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ABSTRACT 

If there is one uncontested assumption transversal to the 

game studies and game design literature, it is that games 

should be designed for the player. Common game design 

wisdom dictates that players must be challenged, but never 

beyond the so-called “balance” of the game [1; 9], the 

careful equilibrium between frustration and pleasure [8]. 

Furthermore, the growing popularity of casual games and 

systems like the Nintendo Wii has inscribed this implicit 

design assumption into popular conceptualizations of game 

design as a practice: game design as the art of pleasing 

players [7; 10]. 

In this paper we suggest an alternative perspective: game 

design as abusing the player. Inspired by a number of 

independent and experimental games, we propose the 

notion of abusing the player as a creative, aesthetic position 

taken by the game designer. Abusing players means forcing 

them into adopting the arbitrary or intentionally 

antagonistic elements of a game. The metaphor of 

abuse implies that players are pushed outside of their 

comfort zone and into the realm of an abusive power 

relation [5; 6] in which they are punished by the game and 

its designer. 

We argue that abusive games are those in which the game 

designer intentionally disrespects the player. In an abusive 

game, the player is forced to understand more than just the 

logic behind the system, but also the designer as implied 

author, present in each design choice [3; 4]. In this sense, an 

abusive game is the designer - or rather, the battle of wits 

and willpower, the contest between player and designer. 

Regardless of their needs or desires, players of abusive 

games must submit themselves to the will of the ever 

looming presence of the designer. 

This paper explores a number of different techniques for 

abusing the player, including physical abuse (Painstation, 

Penn & Teller's Smoke and Mirrors), aesthetic abuse 

(Flywrench), lying to the player (Eternal 

Darkness), embarrassing the player (Dark Room Sex 

Game), and arbitrary design (Kaizo Mario, I Wanna Be The 

Guy). We illustrate these techniques (and others) not only 

with existing games, but also with hypothetical game 

designs devised as thought experiments. We also explain 

how these various modalities of abuse can be combined 

synergistically. 

Our intent is to challenge a number of assumptions 

regarding game design and game analysis. First, we 

question the dominant discourse of designing computer 

games in order to please or empower the player. Second, we 

challenge the understanding of game design as 

a primarily formal practice, rather than as an aesthetic craft 

in which the designer takes a specific aesthetic stance. 

Finally, we advocate the aesthetics of abuse as a specific, 

under-explored practice that can potentially enrich the 

design of political and ethical gameplay. 
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