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	 	 ix

After decades spent relegated to the margins, sexuality and gender are 
finally taking their place as key subjects in the study of video games. 
In recent years, a veritable wave of queer games and queer game schol-
arship has crashed on the North American games scene. Collabora-
tions between game studies and queer studies, as well as between 
queer game makers and queer game scholars, are creating myriad new 
opportunities for exploring difference in games and exploring games 
as different. Leading the charge at this moment of shift, queerness 
has emerged as a focal point in the push to diversify both games cul-
ture and games critique. Providing a valuable framework for interro-
gating the very systems that structure the medium, queer thinking 
has the potential to simultaneously destabilize and reimagine video 
games themselves. In this way, exploring queerness in games means 
much more than studying LGBTQ content, players, or game creators. 
Rather, drawing from queer theory and the perspectives of queer 
subjects, the authors of the essays in this volume turn to queerness 
to challenge a variety of dichotomies that have long structured how 
scholars and designers alike understand games (e.g., narratology/
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ludology, production/reception, control/agency, success/failure). They 
see queerness as an ethos that pushes us, as Naomi Clark writes in 
the pages that follow, to locate “unspoken norms by which a field of 
activity or knowledge is operating” and to find “points of rupture that 
destabilize those assumptions, opening up those fields to a wider and 
potentially more liberatory set of possibilities.”1 Drawing on the in-
sights of queer theorists from Judith Butler to José Esteban Muñoz, 
queer game studies is about imagining game studies otherwise, by 
studying games queerly in addition to studying queer game subjects.

By destabilizing assumptions, queerness offers a new way of see-
ing video games, a way that operates via the paradigm we are naming 
“queer game studies.” Through queerness this paradigm lays claim 
to video games of all kinds. It refigures games as systems of plea-
sure, power, and possibility, excavating the queer potential that can 
be found in all games. Moreover, as a paradigm, queer game studies 
stands as a call to action, an argument for the scholarly, creative, and 
political value of queerness as a strategy for disrupting dominant 
assumptions about how video games should be studied, critiqued, 
made, and played. As demonstrated in this volume, we can use it to 
consider the way queer failure, queer growth, and queer bodies are 
implicated in game structures; rather than understanding games as 
rule-based structures (ludology) or just in terms of representation 
(narratology), we can view games as spaces where we play within and 
against rules and explore representation beyond explicitly named 
queer content. Queer game studies opens up possibilities for queer 
game play that is not about finding the “real” meaning of a game text, 
but playing between the lines with queer reading tactics. It consid-
ers gaming counterpublics as a space for reimagining whom games 
are for and who is for games. Indie queer designers, utilizing non
traditional game-making tools like Twine, are pushing against the 
boundaries of what counts as a game and outside of concerns over 
commercial success. Games in all of their manifestations are a power-
ful place to imagine a queer utopia, not by simply imagining a bet-
ter world but by giving players/makers/scholars the tools for enact-
ing new and better worlds. Queerness, as its heart, can be defined as 
the desire to live life otherwise, by questioning and living outside of 
normative boundaries.
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The present volume is inspired by the recent surge in feminist 
and queer game studies scholarship, as well as the numerous appeals 
from journalists, bloggers, designers, and player constituencies for 
an expanded engagement with the politics of subjectivity and em-
bodiment in video games. On one front, a significant number of 
popular, academic, and industry writers have addressed the impor-
tance of LGBTQ representation in games, gaming audiences, and the 
games industry.2 Driven by popular attention to what has been called 
a “queer games scene,” the successful organization of queer gamer 
events like GaymerX, academic conferences like the Queerness and 
Games Conference (QGCon), talks by queer game makers and schol-
ars at the Game Developers Conference (GDC), documentaries like 
Gaming in Color, and new games journalism that looks at games be-
yond mainstream gaming audiences, the mainstream game indus-
try has demonstrated an unprecedented awareness of issues con-
cerning LGBTQ players. In many cases, this attention to increased 
LGBTQ inclusivity reflects capitalistic concerns; while LGBTQ play-
ers have in fact been playing video games for as long as games have 
existed, many game companies now see them as a “new” untapped 
market. Simultaneously, sparked in part by the online harassment 
of LGBTQ game critics and makers (which we will discuss in more 
depth below), a number of online LGBTQ gamer communities have 
also begun pushing back against the marginalization they have ex-
perienced in the games industry and game fandom. Tanya DePass’s 
#INeedDiverseGames, for instance, an organization and online com-
munity committed to addressing the under- and misrepresentation 
of marginalized groups in games, stands as just one example of how 
players from diverse backgrounds are coming together to demand 
long-overdue changes in the production and culture of video games.

Queer theorists—drawing from long-standing critiques of popu-
lar culture, art, communities, and capitalism—have also started 
turning their attention to games. In part this stems from a turn to-
ward the digital in humanities scholarship broadly defined. As the 
digital humanities have gained prominence, and as queer theorists 
like Jack Halberstam have pushed for queer studies to increase its 
engagement with popular digital media forms, queer and feminist 
scholars from fields like media studies and literary studies have 
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demonstrated an increasing interest in the influential role of video 
games in the contemporary cultural landscape. Designers, too, are 
driving the push to change the way queerness is understood in rela-
tion to games. Compelling work from queer game makers like Mattie 
Brice and Anna Anthropy has received national attention. This work 
models the power of video games to address queer identity at both 
personal and societal levels. These creative voices are shifting the dis-
course around games in crucial, though sometimes contentious, ways.

This is the diverse range of work that we bring together here 
under the banner of “queer game studies.” Like queerness, queer 
game studies is difficult to define; this difficulty is itself highly 
productive for questioning the limitations of dominant conceptual 
frameworks. Existing academic categories prove insufficient for cap-
turing queer game studies’ uniquely hybrid emphasis on both the 
content of games and how games are analyzed. Queer game stud-
ies is neither sufficiently rigid nor ensconced in the academy enough 
to be called a discipline. At the same time, it represents more than 
a mere subdomain of game studies or queer studies. To call queer 
game studies a subdomain would imply that this work exists as an 
offshoot of either queer studies or game studies—whereas, in truth, 
it stands at the intersection of the two. The terms “field” and “area 
of study” are likewise misfit as descriptors of queer game studies, 
since they signify an engagement with a specific topic. By contrast, 
queer game studies refers not so much to the specific topic of queer-
ness in games as to the application of a set of critical tools derived 
from queer theory and queer thinking. Far from a subfield, then, 
queer game studies is best understood as a paradigm. The politics of 
queer game studies are the politics of the paradigm shift. This tool 
set provides a methodological framework for disrupting the logics 
that underlie much existing game scholarship—including the im-
pulse to define video games themselves. This framework uncovers 
the related lines of inquiry that underlie both queerness and games: 
how power structures shape agency, how lived experiences challenge 
structure, and how systems afford for opportunities of resistance. 
Game scholars and makers have wrestled over questions of diversity 
in games for decades. At times, it appears that both sides have come 
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to an impasse: though it is obvious that video games need to be more 
inclusive in their representation, the pressures of industry and the 
reactionary response of gamer communities make game developers 
reluctant to enact significant change. Queer game studies stages an 
intervention at both a conceptual and a practical level. The frame-
works of queer theory offer lenses through which to reclaim the me-
dium, giving voices to the experiences of queer player subjects and 
bringing to light the fact that games are queer (or at least queerable) 
at their core.3 Such frameworks have the potential to show those 
who make games that queerness represents far more than a niche 
issue or an untapped demographic.

In the spirit of queer theory, the goal of this volume is not to dic-
tate what counts as queer game studies. Such work is rich, varied, and 
nascent; the full array of insights that will emerge from the intersec-
tion of queerness and video games has yet to be seen. Instead, we have 
deliberately chosen to represent a diverse array of perspectives and 
approaches to queerness in games. This volume’s chapters range from 
the scholarly to the personal. They are written by academics, journal-
ists, game makers, educators, organizers, and activists. By forming the 
volume in this way, we demonstrate the complexity of the dialogues 
that have emerged among these stakeholders. We also strive to wel-
come readers from many fields and backgrounds. Some of these pieces 
speak to theory, some to design, and others to the invaluable first-
person experiences of carving out queer spaces inside heteronorma-
tive, mainstream gaming culture. Unlike much of the writing about 
LGBTQ issues and video games that has come before, many of these 
pieces are driven by a desire to explore queerness beyond representa-
tion. Through the paradigm of queer game studies, these authors locate 
queerness not only in queer characters or queer romance, but also in 
queer modes of play, design, research, and community building. It is 
our hope that this collection will lay the groundwork for future in-
tersectional and interdisciplinary dialogues about queer games—and 
that this, in turn, will help make game cultures more felicitous spaces 
for all players. Together, the essays included here invite us to continue 
broadening conversations around gender, sexuality, and games. They 
inspire us to see video games as spaces of queer possibility.



	 xiv	 Introduction

Historicizing Queer Game Studies
By mapping the paradigm of queer game studies, and indeed by ar-
guing for the importance of queer game studies itself, this volume 
calls in part for a break with existing trends in LGBTQ game schol-
arship. The key distinction we are making here is between scholar-
ship that takes as its primary focus LGBTQ topics—from LGBTQ 
players or designers to games with LGBTQ representation—and 
work that seeks to understand video games through the conceptual 
frameworks of queerness. As a brief review of existing LGBTQ game 
scholarship demonstrates, a sizeable amount of research has been 
conducted on LGBTQ subjects in games. Although this work is im-
mensely valuable in its own right, we believe that the time has come 
to push further, to embrace queerness as an approach that opens 
new possibilities in all games and challenges the very foundations 
of game studies.

Like most game studies scholarship, LGBTQ game studies can be 
grouped into three main areas: community/cultural research, textual 
analysis, and design studies. To date, the bulk of this research has 
focused on fan cultures and online gaming. Given that online game 
play has dominated much game studies work, it is not surprising that 
studies of queerness and games have emphasized virtual worlds.4 
Some scholars have looked at how players navigate homophobia in 
gaming spaces.5 Others use online forums to understand how play-
ers react to queer game content.6 Shaw has researched online gay 
gamer communities’ reactions to homophobia and LGBTQ represen-
tation in games, which she talks more about in her chapter in this 
volume.7 The second major area of LGBTQ games research focuses on 
LGBTQ characters and same-sex relationships in games. An early ex-
ample of this is Mia Consalvo’s work on The Sims’ queer relationship 
options.8 As several essays in this volume point out, however, same-
sex relationships are indicative of homosexuality, and sometimes 
provide the possibility of bisexuality, but are not inherent examples 
of queerness. Until recently, scholarship on queer game content 
was sparse and focused on only a handful of games, mostly of the 
massively multiplayer online game (MMOG) variety.9 Even Brenda 
Braithwaite’s canonical Sex in Video Games makes only passing refer-
ences to gay sex (though this is probably due to a lack of examples 
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to study).10 Given how long queerness has been a part of games, the 
pool of existing research has been small. Unlike the essays in this 
volume, much of the existing literature is focused on LGBTQ content 
rather than queerness as a mode of critique.

By contrast, much of the work that constitutes queer game stud-
ies locates queerness in games beyond representation.11 Ruberg, for 
example, has addressed queer failure as a game play mode and else-
where reframes play experiences that reject “fun” as queer world-
making opportunities.12 Many of the works in this volume (such as 
those by Jack Halberstam, Amanda Phillips, and Jordan Youngblood) 
are similarly interested in locating queerness in games that do not, 
at first glance, appear to include explicitly LGBTQ content. Other 
essays included here move beyond representation by interpreting 
the medium of video games through queer theory; the contributions 
by Kathryn Bond Stockton, Derek Burrill, and Christopher Goetz all 
fall into this category. Still others pieces, like those by game design-
ers Colleen Macklin and Naomi Clark, explore the ways that queer-
ness can inform game mechanics. The essays in this volume suggest 
the myriad ways that queer game studies reconfigures the relation-
ships between queerness and video games. Building on this work, 
we hope this volume can push game scholars and designers to think 
in new ways about queerness and games, queerness in games, and 
queer approaches to games themselves.

In addition to suggesting new ways forward for queer game stud-
ies, many of this volume’s essays draw from, challenge, and/or re
invigorate long-standing debates about what games are and how we 
should understand them. This interest in definitions and redefini-
tions is unsurprising; most introductory games books start with a 
discussion of what makes games unique as media objects.13 Defining 
games is, for example, the core issue behind the so-called ludology 
and narratology debate that began in the early 2000s. Ian Bogost 
reviews this debate via different interpretations of the game Tetris 
in his book Unit Operations.14 Janet Murray, he relates, argues that 
you can read a “story” in Tetris: specifically, an allegory of contem-
porary American life.15 Murray’s interpretation is then dismissed 
by Markku Eskelinen, who emphasizes the participation properties 
made available in the game as a rule-based object.16 For his part, 
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Bogost concludes that “in both interpretations, something is lack-
ing.”17 Instead, Bogost argues for assessing games through their “pro-
cedural rhetoric,” a method he develops further in Persuasive Games.18 
Though the ludology and narratology debate continues today, it has 
become a bit of an anathema in certain circles.19 Some scholars have 
suggested alternative approaches to game analysis that account for 
both ludic and narrative properties.20 T. L. Taylor, for example, ar-
gues for considering the assemblage of factors that come together to 
create games:

Games, and their play, are constituted by the interrelations be-
tween (to name just a few) technological systems and software 
(including the imagined player embedded in them), the material 
world (including our bodies at the keyboard), the online space of 
the game (if any), game genre, and its histories, the social worlds 
that infuse the game and situate us outside of it, the emergent 
practices of communities, our interior lives, personal histories, 
and aesthetic experience, institutional structures that shape the 
game and our activity as players, legal structures, and indeed 
the broader culture around us with its conceptual frames and 
tropes.21

Like Taylor, many of this volume’s authors unpack games’ richness 
and complexity. These contributors examine assemblages and in-
tersections. They are inspired by the contradictory and multivalent 
ethos of queerness, as well as queer studies’ focus on vectors of 
power and resistance, to analyze games themselves as systems, both 
ludic and social. Rather than restricting themselves to the study of 
a game’s narrative or even rules, they seek out the queer implica-
tions of its hardware, of its code, of the individual experiences of 
nonnormative subjects as they play. The scholarship in this volume 
approaches the topic of queerness and games from so many varied 
perspectives because sexuality, gender, and identity in games by na-
ture defy definition. Desire and selfhood in games can never be fully 
explained, contained, or constrained by a standardized set of onto-
logical limitations.
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The Queerness in Queer Game Studies
Of course, we are not the first to bring together queer theory and 
games. Queer theory has influenced many feminist game scholars 
before us, even those who do not directly address queer subjects. 
Jennifer Jenson and Suzanne de Castell, for example, use queer 
theory to analyze gender construction in games.22 Laine Nooney 
uses queer theory to analyze gender and video game history.23 T. L. 
Taylor and Helen Kennedy cite queer theorists in their research on 
game cultures and texts.24 When we say “queer game studies” we are 
looking to work that does not simply cite queer theory, but that uses 
queerness as a method or paradigm to dramatically rethink game 
scholarship. We have to be aware, moreover, of the fact that some 
readers might only think of queer theory in relation to literary stud-
ies. Certainly, in academia, queer theory emerged from literary stud-
ies with the work of scholars like Eve Sedgwick and Judith Butler.25 
However, in the intervening decades, queerness has been adopted 
as a lens by a wide array of disciplines. Foundational figures like 
Alexander Doty and Richard Dyer put queer studies into dialogue 
with film.26 Larry Gross, Lisa Henderson, and Katherine Sender are 
among the key figures in queer communication and media studies.27 
We might equally point toward the work of queer ethnographers like 
Mary L. Gray and David Valentine, queer critical theorists like Gayle 
Salamon, Sara Ahmed, and Lisa Duggan, queer legal scholars like 
Dean Spade, and queer historians like Susan Stryker.28 Queer stud-
ies’ rich multiplicity offers multiple methods for scholars, designers, 
and players to study games. To reach its fullest and richest potential, 
queer game studies must build not only on queer literary studies, but 
also on queer film studies, media studies, sociology, anthropology, 
political science, and all of the interdisciplines. It must emerge as 
an area of research that does not limit itself to the status of a sub-
discipline of either queer or game studies, but provides space for see-
ing how these existing fields of research intersect.

