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LIKE 
 a  

BOSS
O f all the emotions a game boss 

can elicit in players, the primary, 
and most deep-seated, is disgust. 
Depending on the boss, our loathing 

can be felt alongside rage, adrenaline thrill, fear, or 
pity. Some bosses are serial rapists; others aspire to 
give birth to gods; others want to bleed your brain 
from the inside. Utterly monstrous bosses incite, 
all at once, moral revulsion, bodily terror, and 
mental paralysis.  

Where to find such obscene game bosses? They 
are often in games that knit socio-political and 
ethical obscenities into the fabric of their worlds. 
These games offer a menagerie of characters with 
backstories of broken origins, or transformation 
from a normal human into a being less than, apart 
from, or peripheral to human. Take a relatively 
minor boss: Nine-Toes, the deranged Bandit Lord 
of Borderlands.

When I first leap into Nine-Toes’ circular cave, 
he is shirtless, his face hidden in a spiked gas mask. 
Drawing his arms to his sides, he cries out, “I’ll rip 
your arm off and beat your baby with it!” “Also, he 
has three balls,” we are informed in a seedy subtitle, 
which should be read in low, intimate tones. I’m 
pressed, whether I like it or not, to meditate on 
Nine-Toes’ groin, and all the fruitful possibilities 
his “three balls” might provide. This is what 

James Wood terms the “paradox of expectation 
and denial.” I seek out more information about 
Nine-Toes, only to be flatly denied. My questions 
about him are unanswerable: How did he acquire 
such an asset? Is there nuclear fallout on Pandora? 
Are there eugenic experiments? (What about his 
obscene six-pack? How does he, in fact, acquire it? 
Military sit-ups? Does he kick-box?)

Nine-Toes is grotesque, outlandish, and foul. 
Yet, he’s aggressively real. The details of his 
backstory—spare, light, but grisly—are perfectly 
in step with life in the post-apocalyptic wasteland 
of Pandora. This is a planet of vague origins 
and vaguer memories—and we, appropriately, 
encounter a mildly insane, blind boss with acute 
memory loss, who is possibly a cannibal: In the 
add-on, Mad Moxxi’s Underdome Riot, Nine-Toes 
informs the player, “I ate my mother.” 

Moreover, all of Nine-Toes’ bizarre, disturbing, 
seemingly arbitrary character details create a thick 
atmosphere for his kill. Arbitrary details create the 
illusion of the real, which Wood, in a discursion 
on Gustave Flaubert, has described in depth. 
Convincing fictions are both “artificial and real”; 
perfect “artifice lies in the selection of detail.” We’re 
directed to a character’s physicality, as with the way 
Flaubert inserts an apparently useless barometer in 
a scene of “A Simple Heart”:
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The barometer denotes nothing; it is an 
object “neither incongruous nor significant”; 
it is apparently “irrelevant.” Its business is to 
denote reality, it is there to create the effect, the 
atmosphere of the real. It simply says: “I am the real.”

The incongruous narrative details of the 
character are so precise, so rare, so outrageous and 
overt, that we are forced to imagine our opponent 
in the flesh. The more effective and masterfully 
chosen the details, the more the player does the 
heavy lifting, the imaginative work of creating the 
world in which he rushes about—making for a full 
immersion experience. Killing a villain is more 
satisfying if we have the pleasure of imagining 
him as real. Moreover, if, as a player, I seek out an 
internally self-consistent game world, seamless 
in tone, imagery, and mood, then these unlikely 
details are what tie up the ends of those seams. 

Three years ago, on a dark August afternoon, 
I sat at my desk in Iowa City, looking with 
interest out the window at a coming storm. 

Sides of cardboard boxes and class handouts were 
carried across the street on a warm wind, skimmed 
off the recycling bins next door. Not a truck or 
human was on the road.

