to smack away white hands trying to touch a black person’s hair (Momo 
Pixel, n.d.). Touching black hair is here a demonstration of different life ex-
periences and cultures meeting. Here the conflict between a white person’s 
curiosity and a black woman’s annoyance with being the target of this curi-
osity makes this game a demonstration of how games can address real-life 
transgressions. And this game does transgress, stepping straight into the 
discourse of race in the US, as the designer Momo Pixel experienced. Al-
though she claims that she designed this for herself, it is born from her own 
frustration with transgressions (Payne 2018). It is a transgressive response 
to a transgression.

Aesthetic transgressions are often efficient tools to highlight topics that 
may be hard to talk about. We already know that transgressive aesthetics 
can be planned, as we see in the carefully designed art pieces that fold into 
a movement of transgressive art, art which is supposed to stir us, and to 
dispel the disinterest which comes with Kant’s understanding of the con-
ditions of aesthetic judgment: “The delight which determines the judge-
ment of taste is independent of all interest” (Kant 1790). Independent is, 
by Kant and following critics, understood as disconnected, and the critics’ 
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gaze needs to be a disinterested gaze, specifically one that is not moved by 
emotion. Kieran Cashell describes this credo of aesthetic appreciation, and 
continues by demonstrating the role of transgressive art in relation to the 
dominant, anti-sentimental understanding of aesthetics:

Yet it is precisely this concept that much important contemporary ar-
tistic practice actively tries to sabotage by engaging with the ‘extra- 
aesthetic’ contexts of the very emotional, sexual and especially moral 
life-worlds prescriptively disengaged by the dogma of disinterestedness.

(Cashell 2009, loc. 313–15)

Transgressive art, when it is deliberate, is designed to negate the trained and 
nurtured intellectual, analytical distance and make us feel. It is an aesthetic 
of emotion and affect. But in order to reach this point, it needs to step 
around the trained and educated aesthetic responses of distance and cool 
appreciation, and reach for an appreciation that has room for different, 
perhaps more immediate, strategies of judgment.
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If we look at games as emotion machines and assume that their main pur-
pose is not to be won or lost, but to be felt, we need to consider the point 
of view from which we appreciate and analyze them. In the introduction to 
this book, we stated that aesthetics is not something that exists objectively 
in an artwork, but it emerges as a result of a value judgment of a work 
and therefore depends on the relationship between the perceiver and the 
work. While aesthetic philosophy has a long tradition of debating the role 
and value of emotions in the appreciators’ response to aesthetic works, we 
look at transgressive aesthetics, where we consider feelings to be vital for 
aesthetic appreciation.

In this chapter, we are looking at how we can study the emotional as-
pect of games through aesthetic theory. Specifically, we will illuminate 
how transgressive game aesthetics can be understood as a contrast to 
flow through the concepts of kitsch and avant-garde, before moving on to 
discussing the relationship between transgressive game aesthetic and the 
sublime. Our central argument in this chapter is that transgressive game 
aesthetics indeed is dependent upon emotional response. 

Designing for emotions and flow

Game designers are well aware of the connection of emotion and games, 
and have developed strategies for designing for emotion (Freeman 2004; 
Freeman and David 2004). Katherine Isbister’s work, introduced in 
Chapter 8, explores the argument that games are made up of meaning-
ful choices, which leads us into the idea of flow as the ideal of game 
design. Echoing Civilization designer Sid Meier’s claim that a game is 
a series of interesting choices (Alexander 2012; Isbister 2016), Isbister 
states that meaningful choices indicate a sense of mastery and responsi-
bility for one’s own choices and their outcomes, experiences that resonate 
strongly with Csikszentmihalyi’s emphasis on the meaning-making in the 
experience of flow (Csikszentmihalyi 2002). For us, the most important 
aspect of Isbister’s discussion is in how choice leads to involvement and 
mental activity. This is one of the core properties of a game: It needs to 
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offer choice of some kind, and these choices are meaningful because they 
create emotion. 

As we discussed in Chapter 6, one of the most frequently cited theories 
when game designers discuss how to create good games is Csikzentmihalyi’s 
theory of flow (Csikszentmihalyi 2002). Isbister holds flow theory up as the 
main tool for designers to design engaging games. She claims that “[f]low 
theory has been a boon to the game design and research communities”, 
and that this approach has moved the discourse into how emotions can be 
affected by design (Isbister 2016, 5).

While flow theory, as theorized by Csikzentmihalyi, is a description not 
of the field of ultimate game play but of the zone of ultimate autotelic ex-
perience in life in general, it offers designers a model for the winning con-
dition of game design: If a designer can manage to keep the players in the 
flow zone for a long time, it is a well-designed game. It is in many ways 
the opposite of what Isbister discusses – rather than being a way to relate 
play with emotion, it describes an emotional balance to avoid feeling anx-
iety and boredom, two overwhelming emotions connected to the demands 
of living with routine work. While playfulness can foster flow, flow does 
not necessarily foster playfulness. The terms are not synonymous (Stenros 
2015, 65).

Kitsch and the avant-garde in game aesthetics

However, the claim that flow is a good thing for game design has its critics. 
Game scholar and designer Brian Schrank sees flow as something suspect 
because of the way it is used to control the player’s emotions (Schrank 2014, 
34). Schrank claims that flow controls the player in the same way as how 
the central perspective of Renaissance painting and architecture controls 
the viewer. Where Isbister uses Renaissance art as an analogy for new ven-
tures in game design and for how video games experience a burst in new 
genres and emotional territory (Isbister 2016, xvii), Schrank’s comparison 
to the Renaissance when talking about the flow aspect of games describes 
it as an aesthetic style that restricts its audience more than it liberates or 
empowers. 

The difference is rooted in the use of the term. Renaissance is often used 
as synonymous for renewal and rejuvenation, but we tend to forget that it 
also means a comeback or a return to something old, in the sense that the 
Renaissance appropriated the aesthetic of the Greek and Romans of the An-
tique. Considering that video games have never previously been as sophis-
ticated nor is there something previously forgotten that we have re-learned 
about how to design them, it is difficult to see today’s advances in game 
design as a return to former glory. Rather than talking about the Renais-
sance as a renewal of game design, Schrank speaks of Renaissance as an 
artistic direction and a specific game design aesthetic (Schrank 2014, 32). 
He justifies this with the illusion of immersion that the central perspective 
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strived to create, as it was reintroduced during the Renaissance period to 
Western art. According to Schrank, a well-executed Renaissance painting 
fixed the viewer in one position in relation to the canvas, at which point the 
image could be experienced in the best way. In the same manner, flow as 
a design paradigm fixes the player in one position in relation to the game, 
leading the player along carefully regulated paths. 

Schrank goes one step further, though, and claims that what is created by 
flow is not the perfect, artistic illusion, a Renaissance art work, but kitsch:

Solution space is a way of quantifying the possibilities of play and ren-
dering them tangible within a computational system. No matter how 
large or complex the system of a game is, if it is designed to transform 
the player into its ideal subject who can perform their part perfectly, 
then the game is a form of contemporary kitsch – the antithesis of for-
mal avant-garde art.

(Schrank 2014, 36)

Kitsch is when a work of art is mediocre or banal; it has become a stereo-
type (Poggioli 1981, 80). Kitsch is, according to Schrank, a term for easily 
consumable media and characterizes a standardized aesthetic to which the 
audience know how to respond. Kitsch games thus offer universal literacy 
and predict and cause emotion on cue. This resonates with Colin Cremin’s 
double understanding of the player either as an apprentice striving to be-
come an artist, learning from the process, or the player as a regressive ap-
prentice, aiming only to repeat the same tricks that lead to the same results 
(Cremin 2016).

In opposition to kitsch games, Schrank positions avant-garde games, and 
he claims the main value of these games is that they weaken or break up 
flow (Schrank 2014, 7). He continues in his description of what can make 
games avant-garde in pointing out how limited the current explorations of 
what video games can do really is, talking about how it can be explored 
as something sensual or material, how they relate to economy and politics, 
and how they can be different from the current idea by being more change-
able (Schrank 2014). They are distinguished from mainstream games by 
how they demonstrate diversity of gameplay and break apart how we think 
about game design and game play (Schrank 2014). This is consistent with 
Schrank’s understanding of avant-garde art in general, as art that disrupts 
the illusion of coherence.

The avant-garde is generally thought of not as a fixed design trend but as 
a movement. In its conception, it was closely connected to political revolt 
and expresses something new – that which is just invented (Poggioli 1981). 
Rather than a movement away from a careful rendering of reality, the 
avant-garde is a movement away from the established and fixed. Schrank 
defines avant-garde as a specific movement of art, one where the hegemony 
of the painting as a perfect window is broken. In avant-garde, according to 
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Schrank, the image is fragmented, the perspective disrupted, and the illu-
sion ripped aside. This is a very specific understanding of the avant-garde, 
where it becomes fixed to a specific genre of visual art. 

Literary scholar Renato Poggioli expands on the connection between 
the avant-garde and kitsch (Poggioli 1981). The two aspects rely on each 
other, as avant-garde can only exist as long as there is an established 
 tradition – the stereotype; and the stereotype is created from successful new 
 inventions – from a successful avant-garde. With this in mind, the avant-
garde in games is not be understood as one specific direction where it is 
possible to list certain aesthetic features; on the contrary, once avant-garde 
games become a particular genre that needs to follow a specific format, 
they have by definition become kitsch. As Schrank states in his concluding 
chapter, “The avant-garde leads or protests the current state of games, and 
it does so in many ways, just as it historically led or protested mainstream 
art and culture in many ways” (Schrank 2014, 182). The avant-garde does 
not follow the rules, even its own. It breaks them.