At the same time that it blazes trails for new lines of inquiry, 
queer game studies needs to recognize its potential blind spots and 
the directions in which it must continue to evolve. Queer studies’ 
focus on sexuality, particularly notable in early queer theory, has 
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at times obscured the importance of race, gender, and class. In re-
sponse, queer of color scholars—including Juana María Rodríguez, 
Mel Chen, Chandan Reddy, and Jasbir Puar—have dismantled the 
limited version of queer theory, queer politics, and queer activism 
dominant during the 1990s.29 More recently, scholars examining 
asexuality through queer theory have constructively challenged the 
centrality of sex itself in sexuality studies.30 Disability and socio-
economics are similarly pressing areas of inquiry, previously over-
looked by dominant trends in queer theory, with which queer studies 
scholars are now finally engaging. Queer game studies must work 
to keep this intersectional thinking at its heart. We look forward to 
future work in this area that increasingly and even more explicitly 
puts issues of queerness and games into dialogue with these fun-
damentally interrelated concerns of access, visibility, subjecthood, 
agency, and voice. In a pamphlet titled “Queers Read This,” published 
anonymously by Queers and handed out at the 1990 New York Pride 
parade, the authors wrote, “Being queer . . . means everyday fighting 
oppression; homophobia, racism, misogyny, the bigotry of religious 
hypocrites and our own self-hatred.”31 Similarly, Michael Warner ar-
gues in 1993’s Fear of a Queer Planet that the goal of queer theory 
and queer activism is not simply acknowledgment of LGBTQ lives, 
but dismantling systems of oppression and normalization.32 A queer 
game studies paradigm must inevitably be tied to this type of activ-
ist project: not just expanding representations of gender and sexu-
ality in games, but in refusing the normalizing tendencies of game 
studies projects that seek only to build taxonomies of players, create 
narrow definitions of games and play, and reduce importance of a 
medium to commercial success. It is only by using the queer methods 
of embracing difference and resisting reductive categorization that 
games as an industry, culture, and realm of meaning making can be 
made to be more open.

We are standing now at a critical and exciting moment in video 
game history. At the same time, the concept of “now” is slippery. 
“Now” implies immediacy, a connection to the present. Yet the tradi-
tional academic publishing process moves slowly, and work such as 
this runs the risk of feeling dated by the time it reaches the public. 
Many of these essays were written in 2013, though we solicited some 
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later works to address events like the #GamerGate. As we finalize 
this book, we find that the ground beneath our feet is still shifting. 
Queer game studies and the network of those invested in exploring 
queerness in games is ever broadening. That so many collaborators 
came together to realize this project demonstrates just how vibrant, 
present, and “now” the combination of queerness and games has 
felt to us all. But how can we reconcile this “now” with that “now,” 
let alone all the future “nows” in relation to which this book will be 
someday read?

Perhaps “now” is something of a misnomer. Maybe we would do 
better to imagine this collection as a snapshot. Instead of an anthol-
ogy that offers the definitive word on queer game studies—for now 
and for the future—we view this book as capturing a transitional 
historical moment. Much like David Eng, Jack Halberstam, and José 
Muñoz do in their “What’s Queer about Queer Studies Now?” intro-
duction to their special Social Text double issue, we see this volume 
as mapping the most urgent political concerns of queer game stud-
ies.33 Like the 2006 inaugural issue of the journal Games and Culture, 
in which scholars were asked to address a similar question (“Why 
game studies now?”), these essays point to where this field might 
go.34 They are as much about a future as they are a “now.”

Along with many others, we felt that 2013 represented a turn-
ing point for rethinking what it meant to do queer work in video 
games. Two community-oriented, diversity-focused conferences began 
in 2013: Different Games (April) and QGCon (October). At these 
events, queer analyses of games took center stage. Meanwhile, at 
the 2013 Game Developers Conference (GDC), a group of design-
ers organized #LostLevels, “a radically-casual ‘unconference’ about 
games and play” that aimed “to be hyper-inclusive.”35 And in August 
2013, GaymerX, an LGBTQ gaming fan convention, was first held, 
attracting 2,300 attendees.36 All of these gatherings have since hap-
pened annually. Steadily increasing attendance demonstrates that 
conversations around queerness and games are growing. In the 
same period, popular coverage of queer game content, players, and 
design also increased dramatically. Much of this coverage focused 
on mainstream games’ inclusion of non-heterosexual relationships 
and characters, or on queer gamer communities. Additionally, media 
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outlets have highlighted independent queer game designers who are 
pushing the boundaries of game design and questioning AAA game-
industry norms.37 Anna Anthropy’s Rise of the Videogame Zinesters 
is perhaps the most widely known and earliest attempt to chronicle 
how free game design tools and new game distribution hubs have 
allowed a wider array of people to make and share games.38 Build-
ing on this work, we hope this volume can push game scholars and 
designers to think in critical new ways about queerness and games, 
queerness in games, and queer approaches to games themselves. By 
spring 2014, Nintendo, the most mainstream of mainstream gaming 
companies, came under fire for not including same-sex relationships 
in their game Tomodachi Life.39 If that is not a sign that the times 
are changing, what is? Many pressing conversations that intersect 
with queer game studies, such as those around representations of 
race and disability in games, have yet to gain the visibility currently 
driving the queer games discourse. We see queer game studies as a 
vanguard: the nowness of queer thinking in video games paves the 
way for the emergence of a diversity of approaches to understand-
ing video games that stand just on the horizon: a range of lenses in-
formed by the concerns of social justice and founded on experiences 
of difference.

Unfortunately, the last few years have also been notable for their 
challenges. By August 2014, many designers and writers invested in 
socially conscious gaming faced new levels of rage and vitriol. At-
tacked by those who rallied under the #GamerGate banner, the so-
called social justice warriors who had been imagining more inclusive 
futures for games found themselves the targets of harassment. It is 
impossible to summarize #GamerGate, as it is a phenomenon that 
has cut across online platforms and types of fandom; it remains di-
verse in both its stakeholders and targets. In the simplest of terms, 
#GamerGate began as a Twitter hashtag that brought together vari-
ous actors who felt attacked by calls to make games more inclusive 
(the very same calls we are foregrounding here). Some made the argu-
ment that “outsiders” were trying to change established games cul-
ture. Others insisted that games were already sufficiently inclusive, 
and that critics who said otherwise were unfairly mischaracterizing 
the objects of their fandom. Katherine Cross’s essay in this volume 



	 Introduction	 xxi

unpacks this line of thinking in relation to Susan Faludi’s metaphor 
of the “terror dream.” After years of feeling like games were under 
attack from reactionary social commentators and politicians, a sub-
set of mainstream gamers came to see game criticism as censor-
ship—or, worse, an attempt to “take away” video games themselves. 
Once more, however, queer theory proves itself a valuable tool in re-
framing the terms of this debate. It encourages us to push past the 
simplistic dichotomies between the “enemies” and “defenders” of the 
medium reflected in the rhetoric of #GamerGate. Video games are 
contradictory: spaces of freedom and possibility, they are simultane-
ously normative and oppressive. Adrienne Shaw’s essay in this vol-
ume speaks to this multiplicity concerning community formation. 
On the one hand, games have indeed offered a refuge for players 
who have experienced ostracization in other areas of their lives. Yet 
this refuge is itself defined by norms that limit who is granted the 
privilege of accessing this space. Games are both a subculture and 
an increasingly omnipresent feature of the mass media mainstream. 
Those who rail against critiques of games often insist that games 
should be understood as fantasies—just “for fun”—and therefore 
impervious to scrutiny. To the contrary, as queer studies knows well, 
fantasy is always already political. As for claims that critique equates 
to censorship, queerness reveals this presumption to be erroneous. 
Given a lengthy history of oppression from legal, medical, and other 
social apparatuses, queerness eschews dogmatic assumptions about 
what “good” representation is. It rejects the idea that certain sub-
jects, stories, and desires should not be seen.

As a result of #GamerGate, several designers and journalists 
dedicated to addressing the importance of gender, sexuality, and dif-
ference in video games have stopped working in the field—including 
some authors originally included in this volume.40 Others experienc-
ing harassment continue to work in games but have become wary 
of engaging in Twitter conversations, sharing personal information, 
and speaking at public events. Of course, #GamerGate did not in-
vent harassment; it has a long history in games culture.41 As editors, 
though, we now find ourselves balancing this project’s optimism 
with an awareness of its stakes. Summing up both the difficulties 
and the potential of this moment in her introduction to a series of 
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queer games special issues of the journal First Person Scholar, Ruberg 
wrote, “As GamerGate has made clear, speaking up for diversity in 
this hostile environment takes real courage. Now more than ever, it 
is crucial that we create safe spaces for discussing sexuality, gender, 
race, and difference in videogames.”42 This is the “now” that is de-
fining the paradigm shift of queer game studies, but our vision for 
queer game studies remains hopeful.

In the words of José Muñoz, “Queerness is primarily about futu-
rity and hope.”43 For him, queerness has unique world-making poten-
tial precisely because expressions of queerness are so often impeded: 
“From shared critical dissatisfaction we arrive at collective potential-
ity.”44 Given the relative absence of queer thinking in existing game 
scholarship, and the current culture of online harassment against 
those who speak up for diversity in games, we believe it is fair to say 
that the authors whose work contributes to the paradigm of queer 
game studies are dissatisfied with where things stand. Together, 
the writing we have collected here demonstrates how the “collec-
tive potentiality” of that dissatisfaction can re-create game studies. 
These pieces make manifest the drive to mobilize in response to our 
dissatisfaction with the state of games, game communities, and the 
games industry. At the same time, in the spirit of Muñoz’s queer uto-
pia, these pieces also look ahead to possibilities for futurity and hope. 
What unites the works we have included here—indeed, what unites 
queer game studies and what queer game studies more than any 
other conceptual framework stands poised to offer video game criti-
cism more broadly—is a commitment to seeing differently, to find-
ing the marginalized in between the lines, and to unlocking the non-
normative potential that has been waiting in video games all along.

Structure of the Book
In the last few years, it has become increasingly clear that while par-
allel conversations are happening in game design, game criticism, 
and game studies, there is frequently insufficient overlap between 
these conversations. As much as possible, we have structured this 
volume to promote dialogues across perspectives, forms, and his-
tories. Presented side by side, these authors model discussions be-
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tween game design, journalism, and scholarship. What they have in 
common is their passion for new ways of imagining nonnormative 
gender and sexuality in ludic spaces. Each of the sections outlined 
below addresses one key area in queer game studies.

Defining Queerness in Games
We open with four pieces that explore definitions of queerness in 
games. First, in “What Is Queerness in Games, Anyway?” Naomi Clark 
maps key themes in recent discussions of LGBTQ issues and video 
games. Pushing back against the popular drive to make games “use-
ful,” Clark asks us to consider what we lose when don’t allow games 
to remain deviant, offensive, and queer. In “Queergaming,” Edmond 
Chang argues for understanding queerness as a counter-hegemonic 
play style. As a rallying cry, queergaming demands that game mak-
ers and players resist oppressive norms by embracing queerness that 
goes beyond surface-level representations of identity. Inspired by 
Michel Foucault and Judith Butler, Derek Burrill’s “Queer Theory, 
the Body, and Video Games” argues for the importance of embodi-
ment in game studies. Queer game studies, says Burrill, stands at 
the perfect intersection of theoretical traditions to bring the body to 
the fore. Finally, in “Queering Games History: Complexities, Chaos, 
and Community,” Zoya Street questions what it means to write a his-
tory of queer gaming experiences. Street points us toward a mode of 
history making that allows queer players to tell their own stories, 
and acknowledges the impossibility of rendering gaming’s complex 
systems into simple interpretations.

Queering Game Play and Design
Many of today’s games are still governed by normative assumptions, 
but games as a medium can create counter-normative, emancipatory 
experiences. In this section, authors explore how we might actively 
queer play and game design. In “Ending the Cycle: Developing a Board 
Game to Engage People in Social Justice Issues,” Peter Wonica pre
sents a postmortem of his game Ending the Cycle, which began as a 
series of collaborative workshops. By iterating on an initial prototype, 
workshop participants learned about the systems of oppression that 
queer women face when they attempt to exit abusive relationships. 
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Queer gaming can be an educational tool, but it can also be a call to 
action. “Playing Outside” is Leigh Alexander’s passionate polemic 
about diversifying games. By welcoming a wider range of game mak-
ers and players to the medium, says Alexander, games can move be-
yond fun and address difficult social issues. Hanna Brady’s “Building 
a Queer Mythology” explores what games can learn from science 
fiction and fantasy. To bring queerness to games, Brady urges us 
to turn to fantasy and its worlds of possibility. “For Play? Literary 
Ludics and Sexual Politics” by Aubrey Gabel encourages us to think 
about “play” in discussions of queer games, and connects gaming 
to a literary tradition of playful language from Rabelais to Oulipo. 
Mattie Brice’s “Play and Be Real about It: What Games Could Learn 
from Kink” argues that, much as kink allows partners to play with 
complicated personal and cultural histories, game design should cre-
ate a space for engaging with the real world, not just stepping away 
from it. Finally, in “Queering the Snapshot: Ambient Mobile Play,” 
Larissa Hjorth and Kim d’Amazing explore the relationship between 
mobile phone practices, performativity, and alternative concepts 
of play. Drawing on interviews with queer-identified phone users, 
Hjorth and d’Amazing unpack social media photo sharing as a mode 
of performing selfhood, affect, and sexuality. They link these prac-
tices to ambient mobile play, which transcends traditional game 
space boundaries and makes camera phone usage (and the selfie’s 
bodily presence) a diffuse and ongoing game.