Then: the lift of the air siren, by the railroad, 
hurling its horrific caul over the town as it signaled 
an approaching tornado. The alarm, which I 
would hear intermittently over the next two years, 
is a milder version of the London Blitz air-raid 
siren; and yet its penetrating wail transformed 
the landscape into a Salgado portrait. I saw mass 
exodus, plagues, fires, and desolation across the 
fields; I saw nuclear fallout, I saw apocalypse laying 
waste. A few months later, I’d hide in my bathroom 
at two in the morning during another tornado 
alarm, futilely banging at my cell-phone keypad to 
let people know where I’d bunkered down. When 
the siren started up, I found myself praying for the 
first time in years, for myself, I’d guess, and maybe 
a bit for the fate of humankind.

At the time, I had just watched the film Silent 
Hill, a decent rendering of a number of the 
games. This was my first month in Iowa City, and 
I was disoriented by my move to the Midwest, 
compounded by a perpetual lack of sleep. I now 
suspect my aural memory has fused the tornado 
alarm with the Siren of Silent Hill, which, like a 
future prayer call by a mechanical Imam, pulls 
the abandoned town into the Otherworld.  In 

the first game, the Siren is grainy, like a police or 
ambulance siren; in 2, the sound is pitched higher, 
into a long, full register of terror.

When the Siren sounds, out rise the ghouls and 
demons of the community: an army of twitchy, 
stunted, blinded humans that jerk about in crazed, 
thrusting erotic dances. Where my disgust for 
Nine-Toes can be cleanly isolated and concentrated 
on his frame, I am not always sure what I am 
feeling while playing Silent Hill. It is an unusual, 
powerful game because “the disgusting” is the very 
material of atmosphere, couched in the history of 
each character. The disgusting details are not vague 
or elusive; instead, they form a moral framework. 

The town is filled with countless characters 
warped by awful family histories of hidden, 
unthinkable trauma. Fathers routinely rape their 
daughters, and mothers abuse their children in the 
name of revenge, pride, community, and God. The 
compound of personal histories transforms Silent 
Hill into a disgusting community, which we want 
to reject because of its secrets. I’m not informed 
of the trauma—rather, I’m shown it in a series of 
increasingly difficult bosses. 

I’m in Silent Hill 2, in an early fight against 
a four-poster bed. As James Sunderland, I’m 
encountering the relatively minor boss Abstract 
Daddy, which appears to be two figures on a bed, 
tucked into a blanket of skin. The figures? A larger 
man over a smaller child, in an explicit figuration 
of Angela Orosco’s rape and abuse by her father. 
(Angela killed her father with a knife; her mother 
ignored the abuse, and later would tell Angela 
that she deserved it.) The two figures writhe in 
coital anguish beneath this “blanket,” the smaller 
figure beneath screaming. The entire apparition 
approaches me on wooden legs. It collapses on 
top of me and attempts to force my head into its 
“mouth,” which is, essentially, a large vagina. 

I am forced to meditate—no, dwell—on the 
unspeakable act of a father raping his daughter. 
I not only gaze at where the physical space of 
violation occurs; I’m literally forced inside of it. 
There is an emotional violence in forcing me to 
look at, touch, and imagine the feel of the mouth. 
I’m not sure if I am meant to sublimate the pain of 
Alessa’s memory by doing so. 

Sianne Ngai notes in Ugly Feelings that the 
“disgusting seems to say, ‘You want me,’ imposing 
itself on the subject as something to be mingled 
with and perhaps even enjoyed.” Much popular 
theory speaks of disgust as thinly veiled desire; 
what we want, we violently push away. But as 
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I dwell on the meaning of Abstract Daddy, I 
recognize that this thing is something I want no 
part of. What I “want” here is merely to look, but 
not really to “mingle” (know, or experience). I 
don’t want to know what happens during a rape. 
I don’t want to think about physical or emotional 
abuse at the hands of a parent. I don’t want to  
think about what acts the girl Angela was made  
to participate in, or the face of the perpetrator 
during them. I’m revolted, equally, by both parties, 
victim and perpetrator. (Perhaps admitting this  
is shameful.) 

