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Author Aubrey Anable is an assistant professor in the film studies department at 
Carleton University in Canada. She received a Ph.D. in Visual and Cultural Studies from 
the University of Rochester and her academic interests include digital culture with the 
emphasis on digital media aesthetics, theory of affect, film and media theory, urban 
studies, cultural studies with notions of feminist theory and queer culture, cybernetics, 
critical theory, gender and media technologies and experimental media.2

Throughout the text Anable is looking into the intersection of video games and af-
fect theory. Even though the title may suggest a dive into the discipline of psychology, 
this book is far from a psychology textbook and closer to a complex critical text with 
notions of philosophy and cultural studies. It presents video games as affective sys-
tems and understands video games in a broader sense as a merge of aesthetics, narra-
tive, code, image, sound, hardware, our internal concepts, other players, sociohistorical 
context and cultural meanings. Affect is understood as a term „culturally situated in 
relation to the gendering of the bodies and objects of mass-media culture“(p.100) rep-
resenting „aspects of emotions, feelings, and bodily engagement that circulate through 
people and things but are often registered only at the interface” (p. xviii). In general, we 
have to take into consideration the impact of affect on our perception and preferences 
and its importance in creating what we do and don’t like. In the context of affect theory 
the ideas of psychologist Silvan Tomkins, author of the affect theory itself, culturolo-
gist Raymond Williams or professor of Women’s studies Elizabeth Wilson and many oth-
ers are presented. Anable doesn’t understand games as a new medium, but rather as 
historically, technologically and culturally grounded concept. Nonetheless, she consid-
ers proponents of gamification to be overly ambitious regarding cultural influence of 
games. The book is substantiated by a multitude of examples whilst author shifts focus 
from big-budget games towards indie games, casual games and art games. Since au-
thor considers herself a feminist, reader can encounter some discoursive turns towards 
feminist notions and remarks. As she said: “I seek to expand our understanding of the 
ways video games and game studies can participate in feminist and queer interventions 
in digital media culture”(p.xvii).Surely it is an interesting topic to explore, but it might 
seem slightly forced into the text sometimes. 

In the first chapter, Anable aspires to change the presumption about women being 
historically invisible in the computer world. The feminist video game history is being 
illustrated on the video game Kentucky Route Zero.3 Author is trying to debunk the im-

1 The review is a partial output of the research project FPPV-27-2018 Frustration as a motivating factor.
2 Aubrey Anable. [online]. [2018-08-15]. Available at: <https://carleton.ca/filmstudies/people/aubrey-
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Zero. A game in five acts by Cardboard Computer. [online]. [2018-08-15]. Available at: <http://kentuckyroutezero.com/>.

pression that video game history is all about men. Furthermore within Kentucky Route 
Zero, she wanders into the topic of disorientation, humor and the term cybernetic fold 
(introduced by Eve Kostofsky Sedgwick and Adam Frank describing a historical period 
when “…scientists’ understanding of the brain and other life processes is marked by the 
concept, the possibility, the imminence, of powerful computers, but the actual compu-
tational muscle of the new computers isn’t available“.4

In the second chapter with a double meaning title Touching games author exam-
ines how physical touch (e.g. swiping) can „touch” our feelings within a game and how 
body, screen and code are forming an affective circuit. The example of the game Su-
perbrothers: Sword and Sworcery EP5 illustrates the suppression of visual perception 
(a game with poor graphics) and pronounces a relevance of listening and touching that 
augment gaming experience. Hereby, the screen acts as a sensual surface functioning 
within a larger affective system, but the ability to feel and represent emotions is still 
tied to the interface. She notes that gestural manipulation on screen is considered as 
more intuitive than other types of digital interfaces. She further discusses one of game’s 
cardinal qualities – game feel. She proposes that the term game affect is more precise. 
Later, she elaborates on the game called The Empathy Machine6 that ask the player to 
put a hand on the screen even though it doesn’t use a touchscreen technology. It can 
be seen as the critique of „fetishization of immersion in digital media” (p.48). The queer 
discourse is introduced within the example of Dys4ia7 that translates feelings arising 
from gender transition into a game.