Reading Games Queerly
Moving from design and play audiences, in this section we consider 
how game texts themselves might be analyzed queerly. First, Robert 
Yang’s “On ‘FeministWhorePurna’ and the Ludo-material Politics 
of Gendered Damage Power-ups in Open-World RPG Video Games” 
delves into the controversy over a misogynistically labeled power-up 
in Deep Silver’s game Dead Island. Rather than see it as an obscure 
joke, Yang argues that the game’s inclusion of “FeministWhorePurna” 
reflects widespread problems of sexism and accountability in the 
games industry. In “Welcome to My Fantasy Zone: Bayonetta and 
Queer Femme Disturbance,” Amanda Phillips uses film studies to 
consider the queerness of Bayonetta, the titular character from the 
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2009 Platinum Games title whose design is often condemned as 
hyper-sexualized and fetishistic. Using Micha Cárdenas’s concept 
of “femme disturbance,” Phillips recasts Bayonetta as a queer force 
of disruption who manipulates the gaze, taunts players with castra-
tion, and is driven by controller techniques that recall female mas-
turbation. Next, Todd Harper asks whether we, as players, can bring 
queerness to games by approaching them through alternate perspec-
tives. This is the experiment he undertakes in “Role-Play as Queer 
Lens: How ‘ClosetShep’ Changed My Vision of Mass Effect.” Only 
in the third game of the Mass Effect trilogy did developer BioWare 
offer male–male romance options for its protagonist, Commander 
Shepard. To make sense of this shift, Harper sets out to replay the 
series while imagining Shepard as a closeted gay man throughout 
the first two games. In “Queer(ing) Gaming Technologies: Thinking 
on Constructions of Normativity Inscribed in Digital Gaming Hard-
ware,” Gregory Bagnall turns to the material technologies of games. 
The controller-design standards for console gaming, argues Bagnall, 
reflect heteronormative thinking. Moving forward, Bagnall calls for 
a queering of gaming hardware that models itself on fluidity and 
possibility rather than hetero-masculinity. The section concludes 
with merritt kopas’s “On Gone Home,” a deeply personal response to 
what kopas describes as “a game about girls in love.” Connecting her 
play-through of Gone Home with her own childhood, kopas describes 
her encounter with the game as an opportunity to live out a queer 
youth she missed and for which she still mourns.

Queer Failure in Games
Failure has been of interest to both queer studies and game studies 
in recent years. In this penultimate section, we turn to the obstacles 
faced by queer players, designers, and scholars, as well as the gen-
erative possibilities of queer failure. Reflecting on #GamerGate and 
the need for safe queer gaming spaces, Adrienne Shaw’s “The Trouble 
with Communities” encourages readers to think about community 
as a series of multiple and overlapping subcommunities rather than 
a monolith of sameness. Far from collapsing differences, says Shaw, 
community provides an opportunity for “finding camaraderie de-
spite difference.” Next, Gabriela T. Richard addresses the difficulty 
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of navigating who belongs in safe spaces. In her piece, “‘Play Like 
a Girl’: Gender Expression, Sexual Identity, and Complex Expecta-
tions in a Female-Oriented Gaming Community,” Richard reflects 
on the policing of gender and sexuality in the (initially) all-female 
PMS clan and its associated all-male clan, H2O. In “The Nightmare 
Is Over,” Katherine Cross compares reactionary gamers’ outrage to 
what Susan Faludi has called the “terror dream.” Gamers who grew 
up in the 1980s and ’90s have lived through the trauma of social 
stigmatization, says Cross. Today, when faced with critiques of toxic-
ity within games, these fans relive their trauma and lash out because 
they fear that video games will be taken away from them. Consider-
ing the ability of queerness to reimagine failure, Jack Halberstam’s 
“Queer Gaming: Gaming, Hacking, and Going Turbo” builds on his 
previous work on animation in order to think about game play 
through the concept of the glitch. For Halberstam, the glitch use-
fully disrupts dominant value systems, an approach that he applies 
to three games: Monument Valley, Thomas Was Alone, and Braid. At the 
2013 QGCon, Halberstam and Jesper Juul were invited to discuss 
the striking similarities between their recent books, The Queer Art 
of Failure (Halberstam) and The Art of Failure (Juul). The lively dia-
logue that ensued is transcribed here as “The Arts of Failure.” Drawing 
connections between queer failure and failure in games, Halberstam 
and Juul discuss losing and loss as opportunities for nonnormative 
pleasure, cultural reflection, experimental design, and resistance 
through play. Jordan Youngblood concludes this section with his 
own analysis inspired by Juul’s and Halberstam’s books, which he 
uses to perform a close reading of failure in the Metal Gear Solid se-
ries. His article, “‘I Wouldn’t Even Know the Real Me Myself’: Queer-
ing Failure in Metal Gear Solid 2,” reframes the Raiden character as 
an analogue for the player, one whose experience and selfhood are 
defined through failure. In contrast to the hyper-masculinity of 
Solid Snake, the standard protagonist of the series, Raiden fails at 
masculinity, at his straight relationship, and even at being “real.”

Queer Futures for Games
We end this collection on an optimistic note. What is possible when, 
against the odds, queer game communities come together? This sec-
tion opens with a piece by queer theorist Kathryn Bond Stockton, to-
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day’s leading thinker on the relationship between growth and queer 
theory. Part critique and part performance, “If Queer Children Were a 
Video Game” reads gaming through “lateral growth.” The gamer who 
refuses to “grow up”; the child with such technological proficiency he 
seems to have grown up too fast; the childish, candy pleasure of addic-
tive mobile games: these are the set pieces in Stockton’s trip through 
the queerness of games and childhood. Building on Stockton’s work, 
Christopher Goetz’s “Queer Growth in Video Games” addresses a ten-
sion between two threads in current debates around queer games 
and growth. On the one hand, says Goetz, proponents of diversity in 
games want the medium to outgrow its juvenile content and immature 
gamer culture. On the other hand, queer game scholars celebrate gam-
ing’s invitation to revel in childish pleasures and anti-reproductive 
“sideways growth.” Goetz himself suggests that the game’s terrain is 
the queer sideways fantasies of childhood. In “Finding the Queer
ness in Games,” Colleen Macklin instructs us to look for queerness 
in the fabric of games themselves. Referencing Muñoz, she describes 
games as queer utopias where players can explore “other ways of 
being in the world and ultimately new worlds.” In “Organizing New 
Approaches to Games,” Bonnie Ruberg interviews Chelsea Howe, 
Toni Rocca, and Sarah Schoemann about the unique difficulties and 
rewards of organizing diversity-focused video game events. Speaking 
about QGCon, GaymerX, and Different Games, respectively, Howe, 
Rocca, and Schoemann share insights to help future activists and or-
ganizers bring together the queer games community. Finally, the col-
lection closes with Ruberg’s “Forty-Eight-Hour Utopia: On Hope and 
the Future of Queerness in Games.” Reflecting on her experience co-
organizing QGCon, she asks, What is the value of creating a welcom-
ing but temporary space for diversity in games? Change comes slowly, 
Ruberg admits, but that change begins with moments of excitement 
and hope. Imagining a different future for queerness and games means 
opening ourselves to joy and community, however briefly.

Conclusion
Queer game studies has emerged now precisely because now is when 
queer game studies is needed the most. We need queer game stud-
ies now because there has never been a more energizing, inspiring 
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time to look for the queerness in games. Queer game makers are 
receiving international recognition. Thousands of queer players are 
coming to conventions. As diversity-focused game conferences con-
tinue to grow and scholarly interest in queer theory and game stud-
ies spreads, this new area of interdisciplinary work will surely take 
its place as an important new paradigm that speaks to both games 
scholarship and queer scholarship. Queer studies, game studies, and 
even queer content in games all have long histories. Here and now, 
those histories intersect—but the results of that intersection are 
still in flux. Today, we have the opportunity to open up a multitude 
of avenues for new inquiry. These authors all speak to this moment 
of convergence. Whether implicitly or explicitly, they each offer an-
swers to this volume’s key questions: Why queer game studies now? 
What is queer about video games? What is queer about queer game 
studies?

This is an exciting time, but also a turbulent and upsetting one. It 
is crucial that we address the current toxic games environment and 
condemn the ways that feminist and queer game makers, players, 
critics, and scholars have been attacked. Yet we also need to make 
room for hope, for optimism, and for the future. We must provide a 
sober assessment of the past and current climate, but we must also 
value the important work that our contributors are already doing to 
make the games industry and game culture better. This is not the 
first time that queer communities have faced backlash at moments 
of progress. When we are being made to feel like our voices should 
be silenced, we need a chance to be heard. Queer game studies offers 
such a chance. It points directly to the ways that systems of power 
produce opportunities for oppression but also resistance.

The editors would like to thank Danielle Kasprzak and the rest 
of the University of Minnesota Press staff for making this book a 
reality. Thanks as well to the two reviewers who offered valuable in-
sight into how best to frame and shape this collection. We are grate-
ful to our colleagues Ben Aslinger, Mattie Brice, Christopher Goetz, 
Chelsea Howe, and Staci Tucker, who each played a role in shaping 
this volume. Thanks also to Nicholas Taylor for copyediting, and to 
Cathy Hannabach for writing the index. And, last but not least, we 
are grateful to all of our contributors, who stuck through the long 
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publishing process so that we could share their wonderful writing 
with the world. We are honored to feature their work here and we 
look forward to the new scholarship, thinking, and design it will 
inspire.
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What lies at the intersection of queerness and games, and what has 
the bursting, proliferating dialogue centered around? Thankfully and 
unsurprisingly, we can find a multiplicity of answers to this question, 
but two large and slightly divergent currents stand out. One focuses 
on diversifying the content of games and representation of margin-
alized identities in the industry, while the other begins to investi-
gate how to queer the structure of games.

“Queerness in games” has appeared in the media and public dis-
course mostly as a question of representation and inclusion: Who has 
been making most of our games, as opposed to who could be making 
them? What kind of people and experiences appear in the fictional 
universes that games can summon into existence, and whose life ex-
periences are brought to bear on the stories told by or emerging from 
games? The status quo, to nobody’s surprise, is that games have sel-
dom been made by or for queers, or even with queers in mind; they’re 
mostly created by young and middle-aged white and Asian men, to 
be sold to a similar if slightly younger and slightly browner audience 
of consumers. Just as in analogous battles in other forms of culture 
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and areas of public discourse, the struggle for inclusion and repre-
sentation of queers has joined calls for more (and less stereotyped) 
representation of women and people of color.

At a 2014 Game Developers Conference panel titled “How to Sub-
versively Queer Your Work,” game scholar Todd Harper provided 
one summation of inclusivity’s value proposition for the wider game 
industry. With greater diversity of stories, characters, and voices, 
Harper said, comes increased scope for the empathic possibilities of 
games: “Empathy is the ability to see what matters to other people. 
It’s the ability to see what matters to someone who isn’t you. Em-
pathy is a muscle, and like any muscle you have to flex and use it 
over and over until it becomes strong.” Harper also suggested that 
flipping the identity characteristics of protagonists in games could 
broaden existing game narratives: a “bald, white, cismale space ma-
rine” could become “a half-shaved head, purple-haired, trans-woman 
Latina space marine.”1

In contrast to the focus on representation in game content, other 
queer game creators have taken up the question of what happens 
when we question norms and conventions about how games, or spe-
cific game genres, are expected to function. Avery McDaldno and 
Joli St. Patrick gave a workshop at the 2013 Queerness and Games 
Conference that explored a dozen potential techniques for indepen-
dent non-digital role-playing and story games; among other things, 
McDaldno and St. Patrick dismantled the notion, established since 
the 1970s and influential on countless video games, that a character 
in a role-playing game is controlled by and represents a single human 
player.2 In a workshop given at New York University’s Game Center, 
merritt kopas elaborated on McDaldno and St. Patrick’s techniques 
and urged participants to deconstruct existing game genres to find 
the fundamental assumptions driving patterns of play, then queer 
the genres by twisting, flipping, or undermining those conventions.3 
These tactics bear more in common with the approaches of queer 
theory to history, economic analyses, even information science—
locating unspoken norms by which a field of human activity or 
knowledge is operating, and finding points of rupture that destabi-
lize those assumptions, opening up those fields to a wider and poten-
tially more liberatory set of possibilities.
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Outside the culture of games, in spaces concerned with LGBTQ 
activism and political organizing, the queer politic is often under-
stood to be at odds with more dominant “gay rights” rhetoric. The 
latter is characterized as a drive toward acceptance into existing 
institutions such as legally recognized marriage or military service. 
Anti-assimilationist queer activists, exemplified by documents such 
as the Against Equality online archive, instead choose to advocate 
from the marginalized position of queerness to ask bigger questions 
about who’s excluded from or harmed by these institutions, and how 
existing structures are invisibly designed to support the status quo, 
the smooth operation of capitalism, the yoking of human beings into 
“productive members of society,” and so forth.4 It’s tempting to try 
to look at calls for representation and inclusion in big-budget games 
as being akin to the assimilationist rhetoric, but there are several 
nuances to consider.

Game writer Samantha Allen, another panelist from “How to Sub-
versively Queer Your Game,” has described the move to push for a 
greater number of LGBT-inclusive games as “a lifeline to lost gam-
ers,” among them “young, closeted queer people” who may not yet 
be aware of more experimental, lesser-known games done by queer 
creators outside the big-budget studio model.5 Her point that “we 
have to employ a plurality of tactics to bring down the monolith” can 
apply just as readily to the process of creating independent games 
as to advocating for the kinds of games that get made. Unlike po-
litical organizing and fund-raising, where attention and money are 
divided between causes that benefit people with differing relation-
ships to established institutions, a creative process can encompass 
both approaches.