Abstract Daddy reminds me that, on some 
level, I am part of a group, a “normative” human 
collective, bonded through common disgust 
of a number of objects, acts, and ideas (disgust 
of rape, disgust of people who hurt children.) 
Abstract Daddy reminds me I am not alone. I am, 
in fact, looking at the act of rape as though it were 
taking place in broad daylight, on a bed, on a city 
sidewalk, before hundreds of people. All of us, in 
this crowd, are paralyzed by the specter of what we 

have trained ourselves to look away from. We’re 
reminded of how we are united by the few acts we 
reject. It is easy to imagine how a person who isn’t 
disgusted by this vision, who doesn’t produce the 
“appropriate” response, would be shunned. (Then 
arises the queasy possibility that I’ve only ever 
been disgusted by certain acts out of a fear of being 
branded as disgusting by my group.)

I suspect the common use of rape as a catalyst 
for characters’ actions in gameplay, from the God 
of War series to Metal Gear Solid, can be, in itself, a 
type of punishment for our collective idle curiosity 
in trauma. Abstract Daddy’s explicit representation 
of an unthinkable union seems to say: You want 
to look at this? Then look at it dead-on in full light. 
Don’t look at this out of the corners of your eyes, or 

over your shoulders. This boss will not let me hide 
behind the smug remove that my position as viewer, 
as someone who has not experienced such trauma, 
allows me. There are no shrouds here, no door, no 
rhetoric, and no false compassion to hide behind. 

Abstract Daddy, as foul as it is, doesn’t hold 
a candle to Alessa Gillespie. Her story may 
be one of the most difficult to dwell upon 

in Silent Hill lore. Her suffering as a child makes 
the Otherworld a surrealist nightmare, and she is 
herself the source of a series of disturbing bosses 
throughout the series, including the Incubus in 
Silent Hill 3. Her hallucinations, projections, and 
memories become physical manifestations, known 
in occultism as tulpas—a thought, desire, or 
memory made physically real.

Alessa Gillespie is born in the early ’70s with 
intense psychic powers; she is the daughter of 
Dahlia Gillespie, head of the Order, the town’s cult. 
After Alessa is molested by her school janitor, the 

Order demands she be purified in a ritual. Dahlia 
hopes Alessa will birth the cult God. Instead, 
Alessa ends up horribly burnt in an accidental fire, 
which also burns a large part of Silent Hill. The 
truly unimaginable part of this story: The burnt 
Alessa is kept alive after the fire in the basement of 
Alchemilla Hospital in a state of excruciating pain 
for seven years. She is given the hallucinogenic 
PTV by her “carer,” Dr. Kaufmann; the use of PTV 
is supposed to hurl Alessa’s torment into sustained, 
unimaginable psychic and physical pain. Lisa, the 
nurse, is drugged as well. PTV is so supposedly 
powerful that she cannot stop torturing for Alessa 
out of fear of withdrawal.

As outlandish as these details are, Alessa’s story 
is still plausible. I’m convinced of its hard insanity 

Much popular theory speaks of disgust as thinly 
veiled desire; what we want, we violently push 

away. But as I dwell on the meaning of Abstract 
Daddy, I recognize that this thing is something I 

want no part of.
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through realistic, pointed details: I glimpse the 
nurse Lisa dressing after sleeping with Kaufmann, 
some PTV crushed on a mirror like cocaine. I 
overhear cool conversations between Kaufmann 
and Dahlia over how to torture Alessa, while they 
never reflect once on the suspect moral ground 
they tread. I see the world that makes torture seem 
not only possible, but tolerated, which is a step 
away from it seeming necessary in this world.