Ludic dysphoria

The works of Isbister and Schrank give us an opportunity to look at two 
very different game design paradigms, both of which point toward posi-
tioning emotion as the main goal of gameplay. Isbister’s point of departure 
is how designers can control the reactions and bodies of the players through 
emotion-bound design, while Schrank’s is how players can be jolted out of 
their comfort zone in order to become aware of their emotions beyond the 
controlled experience. Both of these positions, however, aim at aesthetics 
of experienced emotion. 

In Chapter 5, we discussed play that is carried out not because it is fun, 
but because it is gratifying on other levels as parapathic game experiences. 
We will now introduce the related idea of ludic dysphoria, a trend of design-
ing games that are deliberately uncomfortable and jarring. In psychology, 
dysphoria refers to a disconnect in emotion connected to a profound state 
of dissatisfaction and discomfort characterized by anxiety and restlessness 
(Purse 2019). Ludic dysphoria is the disconnect players feel when they en-
counter games that are truly disruptive. They are avant-garde because they 
break fundamentally with our idea of what a game is and should be. If we 
follow Poggioli’s understanding of the avant-garde, ludic dysphoric games 
will – if they become established as genres or because their game mechanics 
become widespread – sooner or later be described, defined, and framed, 
at which point they become kitsch, and the avant-garde will have moved 
on to new inventions. Ludic dysphoric games are transgressive because of 
the strong and often conflicting emotions they evoke. In Chapter  2, we 
discussed That Dragon, Cancer, which disturbed players as well as crit-
ics because it thematized childhood cancer, using few traditional game 
mechanics and thereby also raising the question whether it was a game  
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or not. Similarly, the much debated story-game Depression Quest (Quinn, 
Lindsey, and Schankler 2013) also raised controversy over whether or not 
depression was something that made a suitable topic for play (Parkin 2014). 
Depression Quest and That Dragon, Cancer can also be seen as avant-
garde in that they introduced something truly novel into the gaming world 
and thereby also created ludic dysphoria in a large group of players who 
neither expected nor wanted a form of innovation in games that included 
stripped-down mechanics for the sake of a transgressive form of realism 
(Bjørkelo 2018).

A different example of ludic dysphoria is the previously mentioned The 
Artwork Formerly Known as PainStation. PainStation is a piece of interac-
tive art that is also a game. The point of the game is to get a high score by 
keeping your hand on the pain execution unit – a panel that delivers pain to 
the player. Each player can hurt the other through gameplay, and no matter 
the score, the player to first lift a hand from the game will lose. PainStation 
was both an art success and a more commercial success, and the designers 
had to make a new version to avoid some of the liabilities that came with 
having designed a popular game that could potentially harm others. While 
this is not exactly a mainstream game, it does prove that there is not an au-
tomatic connection between pleasurable emotion and game pleasure. Like 
with Massumi’s example of the paradox of painful art from Chapter 6, 
PainStation is popular because it makes such a huge impression through 
a distinctly unpleasant sensation. The physical and emotional upset is, in 
many ways, as enjoyable as a pleasing or soothing experience. As a work of 
art, PainStation falls neatly into a tradition of transgressive art. PainSta-
tion also carries a double dose of transgression; the player will feel pain, 
which to most people is quite transgressive, even in an aesthetic context, 
and they will cause pain, which we have learned from an early age is mor-
ally wrong. The player is both the transgressee and the transgressor. 

What The Artwork Formerly Known as PainStation – named thus be-
cause PainStation violated the copyright of PlayStation – indicates is that 
intense experiences, even if they are painful and they cause pain, are pleas-
urable in themselves, given the correct context. It is, literally, painful art in 
a physical sense, not just art that is highly uncomfortable in an aesthetic or 
psychological sense, like parapathic play. This is the opposite of a tradition 
of aesthetics emphasizing that what we access has to be immediately con-
sidered pleasing, and it also indicates that the shock of emotion in itself can 
be a quality in a work of expression, which goes in the face of the traditions 
of disinterested aesthetic evaluation. 

This painful type of disruptive, unpleasant excitement is the opposite 
of flow, which puts it within Schrank’s definition of avant-garde games 
(Schrank 2014), and makes them examples of ludic dysphoria. PainStation 
is also an example of is how transgressive aesthetics can sometimes emerge 
from game mechanics – game form – alone. Depression Quest and That 
Dragon, Cancer both show examples of how the ludic dysphoria and hence 
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also the sense of transgression spring out of a combination of form and con-
tent, but this is hardly avant-garde as such games are becoming frequent. 
However, of these three examples, PainStation may be the only truly avant-
garde game because of its ability to create truly innovative game mechanics 
without the support of fiction.

Overcoming disinterest

We have established that transgressive aesthetics in games challenge and 
create conflicting and often strong emotion in the player. Here we will dis-
cuss how transgressive game aesthetics challenge and break with disinterest.

In Chapter 6, we introduced Immanuel Kant’s concept of disinterest, 
which to him was the ideal way of appreciating an artwork: A distanced 
and contemplative mode of rational reception that is disengaged from any 
emotional response (Cashell 2009, 5). For Kant, disinterest is necessary to 
be able to truthfully perceive beauty; otherwise the perceiver may consider 
other aspects than the actual beauty of the object itself, such as the political 
correctness of the message or the artwork’s potential economic value. 

Disinterest has become closely connected with objectivity (Bratkowski 
2014; Bullough 1912; Levine 2001) to the point that it is hard to distinguish 
between disinterest as a tool to judge beauty and objectivity in a matter 
of political discourse. This understanding of disinterest suggests that us-
ing art for activist or argumentative purposes is at odds with any “true” 
appreciation of art, because of its aim to create an emotional response. In 
this sense, it is a dismissal of pathos rhetoric. In our discussion, we do not 
argue against disinterest because we believe a work of art should be judged 
based on political position or cultural immersion, but because we consider 
the emotional investment in and entanglement with the object an important 
part of the aesthetic experience. In order to clarify our argument, we will 
look more closely at disinterest. In our point of view, to claim that objec-
tivity and disinterest overlap would be to simplify the matter too much. 
Instead, we want to look at the Kantian idea of disinterest. 

According to philosopher James Shelley (2015), Kant’s disinterest indi-
cates a disengagement from desire. To illustrate this, Shelley distinguishes 
between the judgment of morally good actions and the judgment of beauty. 
To judge the morality of an action relates to the desire or lack of desire to 
perform the action. To judge an object beautiful is free of this desire for any 
particular performance. Cashell illustrates the difference with an example 
of a picture of a nude: For an aesthetic appreciation of the nude, it is essen-
tial that the observer disengages with any erotic desire. Not before we can 
“consider the naked body as an abstract design that stimulates a kind of 
pleasure completely unlike the visceral thrill of erotic desire” can we begin 
to contemplate it from a disinterested perspective (Cashell 2009, 5).

Disinterest, as Kant describes it, indicates that we have no interest in 
the outcome apart from the intellectual stimulus that the artwork gives us. 



178 Games and transgressive aesthetics

When we claim objectivity, this often concerns the political or economic 
independence from parties that might desire to influence us. Literary the-
orist Satya Mohanty attempts to distinguish objectivity from disinterest. 
He claims that objectivity exists because what we try to make a judgment 
about is already dependent on society and culture. Our aesthetic values 
are always relational and grounded in our lives, and we do not deny our 
aesthetic values objectivity because we cannot claim that they are universal 
(Mohanty 2001, 823). To Mohanty, objectivity is not disinterest – quite the 
opposite: Objectivity is a state of reflexivity where we do not try to apply 
the rules of the science of the extrahuman (physics, chemistry, etc.) but 
accept that we are all human, we are influenced by our humanity, and that 
is the same for all of us. We are not detached from the judgment, we are 
accepting of the potential bias of it, and we understand how being human 
influences a decision.

The disinterest of Kant is even more closely connected to the artwork. 
It is a matter of recognizing beauty not because we have no interest in the 
outcome of the judgment, but despite it. Disinterest does not mean that 
the appreciator cannot say that they like an artwork, but it concerns the 
dispassionate and sober, if not descriptive then surely analytical, approach 
to the artwork. The object itself forces the judgment of beauty, and in this 
logic, if the judgment is made in a way that does not serve our interests – 
 acknowledging that the painting of another artist is more beautiful, for 
instance – it is apparently a more disinterested claim. This is a matter of 
judgment unaligned with what we today understand as bias – an unbiased 
judgment of taste, if this is possible. In order to disinterestedly judge the 
quality of a game, then what we feel about it is not unimportant. 

The sublime

There is, however, according to Kant, one point where our rational judgment 
will eventually fail in the face of the sensations we experience. This is when 
we experience the sublime, which is the sensation that may emerge when we 
encounter natural or designed phenomena that are so overwhelming that it 
makes us realize our intellectual limitations. We argue that understanding 
the sublime is essential for understanding transgressive aesthetics in games. 
To understand the concept of the sublime as an aesthetic experience, it is 
important to stress that it does not only emerge from absolute and inde-
scribable beauty but may also emerge from the awesome, terrifying, and 
incomprehensibly monstrous. This connects it to the transgressive in media 
and the arts, and hence also in games. We understand the sublime as an 
aesthetic experience that contributes to making transgressive situations not 
only endurable, but sometimes also desirable for media audiences, includ-
ing game players. 