In 2012, during a discussion about Anna Anthropy’s Rise of the 
Videogame Zinesters,6 a senior colleague asked me what kind of bene
fits I thought a more diverse pool of creators, including queer cre-
ators like myself or Anthropy, had for games. My response was that 
creators with marginalized experiences and subaltern viewpoints 
have a different capacity to make new kinds of games that we hadn’t 
even seen yet. This answer was based largely on my experiences with 
two of Anthropy’s own games. Mighty Jill Off (2008) matches a nar-
rative theme expressing the dynamics of a queer BDSM relationship 
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with game play that forces the player to submit to a cruel and re-
petitive task. What I found remarkable about Mighty Jill Off was not 
simply that game play and narrative content aligned to represent 
submission and dominance, but that the mode of interaction and 
goals also highlighted a related and broadly applicable way of seeing 
games, with the designer as the domme providing tasks, seemingly 
arbitrary outside of the system of play, that the player must will-
ingly submit to in the pursuit of pleasure. Game designers7 and phi-
losophers8 writing about games have echoed this understanding of 
games for years, but Mighty Jill Off was the first time I had seen the 
theme bound to overt narrative content—a possibility only realiz-
able by the expression of queer lives in games.

Anthropy’s dys4ia (2012) goes further in the direction of queer-
ing established notions of games, to the point where game designers 
like Raph Koster opined that “a lot of dys4ia could have been built 
in PowerPoint and isn’t a game.”9 Koster later retracted this take, 
which was rooted in the convention that games must have choices 
that let a player alter the state of the system. dys4ia, however, does 
something more subtle with its interactive aesthetics: it’s presented 
as an autobiographical story, but one in which situations from life 
are represented by systems that the player must understand in order 
to navigate, rather than solely by words or images as in other forms 
of autobiography. dys4ia manages to destabilize one of the rarely 
questioned tenets of what a game must have to be considered a game, 
while also blazing new territory into overt autobiography. These 
two explorations are linked; unlike earlier pseudo-autobiographical 
games dealing in impressionistic representation of and musings 
on the creator’s life, such as Jason Rohrer’s Passage (2007) or Rod 
Humble’s The Marriage (2007), dys4ia recounts actual past events 
from the creator’s life. If Anthropy had followed the conventional 
rubric of games and allowed player actions to determine the course 
of the game, the autobiographical fidelity of dys4ia would have be-
come mutable and subject to player whim.

Anthropy is far from the only queer game creator whose works 
combine representation of queer lives. Realistic Kissing Simulator 
(2014) by Jimmy Andrew and Loren Schmidt, uses two largely de-
gendered heads to represent players, eluding the recently fashion-
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able choice of “gay relationship or straight relationship” that has 
become a feature of games in franchises like Dragon Age. The game 
simultaneously does away with conventional notions of designer-
ordained goals, mimetic realism (despite its title), and the automatic 
assumption of consent at the beginning of play, leaving players to 
figure out how and why to collaborate and encounter each other via 
a system of elongated, floppy tongues. Mattie Brice’s eat (2013) is a 
system of rules meant to be applied to the player’s everyday life in 
order to approximate the challenges of her own existence as a black 
trans woman, student, and writer; the system is daunting enough 
that it’s unclear whether anyone has ever been determined and brave 
enough to play it. The games of Christine Love often adopt the form 
of an East Asian–style visual novel or dating sim, but supplement 
purely romantic or sexual content with explorations of changing no-
tions of privacy and multivalent reactions of women to repressive 
patriarchal society; most of the player’s actions in Analogue: A Hate 
Story (2012), prior to a moment of judgment, involve reviewing an 
epistolary account of the past. Love’s games also frequently involve 
“impossible” challenges that may appear to be goals for gamers, but 
elude the player without cheating or hacking the game.

merritt kopas’s Lim (2012) has frequently been cited as an ex-
ample of a queer game due to the way it systemically represents the 
experience of attempting to “pass” as one gender or another but ul-
timately failing and being subjected to harassment. (It’s worth not-
ing that via abstraction, Lim contains the potential to be played as a 
metaphor for multiple kinds of passing, such as passing as multiple 
racial identities.) Beyond the act of representation, another, less-
cited aspect of Lim deeply queers the experience: the collision of ob-
jects in the system, representing harassment of a non-passing pro-
tagonist, sometimes grows so violent that the protagonist is pushed 
through the walls constraining the space of play and into an empty, 
lonely space beyond. kopas has refused to clarify whether this effect 
was part of her intention as the creator, or a glitch that arose from the 
code of the game—an unintentional “flaw” that happens to harmo-
nize with the rest of the game to create a possibility of utter refusal 
emerging from trauma and movement beyond the confines of a harsh 
system. By keeping this possibility ambiguous, kopas leaves open the 
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possibility that this is a discovery of players, not a top-down artifact 
of authorial intent.

Studies of game design have long succumbed to a kind of dual-
ism, a bifurcation of the game experience into two supposedly sepa-
rate aspects that are often portrayed as being in tension. The narra-
tive content of a game, sometimes called the dramatic elements,10 
includes characters, plot, fictional world, spoken dialogue, and so 
forth, while the systemic structure of a game, also known as the for-
mal elements,11 consists of things like the rules, pieces, interactions 
and choices available to the player, underlying algorithms or mathe
matical models of economies or physics, and so forth. Theoretical ar-
guments between “narratologists,” supposedly advocating the impor-
tance of dramatic elements, and their opponents, the “ludologists,” 
date back to 1997; the formal elements have long been held up as 
the unique provenance of games, that which distinguishes them from 
other forms of culture (many of which, of course, involve narrative 
content but not playable systems).12 The two sides of formal/narrative 
dualism are often described as being in an irreducible tension that 
designers must do their best to manage or mask, lest “ludonarrative 
dissonance” color the player’s experience.13

Vocal critics, many of them consumer fans, have attacked many 
of the games described above—as well as other games with queer 
themes, such as the Fullbright Company’s Gone Home (2013)—on 
the basis that they’re “not real games” or “just very simple games.” 
This understanding is based entirely on the formal elements of the 
game, as was Koster’s initial critique. Reducing a game to its for-
mal elements, whatever the rationale (e.g., “It’s the aspect that only 
games can do”) seems akin to insisting that invertebrates, as a class, 
must primarily be understood by examining and evaluating their 
internal bone structure. Giving primacy to the skeleton of a game, 
this approach flays off the skin and flesh, the distinguishing char-
acteristics of experience that are the first encountered by a player, 
to prioritize the skeletal system that more expert forensic analysts 
(most of them game designers or theorists) can take apart to gain a 
supposedly truer understanding of the game.

When fleshed of content and linkage to the context of lived expe-
rience, the systems of many queer games may appear to such a “fo-
rensic examination” to be identical to older interactive forms. Tra-
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ditionalists describe dys4ia as akin to a PowerPoint presentation, or 
games made with Twine are equivalent to Choose Your Own Adventure 
game books. It’s only when looked at in context, clothed in flesh, that 
this illusion of retrogression vanishes and we can see that new rela-
tionships between different aspects of games can arise from queer 
modes of creation—which, it should be added, are nearly always oper-
ating outside of a profitable market context or financial support from 
publishers.

Ironically, it’s the refusal to obey orthodox conventions about 
games, and a willingness to embrace bare systems, that makes it 
easier for queer games to achieve striking new forms of interplay 
and consonance between the experiences and aspects of queer exis-
tence they represent and the structures of interaction that players 
encounter. The relationship between experience and systemic repre-
sentation in the games by queer creators mentioned above is often 
crisply straightforward—sometimes simply revolving around what’s 
placed on or removed from the canvas of possibility. These simple ap-
proaches manage to sidestep the complex, yet supposedly inevitable 
and frustrating, clash between “ludo” and “narrative.” Queer game 
creators have already imagined queer modes of game play in which 
ludonarrative dissonance, at least, is not a vivid concern.

Although we may wish to question the taken-for-granted dual-
ism of narrative and game play and we can dismiss the false either/or 
binary of “push for inclusion of marginalized identities in big-budget 
games” or “queer existing norms of game play to create new types of 
work,” it’s still worth asking a final question: if different approaches 
to queerness and games aren’t necessarily in tension with each other, 
what are they in tension with?

One possible answer returns to the question of assimilation of 
marginalized identities rather than maintaining the possibility of 
an outside, questioning, and destabilizing voice. Rather than asso-
ciating assimilation with the demand for greater representation in 
game fictions, it may be useful to consider assimilation as the legiti-
mization of games as a social good.

Games, much like queers, have a long history of being maligned and 
regarded as frivolous, jejune, or degenerate. Sports were regarded sepa
rately for much of games’ history, and many of the most widespread 
games played by adults were games of chance used for gambling—
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associated with the lower classes, soldiers, criminals, and so forth. 
In the nineteenth-century United States, game creators began to try 
to rehabilitate the image of games when they sought to sell games 
to families. Some game creators replaced dice, strongly associated 
with gambling, with a new random-number-generating spinner (the 
“teetotum”); other board games, like The Mansion of Happiness, added 
content to the traditional race game genre that promoted Christian 
morals.14

Twentieth-century stereotypes about games and gamers are much 
more familiar to today’s gamers and game developers: parents ac-
cusing Dungeons & Dragons players of placing suicide curses on their 
children, video games becoming secondary culprits in school shoot-
ings, studies of game addiction and whether games cause violence.15 
Rather than thuggish gamblers, the popular conception of gamers is 
now that of an overweight, unshaven, socially maladjusted, imma-
ture white man. Game academics, gamers themselves, and the game 
industry have continuously struggled against these perceptions by 
deploying counter-studies, reactionary anger of the sort that ex-
emplified the #GamerGate movement, and public relations tactics, 
respectively. The game industry, in particular, has benefited from a 
broadening of market categories (the introduction of “casual gamer,” 
for instance) that helps normalize the idea of games and creates the 
perception that most average people play games.

The most enduring perception of games, however—so funda-
mental to commonly held notions of games that it has structured 
human–game relations throughout history—is that games are “only” 
a leisure activity, a “pass-time” engaged in for pleasure rather than 
productivity, as an escape from work and possibly from mundane 
reality. This notion can be seen as a generative base for other stereo-
types: games are frivolous, meant for children’s abundant free time 
rather than for serious adults, save for moral degenerates who may 
become so enthralled by the possibility of escape from the ordinary 
that they become delusional, unable to distinguish fantasy from re-
ality. This primal understanding of games is also the most recent to 
be the subject of an attempted rehabilitation: the Games for Change 
movement suggests that games can be deployed on serious subjects 
to convey political consciousness, while the use of games as produc-
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tive components of education has most lately been practiced under 
nomenclature like game-based learning. Gamification, meanwhile, 
seeks to use games in whole or part to adjust player motivations, at 
their own behest or in accordance with institutional goals. These 
approaches have two things in common: goals involving harness-
ing games for more “productive” and “useful” ends than leisure, and 
Jane McGonigal.

McGonigal exemplifies the intersection of various productive uses 
for games; she advocates the potential for games to prevent PTSD 
in trauma victims, creates games that teach or raise consciousness 
about an issue, and designed a gamified system to cultivate positive 
motivation and psychological reinforcement toward a player’s self-
defined goals.16 Her vision for games doesn’t just involve rehabili-
tating and assimilating them into a “productive member of society,” 
participating in established institutions from education to the non-
profit industrial complex; she orates about the potential for games 
to become a savior, the most productive aspect of society. The goals 
McGonigal advocates and designs for—awareness of peak oil prob-
lems, recovery from traumatic injury, motivated physical exercise, 
learning about public libraries, planting community gardens—are 
difficult to impugn. The conversion of play into a resource to be har-
nessed, however, is perhaps the most ambitious attempt to assimi-
late games into usefulness. According to McGonigal, the libidinous 
energy of engagement with games—the pleasure of unproductive 
play, the nebulous notion of “fun”—can potentially be channeled to-
wards all sorts of productive goals. By the same token, this energy 
could also be harnessed for goals diametrically opposed to the posi-
tive ends that McGonigal champions.

The work of philosopher Bernard Suits forms one of the foundations 
of McGonigal’s approach to game design, specifically the definition of 
games from his 1978 text, The Grasshopper: Games, Life, and Utopia. Ac-
cording to Suits, a game must involve “voluntary obstacles”—another 
lens on the system that a player submits to in order to play a game. 
McGonigal sees this aspect of games as explaining “everything that 
is motivating and rewarding and fun about games.”17 Her method 
of design involves placing voluntary obstacles—challenges that one 
decides to overcome—along the way to a goal that’s productive or 
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improves life in some way. Unlike McGonigal, however, Suits rejects 
the notion of productive goals for games. In The Grasshopper, the titu
lar protagonist is a version of the same character in Aesop’s fable 
about the ant and the grasshopper—an insect who eschews work 
for pleasure. Suits reimagines the grasshopper as a philosopher who 
seeks ultimate goods—activities that are pursued for their own 
ends, and for no other reason. The laboring ants, preparing for the 
winter, are working for a purpose, but the grasshopper seeks only 
happiness for its own sake, and concludes that games are the way 
to this utopia. In an ideal world, he reasons, we would do nothing 
but play.

Although Suits may not have been entirely serious in his charac-
terization of games as the main ingredient in utopian living, the cast 
he gives to the inherently unproductive nature of games is striking; 
in light of movements to rehabilitate and instrumentalize games 
for productive ends, we must ask what we are losing in the rush to 
raise games out of the scorned red-light district of trivial, immature 
pleasures. Games can be legitimized by yoking them to support the 
institutions of education, propaganda, nonprofit organizations, and 
behavioral psychology—but should they be yoked? Games are even 
on a climb toward legitimacy as an art form, and the debate over 
whether games “can be art”18 is nearly a foregone conclusion as the 
Museum of Modern Art adds games to its collection.19

Even Eric Zimmerman, who in 2013 predicted that the twenty-
first century will be the “Ludic Century” where games become the 
preeminent creative form,20 wrote to discourage the assimilation of 
games as an accepted form of art exactly a year later: “Once games 
are just another department in the academy, just another section in 
the newspaper, just another kind of festival or marketplace or cata-
log then they no longer have the disruptive power that makes them 
so special. Art is the name for establishment culture—works that 
have ceased to challenge and offend.”21

Anyone who has engaged with video games in the last three de-
cades is familiar with the primary institution that games have been 
successfully deployed in service of: the consumer marketplace. Games 
were once created and mutated as a form of folk creativity, distrib-
uted and taught by word of mouth; the rehabilitation of games’ asso-
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ciation with morally degenerate gambling made the family-friendly 
board game market possible, and the computing revolution enabled 
an explosion in the number of increasingly disposable product choices 
available for consumers. Further assimilation in the service of estab-
lished institutions could herald a turn toward other productive uses 
for games besides profit and employment. But the queer question 
must remain: What will we lose in the process as we make additional 
bids for legitimacy?
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Queergaming is a provocation, a call to games, a horizon of possi-
bilities. Queergaming is a refusal of the idea that digital games and 
gaming communities are the sole provenance of adolescent, straight, 
white, cisgender, masculine, able, male, and “hardcore” bodies and 
desires and the articulation of and investment in alternative modes 
of play and ways of being. Queergaming is a challenge to this stereo
typical, status quo intersection of game players, developers, cultures, 
and technologies, what I have elsewhere called the “technonorma-
tive matrix,”1 the digitized, gamified version of Judith Butler’s het-
eronormative matrix, “the matrix of power and discursive relations 
that effectively produce and regulate the intelligibility of [sex, gen-
der, or sexuality] for us.”2 Ultimately, queergaming is heterogeneity 
of play, imagining different, even radical game narratives, inter-
faces, avatars, mechanics, soundscapes, programming, platforms, 
playerships, and communities. It is gaming’s changing present and 
necessary future.

