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Abstract
Videogames can evoke markedly different emotional experiences,
yet it remains difficult to explain how such differences emerge.
This paper examines videogame emotions through the concepts of
body genres and the protective frame. Drawing on Linda Williams’
theory of body genres and Apter’s concept of the protective frame,
we analyse how games produce intense bodily and emotional re-
sponses while maintaining a sense of safety that allows players to
engage with disturbing or transgressive situations. Through exam-
ples from horror, melodramatic, and pornographic games, including
The Medium, Silent Hill 3, and The Last of Us Part II,we show how
gameplay structures elicit fear, disgust, empathy, and arousal. When
the protective frame destabilises, these experiences may shift from
hedonic enjoyment toward more reflective, eudaimonic engage-
ment.

CCS Concepts
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1 Introduction
Vidoegames can evoke markedly different kinds of emotional ex-
periences. While many games emphasise excitement, pleasure, or
mastery, others seek to provoke more complex and sometimes un-
comfortable emotional responses. The distinction is often discussed
in terms of hedonic versus eudaimonic experiences: the former
associated with pleasure and enjoyment, the latter with reflection,
moral tension, or meaningful emotional engagement. Although the
concept of eudaimonia has received increasing attention in game
studies, there remains little consensus on how it manifests in game-
play or how particular design structures produce such experiences.

This paper approaches the question through the lens of affective
and embodied engagement. Drawing on Williams’s [9] concept of
body genres, we examine how games can elicit strong bodily and
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emotional responses by placing players in situations that challenge
the protective frame that typically separates fictional events from
players’ real-world emotions. While many games maintain this
frame by presenting events as clearly fictional or morally unprob-
lematic, some games deliberately destabilise it, producing affective
tension and moral discomfort.

With body genres, Williams [9] describes media forms struc-
tured to elicit strong physical or visceral reactions in audiences.
These genres often aim less at narrative subtlety and focus more
on eliciting bodily responses that mirror what happens on screen.
According to Williams, body genres are

• Pornography is about sexual arousal
• Horror revolves around fear and disgust (fear of contamina-
tion by the monster)

• Melodrama is about empathy and the display of strong emo-
tions in fiction (crying). [9]

Games are also analysed through Apter’s [1] concept of the
protective frame, which explains how potentially threatening or
transgressive experiences become pleasurable when framed as safe,
reversible, and free from real-world consequences.

2 Analysis
2.1 Horror
Carroll [2] argues that monsters, rather than fear alone, are central
to horror. According to Noël Carroll, horror monsters are typically
characterised as inconceivable, impure, and disgusting. Impurity and
disgust are closely connected: something is perceived as disgusting
when it is understood as contaminating. As discussed by Lankoski
[4], objects such as rotten food or vomit evoke disgust because they
are perceived as capable of contaminating the body and causing
illness. The emotional responses are linked to aversion to contact.

This dynamic is visible in the horror videogame The Medium.
In the game, the player character can enter a spirit world where
various monsters appear. These monsters take different forms. One
resembles a young girl with a missing hand and a rotting body;
another appears as a swarm of insects that damages the player char-
acter on contact; yet another manifests as the slimy tentacles of a
large humanoid creature. These monsters share characteristics as-
sociated with horror monsters: they appear unclean and physically
corrupted, are presented as contaminating, and are often conceptu-
ally disturbing. Their design aims to provoke bodily reactions—not
only fear but also disgust and a strong desire to avoid contact with
them.

A different form of contamination is explored in Silent Hill 3.
Here, the player maintains allegiance with the player character,
who initially appears to be fighting monstrous enemies. However,
this allegiance is gradually destabilised by hints that the player
character may be hallucinating and that the monsters might, in
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fact, be real people. The horror, therefore, shifts from physical
contamination to psychological and moral contamination, as the
player begins to question the nature of the actions they have been
performing.

In both examples, the videogame functions as a protective frame
that allows players to experience and even enjoy emotions such as
fear and disgust. The game frames the events as part of a fictional,
rule-bound play situation, enabling players to engage with contam-
inating or disturbing imagery while maintaining distance from its
real-world implications.