In chapter 3: Rhythms of Work and Play author analyses popular games (Candy 
Crush Saga,8 Plants vs. Zombies 2: It’s about time,9 Diner Dash10) that make us ‘work’ in 
moments when we paradoxically yearn to escape from obligations, the boundaries be-
tween work and play are diminishing. Casual games (more precisely click management 
or time management games) are perceived as affective systems, a part of work culture 
and work rhythms providing what we are possibly lacking in our jobs: clear instructions, 
reward, identifiable outcomes, involvement and perhaps a little bit of fun. They serve 
as bridging activities and, most importantly, emotional mediators. As emotional media-
tors, according to Anable, they provide structures of feeling different from other types of 
games and media forms. While on the subject, she considers the genre of casual games 
to be neglected in terms of their significance(e.g. cultural)and she claims the reason for 
this neglect is the strong association of this genre with women. Chapter ends with the 
concept of ‘zaniness’ as one of the postmodern aesthetic categories (the zany, the cute, 
the interesting) elaborated in the work of Sianne Ngai. The category of zany applied to 
human production and working environment is humorous, playful, but at the same time 
dangerous, creating a feeling of losing control and frantic activity.11
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The last chapter talks about video games that don’t distract us from frustration of 
everyday life but rather actively create frustration. It embraces the aesthetics of failure 
characterized by low graphics, awkward controls or no control over the game whatso-
ever, games that seem primitive but are hard or even impossible to win, or games with 
unusual timeframes (ranging from one second up to years) Playing such games, our as-
sumptions of how games should work are distorted. Because of that we are able to find 
new affective experience in places we expected to process automatically. Moreover, ac-
cording to Anable, when confronted with aesthetics of failure we can better understand 
how to deal with real-life failures. 

The book Playing with feelings is a reaction to the belief that these days the signifi-
cance of narrative and images in games is suppressed and the emphasis is placed on 
code or action. Aubrey Anable insists that we cannot separate representation from com-
putation. The style of the book is quite essayistic, but sufficiently supported by scholarly 
sources and rich in examples, although not so much in recommendations or practical 
implications. It offers a challenging multi-discursive reading and prompts reader to look 
past the most common interpretations of digital games and related contexts. 
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Hodent Celia is a consultant and a leader in the application of user experience and psy-
chology in video game design and in the development of UX strategy and process in game 
studios. She is also the founder and curator of the Gam UX Summit, which was launched in 
Durham, NY, in May 2016, hosted by Epic Games. She has worked on many projects across 
multiple platforms (Pc, console, mobile, and VR) including Tom Clancy’s Rainbow Six fran-
chise, Star Wars, Paragon, Fortnite and Spyjinx. Her main goal of interest is to share knowl-
edge and experiences about how psychology can help offer a better experience for players, 
in the most concrete and applicable way possible. Offering a better UX also means making a 
video game (or other products or services) more likely to be successful and reach business 
goals.2 Nowadays, she is a freelancer.

The title of the book suggests an invaluable overview of the human’s brain and UX 
neuroscience. The book is divided into two parts: part I. Understand the brain focuses on the 
current understanding of the brain and on cognitive findings, while part II. A UX Framework 
for Video Games focuses on the user experience mindset and practice and how to imple-
ment this in game development. At the beginning, before the first part, is an introduction 
written by Brenda Romero (Game Designer, Ireland). 

In the first part entitled Understand the Brain, the author explains and describes gen-
eral information about the human brain. The first part consists of nine chapters. Chapter 
one is the description of what the book is about and who it is intended for. Moreover, some 
interesting data are presented here, such as what)revenues were in 2015. Chapter two really 
exactly explains the five different myths about how much of our brain we actually use if vid-
eo games rewire our brain. The author refuses this information and brings exact scientific 
explanations. She describes cognitive biases and explains how the brain works. Chapter 
three is dedicated to perception. In this part, the Gestalt laws of perception, figure/ground 
principle, multistability, closure principle, symmetry, similarity and proximity can be found. 
The specific last example of perception is explaining the Weber-Fechner law with a graphic 
illustration. Chapter four provides findings about memory and how memory works, i.e. how 
the human brain remembers something (passwords, emails, etc.). The detailed explana-
tions of short-term, long-term, work and sensory memory are given and the author uses in-
teresting characteristic statements. In the penultimate part of the chapter, a reader learns 
about the limitations of human memory, e.g. how many percent of the content we forget in 
twenty minutes, after one day etc. In the last part, the attention is focused on the spacing ef-

1 The review was supported by the grant KEGA 011UCM-4/2018: The impact of serious games on the cognitive 
process.
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