Queergaming, a term I am coining as a response to the normativi-
ties of games, asks the following question: How might we think about 
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ways to play games and make games that recognize and work around 
the limitations and flexibilities of digital computers, player expecta-
tions, and the “playing it straight” cultures at large? As I have argued 
elsewhere, “given the binary nature of digital computers—from plat-
form to programming—the difficulty of queering games remains a 
challenge. After all, what is a game but a matrix of code, power rela-
tions, and constraints? . . . In other words, games always constrain 
players via normative narratives and mechanics.”3 How then might 
games embrace and enhance queer transformations, happy accidents, 
glitches, and switches that allow for non-technonormative practices, 
opportunities, and endgames? In other words, how might we think 
about what Alexander Galloway calls countergaming or “redefining 
play itself and thereby realizing [gaming’s] true potential as a politi-
cal and cultural avant-garde”?4 Drawing on Peter Wollen’s definitions 
of the countercinema of the 1960s, Alexander Galloway in Gaming: 
Essays on Algorithmic Culture argues for countergaming, which “ex-
ists in opposition to and outside the gaming mainstream” and which 
models not only what avant-garde gaming should look like but what 
it should play like, juxtaposing and experimenting with form, genre, 
function, and experience.5 Wollen articulated seven values of “old” 
cinema versus avant-garde cinema (holding Jean-Luc Godard up as 
an exemplar) including narrative transitivity (continuity, logical 
progression) versus narrative intransitivity (interrupted continuity, 
episodic, digression), transparency (naturalizing and disappearing 
the technology of film) versus foregrounding (making the mechanics 
of film apparent), and closure (a self-contained, bounded, resolved 
whole) versus aperture (open-endedness, excess, intertextuality). 
Galloway adapts Wollen’s seven values to the medium of digital games 
that not only identify “alternate formal strategies but the active em-
ployment and gleeful exploration of those strategies.”6 Galloway’s six 
values of countergaming include:

1.	 Transparency versus foregrounding. (Removing the apparatus 
from the image versus pure interplay of graphics apparatus or 
code displayed without representational imagery.)

2.	 Game play versus aestheticism. (Narrative game play based on a 
coherent rule set versus modernist formal experiments.)
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3.	 Representational modeling versus visual artifacts. (Mimetic mod-
eling of objects versus glitches and other unexpected products 
of the graphics engine.)

4.	 Natural physics versus invented physics. (Newtonian laws of mo-
tion, ray tracing, collisions, et cetera, versus incoherent physi-
cal laws and relationships.)

5.	 Interactivity versus non-correspondence. (Instant, predictable 
linkage between controller input and game play versus barri-
ers between controller input and game play.)

6.	 Gamic action versus radical action. (Conventional gaming poet-
ics versus alternative modes of game play.)7

Though Galloway’s list foregrounds primarily the manipulation 
and experimentation of the look and feel of games, he recognizes, 
“We need an avant-garde of video gaming not just in visual form 
but also in actional form. We need radical gameplay, not just radi-
cal graphics.”8 In other words, the challenge of new, different, alter-
native, even radical games requires a thoughtful reconfiguring and 
reimagining of more than just screen, pixel, interface, content, and 
controller. Queergaming dances with the possibilities of noncompeti
tive, nonproductive, nonjudgmental play, as well as the uncertainty 
and inefficiency of glitches, exploits, and other goofiness and the de-
sire for queer worlds as opportunities for exploration, for different 
rules and goals, and even for the radical potential of failure.

To date, most “queer” games focus on superficial content, on same-
sex sex, and queer marriage or couple plots. From BioWare’s Mass Ef-
fect and Dragon Age series to the Sims franchise by Electronic Arts to 
Lionhead’s Fable series to casual games like Digicub’s Mini Gay Boy-
friend, queerness in games is still largely window dressing, menu-
driven identities (to quote Lisa Nakamura), a yes-or-no, date-him-
or-her, have-sex-with-man-or-woman choice, which replicates the 
rather limited binary of hetero or homo, gay or straight, and even 
more insidiously the conservative belief that sexuality is a simple 
choice.9 For example, in Mass Effect 3, playing as the male main 
character, Shepard, the player can choose to romance Kaidan, a non-
player character controlled by the game. To woo and win Kaidan as 
a lover, the player must discover, maintain, and satisfy a series of 
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in-game “choices” and requirements that unlock the availability and 
feasibility of the subplot. From the start of play, the path through the 
game’s decision trees have already been plotted, predestined, and 
taking a wrong turn, making an incorrect response, means the queer 
match is lost. Given this inflexibility, in a sense, queer-friendly games 
and game design seem still mired in the limited and unproductive bi-
nary of narratology versus ludology, story versus playability. In these 
mainstream games, the solution to difference and diversity in games 
is token inclusion or flattened representation, and what it means to 
be inclusive is still narrow, often stereotyping, and problematic.

Queergaming queers countergaming, inflecting and infecting it 
with what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick calls the “open mesh of possibili-
ties,” a challenge to normative structures, narratives, and technolo-
gies—a wholly different kind of adventure.10 Or as Anna Anthropy, 
an independent, openly transgender game maker, argues, “In this 
world, ‘gay’ is a checkbox on a character sheet, a boolean, a binary 
bit, not an experience that greatly changes one’s life, identity, and 
struggle.”11 Anthropy, best known for games like dys4ia, enunciates 
the need for alternative formal, ludic, narrative, and player strate-
gies that collapse and complicate the terms and tensions that frame 
queer(ish) games: content versus experience, Boolean checkboxes 
versus the multiplicity of identities and embodiments, and the in
escapable binary structure of digital computers. To that end, I pro-
pose an adaptation and repurposing of Galloway’s countergaming 
values organized around intersections rather than binary opposi-
tions. These queergaming values are outlined below.

Queer(er) design. From the platform up and from the player expe-
rience down, queergaming demands more than window dressing, 
more than binary choices, and more than the politics of representa-
tion. Building in a queer character or allowing for a queer plotline 
is not enough. Rather, a queerer game design takes up Anthropy’s 
challenge when she argues, “Token characters are not the product 
of queer experiences. Actual queer experiences offer perspectives on 
identity, on struggle, and on romance that could be entirely differ-
ent.”12 Representation must inform mechanics, and mechanics must 
deepen and thicken representation. For instance, BioWare’s newest 
title in the Dragon Age series, Dragon Age: Inquisition (which debuted 
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in late 2014), includes a “fully gay” non-player character, Dorian. Too-
obvious Oscar Wilde reference aside, what does it mean for a character 
to be “fully” gay? Ostensibly, the answer is that Dorian will only be 
romance-able by a player character of the same gender, unlike earlier 
Dragon Age titles where characters were ostensibly “fully” bisexual, 
coded with hetero- and homosexual romance plots. Dorian’s homo-
sexuality is fixed, flattened into witty repartee and flamboyant ste-
reotype. Unfortunately, as with other mainstream games, inclusion 
is defined as simply adding another checkbox, another token, an-
other plotline. Granted, the fact that such a character is visible and 
playable is a step in the right direction, but how might games and 
game design enact queerness that is “procedurally relevant,” more 
fully purposeful and “integrated with the narrative and ludic di-
mensions of the game”?13 How does being “fully gay” affect not only 
narrative but also game play, mechanics, consequences, and possi-
bilities? How does being gay differ or more importantly matter not 
just in terms of the plot or game world but also in terms of platform, 
programming, and player? Finally, how might we imagine and inter-
act with a queer character and queer experience not organized solely 
around sex and romance?

Queer(er) play. Extending Galloway’s hope for new “grammars of 
action” or “radical action” in games, which resist conventional gam-
ing aesthetics, goals, and poetics, queergaming engages different 
grammars of play, radical play, not grounded in normative ideologies 
like competition, exploitation, colonization, speed, violence, rugged 
individualism, leveling up, and win states. Games should be about 
much more than bigger guns, grislier gore, and “pwning” (owning, 
topping, defeating, humiliating) other players. How might we de-
velop game play and end states that invite exploration, cooperation, 
complexity, meditation, ambivalence, alternative spaces, even fail-
ure? What would it mean to play against the intent of the game’s 
design, to repurpose or resist the rules, to play as a collective? For ex-
ample, in the massively multiplayer online role-playing game World 
of Warcraft, a player character named Everbloom of the Feathermoon 
server maxed out their character (at the time, level 85) without kill-
ing a single in-game creature.14 Going against the easy and obvious 
route, the player instead relied on wandering the game world and 
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developing character skills in healing, herbalism, and mining. In fact, 
as Jenova Chen, designer of alternative games like Flower and Journey, 
says, “To me the measure of a human’s greatness is the value they 
can contribute to society. The game industry doesn’t need another 
shooter; it needs something to inspire them . .  . If the entire game 
industry is focusing on excitement and adrenaline rushes . .  . well, 
then I will look at peace, or love. That way we can expand the percep-
tion of what games can be and can accomplish.”15

Queer remediation. Beyond queering the ways we design games and 
the ways we play games, queergaming describes the ways games and 
players respond to, reflect on, and remediate themselves and one an-
other. J. David Bolter and Richard A. Grusin define remediation, in 
part, as the borrowing, appropriating, repurposing, and transform-
ing of one medium by another. For example, video games often rely 
on the accepted and familiar logics of film like point of view or cut 
scenes. Bolter and Grusin say, “We call the representation of one 
medium in another ‘remediation,’ and we will argue that remedia-
tion is a defining characteristic of the new digital media. . . . The elec-
tronic medium is not set in opposition to painting, photography, or 
printing; instead, the computer is offered as a new means of gaining 
access to materials from these older media, as if the content of the 
older media can simply be poured into the new one.”16

Queergaming takes up this idea of borrowing, appropriating, and 
repurposing to describe the strategies in which games and players 
take existing game titles, characters, stories, and worlds and queer 
them, remediate them to refashion and reimagine not only content 
and play but their very own relationship to ostensibly non-queer 
games and communities. Queergaming then is a response to the lack 
of queer representation, narratives, game play, game worlds, and 
gaming communities. Queergaming expands what it means to cre-
ate, consume, and play to include game mods (or modifications) and 
Easter eggs (hidden messages, jokes, and surprises), paratexts like 
game wikis and player-created websites, walkthroughs, and “Let’s 
play” videos, and even fan fiction, parodies, machinima, and cosplay 
(costume play). Queer remediation deploys what Henry Jenkins calls 
“textual poaching” or “a participatory culture which transforms the 
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experience of media consumption into the production of new texts, 
indeed a new culture and a new community.”17 Jenkins argues:

Fandom’s very existence represents a critique of conventional 
forms of consumer culture. Yet fandom also provides a space 
within which fans may articulate their specific concerns about 
sexuality, gender, racism, colonialism, militarism, and forced con-
formity. These themes regularly surface within fan discussions 
and fan artworks. Fandom contains both negative and positive 
forms of empowerment. Its institutions allow the expression 
both of what fans are struggling against and what they are 
struggling for; its cultural productions articulate fans’ frustra-
tion with their everyday life as well as their fascination with rep-
resentations that pose alternatives.18

In other words, players have been imagining queerness in games and 
in their relationship to games long before inclusion and the com-
modification of queerness became fashionable.

Queer futures. Queergaming is all of the above and more. These 
are merely possibilities, potential lines of flight and tactics of change 
and transformation. Queergaming is a flickering of the screen, the 
taking of a different path. Queergaming is utopia, what José Esteban 
Muñoz calls “a structuring and educated mode of desiring that al-
lows us to see and feel beyond the quagmire of the present . . . that 
thing that lets us feel that this world is not enough, that indeed 
something is missing.”19 It is a different kind of gamification—a 
queergamification—that does much more than offer more menu 
choices and decision trees, high-definition graphics and immersive 
sound, points and epic loots. It is a response to the failure of games 
to think beyond and outside the checkboxes of so-called target de-
mographics to see that both games and players have been and will be 
more than a homogenous body and normative field. Queergaming is 
a direct challenge to the reality that “much of the pleasure of video
games comes at the expense of women and people of color, both lit-
erally and figuratively,” and at the expense of those deemed differ-
ent, monstrous, even dangerous.20 It is optimism that cannot be paid 
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for with the hopes and dreams and blood and bones of others. Like 
Galloway’s call for a radical countergaming, queergaming is step-
ping out of “the rigid conceptualization that is a straight present” 
into “a collective temporal distortion” into queer fun, fantasy, even 
ecstasy.21 All in all, queergaming is a demand for full, dimensional, 
consequential, variegated, and playable queer experiences, lives, bod-
ies, and worlds.
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The real political task in a society such as ours is to criticize the work-
ings of institutions that appear to be both neutral and independent, 
to criticize and attack them in such a manner that the political vio-
lence that has always exercised itself obscurely through them will be 
unmasked, so that one can fight against them.

—Michel Foucault, The Chomsky–Foucault Debate: On Human Nature

One of the defining characteristics of queer theory is its commit-
ment to difference as pragmatics. It has histories, theorists of specific 
gravity, and schools of thought, but avoids essentialist and binaristic 
modes of being and representation, favoring hybridity, elision, and 
discursivity. Since Teresa de Lauretis’s use of the term “queer theory” 
at a conference in 1990 (and in text in 1991) and through the work of 
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Judith Butler, concepts such as “hetero-
normativity” (the notion of the male/female heterosexual binary as 
stable, and therefore, “natural”) and “performativity” (gender, and 
indeed identity, as constructed through a series of iterative perfor-
mances) have helped to distinguish queer theory as a central (if not 
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the central) critical methodology in the understanding of identity, 
culture, and the body.1 Much of this theory stems from the ground-
breaking work of French poststructuralist Michel Foucault, particu-
larly his concept of the discursive body. In his work, the body is a 
socially and historically constructed site of contention, inscribed, 
counter-inscribed, and erased by power and systems of domination 
and control.2 Hence, queer theory and theories of the body are de-
rived from common ground and concepts—difference, subjectivity, 
discourse, and power.