The sublime is a concept with a long history in Western thought and is as-
sumed to have been introduced by the Greek author and teacher Longinus in 
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the third century AD. The concept was absent from popular discourse for a 
long stretch of time, only to have re-entered European thought through two 
separate translations after 1530 (Lang 2015, loc. 45–46). Kant separates 
between two forms of the sublime. The dynamically sublime is an almost 
spiritual experience of awe and terror associated with the uncontrollable 
powers of nature. The mathematically sublime, on the other hand, is the 
experience of something that is intellectually difficult to grasp, such as the 
incomprehensible nature of the magnitude of the infiniteness of the universe 
(Kant 1790, 78, 84–85, 91–92). An important aspect of the sublime is that 
even when it strikes us with awe and terror, it is experienced as something 
positive; it is something that “lifts us up” in its sensation of being “larger 
than life”. The idea of the sublime has had a large impact on how to un-
derstand and talk about overwhelming emotions in the judgment of art. 
Although the sublime is often associated with an ultimate and overwhelm-
ing beauty, it is elusive and does not inherently reside in the phenomenon 
experienced as sublime. The sublime distinguishes itself from the beautiful 
exactly through the failure of our human judgment to grasp it. Beautiful, 
according to Kant, lends itself to our faculties of observation, while

the feeling of the sublime, may appear, indeed, in point of form to con-
travene the ends of our power of judgment, to be ill-adapted to our fac-
ulty of presentation, and to do violence, as it were, to the imagination, 
and yet it is judged all the more sublime on that account.

(Kant 1790, 76)

In the following paragraphs, we will discuss transgressive aesthetics in 
games through the lens of the sublime. We will first explain the concept 
of the sublime and its roots in European Romanticism before we move on 
to discussing how the sublime has been used as a framework for under-
standing monstrous aesthetics. We will then present the ludic sublime and 
discuss how transgressive aesthetics in games relates to this specific notion 
of the sublime. 

European Romanticism

The sublime became connected to the Romantic movement of art through 
the paintings of J. M. W. Turner (Llewellyn and Riding 2013), which gave 
philosopher Edmund Burke a visual expression to his concept of the sub-
lime. Burke’s concept is tightly interwoven with the emotional responses of 
the observer, closely connected to ideas of pain, danger, and the terrible, 
which he claims is a source of the sublime (Burke 1757). Burke understood 
the sublime as something born of a combination of pain and pleasure, and 
of these, pain was the stronger feeling. To Burke pain and pleasure are not 
opposites, but independent. Lack of pleasure does not lead to pain, nor does 
lack of pain lead to pleasure, but the two can exist simultaneously, and the 
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sublime resides in this coalition. According to this definition, painful art 
should be able to facilitate the sublime.

The main aspect of the sublime is the sense of being overwhelmed. In 
order to illustrate how we understand this sense of being absolutely over-
whelmed by nature, we will take advantage of our heritage and turn to the 
dramatic nature of Norway. In Romantic art, we see a turn to wild and un-
tamed nature. This was the period when Norwegian artists turned to their 
own homeland for motives, and the ragged, wild, and harsh landscapes 
otherwise considered ugly and crude were suddenly sublime. As the move-
ment that started with Turner’s interpretations of Burke reached Norway 
through the academies in Germany, artists such as J. C. Dahl, Hans Gude, 
and Adolf Tiedemand painted clouds, mountains, and pagan peasant tra-
ditions. Until this period, if the Norwegian landscape was painted at all, 
it was as something cultivated, idyllic, and tame, as close to the ideal hills 
of Tuscany as possible. But when the painter J. C. Dahl, a local of Bergen, 
Norway, traveled to Italy for the obligatory education in art, he ended up 
painting the erupting Mount Vesuvius, a typical topic for an artist focusing 
on the overwhelming and terrifying, the sublime (Lederballe 2017). At his 
return to the Norwegian landscape, he brought this sense of the sublime 
with him, and he tried to capture the overwhelming rather than the culti-
vated (Dahl 1842). What we see in Turner, Dahl, and other Romantic paint-
ers is the freedom to appreciate another type of feeling, the feeling of being 
terrified and overwhelmed rather than charmed. And they expressed it by 
painting the storm, the wild mountains, and the flowing waters. This per-
mitted the renewal of an art, which was, at that point, pretty close to per-
fect in simulating the world and expressing beauty through oil and canvas. 
And so, the yearning to express the undisciplined and shocking renewed an 
art form that had, through versions of the Renaissance, been returning to 
the ideals of antiquity for generations, and artists expressed the shocking 
and overwhelming, or rather the sublime. When an artwork is able to tap 
into the sublime, this is a way to aestheticize the overwhelming and make 
it endurable in all its awe. 

The uncanny, the abject, and the monstrous as sublime

The link between the sublime and the transgressive is particularly evident in 
Gothic literature and aesthetics. Literature professor Fred Botting points to 
how Gothic literature deals with overwhelming emotions relating to trans-
gression, horror, and the unnatural (Botting 2005, 4–6). Gothic aesthetics 
involves fantastical but also norm-breaking topics that are terrifying, yet a 
source of pleasure. It concerns a mixture of terror and horror that trans-
gresses rationality and human reason (Koçsoy 2018). Relating the sublime 
to the monstrous, philosopher Stephen Asma uses monsters in popular cul-
ture to show how important it is to understand the emotional connection 
to aesthetic appreciation and how horror works at a non-cognitive level 



Game aesthetics and the sublime 181

(Asma 2009, 192). With point of departure in Asma’s work, game scholar 
Jaroslav Švelch identifies the idea that monsters overwhelm our senses and 
fill the perceiver with awe and terror as “the sublime thesis”, which Švelch 
describes as the “normative yardstick for measuring monstrosity” (2018). 
Two of the important ways that video games deal with monstrous aesthet-
ics is through the abject and the uncanny. While both may engage with the 
sublime, we will argue that in video game contexts they often counter this 
sensation. For this reason, they are examples of the paradox of transgres-
sion in games.

With the amount of blood splatter and gore in video games, it would be 
reasonable to expect that the abject would be an important aspect of video 
game transgressions. Philosopher Julia Kristeva’s description of the abject 
relates to the boundaries between the body and its decay, and the rejec-
tion of the abject is a rejection of the self (Kristeva 1982). However, Švelch 
argues that the abject is not like the monstrous in games. While Kristeva 
states that the abject indicates the monstrous facing me, in video games, 
I face the monstrous. Governed by an algorithmic logic, game monsters 
are objects that can be controlled rather than invincible sources of terror 
(Švelch 2013, 195). For this reason, as the respondents of Alien: Isolation 
demonstrated, monsters are only transgressive until the player has figured 
out how they work and how to beat them. According to “Nathan”, “[t]he 
whole horror sensation is lost in a kind of power fantasy” (Interview, De-
cember 2, 2016). As objects of the player’s power fantasy, monsters are 
not sublime because of their incomprehensibility and invincibility. If any 
sense of the sublime emerges, this comes as an initial response to the abject 
representation of the monster and is likely to wane as the player solves the 
puzzle of how to beat it. Alternatively, the sublime may emerge from the 
player’s sense of power and mastery, illustrated by the strong emotional 
relief that the Polish student “Paul” (22) described when he finally was able 
to beat a Bloodborne boss (Interview, November 1, 2016).

Further, gore in games is also not the same as the gore of the abject. 
Rather than the physical rejection of gore that Kristeva describes ( Kristeva 
1982), in video games, gore is playful, and it often does not look anything 
like bodily fluids, but can have other colors or totally different shapes 
(Kocurek 2015, 83). Blood and gore is typically far from realistic and often 
also sanitized (Pötzsch 2017). Further, although using red splatter is com-
mon, game gore is not the self being dissolved, but the monster. We face the 
monstrous and fight it. 

However, although the monstrous in games is there to be faced, and the 
blood and splatter tend to be very far removed from the physically repulsive 
fluids of the body, we still find traces of the abject in video game aesthetics. 
The transgression of the abject is by definition at a level of uncontrollable 
disgust. Kristeva underlines how the body reacts with physical rejection, 
throwing up as a way to distance itself from the decay of living (Kristeva 
1982). A game that made the players throw up would be a profoundly 
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transgressive game, although we could say that games of vertigo, what 
Roger Caillois calls ilinx (2001), are designed to play with nausea and sick-
ness. The discomfort of ilinx is, however, nausea caused by being physio-
logically unsettled, while the abject unsettles you psychologically. 