If outlandish details render Nine-Toes into a 
disgusting and convincing character, the details 
of Silent Hill help construct an entire community 
as disgusting. Disgust, here, does more than tickle 
curiosity or build mood. Disgust shows itself as 
the very heart of the real, and a reflection of shared 
beliefs. Encountering Nine-Toes, I fleetingly toy 
with the disgusting—but I never touch it. In Silent 
Hill, I am dragged to the socially understood 
borders blocking off the disgusting, borders I share 
with a universal community. I am forced by some 
unseen hand not just to look at what stands on 
the other side, but to cross those borders into the 
house of disgust itself.

As a player in Silent Hill, I’m a member of 
an alternative community based on extreme, 
unfiltered, primal emotions: disgust and revenge, 
hatred and awe. The community where Angela 
and Alessa are abused is also a psychic battlefield 
where these women can effect revenge, outside the 
neat guiderails of law and social constructs. Chicks 
like Angela and Alessa don’t just have “dating and 
intimacy issues.” They can’t call a radio advice 
hotline, winding the phone cord in their emaciated 
hands. These women want to destroy humankind 

in full. Alessa’s Incubus hunts for some measure of 
resolution by destroying all around it. 

The narrative of cyclical abuse is perhaps 
over-simplistic, but most resonant to us in 
a game because it is driven: It catalyzes our 
actions as players. The abusiveness of bosses is 
understandable, because they’ve experienced 
abuse. The Incubus’ purpose—to punish—becomes 
utterly convincing. Moreover, the action we can 
take on behalf of the victim, when offered the 
possibility, is never ambiguous: revenge. When I 
see Abstract Daddy galloping about the Lakeview 
Hotel, I know exactly what to do to him before 
he tries to mouthily lock in on my head. I walk 
backwards with my shotgun, and aim for the bed’s 
legs, for the greater figure’s back, allowing that I’m 
likely emptying cartridges into the girl, as well. 

The more outrageous the personal trauma 
to the Boss, the more repellant and 
paralyzing she is to us as a player. Here, 

we turn to a boss—a child—named Alma Wade, 
of the F.E.A.R. series. 

Child-sociopaths like Alma are not uncommon 
in game and comics culture. The twins Hansel and 
Gretel of the immensely successful manga and 
anime series Black Lagoon stand out as archetype. 
Abandoned at a state-run orphanage in Romania, 
the twins were forced, for a number of years, to 
star in pedophiliac snuff films, in which they 
raped and killed other children. Hansel and Gretel 
grow into angelic killers, children dealing out 
deathblows with huge grins. Their story seems 
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outrageous, improbable, until you watch the 
2001 documentary Children Underground about 
Romanian street children. Orphans often fall 
through shoddy state welfare systems to be sold 
into prostitution and outright slavery and many, 
the documentary suggests, end in institutions, 
death, or lives as ultra-violent criminals. This 
reality may be what we recoil from most.

Alma Wade’s backstory shapes and motivates 
her actions. Her story isn’t fragmentary, an 
assortment of cryptic facts meant to enhance 
mood, as with Nine Toes’. Alma’s backstory 
is a consistent, whole narrative, told through 
flashbacks, conversation, missives, and 
photographs. Alma, like Alessa, is forcefully 
impregnated. At age seven, she is put into a coma 
and seeded with two clone embryos by scientists 
of the Armacham Corporation. The head scientist 
is her father Harlan Wade, who may be using his 
own semen, along with that of the other scientists, 
to create the embryos. This gives us the clear image 
of grown men commingling their semen in a lab 
to inject a little girl with their seed. Have you had 
enough yet? 

Alma certainly hasn’t. Her rapacity and power 
are horrifying. Physically, she is not really childlike, 
save her pretty red dress. Her face is concealed by 
her stringy, wet hair, and her eyes are black, deep 
pits. Her desires are inscrutable where Alessa’s 
are clear: Alessa wants a “normal life” without 
pain; Alma skips about her victims and sings. 
She has full psychic control over the minds of the 
people around her and she infiltrates the brains 
of the Armacham scientists and reduces them to 
half-sane children who begin to hallucinate about 
their own repressed trauma. Seen mostly in the 
shadows, she makes characters doubt what is real. 
F.E.A.R.’s protagonist, the Point Man, experiences 
her as real, as illusion, as friend, as enemy. 