I find it to be no accident that games studies has undergone its 
own genesis over the same twenty-five or so years, as video games (as 
a product of the development of digital technologies, as well as global 
markets of visual and interactive pleasure) function as the media 
and art form ne plus ultra of the poststructuralist, decentered, and 
hybridized subject (including the attendant digital imaginary where 
the subject is objectified and subjectified simultaneously). So, it has 
always seemed to me that queer theory and games studies are fel-
low travelers that share a mutually imbricated approach. However, 
games studies, for the first decade of its rapid expansion toward ma-
turity (the 2000s), failed, for the most part, to take advantage of this 
potential collaboration, even in terms of gender and sexuality stud-
ies in the more expansive sense.3 This historical misstep is similar 
to the absence of identity and representational politics in film and 
TV studies for much of its prehistory (which, of course, has a great 
deal to do with historical realities: the slow dissemination and accep-
tance of critical theory and cultural studies, skepticism toward the 
postmodern, poststructuralist project, the changing nature of the 
media apparatus, etc.). So, it seems that queer games theory may be 
ripe for a “Mulvey moment.”4 However, in the case of games studies, 
so much of the fabric of queer theory, and identity politics and repre-
sentational discourse in general, has already been carefully and col-
laboratively woven. Thus, queer games studies, in itself, might func-
tion collaboratively and with a discursive elasticity to which previous 
media theorists did not have ready access.

This is not to say that queer games studies (and queer game devel-
opment/production) should simply co-opt the terms and dialogues 
from other queer/media theories and shellac them onto the study 
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of interactive media. But, perhaps, notions such as narratology and 
ludology can be put to task in similar ways that other heteronorma
tive and hegemonic theories have in the past. Often, narrative in 
games is assumed to be constructed from discrete units both modal 
and thematic, with tacit acknowledgment of player and designer 
exegesis. A queer understanding of narratology would necessarily 
focus on difference as a functional epistemology and praxis, moving 
beyond the binaries of plot/story, or histoire/discours. Jesper Juul’s 
Half-Real similarly understands ludology as a methodology that 
postulates discourse-as-imagination, signaling a queer-inflected em-
phasis on the player’s agency in, and resistance to, the unpacking 
of rules and systems of control.5 In this sense, queer games stud-
ies would privilege neither narratology nor ludology as schema, but 
would perhaps instead configure a meta-hybrid approach that ac-
tively deconstructs the methodologies themselves. As the Letterist 
and Situationist Internationals employed détournement for the un-
making and reconfiguring of art and theory, queer games could em-
ploy an embodied, intermediated détournement as a productive strat-
egy and tactic.

Video games sit at the center of a media matrix that paradoxi-
cally energizes the populace while it functionally satiates them, so 
that choice and desire become the same, where the couch in front 
of the screen functions as a stand-in for the supporting framework 
of hegemonic consumption. And, historically, queer theory, like 
games studies, has undergone several major shifts, has experienced 
troughs, peaks, and tremors, set amid a swirling backdrop of deeply 
embedded and ideologically momentous global traumas that them-
selves play out like a series of levels in a massively multiplayer online 
game. The game then distends to the level of the network, across the 
net, through the labyrinths of capital, crossing geographic bound
aries and borders so that the game is at once local and global, bound 
and unfettered, enclosed and amorphous. The machines themselves—
consoles, PCs, handhelds, server farms—are nodes in the network, 
buzzing feedback loops enmeshing the player in the dance of desire. 
Desiring machines. Machines of desire. Overlooked, ignored, and 
erased are the queer subjects, practices, and spaces that defy the 
machines of capital and commodification, and disrupt and refute the 
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phallogocentrism and hegemony of heteronormativity. By focusing 
on the body—and by this I mean the body as a biological entity, a dis-
cursive force, and a culturally constructed apparatus—within digital 
space as well as in what someone like Sandy Stone likes to call “meat-
space,”6 queerness can enunciate itself through a vessel that serves, 
contains, and represents its particular notion of radical, embodied 
difference.

Bodies
As I suggested above, one theoretical deployment that should be 
central to queer games studies is body studies. Body studies, as an 
academic and theoretical approach, although living in and through 
many disciplines for decades, has only fairly recently identified itself 
as an approach in itself.7 In the sense that the body is a central area 
of concern for queer theory, a focus on the body can also serve to 
enable queer theoretical approaches to games in order to break from 
past biases toward visuality, textuality, and formal structure. More 
specifically, I want to make a case for a focus on the body within 
queer games studies for several reasons:

(1)	The body has traditionally been left out of games studies—
regardless of whether it is always “present” during play—and 
has been effectively ignored in relation to the virtual self as 
focus of analysis.

(2)	The body is central to queer theory, particularly bodies of dif-
ference, extension, and transition.

(3)	The body is the site of digital and real labor and is largely re-
sponsible for the creation, development, manufacture, distri-
bution, consumption, and dissemination of material games 
and products.

(4)	Bodies are responsible, often in sweatshops and gold farms, for 
the production of virtual commodities and products marked 
for consumption in first world countries.

(5)	Digital technologies are increasingly being inscribed on and 
within the body (Google Glass, wearable technology, ingest-
ible micro-cameras, etc.), while digital games gradually pur-
sue an erasure of the tactile and screened interface (Oculus 
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Rift, for example), in favor of an immersive and haptic non-
interface, so that the body itself operates as interface.

Now, while this may seem like a transcendent boon to futurists 
and singularity-minded techno-shamans, there are risks here, par-
ticularly for queer gamers and their bodies. Fundamentally, the risk 
is the potential erasure or disembodiment of the real body and its 
signifying and representative power in virtual space; hence, bodies 
of difference face deletion, while a corporatist, homogenous, objec-
tified, and universal body that fits all systems (regardless of how 
many “choices” of avatar the user is afforded) continues its steady 
ascendance.

Let us take our cues from Adrienne Shaw’s groundbreaking work 
on LGBT representation in games and its attendant erasure/reprisals 
in industry product, Alexis Pulos’s trenchant analysis of embedded 
heteronormativity in World of Warcraft, and Jenny Sundén’s ethno-
graphic erotics and emphasis on the affective turn in her evocative 
essay, “Desires at Play: On Closeness and Epistemological Certainty.”8 
Each of these works illustrates a queering of games studies, one that 
critiques the excesses of oleaginous Big Gaming and the inchoate 
nature of embodied media criticism itself, while illustrating a pro-
gressive maneuverability around and through heteronormative and 
habitual modes of analysis.

Key Concepts
Key theorists for the queer games theory project are Judith Butler, 
Donna Haraway, and Sara Ahmed. In compelling complexity, Butler 
finds that gender (and therefore gendered bodies) is an enactment, a 
performance of iterative acts that fabricate the illusion of stable gen-
der categories. Butler writes that “the tacit agreement to perform, 
produce, and sustain discrete and polar genders as cultural fictions 
is obscured by the credibility of those productions—and the pun-
ishments that attend not agreeing to believe in them.”9 Additionally, 
Butler emphasizes that the most seemingly essential parts of the 
body—organs, genes, hormones—are already discursively situated, 
to the extent that the parts of the body are always already inscribed 
with preexisting sexual, gender, and racial baggage, both material 
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and conceptual. For queer games theory, Butler’s work is crucial in 
that it reminds us to constantly question reductive thinking and sys-
tems of essentialized normativity, particularly in relation to the play-
ful performativity of so much of queer games, gaming, and gamers.

Since writing “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and 
Socialist–Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century,” feminist biologist 
and science historian Donna Haraway has doggedly argued for non-
essentialized hybridity in the form of the cyborg, a post-human being 
that is machine and organism, male and female, self and other.10 Her 
work on and advocacy for species companions is prescient. It invites 
us to reconsider the organic in our daily, technologized lives, as-
suredly drawing our attention to the ubiquitous destruction of the 
natural world wrought by patriarchal technoscience at all levels. 
Haraway’s work is key for queer games theory; the cyborg is, if any-
thing, queer, and reminds us that we all are hybridized by culture, 
identity politics, and technologies. Some embrace this as a strategy, 
some as a means of expression, some as a mode of survival (in and 
out of game space). Finally, her work reminds us that the object and 
apparatus of study—digital tech and the body—comprise energy 
and material, both of which are unevenly developed and distributed.

Finally, in Queer Phenomenology, Sara Ahmed reorients the lan-
guage of queer theory, using a phenomenological understanding of 
the word “orientation,” navigating Butler’s bodies that matter and 
Haraway’s cyborgs into the realm of space and habitation.11 In her 
schema, bodies in motion materialize space, so that orientation be-
comes a spatialized, advancing series of movements (and moments), 
where one’s disorientation, through proximity, distance, alignment 
and flux, offers revolutionary potential. Her “lines of thought” have 
clear affinities with the way we talk about digital bodies and space-
as-movement in virtual worlds, but with a strong emphasis on in
stability and elision as signifiers and modes of divergence.

Queer Bodies, Queer Games
In the first issue of Games and Culture: A Journal of Interactive Media, 
media and cultural theorist/sociologist Toby Miller advocates for a 
variegated methodological approach as a means of analyzing games:
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I think we need a combination of political economy, textual 
analysis and ethnography if we are to make gaming studies into 
a major player in the public sphere of popular criticism, state and 
private policy creation, social movement critique, and labor or-
ganization. That will allow us to consider who makes the games, 
who profits from them, how they target audiences, what the 
games look like, what they are like to play, and how they fit in 
with social life . . . Follow the money. Follow the labor.12

Included in this mixed approach, indeed central to it, must be queer 
theory and queer bodies. Queer theory—and queerness itself—
through its inherent variance and fluidity, serves as a model for the 
productive and radical possibilities of virtual worlds that resist for-
mations of control, predictability, and homogeneity. Let’s not con-
fuse neoliberalism with progress, competition as edict (even though 
so many games are competitions), and individuality-at-all-costs as 
an unassailable logic.

Queerness is difference, but difference as détournement, an as-
semblage of multiplicities. The great lie of the market is that (the 
vast majority of) game development companies have given us games 
for everyone. Why then is difference not equally represented in all 
the “choices,” particularly considering the vast array of concoctions 
digital code engenders? Let’s not accept blind capitalist individual-
ized meritocracy as the only game in town, with its attendant sham-
ing of divergence and difference. This entitled myopia has the added 
benefit of ignoring microchip sweatshops, hit-point farming misery, 
and the ecological catastrophe that is e-waste (focusing on bodies 
in the queer games movement means that we also foreground the 
environment, digital, and real as something to be nurtured, not con-
trolled). To boot, #GamerGate has shown us all that the malignancy 
of entrenched power metastasizes virulently and that the “gamer” 
identity is itself a fiction; these should (and will) be replaced by dis-
cursive modes of address and reception engendered by radical poten-
tial and independent production.13 Queer games should be collective, 
shared, productive, and liberating, a means of celebrating difference 
without sacrificing fun. And queer games theory should be prepared 
to not only analyze and critique games and gaming, but to lead in the 
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fabrication and development of concepts, games, and worlds suited 
for queer bodies, the queer community, and beyond.

Ending with (and reiterating) Judith Butler, particularly her three-
part identity-formation schematic, I want to emphasize what comes 
after identification (“I am this”) and repudiation (“I am not this”): 
disidentification (“I used to be this, but now I no longer believe in it”). 
Our bodies are prime sites of disidentification; they are objects, sub-
jects, and spaces where we can break up our binary patterns, chart 
our points of disidentification—the things with which we no longer 
identify, the things in which we no longer believe. In doing this, all 
of our psychological, cultural, and physical differences can become 
queer, strategic empathies in preparation for the Great Game of our 
own making.
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Over the past couple of years, through conducting oral histories and 
publishing open calls for essays, I have come across at least a dozen 
different accounts of gender play in people’s personal histories of 
gaming. I’ve never directly asked anybody about game avatars or 
gender, but it has been a topic that people raised again and again, 
suggesting that to people—straight, queer, trans, and cis alike—
cross-gender digital play is often a significant experience in their 
gaming lives. It is not some mundane non-event that researchers 
ascribe meaning to, but something that people found remarkable 
when thinking about their own histories. Often, this is because 
someone else found out that they were playing across gender lines, 
and suddenly they felt pressed to explain their behavior to someone 
who found it unusual.

Contemporary, mainstream, commercial games culture is often 
strictly gender normative, but it seems that our private histories of 
game play often involve countercultural deviations. As a historian, 
it’s tempting to try to answer the question: Have videogames given 
us permission to be more queer?

Chapter 4

Queering Games History
Complexities, Chaos, and Community

ZOYA STREET
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I’ve often wondered whether I should try to gather more accounts 
about this, to try to make sense of how games history has affected 
the social history of gender. However, I worry that the historical 
methodologies I’m comfortable working with would not do justice 
to the material. If I am not mindful, then my attempt to incorpo-
rate marginalized experiences into my histories will only colonialize 
them.

Esther MacCallum-Stewart’s oral histories are a testament to 
the complexity of cross-gender play as one example of an experi-
ence that queers games history.1 In these histories, the normativ-
ity of framing gender in a ludic context starts to emerge: women’s 
bodies are instrumentalized and placed under a gaze that challenges 
arguments about personal identification. For MacCallum-Stewart, 
the history of female characters in games has resulted in a natural-
ization of cross-gender play into something safe and normative that 
needn’t interrupt one’s cis-heteronormative performance. Analyses 
like these are important, not least because they challenge the exot
ifying gaze that frames a choice to perform femininity as deviant 
and exciting.

I don’t have any clear answers yet, but I wanted to share some 
reflections on how and why we might aspire to the approach I would 
call “no history without queer history,” and no method without queer 
methods.

The college where I did my undergraduate degree had two librar-
ies. One was the regular library with ugly metal shelves and paper-
back books with poorly designed covers from academic publishers. 
This was the library you would actually use for studying anything 
from the past three hundred years. The other was an ornamental 
library. Tourists were charged a fee to come and visit it. It had ex-
tremely old, beautiful books and these marble busts of the college’s 
esteemed alumni, all of them great white men. They were made extra 
white by the marble.

When I began studying there, one of the matriculation rituals in-
volved going up to this library on your own and walking down this 
long corridor to sign your name in a big book that contained the 
names of more great men. This ritual was part of the seduction that 
convinces students to buy into their newly acquired privilege. These 
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were incredible people who knew so much and changed the world, 
and by signing my name in that book I was supposed to feel like I was 
destined to be one of them.