Moving on to the uncanny, in relation to computer games it most com-
monly refers to when something ends up in the uncanny valley. The un-
canny valley effect, hypothesized by Japanese robotics professor Masahiro 
Mori in the 1970s (Mori, MacDorman, and Kageki 2012), is something 
games both strive to avoid and to achieve, depending on the desired inter-
pretation of the game. In the original article, the uncanny valley describes 
the moment when a robot stops being interestingly anthropomorphic and 
human-like, and starts being uncomfortably human-like, best described 
as “creepy”. We enjoy anthropomorphism: When objects or animals gain 
human traits (Guthrie 2008). But the uncanny valley is marked by a dip in 
positive response to this approximation of humanity: When non-humans 
are too human-like, people do not respond positively to the human-like 
representation until those representations become almost indifferentiable 
from humans. The uncanny valley indicates the point where we stop being 
charmed by the imitation of humanity and start feeling it in a very differ-
ent and mainly negative way. When playing Alien: Isolation, “David” uses 
the term uncanny to describe how he found the android workers be more 
frightening than the alien (gameplay journal, October 5, 2016). In his 
journal, he explained that while mechanical behavior and their red eyes 
were part of it, his anticipation that there might be something wrong with 
them was an important part of this sensation (Interview,  November  3, 
2016).

The sense of the uncanny is a frequent feature in the Gothic sublime, 
represented, for instance, by Frankenstein’s monster. This experience is reg-
ularly encountered in game design as graphically impressive games easily 
can slip into the uncanny valley when human bodies stop being obvious 
imitations but still do not seem perfectly human. This is a problem that 
represents a limitation for contemporary game developers (Madigan 2013). 
Thus, the uncanny also demonstrates the paradox of transgression in games 
in a specific way. While the uncanny may evoke a sense of the sublime when 
we are overwhelmed by the fact that these almost human beings are the 
product of human technology, the disgust may become profound when the 
effects of the uncanny valley become too strong. 

Our conclusion here is that the monstrous in games is rarely truly mon-
strous. While monsters themselves are in-game resources to be controlled, 
the abject tends to be sanitized and can only be traced in the bodily re-
sponses of vertigo games. Further, the uncanny is, in modern video games, 
the result of technological limitations and rarely something that makes 
the player awestruck. This demonstrates the paradox of transgression in 
games: When transgressions take place in a playful context, they change 
as they become play elements. Even in situations when their representation 
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remains abject and repulsive, they are playthings. Our question at this 
point is whether there still can be a ludic sublime or whether the sublime 
is an experience not compatible with playfulness? If not even monsters and 
classical horrors are able to create awe and terror in us, is it still possible to 
experience the sublime in video games? And if yes, does it lift the genre of 
digital play toward a new experience? 

Technology and the sublime

The ludic sublime must be seen in context with discussions of the sublime 
relating to the digital and the technological sublime. There are two conflict-
ing trains of thought around digital media and the sublime. One is quite 
enthusiastic and can be associated with the American tradition relating to 
the what professor of American history David Nye calls technological sub-
lime (Nye 2004; Shinkle 2012). The second train of thought concerns the 
banality of technology and games, illustrated through cultural theorist Si-
enne Ngai’s idea of stuplimity (Ngai 2000; Shinkle 2012).

The technological sublime relates to the formation of an American mo-
dernity, and incorporates Kant’s mathematical and dynamical sublime in 
its acknowledgment of the overwhelming impression of human achieve-
ment relating to phenomena such as design and engineering. The techno-
logical sublime was first formulated by architectural historian Richard A. 
Etlin as the architectural sublime, which is a genre of architecture that aims 
at awing the spectator through mass, weight, and the defiance of gravity 
for the purpose of creating awe-inspiring experiences with references to 
the cosmos (Etlin 2012). Etlin brings examples of this mixture of human 
achievement with awe and terror from antiquity and onwards. Examples 
are the Pantheon in Rome and the Mausoleum in Ravenna, both demon-
strating technical skill achieving apparently impossible feats that in them-
selves also may be as overwhelming as the powers of nature. 

The idea of the technological sublime is also preserved in sociology pro-
fessor Vincent Mosco’s book The Digital Sublime (2004), which focuses on 
the ideas and ideals of the information revolution. Mosco speaks about how 
ideas of the sublime can be traced in the visions of how digital technology 
was expected to revolutionize society, but also about how banal it turned 
out to be (Mosco 2004). Art history scholar Eugénie Shinkle follows the 
same direction of thought in her discussion on the sublime in video games. 
She argues that technology has been granted a status as both sublime and 
banal due to its ambivalent position in contemporary culture, and that we 
see a merger of these two counterparts in cultural phenomena that combine 
entertainment and technology. On this backdrop, Shinkle asks whether 
video games are the source of “stuplimity or flow”, based on the assump-
tion that flow is the ultimate experience of video games (Shinkle 2012, 
99–100). Stuplimity is a term she borrows from Sianne Ngai, and refers 
to “an amalgam of two ‘paralyzing’ affects – shock and boredom – that 
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‘confront us with the limitations of our capacity of responding in general’” 
(Ngai 2000). Stuplimity is specifically not sublime; it is the antithesis to 
the sublime. Where the sublime lifts us upwards toward the divine, stu-
plimity pulls us downwards toward denseness (Ngai 2000). Stuplimity is 
a combination of aesthetic awe with boredom, and may for this reason be 
understood in the context of Schrank’s understanding of flow in terms of 
an uninteresting and banal aesthetic experience. 

While we cannot argue against the idea that commercial games are arti-
facts designed to be consumed, the treatment of the game experience as one 
of passive consumption implied in stuplimity is problematic. In the more 
than 30 years of studies of digital games, the main conclusion that most of 
the scholars who engage with the material agree on is that players are not 
passive consumers in a mystic trance. Not even scholars like Isbister, who 
finds flow to be one of the main goals of gameplay, consider it to be passive 
consumption. Shinkle’s criticism of flow as a passive state does to a certain 
extent align itself with Schrank’s, but where Shinkle sees its disruption as 
a dissipation of the self, as a loss of agency, and the experience of a jarring 
affect as a negative experience, Schrank sees the jarring experience of dis-
ruption as a goal in itself (Schrank 2014). Failing, as Juul points out (2013), 
is a vital part of play.

These understandings of the sublime and the banal in alliance in a dig-
ital context are based on the users being paralyzed, and in the case of the 
ludic sublime, paralyzed by the process of play. The technology is too over-
whelming, and the user becomes embroiled in the nit-picking of traversing 
it – caught up in the banalities of use rather than inspired and uplifted 
by the intricacy, complexity, and vast dimensions of human engineering 
and creativity. Shinkle describes gameplay as repetitious, constantly inter-
rupted, and without a narrative variation. This, she claims, is typical of 
stuplimity. In contrast to the technological sublime, which celebrates the 
power of design and engineering, games are being used not to control na-
ture, but to simulate it. If there is a way to redeem games, Shinkle sees it as 
coming from the experience that she connects with flow. While flow is si-
multaneously a state of release and control, Shinkle still does not see it as a 
matter of immersion into the sublime, but into the beautiful. Where games 
approach the sublime is in what she calls failure events, which are fail-
ures of the interface such as bugs and glitches. Failure events may disturb 
the flow experience and rupture the bonds between player and technology, 
thus bringing about a loss of control, meaning, and the “sense of a post-
human, technologically enabled self” (Shinkle 2012, 103). Here the sub-
lime emerges due to the player’s inability to comprehend the inner workings 
of the game. This resonates with Schrank’s understanding of avant-garde 
games as games that disrupt the experience of play, and both clearly share 
a preference for an aesthetic that breaks flow. What Shinkle sees in games 
is an empty presentation of an intelligence that humans cannot interact 
with, which resists meaning-making from the users, reducing the play from 
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affective, engaging experience to plain consumption, leading to “nothing 
more elevating than frustration” (Shinkle 2012, 104).

The ludic sublime

In this description of the sublime in technology and video games, Shinkle, 
Schrank, and Ngai agree that the sublime is not to be found in the experi-
ence of flow, but in the moments when it all collapses – in the disruption of 
the experience. 

This understanding of the sublime in video games stands in stark con-
trast to game researcher Daniel Vella’s viewpoint. Inspired by game scholar 
Paul Martin’s analysis of the sublime in The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion 
(Bethesda Game Studios 2006), Vella introduces the concept of the ludic 
sublime (Vella 2015). While Shinkle, Mosco, and Martin find that the sense 
of the sublime in the digital in general and games in particular is limited, 
Vella offers the view of a different experience – that of the continuous inse-
curity that games are designed to supply.

According to Vella, the ludic sublime relies on the moments of mystery 
when the boundaries of the game are unclear and its limitations are blurred. 
It is a result of how a video game can never be seen in its entirety, due to 
their black box nature in which much of the game’s procedures are hidden 
from the player. While the sublime may emerge from mystery, mastery will 
make the sublime collapse. For Vella, this does not mean that the sublime 
cannot exist in video games, even though mastery is a central element in 
many gameplay experiences. To him, gameplay concerns an alteration be-
tween mystery and mastery. The sense of the sublime is always fleeting and 
transient, and the experience would by definition not be sublime if it were a 
constant feeling that was able to withstand mastery. In the end, since games 
are designed with an implicit uncertainty, mastery will do away with the 
mystery after all (Vella 2015).