2.2 Melodramatic Emotions
While The Last of Us Part II may not be conventionally categorised
as melodrama, the game clearly aims to evoke strong emotions
and shifting sympathies toward its two player characters, Ellie and
Abby. The two characters function as antagonists to each other
and are both driven by revenge. The game structures player experi-
ence through shifts in alignment and allegiance. Alignment refers
to which character is followed and to access to the character’s
emotions and thoughts, while allegiance concerns the structure
of sympathy and antipathy [3, 7]. When the player controls one
character, the game aligns the player with that character by grant-
ing access to their perspective, goals, and experiences. Through
this alignment, the game gradually encourages allegiance by re-
vealing the character’s humane and morally complex sides. At the
same time, the game’s goal structure compels the player to pursue
revenge as the central objective.

The mid-game character switch creates a moment of unease, as
the player must align with a character who previously served as the
primary antagonist. This shift destabilises the player’s earlier alle-
giances and invites reconsideration of the conflict’s moral framing.
In this way, the game produces melodramatic emotional tension
by repeatedly reconfiguring the player’s alignment and allegiance,
foregrounding the emotional and moral consequences of revenge.
This is exemplified in the following comment about the game:

For a lot of people it was how unceremoniously brutal
and disrespectful Joel’s death was added to the fact
that it was done almost within the first minutes of
gameplay than the Players were immediately forced
to play in his killers shoes While the game panders
to his killer and tries to humanize them note this was
after she bashed his brains out in front of his adopted
daughter than the game is absolute misery porn [8]

The above player comments highlight elements that elicit strong
bodily reactions: the killing of the main player character of the
first The Last of Us, whom many players have come to like at the
beginning of the game, followed by being forced to play as the
killer. This shift elicits an unsettling emotional response, as players
must act through the character who caused the loss they have just
experienced. Such moments push experience beyond the protective
frame, producing a visceral response that resembles the affective
intensity associated with body genres.

2.3 Porn videogames
Swinging involves consensual sexual relationships with others, ei-
ther together or separately. Adventurous Couple exemplifies this

genre, although it can also progress into cheating if the player
chooses. Swinging is a popular fantasy outside games, where rejec-
tion and jealousy pose significant emotional risks [5]. Porn games
reduce these risks by providing a structured environment with clear
consent, predictable outcomes, and reversible failure. Save systems
and replayability reinforce the safety zone, allowing players to ex-
plore rejection, jealousy, or novelty without lasting consequences.

In cheating scenarios, a partner or the player character engages
in sexual activity without consent (cf. [6]). Games such as Adven-
turous Couple and Steps of Debauchery include sheatingR elements,
which often divide players and reviewers. From the perspective of
Apter’s [1] theory, this divisiveness reflects moments where the
protective frame weakens: when consent is ambiguous, or humilia-
tion is foregrounded, some players experience discomfort rather
than pleasure.

Hot wife and cuckold fantasies, where a woman has multiple
partners while her male partner remains exclusive, often including
humiliation, rely heavily on narrative framing tomaintain the safety
zone. Games such as Steps of Debauchery explicitly establish consent
and desire within the story, allowing players to engage with the
loss of exclusivity and humiliation as a controlled fantasy rather
than a personal threat. Many games reinforce this framing through
explicit choice points, as in My Girlfriend Wants a Threesome! (I
Just Hope It’s with Me), which offers clearly labelled paths (vanilla,
cheating, cuckold).

The harem genre centres on the player character having multiple
partners, as seen in The Treasure of Nadia, Desert Stalker, and Ac-
tual Roommates. These games strongly stabilise the safety zone by
minimising jealousy and ensuring the player character’s centrality
and control.

Across genres, porn games use players’ consent, narrative justifi-
cation, and reversibility to construct a protective frame that enables
players to explore non-monogamous and taboo fantasies. Apter’s
[1] framework helps explain both their appeal and the strong neg-
ative reactions that emerge when these protective frames break
down.

3 Discussion and conclusions
Body genres focus on strong emotions, but on different ones, as
Williams argue. Horror foregrounds monsters and threats that
evoke fear and disgust, pornography centres on sexual arousal,
and melodrama emphasises empathic emotions such as sadness,
compassion, or moral outrage. These genres structure audience
engagement through intense bodily and emotional reactions.

