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Chapter 17

Reacting to Re:Activism:
A Case Study in the Ethics of Design

Colleen Macklin
Parsons The New School for Design, USA

“Play is free movement within a more rigid 
structure… When play occurs, it can overflow 
and overwhelm the more rigid structure 
in which it is taking place, generating 
emergent unpredictable results.”

— Katie Salen & Eric Zimmerman (2004, pp.304-
305)

“Much good design evolves.”

— Donald Norman (1990, p.142)

INtRoduCtIoN

The yellow team lost the game, but in many ways 
they also won. This is a story of how we came to 
learn some important lessons in the ethics of game 
design — from the “losing” team.

The game in question is Re:Activism, a big urban 
game first played on June 7th, 2008 in the streets of 
New York City for the Come Out and Play Festi-
val. Come Out and Play is an annual public event 
created and curated by game designers featuring 
games that take place in the public spaces of New 
York City. The events that took place during that 
initial three-hour play session sparked a year of 
reflection and insights as we, the game’s designers, 

ABStRACt

This case study of the big urban game Re:Activism examines moments where failures in the game’s design 
revealed how the design process itself is a set of ethical choices and actions, illustrating specific strate-
gies for integrating more interesting choices into games. Ethics in a game is not inherent; it is enacted 
through rules, mechanics and play. This chapter is a “thick description” of the first time Re:Activism 
was played in which the losing team paradoxically had the kind of engaging experience the designers 
sought to create.
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tried to fully understand the implications of the 
yellow team’s loss. Their loss, and the experi-
ence they related, generated new questions, new 
games, and hundreds more hours of playtesting 
and prototyping.

This chapter is a case study in the importance 
of failure as a catalyst for reflection about the 
pragmatics and ethics of game design. The yellow 
team’s failure to win also marked a failure in the 
game’s design. The events on that day challenged 
us to balance the unpredictable vectors of player 
experience and game/world collisions in big urban 
games, while still honoring our dedication to the 
formal structures of game design. Although this 
chapter describes an experience specific to one 
instance of a game, the dialogue between play-
ers and designers presented here illuminate some 
interesting and broader questions about ethics, 
design, and play.

So, who are “we”? We’re a collaborative group 
of students and faculty in design and the social 
sciences working together on the creation and 
study of social games in the research lab PETLab 
at Parsons The New School for Design. PETLab, 
which stands for “Prototyping, Evaluation, Teach-
ing and Learning lab,” is a joint initiative between 
Parsons and Games for Change, a non-profit orga-
nization supporting the creation and appreciation 
of games as a medium for social change. PETLab 
explores and employs iterative prototyping meth-
ods to design games and interactive media, often 
with partnering organizations interested in using 
games for public interest engagement. At the time 
we launched Re:Activism, PETLab was still a 
nascent research initiative. During this time, we 
were developing a set of collaborative methods to 
tackle the creative and technological challenges of 
game design, as well as the question of how to best 
design games for change, and how social change, 
in the context of games, could take form.

Serious Play

Adding a “serious” goal to play is a unique problem 
in and of itself. One of the six qualities of play 
Roger Caillois (1962) describes in his book Man, 
Play and Games is that play is “unproductive.” 
By this he means that the actions and exchanges 
inside the game stay there, leaving the state of 
things in the real world unchanged: “…ending 
in a situation identical to that prevailing at the 
beginning of the game” (p. 10). In contrast to 
Caillois definition, games for change propose to 
use play in the service of actual, lasting change 
— whether that change is physical, political, 
economic, ideological, spiritual, or otherwise. The 
necessity for games to be measurably productive 
in the “real-world” creates an additional challenge 
for the designers of games for change and often 
threatens to overshadow one of the more basic 
requirements of games: that they be “fun.”

The seeming dichotomy between the unproduc-
tive fun of games and the seriousness of social 
change inspired us to create Re:Activism. We were 
also inspired by the city, and the constraints and 
possibilities of a game that had to be played in an 
urban context. We wanted to make a game that 
was location-specific and about public space as a 
site for the interplay of social issues. When first 
brainstorming game ideas, we asked ourselves: 
How can we use the city as a setting for a game 
about social issues? Where do social issues become 
visible, public, and active? Our questions were 
answered in part as we encountered springtime 
waves of activism on our daily commutes to school 
taking place in nearby Union Square. Protests, 
rallies, marches, and riots are active and visible 
practices that we could explore in a game. Looking 
back at the history of activism in New York City, 
public demonstrations punctuate a wide array of 
civic and social issues. From a woman’s right to 
vote to labor conditions, the streets of New York 
have been a stage for highly visible and often 
effective public action. In addition, many of the 
tactics used by activists are playful and clever in 
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