We appreciate Vella’s approach to offer more room for the aesthetic player 
experience in a tradition that has focused on the procedurality of games. 
His concept of the ludic sublime demonstrates that video games indeed can 
offer sublime experiences and that these may be specifically associated with 
the ludic aspects of video games. At the same time, his description of the 
ludic sublime appears too instrumental to be in line with the core charac-
teristics of the sublime as the overwhelming sensation of awe that emerges 
from the incomprehensible. Vella states that the ludic sublime emerges in 
the player’s awareness of the gap between their experiences with the game 
and their understanding of the game as a system and the underlying game 
object. One of his examples is indistinct boundaries: Situations where the 
player wonders what parts of the landscape represented in front of them 
can be explored or how to reach a treasure that is visible but in an inacces-
sible area. Other examples concern unclear causes and effects, unidentified 
entities, and ergodic irony – the fact that the player does not know what 
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they are missing when they are choosing a certain path (Vella 2015). Such 
events are indeed essential to video games, as Vella argues, but they do not 
create sublime experiences by default. Even though we may wonder about 
the boundaries of a game, this may tickle our curiosity and interest – but it 
rarely creates emotions of overwhelming awe. 

We believe that this obscurity in Vella’s description of the concept is con-
nected to the fact that his understanding of the ludic sublime is so closely 
associated with Kant’s mathematically sublime. As noted earlier in this 
chapter, the mathematically sublime concerns the sensation of awe relating 
to what is intellectually difficult to grasp, such as the marvels of engineer-
ing and design; this obviously is a good fit for games, which are indeed 
designed artifacts. However, we believe that when we make sense of the 
sublime in video games, we also need to take into consideration Kant’s idea 
of the dynamically sublime, which concerns reverence not for the designed, 
but for the overwhelming and almost spiritual experience one can have 
when meeting the forces of nature. This experience appears to be down-
played in Vella’s description of the ludic sublime. 

While the mathematically sublime is characteristic for game situations 
where we are struck by the complexities of the game rules and the infinite 
strategic opportunities that may emerge, video game situations are not 
limited to such experiences. As we discussed in Chapter 2, video game 
experiences are also very much anchored in the representative aspects of 
games, relating to features such as audiovisual style, narrative, and world-
ness, and sublime experiences can also spring out of these features. The 
sense of being in a world and taking in its grandeur, such as a player often 
does when traversing the vast beautiful landscapes of open-world games 
such as The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios 2011), may 
in itself create a feeling of the sublime that may be independent of the 
fact that this landscape is designed: In other words, sometimes it is the 
nature of the land of Skyrim – not the human agency behind it – that is 
breathtaking. Of course, this is an analytical distinction, and as Vella ad-
mittedly implies but does not argue for, in many situations it is likely that 
the sublime emerges from an amalgamation of ludic and representational 
elements. While it is the landscape of Skyrim that at first may strike awe 
in the player, it may also inspire the player to start reflecting with wonder 
over the technical and creative skills involved in creating this marvelous 
sight. 

Our data is admittedly scarce on explicit descriptions of sublime experi-
ences in games, possibly due to a lack of vocabulary for talking about such 
experiences. However, the descriptions where the player participants do 
have of strong emotions relating to games suggest that players indeed have 
something that comes close to sublime experiences relating to video games. 
While these experiences sometimes are related clearly to the mechanical 
aspects of games and sometimes to the representational aspects, often, the 
experiences appear to spring out of the two in combination. For instance, 
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when the Belgian IT consultant “Kris” (26) reports on how he experienced 
assisting a non-playing character giving birth in Beyond: Two Souls, he 
writes in his gameplay journal: 

It was so beautiful to assist her in giving birth. Even though it is only 
a game I feel I’m part of something really precious. I’m thinking of 
having children myself, and perhaps this is why this event made the 
greatest impression on me.

(Journal, September 27, 2016)

Although the game mechanics are simple in the game and gameplay is not 
challenging, this scene becomes very important for “Kris”. From his per-
sonal description, it is obvious that it is the representation of childbirth 
that becomes almost overwhelming. At the same time, he stresses the fact 
that participation is important to him. This indicates that the sublime is 
not only a ludic feature, but often depends on the combination of game 
mechanics and representation. 

If we are to consider games as sublime: As terrifying and awe-inspiring, 
and not just massive databases whose virtual trails players traverse more 
or less at random, we need to understand games as a practice of tension 
and relief. This takes us back to our understanding of play, which posi-
tions play in a continuous tension, always at risk of failing. The failure 
Shinkle describes as a break of flow is not a catastrophic failure, but a 
failure that is at the very core of play. In games, the possibility of falling, 
of failing, and of losing the progress that has been made by a number of 
small steps is at a prerequisite for sublime experiences. Like climbing a 
mountain, playing a game is a process of mundane, banal actions, each of 
which can lead to our failure, but also to a surprising height. Climbing a 
mountain for the view that dwarves our bodies and overwhelms us with 
the awe of nature is a process of thousands of small steps, each of which 
can be a misstep, and most hikes before that moment are simply long 
hours of miserable trudging leading us nowhere but back home (hope-
fully) in time for dinner. As briefly mentioned above, “Paul” provides an 
illustrative game example. He explains how finally being able to overcome 
a challenge that in itself may have felt overwhelming will create an even 
stronger sensation of relief: 

The feeling I acquired while playing games like Dark Souls, or Blood-
borne. These are the games that make you fail, but even the fiftieth 
failure, when you finally succeed, is the moment that you feel refreshed, 
that you feel actually alive, that you finally surpassed that one chal-
lenge that made you fail time after time after time. It’s this feeling when 
you actually finish it, when you accomplish it and surpass that chal-
lenge you couldn’t surpass before.

(Interview, November 1, 2016)
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With this in mind, it is not insignificant that the game Vella has chosen to 
illustrate the ludic sublime is Dark Souls (From Software 2011). Dark Souls 
is currently one of the most treacherous mountains of gaming, where a mis-
step has larger consequences than in most other games, as the process itself 
is so demanding that players hardly find any pleasure in the play (Starkey 
2016). The repetition that Shinkle claims turns play into consumption is a 
vital part of the process; it is what creates a stake. Like the harsh, unforgiv-
ing beauty of a steep, overwhelming mountain, the mastery of Dark Souls 
is an experience for those who are willing to spend a lot of time learning 
how to walk, climb, and endure. However, this challenges Vella’s argument 
that mastery cancels the sublime experience connected to mystery. Instead 
the emotional high connected to the relief suggests that even though mas-
tery often appears to be incompatible with the ludic sublime, the sublime 
can also be a product of mastery in video games. 

Thus, to experience the ludic sublime, the player has to expend a de-
liberate effort. This is a non-trivial effort in the vein of Aarseth’s ergodic 
texts (1997), but it is more than that. Playing and enjoying a game is as 
much about choosing to take each step comprising the journey as it is about 
getting there. While the choices within a game are restricted by rules, de-
sign, and fiction, they are still choices, making the play process a deliberate 
experience of what the player feels along the path. Further, by choosing to 
spend their leisure time playing rather than watching a movie or reading, 
the players are choosing to expend an effort in order to transverse the expe-
rience. And if they end up feeling overwhelmed, charged with adrenaline, 
and eager to keep going despite the failures along the road, it is something 
awesome, something grand. It is the ludic sublime.

The ludic sublime and transgressive games

Transgressive games are transgressive because they create overwhelming 
emotions in players. This does not mean that to feel strongly is transgres-
sive; neither does it mean that transgressive aesthetics is always sublime. But 
it does imply that transgressive experiences tend to create strong emotions 
and that sublime experiences indeed may be emotionally transgressive. A 
transgressive aesthetic is one that takes us out of our emotional comfort 
zone, although it might not be provocative as such. Ludic dysphoria is an 
example of this. Seen in the light of our discussion of emotions and affect in 
Chapter 6, it is clear to us that the sublime is first and foremost an affective 
response, although we believe that the mathematically sublime indeed also 
can emerge from reflection. 

We have seen the paradox of transgression at work when game context 
mitigates the discomfort and turns it into an aesthetic experience. In certain 
cases, the paradox of transgression runs the risk of obstructing any sublime 
experiences, but as our expansion of the ludic sublime has shown, this is 
not always the case. So how can we better understand the ludic sublime 
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in relation to transgressive aesthetics? First, we agree with Vella that an 
important aspect of the ludic sublime relates to the sense of lack of total 
mastery. Vella leans on the black box, or the obscured nature of games, in 
stressing that a game is designed to surprise, even after the player feels that 
they master it. The ludic sublime in this understanding depends on how a 
player never can be entirely certain about what the game has in store – it is 
connected to the practice of the unexpected. This is a sensation that takes 
the player out of the comfort zone, and as such, it can at times be transgres-
sive as it contains significant risk toward what you have worked to obtain: 
That sense of being in control.

The second step toward connecting the ludic sublime to transgression 
is exactly risk. Games are defined by containing a certain tension, mainly 
created by the risk of failing (Caillois 2001, 17; Huizinga 2000, 11). Risk 
underlines our limitations and shows us how we fail. As we have seen, the 
sublime reduces the individual and underlines how small we are. A game 
does the same, by letting us fail, over and over again. And transgressive 
games have higher risk than others. If it is not a risk of failing, it is a risk 
of feeling jarred out of our sense of comfort because we have experiences 
that put us in unexpected position or invite us to perform acts we see as 
painfully beyond our moral code. 