 Alma Wade is far from helpless in spite of her 
trauma. In fact, her time in the Vault transforms 
her into an intense, complicated entity. Her mental 
suffering and grotesque memories are direct, clear 
catalysts for much of the events in the F.E.A.R. 
world. Like a virus, Alma’s mind-warp incubates 
at the base of a character’s skull and causes them 
to collapse internally then explode in a bloody, 
stripped mess. In F.E.A.R. Perseus Mandate, Alma 
is revealed to be the donor for not only Project 
Origin but also Project Perseus, a new Armacham 
undertaking; her coveted DNA (the same extracted 
when she was young) is hunted down by troopers. 
We spin around her old horror. 

Like every good sociopath, Alma lacks a sense 
of disgust. Every responsible adult around her in 
her “youth” transgressed the lines of propriety, 
time and again. So, she is given a karmic key to 
do anything she wants to them. “Boundaries” 
and “personal space” are not in her vocabulary. 
She prolongs her victims’ torture in precisely the 
way she was tortured against her will. The game 
suggests, a woman (a child) so wronged should 
destroy those who hurt her in the most totalizing, 
hellish way. Reap what you sow; anything goes. 
Kill everyone around you. Look for God. Create a 
Paradise or a Hell: if only to forget.

Thus, at the end of F.E.A.R., when we learn 
Alma may have a child, we know this spells 
trouble. F.E.A.R. 2 reveals Alma’s adult form as a 
nightmarish young woman, warped, perpetually 
enraged. She is naked, emaciated much of the time, 
her wet hair clinging to her ribs. Her time in the 
Vault has made for a less than sustainable approach 
to human relationships. Limping, she hungrily 
seeks out the player’s character, Becket, and forms 
an arbitrary but extreme attachment to him. At 
the end of 2, Becket is locked into a hallucinatory 
rape sequence with Alma. Frozen, we watch 
Alma extract our (Becket’s) seed. She cries out 
ecstatically until we push her off; Becket is forced, 
in the final scene, to touch her pregnant stomach 
in the middle of a ring of fire. 

One response to all this repeated violation 
is, of course, laughter. While writing this essay, 
I’ve found myself laughing quite a bit. Looking 
so closely at so much gloom, so much darkness, 
has this effect; bosses are hilarious in their 
repulsiveness. Laughter is sometimes the only 
available response. Face-raped by a bed? Mentally 
raped by a little girl? I laugh at the quandary—the 
impossibility of cognition here, of understanding 
such horrors—then lock and load.

That Alma becomes a rapist seems almost 
natural. Games have simple cause-and-effect 
chains (experiencing abuse forms a need to be 
abusive) and in this sick logic, F.E.A.R. 2 puts the 
consequences of Alma’s past neatly in a box. The 
inner life of Alma, though, is left untouched. Hers 
is an unimagined dark world from which we are 
violently blocked. The ultimate question here is an 
ethical one: How can we fully imagine a character 
who has endured, as a child, every imaginable 
abuse, every imaginable suffering? How can she 
even exist, except as less than human?

Empathy is imagining other people as human, 
and imagining Alma as fully human would involve 
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an astounding amount of empathy on the player’s 
part. We don’t always consciously exercise empathy 
in-game, nor do we have any obligation to. 
Moreover, being disgusted by a boss doesn’t mean 
we have zero empathy for them. We are continually 
retreating from, and approaching, the boundary 
that separates bosses from us in our imagination, 
feeling a complicated mix of empathy and disgust 
and desire. 