But the more I studied, the more I felt that I was not one of them. 
The world outside that library was not mine to know. I’m not one of 
those great men who knew lots of things. I don’t have that right.

I was at that college studying something that seemed to those 
around me to be of little value: Japanese studies. This included Japa-
nese language, history, ethnography, and politics. You can’t directly 
apply Japanese studies to anything productive. You can’t go out and 
make a Japan.

I used to justify my degree to people by saying that history and 
culture can uncover things about how we live and work now, and how 
things might change in the future. It was a natural explanation to 
turn to when surrounded by physicists.

The problem is that descriptive theories about history easily be-
come prescriptive. Just because people’s lives have gone a certain 
way in the past, it does not logically follow that our own lives will 
operate in a similar way. Yes, I could use those testimonies about 
gamers’ experiences of gender play to change our theories about his-
tory to account for queer experiences, but queerness is fundamen-
tally about that pushback against prescriptive assumptions. History 
is not like physics, and I cannot sensibly treat my sources like test 
subjects. History cannot be known that way.

The way I was taught to do history was, broadly, that you find 
source material, find some relevant secondary sources that will in-
clude other histories that have been written about that subject and 
some relevant theories, and then compare the primary sources to 
those secondary sources. The hinterland of historical knowledge will 
be rendered afresh, and human thought will be enriched.

This is what I thought I might do with all those accounts of gender 
play in personal histories. But the more I thought about the content 
of those sources, the more suspicious I felt about the endeavor.

To try to assuage this concern about pushing theories onto other 
people’s lives, when writing up the interviews for Dreamcast Worlds 
I sometimes sent drafts to the subjects themselves, so that I wouldn’t 
publish something with which they weren’t comfortable.2 This taught 
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me a lot. People don’t necessarily read their past the same way that 
you do. I might think that someone who is transgender now was 
therefore transgender as a child, though maybe nobody knew it at 
the time, but they might not feel the same way. Likewise, each new 
account turned my assumptions and models upside down.

Queerness might be described as a resistance against that coer-
cive attempt to claim knowledge of other people’s experiences.

The fact that I even assumed I was in any position to interpret 
those stories is in retrospect quite troubling. It doesn’t seem terribly 
different to the Great British Tradition of plundering other coun-
tries for artifacts so that Great British Men can study them back 
home. Often it feels like the purpose of study is to become one of 
those men, to get the authority to make knowledge about other 
people’s lives.

I remember my heart swelling as I read in my prospectus (a guide 
that U.K. universities produce to advertise themselves to potential 
students) that studying at that university would make me an “expert 
in the field.” Yay! After a lifetime of being nothing more than a child, 
I get to be an expert in something! Of course, here I am on the other 
side of that degree course and another on top of that and I’m still not 
an expert in anything, let alone Japan. Japan isn’t mine, so how can 
I live off my knowledge of it? Likewise, studying queer histories of 
gaming would not make me an expert in how people queerly game.

Knowledge is about ways of seeing. I do nobody any favors by try-
ing to teach them how to see their own past.

So now I’m trying to work out what the alternatives are to the 
historical methodology in which I’ve been trained. Since it was oral 
history that upturned my view of history as practice in the first 
place, I first looked to other areas where oral history is prominently 
used. I like the idea of community histories, because it re-centers au-
thorship in the community itself, and this has been particularly well 
done in parts of the world where history is fragile, poignant, falling 
outside of the interests of the people who keep records.

My hometown is one of those places: a huge part of the language 
and culture I grew up with was created by the mining industry, which 
is now almost entirely gone. The Kiveton Park and Wales History 
Society collects photographs and oral histories from the community 
to record the experiences that created that culture. It is history by 
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the community, for the community, and about the community, and 
it replaces that assumption that someone is coming in and gaining 
knowledge to become an expert with a sense of responsibility to let 
people tell their own stories. In some ways I see my independent 
e-zine Memory Insufficient as a similar project to this.3

In my search for other community history projects I came across 
the public history project that has been taking place at the Chicago 
Historical Society since the mid-twentieth century. Public history is 
not quite the same as community history, since its primary goal is 
presenting history to the public, but the CHS is one example of a 
public history institution that began bringing the public back into 
the process of creating historical knowledge; objects were collected 
from the community, and exhibitions such as “We the People” tried 
to disrupt established ideas about American life, to account for the 
lived experience of Chicago’s diverse population.4

While other forces, such as the rise of an academic class of mu-
seum directors, still pull the public history projects into an authori-
tarian direction at times, that push to write history with the public 
and not for the public is needed if we’re going to queer histories of 
gaming. As the historian, I’d rather not know anything because I 
think that better work is done upturning knowledge than setting it 
right.

I interned in a somewhat similar institution a few years ago in 
Japan. It was a public institution, in that it was owned and run by the 
city government, and its main remit was to archive items donated 
by the local community and to support historical education. It was 
located in an earthquake-proof concrete reproduction of a castle, 
based on guesses about what the original might have looked like.

The English name for this institution was Chiba City Folk Mu-
seum, but the Japanese name of “kyoudo hakubutsukan” is really all 
about local-ness rather than folk-ness. The museum displays lovely 
things like swords and samurai armor and religious statues, and the 
guidance materials tell the story of how the Chiba clan took over 
the area, how people came to worship gods in the stars, and, in a 
small display in the basement, how Chiba was destroyed through 
firebombing in World War II.

Hidden in the archives are amazing things that will likely never 
be shown to the public for political reasons, such as a huge collection 
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of World War II propaganda music records. History museums are a 
great place to witness how knowledge exists in service to our deep-
seated fears.

This inclination to domesticate history at the same time as we 
popularize it was criticized by heritage studies academic David 
Lowenthal in The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History.5 A paral-
lel could be drawn with the “naturalization” in MacCallum-Stewart’s 
oral histories of cross-gender play. At the heart of this work is some-
thing messy, personal, perhaps a little painful, but it gets rational-
ized into something safe that doesn’t challenge the status quo.

When we collect these objects from the community, only to hide 
them from view, heritage serves the same authority that traditional 
history would. Likewise, collecting personal accounts of queer histo-
ries of games only to then have them mediated by the priorities of 
the historian, or of whatever theories happen to be in vogue in the 
dominant class of thinkers at the time, does not necessarily serve 
the marginalized stories that I’m trying to re-center. Or at least, it 
re-centers them only in a narrow way.

A community history that includes queerness and other margin-
alized experiences has to give up on expert authority and reimagine 
new metaphors for the historian’s goal. Maybe knowledge isn’t the 
right metaphor for what community histories try to achieve.

This search for a way of queering histories—writing them with-
out being the knowledgeable authority on other people’s lives—has 
brought me into contact with the work of sociologists such as John 
Law, who are interested in foregrounding the complexity of the world 
rather than trying to distill it into a digestible narrative. Work like 
Law’s can bring historical research into contact with an interest-
ing set of metaphors that allow us to rethink the methodologies we 
might apply to a complex world.6

Games are complex things. They are not stable objects but pro-
cesses that come to life as network effects, and queerness further 
complicates games by challenging how we imagine the actors in that 
network. How can we even hope to tell a history that is true to this 
level of complexity? I’ve worked with actor-network theory in the 
past, and even that seemed too tidy as a metaphor: what we call a 
network is really just a huge, chaotic mess.

John Law says that events “necessarily exceed our capacity to 
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know them.”7 Queer histories of gaming have taught me that, in re-
ality, histories of games cannot really be known.

Instead of attempting to organize every media experience into 
tidy categories of “normative” or “subversive,” a queer history needs 
to highlight the constant work that games culture puts into produc-
ing normativity despite the strange, private experiences people have 
when testing the boundaries of a liminal space. MacCallum-Stewart’s 
work highlights how games culture has managed to contain gender 
fluidity, for example through ludic systems that make sexualized fe-
male bodies such as Chun Li’s synonymous with skilled mastery—but 
she also quotes players interested in femininity as a form of hidden 
knowledge. All gender play can’t be taken at face value as clearly queer, 
but neither can its rationalizations be understood as perfectly tidy.

Knowledge is constantly being constructed, and the action of his-
tory contributes to the production and performance of knowledge. 
Essay writing is a ritualistic craft activity. Part of what is required 
when writing histories of gaming that don’t erase things like queer-
ness is to become interested in knowledge as a thing being crafted in 
the moment, from the point of view of the interviewee as well as the 
historian, the game designer, the PR executive, and so forth.

Historical knowledge has its own performativity, and maybe it’s 
possible to play with that creatively, to embrace the fluidity of our 
role in its constant social construction.

Queering history does not just mean including queer experiences 
in accounts of gaming histories. It also means challenging the nor-
mative structures of history as practice, making it more open and 
flexible and less authoritarian. It means finding ways to embody the 
role of the historian in an authentic way, rather than posturing in 
a way that privileges some voices over others. It means abandoning 
knowledge. It means not knowing anything.
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Project History and Ideology
Held as a workshop during the Fall 2013 semester at the University 
of Texas at Dallas, “Putting the Pieces Together” used a board game 
to communicate the challenges faced by queer women leaving abu-
sive relationships. While the workshop provided a unique view on 
the complex systems that keep queer women from leaving abuse, the 
most effective educational experience was the community-driven 
development experience. For the event, I was commissioned to cre-
ate a game by the Carolyn Lipshy Galerstein Women’s Center, which 
organizes LGBT programming on campus. Instead of personally de-
veloping the project, I enlisted the help of the campus community to 
design a board game that serves as an abstracted model of relation-
ship abuse. Using the concept of play as an entry point into social 
justice discussion, a group of participants expanded their knowledge 
and ability to enact positive changes in real-life systems.

While the process did produce an educational board game that 
was featured in the Fall 2013 workshop, the greater emphasis was 
on the collective design process. The project provided participants a 

Chapter 5

Ending the Cycle
Developing a Board Game to Engage People 
in Social Justice Issues

PETER WONICA
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safe space to discuss sensitive issues and explore possible solutions. 
The intensity of our discussion around these complex systems often 
made participants tense and uncomfortable. Following these discus-
sions, participants were in need of catharsis. This provided them 
with the motivation to enact change in real-life environments. The 
production of the board game thus sparked greater motivation to 
take action around issues of abuse and empowered people through 
game design.

The design of this workshop was heavily influenced by the work 
of scholars and video game critics studying the topic of critical play, 
such as Mary Flanagan and Gonzalo Frasca. Critical play, according 
to Mary Flanagan, “means to create or occupy play environments and 
activities that represent aspects of human life.”1 Play becomes a so-
cial environment in which people explore sensitive and serious top-
ics in an engaging, safe way. Frasca’s writing connects video games 
to the work of Augusto Boal, a Chilean dramatist who created the 
“Theatre of the Oppressed.” This participatory form of theater turned 
audience members into improvisational actors who addressed and 
explored different perspectives in politically charged events. Writing 
about Boal’s work, Frasca notes that “instead of being ‘inside the 
skin’ of the character, [Boal] wanted [the audience] to be at a critical 
distance that would let them understand their role.”2 For this experi-
ment in game-based education, instead of learning through singular 
situations, players were encouraged to consider the cultural rules 
that perpetuate systemic discrimination. The perspective of a game 
designer establishes a critical relationship to the material. Instead of 
being immersed within a system, as in traditional role-play, design-
ers act as detached critics working to understand the complexities of 
a system. This mode of critical play creates new opportunities for the 
creation of learning environments capable of intimately addressing 
complex social issues.

Workshop Cycle
At the University of Texas at Dallas, the Women’s Center provides 
funding and support for large on-campus events focused on LGBT 
issues. One consistent feature of their programming is a series of 
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events called the Advanced Safe Zone Dialogues, a collection of lec-
tures, discussions, and workshops. As part of this event series, the 
goal of the workshop was to educate college students and staff about 
the unique challenges faced by queer women in escaping abusive re-
lationships, such as access to resources, legal problems, and connec-
tion to family and friends.3 While previous programs in the series 
focused on lectures, this workshop used play to start a conversation 
about abuse and systemic discrimination.

Over the course of a month, a group of interested participants 
and I met to discuss the creation of a model that teaches abusive 
relationships in a board game. The initial intention was to develop 
a board game communally, yet that idea was simplified in order to 
make the experience accessible to people of all gaming literacies and 
backgrounds. To this end, I constructed a simple prototype to serve 
as a starting point for continued development. Rather than starting 
from scratch, participants used the prototype to discuss the valid-
ity and realism of an abstracted model of abuse. Through play, they 
began to discuss their personal experiences in a collective attempt 
not only to improve their own knowledge, but also to start address-
ing discrimination.

The following steps represent a brief description of the workshop 
process.

Play-Testing and Observation
At the start of each session, participants played through the current 
version of the game. For the first session, the game was a prototype 
developed to spark discussion and critique. In following sessions, I 
used a prototype that had been altered by the previous participants. 
The group included both new and returning individuals. New par-
ticipants often contributed novel perspectives and research to the 
discussion.

Reflection and Critique
After playing the game, all the participants had an opportunity to 
share their reactions. By deconstructing the systems of the game, 
participants were able to evaluate the best way to create a model 
of unhealthy relationships while still producing a playable work. 
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Examples of questions raised by play-testing included: What defines 
the end of an abusive relationship? What constitutes safety for some-
body who has escaped? What is the likelihood that a queer person 
will face discrimination from those who are supposed to help, such 
as lawyers, cops, or even women’s shelters? What patterns of behav-
ior do abusers use to keep women in these relationships?

Many of these questions emerged during game play as we realized 
our need to better understand issues related to abuse. Participants 
brought different perspectives and opinions, and some shared their 
own experiences of abuse. All of this information, which was ex-
pressed through the game-design process, helped contribute to an-
swering questions and sparking further investigation into the issues.

Re-creation
In this phase, game rules were added or modified to develop a more 
accurate simulation of relationship abuse. In discussing the rules 
of the board game, our conversations addressed the rules of real-
life systems. Eventually, conversations often shifted to how people 
could create more equitable and fair rules in real life. From these 
discussions emerged a newfound desire and ability to enact real-life 
change, a crucial outcome of this project. For example, individuals ex-
plored the resources available to queer women escaping from abusive 
partners. In creating game rules for women’s shelters, they gained a 
greater understanding of the flaws of the shelter system, especially 
within their local city. With an understanding of these gaps in sup-
port, there came an understanding of ways to improve domestic vio-
lence shelters.

Each session followed these steps. I posed different questions for 
each phase and let conversation evolve naturally as participants ex-
plored these issues. Over the course of a month, the seed of a prototype 
grew into a full game that was playable at our final workshop event.