Third, games show us how small we are in relation to the game by remov-
ing agency. This is counter-intuitive if we think about games as expressing 
the ludic sublime by being boundless, but it is a way to reduce the player – or 
to transgress upon their agency. The rules and affordances of a video game 
do not only permit actions, they also reduce options. And this sense of hav-
ing only a very few tools by which to avoid failure again underlines how 
small we are, how little we can do. An experience in which the game forces – 
or even cheats – the player into acting contrary to their interests is found in 
Spec Ops: The Line, where the player, without their knowledge, becomes 
complicit in the killing of civilians (Jørgensen 2016). Another example is 
found in situations when the player decides to activate gamer mode as a mit-
igation technique against transgressive representations, as we discussed in 
Chapter 5. In the language of aesthetic appreciation, gamer mode becomes 
a disinterested technique of play that permits the reflexive, self-aware play 
that draws back from emotional absorption and re-active play, and instead 
understands both the appreciation for the game and the player’s playing of 
it. This sense of facing something that forces you to change, to choose a mit-
igation technique rather than staying within your individual comfort zone, 
is a strong reminder of how you have given yourself over to another force. 

We have expanded Vella’s original understanding of the ludic sublime in 
two ways: We have argued that in order to understand the ludic sublime in 
digital gameworlds, we need to acknowledge that the experience of the sub-
lime may not only emerge from the game’s ludic aspects, but also from rep-
resentational aspects – in other words, the ludic sublime must be considered 
an amalgamation of the two. We have also shown that while the sublime 
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may be connected to mastery, it is important to also look at the role of fail-
ure and limitations. With this expansion of the ludic sublime, we see that 
while not all transgressive games necessarily are sublime, the ludic sublime 
can be more easily experienced when the games in question are designed for 
a wide range of emotional upheaval, the roller coaster of emotion we find 
that games express. Transgression is something most profoundly felt rather 
than argued, and as such, the ludic sublime will be a relevant tool through 
which to understand the transgressive aesthetic of games.
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Play is paradoxical: It is disengaged from real-life constraints, but still has 
social consequences (Csikszentmihaly 1981). This paradox has been the 
backbone of this book. Play can be split into the safe and the unsafe: Both 
are important aspects of the definition of play as well as games and are vi-
tal for play to function. Play exists in the balance between the safe and the 
unsafe, between risk and control, a balance each player needs to construct 
in order to find their own playful zone.

This book has focused on the unsafe area. However, since the unsafe is 
dependent upon the contrast to the safe, much of our debates has concerned 
this distinction. The balance between the safe and the unsafe is what char-
acterizes the paradox of transgression in games: The idea that when we 
accept the aesthetic framing of a transgression, it stops being profoundly 
transgressive.

In this final chapter, we will look at how the paradox of transgression 
stands in this balance between the safe and the unsafe. We will first draw 
the lines between our main findings and arguments, looking at how the safe 
and unsafe work together in the transgressive aesthetics of games. We will 
look at how transgressive aesthetics is a balance between disinterest and the 
sublime, and how players deal with this balance through mitigation tech-
niques. We have dedicated the final part of the conclusion to our theory of 
the aesthetics of transgressive games. In studying aesthetic transgressions, 
we approached a clearer understanding of what makes games interesting, 
potentially even parts of what makes games good and meaningful, and we 
will discuss that as we return to the understanding of the inner working of 
games as emotion machines.

The paradox of transgression

Like play, transgression is paradoxical. The idea of what is unacceptable, 
inappropriate, and taboo is strongly rooted in culture, but, at the same 
time, such ideas are easily mitigated at a personal level. On a background of 
already fluid norms it is no surprise that transgressions are moving targets; 
what is perhaps most surprising is the techniques of mitigation we have seen 
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throughout the work with this volume, on how there is, after all, a pattern 
to the paradox of transgression that explains what happens when players 
meet a challenging, provoking, or disquieting situation where their bound-
aries are overstepped or broken.

The aesthetic domain – in which we also localize play – stands in a special 
position with regards to transgression. Central to our argument is the dis-
tinction between transgressive aesthetics and profound transgression, which 
postulates that while aesthetic framings tend to mitigate transgression and 
increase our threshold for tolerance, there are situations where boundaries 
are overstepped and the experience becomes a profound t ransgression – one 
that we can no longer endure. In this context, the paradox of transgressive 
aesthetics in games – and also in other aesthetic  contexts – is that if one is 
willing to engage with the content, it can no longer be experienced as a pro-
found transgression, because profound transgressions by definition break 
with what we are willing to endure. 

This does not mean that talking about transgressive content in games is 
meaningless; on the contrary, our studies have demonstrated that not only 
are there individual differences and preferences, but what a player experi-
ences as being in accord with their sensibilities at some point during game-
play may change over time. Also, what is first experienced as distasteful may 
over time be experienced as okay within the aesthetic context of the work.

The safe, the unsafe, and the fallacy of play

When we say “safe” in this context, it is a relative safety. Even games hap-
pening with expert coaches in specially designed arenas and with safety 
gear have their share of problems. Rather, what we mean by safe is that 
play offers an arena in which uncomfortable topics and situations can be 
explored without facing the actual consequences of such situations. How-
ever, games and play are not safe in the meaning of inconsequential or 
unimportant; on the contrary, it is consequential and meaningful and can 
sometimes be highly uncomfortable. Video games are objects that com-
municate meaning through process; image; sound; bodily response and in-
teraction; text; social, political, and economic context; social interaction; 
and fictional and representative value. To grasp them all fully is a complex 
process demanding the interplay of a wide range of disciplines, which is 
why the field of game studies is rapidly diversifying. This contrast between 
safe and unsafe is illustrated by the opposing halves of our figure, to be 
presented later in this concluding chapter.

The fallacy of play is why we consider games to be worth studying at 
all. The fallacy of play is the erroneous idea that play and games can only 
concern that which is fun, safe, and non-serious. Our research and discus-
sions in this book confirm that the idea of play as uncomplicated, fun, and 
without danger or conflict is a fallacy. When we argue against the fallacy 
of play, this is not an argument against the idea that games often are fun, 
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non-serious, and taking place in a safe environment. Rather, we argue that 
games and play also can be frustrating, boring, serious, and unsafe, and 
that this aspect often tends to be ignored in public and popular discourse 
of games or rejected as a flaw in the design or a problem that needs to be 
fixed. We believe that it is a feature of games that they can be emotionally 
unsafe and that they indeed can tackle not only dark and distasteful topics, 
but are also well suitable for exploring uncomfortable topics on the verge 
of transgressing our sensibilities or challenging our ideology or conviction.

The fallacy of play underlines the inherent, and often paradoxical, tension 
that lies within play. Playing, whether it means structured gameplay or free-
form play, relies on the safety that comes with knowing that it is possible to 
stop playing. This means that it is possible to explore something unsafe in a 
safe manner. Play offers us a set of tools with which to handle the unsafe. We 
have rules, a specific setting, or arena, and different types of signals. Children 
change their voices, as do adults when playing with children, and we even un-
derstand play signals across species, as we play with pets, and they play with 
us. This creates a setting in which it is possible to explore something danger-
ous, challenging, and otherwise unsafe. If play was only inconsequential fun, 
it would quickly become boring, because it would lack tension.

Gameplay and transgression

The unique feature of games compared to other electronic or physical media 
is that they demand a response that goes beyond the interpretative interac-
tion of reader-response theory (Iser 1978). In play, the interaction involves 
an actual response to the procedures of the game system in the form of a 
continuous input, which triggers a new set of events that the player again 
needs to react to. Even the most linear of games, with few real options to 
their storyline, demand this trigger, setting them apart from most other 
media. For transgressions in games, this has two important implications 
connected to the player’s relationship to transgression and to the emotions 
that are evoked when dealing with transgression in games.

Transgressor or transgressee?

First, the ludic involvement means that players can be targets of transgres-
sions, and they can also be the sources of transgressions (Mortensen and 
Navarro-Remesal 2018) – they can be transgressees or transgressors. As 
transgressees, players are not simply observing transgressive aesthetics as 
they would in the art gallery or the movie theatre: They may themselves 
be the victim of a transgressive action directed toward them. Sometimes, 
it is the game and its design that transgress against the player; however, in 
multi-player situations, transgressions are carried out not by some distant 
artist removed in time and space from the transgressive situation but by real 
human individuals against other individuals in real time. And importantly, 
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games put players in a position in which they can respond to transgressions 
directly and within the frames of the aesthetic context. This also takes us 
on to the player’s role as transgressor, as gameplay invites the player to 
carry out transgressive actions. In Chapters 3 and 5, we described how 
Beyond: Two Souls do this both by first putting the protagonist Jodie into 
a difficult, potentially transgressive situation, and then allowing the player 
to take actions that spin the situation out of control. 

This demonstrates how the player is not just the user of the game but a vi-
tal part of its procedurality, to the degree that the game does not exist until 
the player plays it. As such, it is hard to distinguish between the potential 
transgressivity of the game and the transgressions performed by the players 
as this may blur from the player’s perspective since it sometimes may be 
hard to know when a player is transgressing or being transgressed against. 
The strong procedurality of video games, where each action triggers more 
options, gives a strong sense of being the actor in the experience. However, 
the number of options is always limited to what the platforms afford the 
player, and so, the system can transgress against a player by leaving few 
options. 