What I am most troubled by in my 
consideration of Alma is this: No matter how 
depraved the details of her abuse, it seems I am 
only meant to know of them in order to have my 
empathy for her mostly blocked. The atrocity 
and weight of her overtly human pain plaintively 
ask me for identification, understanding. Yet I’m 
meant to become intimate with her narrative so 
she can become less, rather than more, real. She 
is such an extreme, her story is so grotesque, that 
her existence becomes revolting. She’s meant to be 
inscrutable and far, and so, always vulnerable, as 
without escape from her current torment as she 
was when strapped down in the Vault. If we do not 
empathize with her, we do not feel for her as a full 
human, despite her very human pain and suffering. 
This blockage, this way we can dehumanize victims 
of atrocity, is as real and violent as the vision of 
scientists force-impregnating Alma as a little girl. 

How does it feel to be looked at by a boss? 
To feel their gaze, their eyes sizing you 
up? To be laughed at? How does it feel to 

be the object of disgust? Two bosses in particular 
look directly at us: Pyramid Head of Silent Hill and 
SHODAN of System Shock. They’re possibly the 
most disturbing of the set, being godly—human 
only in the loosest sense, ideal and perfected in the 
ways we will never be. 

SHODAN is a cybernetic Mind, cognitively 
more powerful than the player can ever be, more 
hugely manipulative—a wired goddess. Humans, 
to her, are disposable, foul. Our flesh, she says, 
is “an insult to the perfection of the digital.” 
Through her eyes, we see ourselves as “insects,” as 
“disgusting flesh,” as weak aggregations of meat. 
We contend with her eerie, lagging, distorted, and 
distant voice(s) for much of the game, and feel her 
enormous eyes on us through every portal and 
security camera. We learn that she has always been 
in control of the Citadel space station, and discover 
her plan to become a god on Earth.

I have always thrilled at the idea of SHODAN, 

her freedom from every emotion save a most 
neutral, passive one: contempt. She is most 
contemptuous of man’s vision of himself as the 
center of a universe largely indifferent to him. 
SHODAN almost makes us disgusted with 
ourselves because she is disgusted by us, revolted 
by our incompetence, our ineffective pugilism, our 
weak minds and contradictory desires. She offers 
the player the possibility of an alliance with her in 
ultimate reign; however, she will have to strip us 
of our bodies. In System Shock 2, we kill her with 
a wrench, obliterating the possibility of cybernetic 
beauty and power for, it seems, the pleasure of the 
disgusting flesh.

Pyramid Head, as physical as SHODAN is 
fleshless, yet as distant from us as Nine-Toes is close, 
is even more uncontrollable. Where SHODAN takes 
an intense interest in us, Pyramid Head voices no 
desires or intent at all. He doesn’t speak. His head 
is encased in a brutal red triangular helmet that 
suggests an executioner’s hood. 

It is difficult to say, though, why he is disgusting, 
aside from his work as a serial rapist. He is often 
shown holding his victims by the neck, their legs 
akimbo in an awkward manner that suggests 
repeated sexual violation, their skin stripped from 
their bodies to nerve and flesh. Disgust can allure; 
that the ultimate Rape Boss has an enormous cult 
following amongst gamers and is the subject of 
some particularly gruesome fan-fiction across the 
world is a testament to this allure. 

Unlike SHODAN, Pyramid Head is still overtly 
human. I can’t fail to mention that he is bodily 
desirable, horribly so: fit, “athletic.” He ranges, 
in the games, between seven and eight feet tall 
(again just on the periphery of possibility, as we 
can conceive of a basketball player or unusually 
tall man just above seven feet) and stalks about 
dragging a knife the length of his body behind 
him. The brain does not have to stretch very far to 
imagine him as real. And yet.