Videogames can be understood as operating through similar
emotional dynamics. Above, we have examined examples of horror
videogames, pornographic videogames, and games that evoke melo-
dramatic emotions. In each case, the games aim to produce strong
emotional engagement, but they do so through different combina-
tions of narrative framing, player goals, and interactive mechanics.
Importantly, videogames do not only represent these emotional
situations; they require players to act within them. A key factor
shaping these experiences is the protective frame that separates
in-game actions from real-world consequences. In many games,
this frame allows players to engage in actions—such as violence or
taboo sexual scenarios—that would be disturbing, life-threatening,
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emotionally hard, or unacceptable in real life. The framing of these
activities as play enables a reversal of emotional valence: actions
that might evoke guilt, fear, or shame in real-world contexts can
instead produce excitement, curiosity, or pleasure during gameplay.

However, this protective frame is not always stable. Our exam-
ples illustrate situations in which the frame becomes strained or
partially disrupted. When player goals, narrative framing, or char-
acter alignment challenge the player’s expectations, the emotional
experience may shift. For instance, when players are forced to in-
habit the perspective of a character whose actions they previously
condemned—as in The Last of Us Part II—empathic emotions may
conflict with established player goals. In such cases, the protective
frame no longer fully neutralises the moral or emotional weight of
the situation.

This instability is important for understanding eudaimonic expe-
riences in games. While hedonic gameplay emphasises pleasure, ex-
citement, or mastery, disrupting the protective frame can elicit more
reflective emotional responses. Players may experience discomfort,
moral ambivalence, or conflicting sympathies when their actions
in the game world challenge their prior alignments or expectations.
These moments encourage players to reflect on the emotional and
ethical implications of their actions rather than simply enjoying
them.

In conclusion, these observations suggest that videogames can
function as body genres by producing intense emotional and bod-
ily engagement. At the same time, the interactive nature of games

introduces a distinctive dynamic: player goals and actions can desta-
bilise the protective frame and transform affective experiences from
primarily hedonic pleasures into more complex, potentially eudai-
monic engagements. In this way, videogames demonstrate how
embodied emotional responses and reflective meaning-making may
coexist within the same gameplay experience.

References
[1] Michael Apter. 2007. Danger: Our Quest for Excitement. Onworld Publications,

Oxford.
[2] N. Carroll. 1990. The Philosophy of Horror: Or, Paradoxes of the Heart. Taylor &

Francis.
[3] Petri Lankoski. 2011. Player Character Engagement in Computer Games. Games

and Culture 6, 4 (2011), 291–311. doi:10.1177/1555412010391088
[4] Petri Lankoski. 2012. Computer Games and Emotions. In The Philosophy of Com-

puter Games, John Richard Sageng, Hallvard Fossheim, and Tarjei Mandt Larsen
(Eds.). Philosophy of Engineering and Technology, Vol. 7. Springer Netherlands,
39–55. http://www.springerlink.com/content/q568k3q6l7304202/abstract/

[5] David J. Ley. 2011. Insatiable wives: women who stray and the men who love them
(1st pbk. ed ed.). Rowman & Littlefield, Lanham, Md. OCLC: 779746302.

[6] Ogi Ogas and Sai Gaddam. 2011. A billion wicked thoughts: what the world’s largest
experiment reveals about human desire. Plume, New York.

[7] Murray Smith. 1995. Engaging characters: fiction, emotion, and the cinema. Claren-
don Press.

[8] StrawberryTop3457. 2023. Do we know WHY tlou2 was so bad?
https://www.reddit.com/r/TheLastOfUs2/comments/16lzkrw/do_we_know_
why_tlou2_was_so_bad/

[9] Linda Williams. 1991. Film Bodies: Gender, Genre, and Excess. Film Quarterly 44,
4 (1991), 2–13. doi:10.2307/1212758

https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412010391088
http://www.springerlink.com/content/q568k3q6l7304202/abstract/
https://www.reddit.com/r/TheLastOfUs2/comments/16lzkrw/do_we_know_why_tlou2_was_so_bad/
https://www.reddit.com/r/TheLastOfUs2/comments/16lzkrw/do_we_know_why_tlou2_was_so_bad/
https://doi.org/10.2307/1212758

	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Analysis
	2.1 Horror
	2.2 Melodramatic Emotions
	2.3 Porn videogames

	3 Discussion and conclusions
	References