Emotion

Second, the involvement on the part of the player in the game situation also 
means that the emotional link has the potential to become much stronger 
compared to other media, both because of the player’s sense of complicity 
and because of their ability to take emotion into action. Here we see that 
the emotional response is strengthened by the need for a physical response, 
and it becomes possible to play, literally, with the contrast between what 
you feel and what you do, creating paradoxical, ambivalent, and often 
transgressive experiences. This is the background for our argument that 
the main risk to players in video gameplay is to their emotions. 

In popular discussions about games, the dramatic effects of negative ac-
tions performed by people who also play games grab the attention and blur 
the view of the important fact that strong emotional responses are a vital 
part of the enjoyment of games. Despite the evidence of enjoyment, relaxa-
tion, and happiness described in ethnographic studies of gamers and game 
culture (Mortensen 2004, 2008, 2010; Pearce 2008, 2009; Taylor 2003, 
2006), there is little research on the positive emotions created by games. 
However, in Chapter 6, we demonstrated that being emotionally moved 
by the game was important to the players’ engagement with the games. 
Our claim is that video games do not specifically foster negative emotions. 
Rather, games offer a wide variety of emotional experiences to the player. 
Mastering a complicated challenge leads to a sense of accomplishment. Sav-
ing somebody weaker and caring for them lead to compassion – failing to 
save them to sadness and even grief. Playing around with slapstick cul-
tural references and breaking virtual rules lead to laughter, sometimes with  
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glee, sometimes with outright happiness. In this study, we wanted to specif-
ically challenge our players through play that we expected to evoke negative 
emotions, since society rarely considers strong feelings of happiness to be 
transgressive. What we found was that while the games did invite feelings 
of anger and drama, this was not necessarily reported to be negative for the 
players. On the contrary, our findings support the research into the paradox 
of painful art that suggests that certain kinds of uncomfortable entertain-
ment indeed may be meaningful for those engaging with it (Bartsch and 
Oliver 2011; Hopeametsä 2008; Montola 2010; Montola and Holopainen 
2012; Oliver et al. 2016; Smuts 2007). We have also demonstrated that if 
the experience became too negative for the players, they mitigated them 
through techniques of aesthetic disinterest. The reports from our players 
and the studies of players’ descriptions of what they value in their play 
experiences all indicate that even negative feelings in the game are being 
processed as positive feelings. The main experience of play is one of strong 
emotion, supporting our claim that games are emotion machines, designed 
to make the player feel. The ultimate experience of play is not only to play 
for fun, but to play for the strength and variety of experiences, creating 
strong highs and lows. Important, however, is our analytical division be-
tween the immediate affect and a more reflexive emotion, and our argu-
ment is that what may be initially transgressive may not continue to be so 
after some time of reflection and that situations that initially may have been 
experienced as trivial sometimes turn out to be problematic once the player 
has been given time to reflect on them.

The ludic sublime

The strong highs and lows of the emotional impact of play are what leads us 
to the ludic sublime. We position the ludic sublime as a potential for under-
standing game enjoyment as an experience that is intensely emotional, but 
not rising from either side of the form/content composition of video games. 
The sublime is rather a momentary experience of something overwhelming 
that can be born both out of a ludic experience as a form of wonder and 
awe based in the system and structure of the game, but also from a sense of 
the carnivalesque – the freedom to explore beyond traditions, norms, rules, 
and law, which is carried by the fictive component of video games.

When video games are sublime, they can be either sublime in the tradi-
tional aesthetic sense that Burke and Kant describe, or they can be what 
Vella calls the ludic sublime. Video games can overwhelm us because of 
intriguing character development and storytelling that make us fall in love 
with characters (Waern 2010), because of the fantastic landscapes that we 
experience when we have climbed to the scenic places in an open world 
game and are engrossed in the sensation that this is larger than life. But 
as Vella argues, they can also overwhelm us through their rules and me-
chanics, as when we suddenly realize the potentials of a game’s rules. Also 
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sensations such as the feeling of relief when finally overcoming a challenge 
can be a source for the sublime. Thus, the sublime can be created either by 
the content or by the form of a game. More importantly, the sublime can 
sometimes also be found in a transgressive aesthetic, and when these are 
combined players may find that the otherwise unbearable discomfort now 
becomes an aestheticized and therefore bearable.

In most video game experiences that allow us to sense the sublime, it can 
be hard to tell whether the experience is sublime in the traditional sense 
or the ludic sense, and in most cases the difference is not relevant. It is the 
video game experience as a whole that creates the overwhelming sensation: 
The combination of how we interact with the game and where that takes us 
will in most situations create a sense of the sublime. More often than not, 
the sublime comes into being because it is our gameplay that allows us to 
come to a place where we can experience the sublime: We have explored 
vast areas and climbed seemingly impossible spaces until we suddenly and 
accidentally come across a beautiful waterfall by sundown that leaves us 
breathless and certain that God must be a game designer. For the sublime 
to come into being, there is no necessary distinction between form and 
content in games. The sublime emerges as an aesthetic response in the rela-
tionship between game and player. 

Games are however defined by the effort you need to make in order to 
engage with them. If using them was trivial, they would lose one of their 
most defining aspects. But despite the popularity of video games, this ef-
fort is also one of the things that keeps people from experiencing them. As 
Bogost states: “[P]laying a game is a chore. (…) To enjoy them, you have to 
play them. And playing them requires exerting the effort to operate them” 
(2019). The effort to play is however the entire point of play, and exactly 
why popular, often apparently trivial, games can support sublime experi-
ences. As we stated in Chapter 8, our understanding of the ludic sublime 
is based on three factors: The overwhelming sense of never seeing the end 
of the game; the effort you need to put into any game in general and large, 
complex video games in particular; and the emotional highs and lows you 
experience while making your way through the game. This means that 
while a game may be underwhelming to a casual glance or after a disen-
gaged play-through, it can from the perspective of the engaged, engrossed 
player be a captivating and sublime experience. The sublime is a glimpse of 
something bigger, which is not present in the artwork alone, but in the re-
lationship between the perceiver and the work. Likewise, the ludic sublime 
is revealed in the deed, not in the observation.

Mitigation

The need for mitigation techniques makes it clear that players are being 
transgressed against in games, but the fact that mitigation techniques are 
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employed also underlines that transgressions in games may not be a prob-
lem. Mitigation techniques are an indication that games are indeed under-
stood as an aesthetic experience relating to play, one that can be controlled. 

Our study uncovered four main mitigation techniques. The four mit-
igation techniques can be understood as a meta perspective in that they 
involve taking an analytical standpoint in which players would take a step 
back, consider the game as a game and as fiction, and interpret their ex-
perience, and can for this reason be considered as a type of a disinterested 
aesthetic appreciation of the game. One such mitigation technique was 
framing the transgressive game content in terms of humor, absurdity, and 
exaggeration. Another was distracting oneself by leaving the game momen-
tarily or changing the mood in the room of play. Third was interpreting 
the transgressive game content as a form of meaningful discomfort that 
provided deeper understanding of what they had been part of. This was 
a delayed, reflexive understanding of what the game had actually com-
municated, and it was, in our material, almost completely dependent on 
transgressive content.

The fourth and perhaps the most prominent mitigation technique was 
entering gamer mode, which allows players to ignore the representational 
aspects of a game and treat the experience as a game to be mastered (Frank 
2012). In the case of gamer mode, this disinterested approach can also be 
said to be a type of metagaming – gaming with the knowledge of how 
gaming works rather than with what the game is supposedly about. Metag-
aming is using game external information and strategic analysis for the 
purpose of mastering the game, and depends thus on stepping back from 
the experience and looking beyond it rather than at it. But metagaming can 
also be a subversive (Donaldson 2016), perhaps even transgressive, tech-
nique in itself. It is not unheard of that metagames become complicated 
strategies pursued for their own sake, such as the many types of torture 
play in The Sims (Maxis Software 2000). This torture play practice (Sih-
vonen 2011, 7) is notable because it looks like transgressive metagaming. 
As a subversive counter-play against the strict rules of The Sims, which is 
designed for a very specific normality, torture play is a way to use the sys-
tem of normality in ways that uncovers the flaws in tightly designed and 
enforced structures. As a dystopic preview of life in a totalitarian regime 
enforcing Western everyday life, torture play is often a comic relief (Com-
edy Central n.d.; Hernandez 2015) from the day-to-day repetitions The 
Sims is designed to play out. When a player chooses to use a s ubversive – 
perhaps even to some, transgressive – method as a play strategy, this may 
also be a kind of mitigation practice. Some games have a strong social im-
perative, which leans heavily on including the player’s social network in the 
gameplay. This means that play for some may feel more forced, and they 
need to look for creative expressions in finding alternative ways to play the 
game – leading to subversive and surprising play.



200 Conclusions

Opposition and balance

One reason we encounter the fallacy of play, or the idea that games are 
nothing but inconsequential fun, is that games contain an inner tension 
that keeps being reinforced. Because of the fallacy of play, it has rarely 
been considered that games can be sublime or that the transgressions of 
games can have a deeper meaning besides pure provocation or being a neg-
ative influence on players. This means that those who study games on the 
surface level fairly quickly can find the kind of play that confirms the idea 
that there is no deeper meaning created in the process and no intense ex-
periences for the players. But this is because this experience is consistently 
being balanced by the counterpart. The sublime experience, for instance, 
is by definition delicate, and goes away when players start to analyze the 
situation. The aesthetic disinterest inviting a proactive play style, opposes 
the immersive and often reactive engagement that can lead to the ludic sub-
lime. In the same way, emotional or affective experiences are kept in check 
by the flow, either through design or through player choices. A lot of the 
 grinding – repetitive play-work – in games invites flow, a repetitive task 
with occasional challenges, where the player looks for a perfect balance 
within the flow channel as described in Chapter 6. This is a large part of 
play and acts as the backdrop for the more intense, sometimes overly chal-
lenging, encounters that lead to the stronger highs and lows of emotions.