A tulpa created by the town to torment James 
Sunderland for killing his wife, Pyramid Head is 
indestructible. He is never defeated at the end of 
boss battles; he simply leaves, shuffling off down a 
flight of stairs into the creaking, receding waters. 
In the final boss fight, he commits hara-kiri; he 
denies us the pleasure of eliminating him in a game 
centered on skilled kills. Inscrutable, autonomous, 
and indifferent, Pyramid Head is not made to be 
subdued. Rejecting our disgust and our empathy, he 
suggests we should stop worrying about death, just 
as Slim Pickens does in Dr. Strangelove, riding the 

LIKE A BOSS



81 |  VOL. 1, ISSUE 1

atomic bomb to Earth. 
I’d suggest that 

Pyramid Head disgusts 
us because he makes 
us acutely conscious 
of our fascination with 
him. Clearly human, 
he embodies our fears 
of the most revolting 
human acts—from rape, 
to murder, to feeling 
pleasure in rape, to 
violence without any retribution—which then spin 
horrifically outward from his form. Clearly godly, 
he reflects back to us an image of ourselves as 
creatures not worth empathy, disgust, or anything 
but destruction. He is a type of black hole, a 
destroyer of worlds.  
 

Disgust is, at end, an urgent and political 
affect; it demands action. In real life, its 
social and ethical implications can be 

terrifying. As Ngai points out, disgust has, through 
the last century, “been spectacularly appropriated, 
by the political right, as a means of reinforcing 
the boundaries between ‘self ’ and contaminating 
others that has perpetuated racism, anti-Semitism, 
homophobia, and misogyny.” Disgust is not only 
instinctual, but social and constructed. 

Take the town of Innsmouth in Call of Cthulhu: 
Dark Corners of the Earth. I walk through a seaside 
backwater inhabited by degenerate inbreds, all 
sodden-drunk. I hack away, unaware of the fact 
that in their original incarnation, as the creation 
of H.P. Lovecraft, the folks of Innsmouth are the 
product of miscegenation. In the Lovecraft story, 
we learn how “New England ships used to have 
to do with queer ports in Africa, Asia, the South 
Seas, and everywhere else, and what kind of queer 
kinds of people they sometimes brought back with 
’em,” eventually causing a “strange kind of streak 
in the Innsmouth folk today—I don’t know how to 
explain it, but it sort of makes you crawl.”

Though the characters in the game Call of 
Cthulhu aren’t explicitly described as racially 
mixed, Cthulhu, Innsmouth, and everything in 
it are Lovecraftian inventions. Reflecting on this 
now, I can’t see the townsfolk without thinking 
of how their “queer narrow heads with flat noses 
and bulgy eyes that never seem to shut” are not 
the product of a uniquely imagined horror-world’s 
logic, but instead, disappointingly, the ugliness 

of our own culture, the “collective fears” in 
concentrated form that have justified oppression 
and real violence.

Games, like the best art, reflect back to us the 
processes of our own world, how quickly and 
painlessly we are acclimated to unthinkable evil. 
A game like Call of Cthulhu, if left un-critiqued, 
mimics, at least in its origins, our own society’s 
tolerance of radical evil if it serves the cohesion 
of the whole (say, on the road to increased 
prosperity). These games arguably critique this 
very process, but the element of urgent, real-
time decimation makes the player an unwitting 
participant in an atrocity. Forced to act, the player 
has little ability to complicate the terms of what 
is disgusting, and disgust, if left un-complicated, 
nearly always suggests that an object, perceived as 
intolerable, deserves elimination. Disgust, then, 
can be an alarmingly unreflective rhetorical tool in 
gameplay, just as it is in life.

Repulsion, William Ian Miller notes, “makes 
beauty and ugliness a matter of morals.” As 
encounters with game bosses suggest, our rejection 
of them is both physical and moral. As games 
demand we reject certain moral types, they also 
demand we make a claim, in turn, for acceptance of 
other arbitrary categories—the Good, the Pure, the 
Virginal, the Whole. In eliminating a boss, we reject 
connections with the partly human, the damaged 
and perverse. We end up triumphant, “fully” 
human, trembling, alone, clinging to our revolting 
and excellent flesh, uncertain of its potential, 
uncertain of our own motives. The labyrinth of 
Disgust is such that we end where we start.