We find that the real opposition contained in the fallacy of play is be-
tween the sublime and disinterest. Play, whether it is playing a game or 
playing with a friend, is not something that happens in a disinterested fash-
ion. However, there are play practices that are disinterested in the man-
ner of aesthetic disinterest. When play is heavily invested with intellectual 
analysis, and it is driven mainly by the desire for theorycrafting – the prac-
tice of using statistics and mathematics to understand the black box of 
the game’s code (Wenz 2013) – it is a practice based on an interest in the 
idea of the game rather than the emotional experience of the game. As we 
discuss in Chapter 8, the disinterested judgment of a game is a position of 
reflexivity, of intense interest in the idea of the game while being aware of 
one’s position as a player and of what experiences that the game affords. 
This is opposed to a sublime experience of the game, as submitting to the 
ludic sublime means to let the game overwhelm and engulf you. The ex-
perience of the ludic sublime means to accept that it may not be possible 
to understand every aspect of the game, and that, in itself, is a wonderful, 
overwhelming experience.

Comparatively, both disinterest and flow are easier to study and under-
stand because they are more easily expressed. The deeply immersive experi-
ences that border on the pre-cognitive affective responses are harder for the 
player to speak analytically about, and as such become harder to study. At 
the point where it is easy to talk about what happens in a very complicated 
passage of the game, the player has repeated that particular fight so many 
times that it is no longer immersive. This may not at all be conscious, as many  
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game moves that become automated with repetition and winning strategies 
can be hard to describe, but they are either embodied to the point that they 
can be repeated or broken down into pieces of information that can be ana-
lyzed. This is the point at which the conversation about how games are ex-
perienced meet the public, which leads to the common belief that the game 
experience is not one of deep engagement, but one of intellectual metaplay 
or automatic repetition, played mainly because it is an inconsequential way 
to kill time. In short, we tend to end up studying and confirming the fallacy 
of play.

Toward an aesthetic theory of transgressive games

This book has addressed player experiences with transgressive game aes-
thetics from three angles. First, we explored what it is that makes games 
transgressive. We discussed how form and content each or in combination 
may contribute to an understanding of games as transgressive. We also in-
vestigated what transgressive games transgress against, separating between 
whether they transgress on a game internal or on a game external level. 
Second, we looked at what our empirical data says about the player ex-
periences with such games. Distinguishing between gameplay experiences 
that are uncomfortable but tolerable because they take place in an aesthetic 
context and gameplay experiences that are unplayable because they cross 
the players’ sensibilities, we have looked at how players treat transgressive 
gameplay experiences. When do players stop playing, and what mitigation 
techniques do they use to continue playing even when the game is rubbing 
them the wrong way? Third, we explored transgressive aesthetics in the 
context of video games, linking it to the classical debates of disinterest and 
the sublime, arguing that the interest in transgressive aesthetics in games 
can be connected to the sublime (Figure 9.1).

In the following, we will bring these discussions together in an aes-
thetic theory of transgressive games, as summarized in the model below. 
The model is necessarily a simplification of a complex reality, but has the 
strength of illustrating the most important relationships that define the ex-
perience with transgressive games. The model visualizes the paradox of 
transgression in games, stressing how a transgressive experience can os-
cillate between profound and aesthetic in one and the same game. On the 
macro level, the model is separated into three axes that roughly correspond 
to the three parts of the book described above and more carefully in the 
introduction: 

1  The aesthetic axis concerns the discussions relating to disinterest and 
the sublime as one of opposition, illustrating how Kant and Burke’s 
ideal of a disinterested appreciation of art falls into the emotionally and 
experientially safe side, while the sublime is experienced as emotion-
ally unsafe as it is connected to the overwhelming and the uncertain. 
As disinterest and the sublime are characterized as two qualitatively  
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different ways of appreciating art, we see the relationship between the 
two as one of opposition. From the aesthetic axis, an arrow leads down 
past the game axis toward the experience axis, signaling that transgres-
sive games are an aesthetic experience that comes into being between 
the player and the game, and which embraces the full experience. 

2  The game axis concerns the discussions relating to transgressive games, 
spanning from how certain games can be experienced as relatively triv-
ial and safe in terms of the topics they represent, while others are expe-
rienced as transgressive and emotionally unsafe. These two end points 
should be understood as a continuum, and a given game experience can 
be located on any point between these extremes. More important is the 
relationship between the two end points, which is one of mitigation: 
When a game is experienced as transgressive, players often employ dif-
ferent mitigation techniques in order to deal with the transgression and 
continue playing the game. Mitigation techniques are a negotiation be-
tween the safe and the unsafe, and thus work to negotiate the player’s 
emotions relating to the game and are central to the dynamic process 
that fuels the paradox of transgression in games: Mitigation techniques 
enable players to redirect their orientation and focus their attention 
away from the transgression and toward other elements of the game. 
Mitigation techniques allow players to reframe and recontextualize the 
transgressions of a game and allow them to play even though they find 
that a game is challenging their sensibilities or convictions. 
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Figure 9.1  A theory of the paradox of transgression in games.
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3  The experience axis concerns the player psychology activated in the 
interaction with transgressive games, spanning from the safe and fo-
cused sense of flow to more varying and stronger emotional responses. 
Flow theory postulates that an emotional balance is central for the 
flow experience to be upheld, and in the same way we argue that there 
must be a balance between the flow channel and emotional responses 
in order to tackle transgression in games. We have seen that emotions 
that spring out of a reflective process rather than the immediate affec-
tive response to transgressive games are decisive for whether a player 
decides to stop playing a game or not.

Three central concepts are also characteristic for the model: To access 
gamer mode is a mitigation technique that allows the player to refocus their 
attention away from the transgressive content of a video game and empha-
size its ludic characteristics. Gamer mode interacts with the flow channel 
and is best activated in the flow state. When gamer mode is activated, the 
game experience feels safe and enables players to keep on playing the game. 
Also, another central concept is the ludic sublime, which is a way to appre-
ciate the game through wonder, astonishment, and esteem for the game as 
a designed artifact. While this is a mode of appreciation that allows us to 
engage with the game as an amazing and sometimes almost incomprehen-
sible construct, the ludic sublime can indeed be understood as a mitigation 
technique, but opposite to gamer mode, this is something that allows the 
game experience to remain something at the boundary between the unsafe 
and the dangerous. 

These two concepts are well positioned to explain the fallacy of play – 
the erroneous idea that play is safe and trivial. While gamer mode indeed 
allows the player to position transgressive game experiences as safe, the 
ludic sublime demonstrates how many game experiences are precisely not 
something safe. Video games are emotionally risky. It is this emotional risk 
that is at the center of our claim that games are, to a much larger extent 
than other cultural expressions, designed to make us feel. They are ma-
chines of emotion. That does not mean that games create more emotion 
than other media, but when considered as machines, they are procedurally 
designed to maintain processes that do produce emotion, and it is the play-
er’s role to initiate and lead that process. Considered as emotion machines, 
games are not perpetuum mobiles that keep running once started or even 
an automaton that runs until an objective has been reached, but a vehicle 
that needs steering and constant input in order to not come to a halt or dra-
matically fail. As we have argued, form is at least as important as content, 
and perhaps more so. Instead what sets games apart from other media is 
not that they evoke emotion, because that is a vital aspect of all communi-
cation modalities. What sets them apart is the machine metaphor. 

If we step a little closer to these emotions, we can start making assump-
tions about what emotions are created as a result of which part of the game. 
Most games, but digital games in particular, can be split in a structural and 
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a representational level. The representational level is where the fiction, nar-
ratives, and visual and auditory aspects live. The structural level is where 
the limitations and affordances live – the rules, game-pieces, and boards; 
the things that make this a game and not just a story. While game me-
chanics may be formally associated with the structural level, they are in 
practice the connecting feature between these two worlds. From what we 
have seen of how players respond to the structure and representation in 
games, we can assume that there are different emotions that are activated. 
From the representational level consisting of the music, images, or texts, 
emotions stirred by the fictional level emerge, such as empathy, disgust, or 
romance – these are the emotions central to the layer that we experience as 
the story of the game. From the structural level victory, loss, accomplish-
ment, or frustration with the complexity of the game emerge. Of course, 
some emotions overlap; we can be afraid of failing, and we can be afraid of 
the zombie we know is lurking, but we still know that these are not exactly 
the same emotions.

And it is this type of distinction between feelings that create the paradox 
of transgressive aesthetics in games. We play in order to feel, but we also 
need to control our feelings while we play. It leads the player into a loop of 
metareflection, where the aim is to become overwhelmed but still remain 
in control. In order for this to be experienced as real, the player needs to 
occasionally lose control – to step over the boundaries and be moved more 
strongly than desired. But it is not the final loss of control that is meaning-
ful; it is the repeated loss of control, followed with the repeated regaining 
of control. Games let us feel, even when we fear to feel.
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