The Process in Action
The original iterations of the board game were often the most prob-
lematic, and early participants worked hard to find an appropriate 
way to create an educational experience about abuse. As an example 
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of the early problems of the project, the first prototype was nick-
named “Oppression Olympics: The Board Game” because of how it 
emulated the traditional Privilege Walk exercise.4 A sketch of the 
prototype, seen below, shows that players have a movement track for 
different gender/sexual identities. Game-play mechanics consisted 
of playing cards that moved characters forward or backward. The de-
sire to escape became a race, in which the queer characters would be 
severely handicapped in relation to those who are heterosexual or 
cisgender. However, this was deemed a flawed model because it gave 
the player limited opportunities for action and inaccurately depicted 
issues of abuse. This prototype put undue focus on transgender (an 
idea originally designed to reflect the sheer level of discrimination 
such individuals face in real life), diminishing the experiences of 
other characters.

FIGURE 5.1. The first prototype of the game.
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This was a learning opportunity. Participants took turns discuss
ing their thoughts on the prototype, contributing knowledge, per-
sonal experiences, and reactions to the way the information was 
presented. Following the initial observation phase, participants de-
constructed the ideas behind the prototype with the following ques-
tions: Why is this a poor way to present abusive relationships? Does 
this model of oppression lend itself to overemphasis on quantifica-
tion? Is this an offensive depiction of systemic oppression?

During the deconstruction phase, participants considered these 
questions and discussed systems of abuse and privilege. Through 
their discussions, they uncovered parallels to comparative models 
of privilege often found in similar workshops. Working from experi-
ence and knowledge, participants then discussed rule additions or 
modifications that would help the game more accurately model abu-
sive relationships. Through this process, many people developed a 
better understanding of how information, while depicted in a well-
intentioned way, can have negative consequences and underplay 
the complexity of an issue. Once the session was over, a new ver-
sion of the game was created, which in turn was modified by future 
participants.

The final version of the game focused on providing people with 
routes to escape abusive relationships. Three players each assume 
the role of a character who must face their own set of challenges. 
Participants play cards that allow them to create a “Life Path,” a rep-
resentation of the actions taken by their character. Card effects were 
hidden until played, simulating an unstable and tense atmosphere. 
Each player had different family, social, and financial scores that 
affected their ability to take action. Difficulty checks also affected 
players’ ability to utilize their resources. A player’s difficulty was in-
creased through stress and discrimination. Difficulty was decreased 
through positive events and self-care. The players would then roll 
to determine if they accomplished a desired action. With every ac-
tion taken they added onto their character’s Threat Dial, a simula-
tion of the abuse cycle. When they hit a certain point on their Threat 
Dial, they would draw an Abuse Card, which would negatively affect 
the character’s ability to continue playing. Overall, the game was a 
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simple but relatively accurate model that helped people understand 
some of the experiences these women faced. The post-play session 
of the final game encouraged critical discussion about the rules 
that perpetuate oppression that go beyond individual characters and 
situations.

During the debriefing, every mechanic provided a new opportu-
nity for a critical discussion. For example, the end condition of the 
game was left purposely vague to foster discussion about when an 
abusive situation truly ends. What does it mean to escape an abu-
sive relationship? What happens if you return to the relationship, 
and what would cause this? These questions helped participants ex-
plore the topic of abuse and share their own knowledge and personal 
experiences. By presenting the material in the form of a game, the 
conversations became more accessible and engaged a wider array of 
participants.

FIGURE 5.2. The character sheet and cards are on the left. The “Life Path” is 
on the right. 
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Conclusions
After a year and a half, the project has grown further to become Ending 
the Cycle, a commercially available game. Developed as my Masters of 
Fine Arts thesis, the project took the basic premise of the workshop 
and improved the accuracy of the simulation and accessibility of the 
game play. The new iteration became more inclusive and included a 
variety of gender expressions and sexual identities, not simply queer 
women. Yet, the project still incorporates community-driven experi-
ence by allowing players to modify the rules of the system to better 
explore their understanding and expectations of real-life situations. 
The current version of the game includes different tools to modify 
and even add new components, continuing the pattern of participa-
tory design from which this project grew.

For me, the focus on participatory design has likely been the most 
empowering and educational aspect of this project. Demonstrating 
that game design can be easily accessible serves to demystify the 
field and make complex systems more approachable. Designing can 
simply be the act of having a conversation about societal issues and 
thinking critically about ways to address them. In taking this ap-
proach, one of my goals was to help players conceptualize the op-
pressive context in which abusive relationships exist as a system. 
By learning that systems can be analyzed and discussed in this way, 
players developed a greater understanding of the world and the rules 
that govern oppression and discrimination. My hope is that the train-
ing they received in modifying the rules of game systems might em-
power them to modify the rules of real-life systems.
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If video games want cultural legitimacy, designers will have to con-
cede that it’s not all about fun.

Video games are bone weary with growing pains, though the 
signs are that the medium has arrived: The multibillion-dollar game 
industry draws curious investors and heavy hitters. Franchises like 
Call of Duty and World of Warcraft have become cultural institutions 
and tradable names, and on the back of his success the CEO of lead-
ing game publisher Activision in 2013 received an 800 percent pay 
raise, to nearly $65 million.

Interactive entertainment hasn’t just been succeeding finan-
cially; it has begun attracting a new cultural legitimacy as well. The 
soundtrack to Journey, one of 2012’s most celebrated games, earned 
a Grammy nomination, and the game itself crushed the annual 
awards cycle, an impressive feat for an indie game based on Joseph 
Campbell’s monomyth and the sentimental concept of unvoiced col-
laboration with strangers. The Tribeca Film Festival hosted a panel on 
Beyond: Two Souls, a game heavy with the vaunted promise of mature 
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storytelling—and featuring the voice and facial-mapped performance 
of Oscar-nominated actress Ellen Page.

These are the kind of radar blips that attract attention from the 
“proper” art and technology world, those who might have previously 
consigned gaming to the realm of the incomprehensible plaything, 
mere power fantasy for males of a certain age. Gamification is mostly 
marketing-friendly snake oil as far as anyone who actually makes 
real games is concerned, but the idea that game-design concepts can 
affect and influence productivity and social change has turned a lot 
of heads.

There’s a growing vibe in the games industry that while the wider 
world still might not “get” video games, they might be willing to en-
tertain a reevaluation of their prejudices. This is, after all, the era of 
the smartphone, and games are the most popular category on Apple’s 
App Store, even eclipsing books.

The growing outsider interest in the medium is partially a result 
of patient insistence on visibility by charismatic innovators like Will 
Wright (of Sims fame) and game critics and journalists, and partially 
the result of the games industry’s dogged pursuit of legitimacy.

Outcasts and weirdos in the late 1970s and early 1980s founded 
what would become gaming culture. Rogue programmers and witty, 
countercultural Steve Jobs–types built awkward, secretive text ad-
ventures and later led the early rush to colonize the Internet with 
ways for people to role-play and explore fantasy realms together. The 
modern games industry we see today—the one made to answer for 
mass shootings and to serve in-jokes to the TV programs Family Guy 
and South Park—emerged more slowly, the result of a certain lack of 
self-esteem that maybe isn’t surprising for a medium born of nerds.

The industry of the 1990s viewed itself as an earnest second cousin 
to film and generally consented to help hardware makers mobilize 
their young male audience with promises of immersive interactiv-
ity and “in your face” special effects. Since Doom and Counter-Strike 
began colonizing student computer labs all across the nation, the 
muscle-bound first-person shooter has been the dominant paradigm, 
though far from the sole one.

Japanese role-playing games, comedy-sketch adventure stories, 
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and sprawling, stat-heavy fantasy campaigns became safe zones for 
the uncool. You could be a social outcast or a geek, but as long as your 
parents could afford a PC or a Nintendo 64, you could have access to 
a world where every variable, every event could be controlled, where 
every conflict had a predictable win condition, if only you were skill-
ful enough.

The downside of developing a lexicon that only you and your 
friends value and understand is that it’s by definition inscrutable 
to everyone else. Advertisements for hyperrealistic war landscapes 
and parades of unrealistic, objectified female bodies intimidate or 
alienate most people. And all gamers have some story of the time 
they tried to show a non-gamer friend some rich, transporting uni-
verse with which they’d fallen in love, and despite bravely hefting a 
controller—these days they include twin sticks, a directional pad, 
four buttons, and four rear triggers—the friend struggled to make 
the character stop walking determinedly into a wall.

But passionate game fans willfully ignore the communication gap 
between the games industry and everyone else. “Are games art?” is 
a question raised so often in social media–enabled gaming fandom 
that it’s almost a joke. When the late, great film critic Roger Ebert 
declared years ago that video games “can never be art,” he must have 
had no idea of the nerd war he was about to launch. He eventually re-
canted that position in 2010—not because some revolutionary work 
of interactive entertainment had changed his mind, one imagines, 
but because he’d simply become exhausted by Internet trolls and de-
clared a truce.

Gamers are a force to be reckoned with online, uniting with ab-
surd fervor to defend their medium. They see the mainstream world’s 
dubiousness about the value of their safe space as a further rejection, 
more teasing from the jocks. Some are so attached to those old high 
school dynamics that they have a hard time seeing that interactive 
entertainment, as the product of digital artists and experienced de-
signers, has a real shot at broader recognition.

Sexism is such a hot topic in the games industry these days be-
cause new voices are virtually banging down the industry’s doors to 
be recognized, included, and heard. The geek tree house is terrified at 
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the idea of change. The obsessively earnest Internet comments and 
tweets about how games absolutely are an expressive art form that 
deserves as much respect as anything else are paired with claims 
about how feminism and “censorship” are going to ruin everything 
for them, naturally.

In most ways, gaming culture is much like any other insular, ideo-
logically driven group faced with the fact that their little world needs 
to start meaning more things to more people. One finds the same 
political problems among passionate leftists—white men who feel 
especially sorry for themselves in ways that countermand their ex-
pressed desire for respect and change.

But these attitudes may no longer be financially viable. The main 
arm of the commercial games space—colloquially called AAA be-
cause of their $100 million budgets, hundreds-strong studio teams, 
and obsession with the ideal of visceral realism—is contracting de-
spite the increases in executive pay. A significant portion of gaming’s 
founding fan base has quietly turned into grown-ups and parents, 
more hesitant than they might have once been to put war simula-
tions and high-resolution breast physics in front of their colleagues 
and kids. As game play shifts more toward participatory online mul-
tiplayer, muddling in the trenches with a lot of slur-slinging, phobic 
Internet trolls is an ever less attractive proposition.

With decreasing time budgets, shorter—and less expensive—
art-house games and smartphone-market “distractionware” become 
a more appealing proposition. Much of gaming’s historical audience 
would rather integrate gaming into their adult lives than cling to a 
militantly geeky platform.

But the game industry, laboring under a dated marketing vision 
that still dreams of the seventeen- to twenty-five-year-old gadget 
geek with the bottomless wallet, hasn’t grown up at the same rate. 
Risk taking and creative innovation are receding amid a destructive 
feedback loop in which appealing to a niche audience becomes in-
creasingly critical the more that audience’s contribution to the bot-
tom line shrinks. As a result, the games currently lining store shelves 
are increasingly impossible to distinguish from one another. Game 
companies bet on becoming the single most attractive option in the 
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same homogenous field rather than branching out to create some-
thing new and risking expensive failure.

When games writer Jason Schreier wrote a Kotaku post expressing 
annoyance and fatigue with yet another set of unrealistic anime 
breasts in the fantasy-action game Dragon’s Crown, he drew a wave 
of ire—and even a homophobic gibe from the game’s Japanese art-
ist. Shouldn’t an artist be allowed to express himself ? myopic fans 
demanded to know in regard to a top-heavy cartoon sorceress. And 
aren’t games just for fun, anyway?

The idea that, at the end of the day, games are obligated to serve 
the purpose of “fun” above all others has been the main wrench 
in the works of the gaming industry’s machinations for legitimacy. 
Why should games be mature, cope with social issues, reflect society, 
or demonstrate the genuine artistic vision of a grown-up creator? 
Ultimately, they’re just for fun, say gamers when they’ve run out of 
defenses against the mainstream industry’s embarrassing, stagnant 
homogeneity.

Alarmingly, professional game creators often contribute to that 
echo chamber, too. Traditional game production is a ruthless wringer 
of a career, demanding eighty-hour weeks and making widows of 
wives (creators are still predominantly male and heterosexual). A de-
veloper who has led a product that’s managed to achieve commercial 
success is virtually canonized for his sacrifice. Veteran game devel-
opers are masters of creating “fun,” and understandably they lead 
the charge against the idea that games can or should be anything 
else. But if genuine legitimacy for games lies in the idea that they 
can be a form of creative expression and tools for global communi-
cation and teaching—that’s the evolutionary purpose of play, after 
all—fun decreases in relevance. Culture-changing entertainment is 
rarely described as “fun.”

Games’ twenty-first-century culture war could be consigned to 
end in attrition. The form has become an economic heavy hitter, 
colonizing every modern technology platform and spawning a fer-
vent and accessible independent games scene that’s as relevant to 
the medium as festival flicks are to cinema. But, now that all the 
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opportunities are finally at hand, will the industry’s slavish commit-
ment to economics, best practices, and the grail of “fun” keep wider 
legitimacy at arm’s length?

The future doesn’t need to repeat itself. A tiny but reverberating 
kernel of game makers, tired of waiting to be embraced by veteran 
developers busy planning how to make an even more realistic assault 
weapon, have embraced new technology that allows them to create 
independently.

Development tools used to represent a significant barrier to entry. 
To make a game once involved a highly specialized skill set, access 
to programming or digital art and design education, and high-end 
technology for both practice and creation. But game tools have been 
quietly skewing closer to Web development tools, becoming easier 
to use. Tools with pricey licenses are getting dislodged by tools with 
lower barriers to entry, like Unity, GameMaker, RPG Maker, the 
visual novel generator Ren’Py, and a flexible, free interactive text 
tool called Twine.

This mass democracy of tools has meant that women, gender-
queers, minorities, outsider artists, and a broad, brand-new wave of 
individual creators who haven’t necessarily grown up on the insu-
lar vocabulary of “video gaming” have been drawn to experimenting 
with games, digital play, and interactive entertainment. The popular 
wisdom in game design has long been to lavish on players the idea 
that they are the ultimate storytellers and that the job of the game 
designer is simply to provide a framework for the players to create 
their own experiences. That approach is not inherently invalid, but it 
just feels huge that after decades of rationalizing and defending nerd 
fantasies as high art, personal expression and authorship now have 
the opportunity to become a major trend in games.

One nominee in the Excellence in Narrative category of the 2013 
Independent Games Festival (the industry’s Sundance, in a sense) was 
dys4ia, a game by Oakland-based designer and author Anna Anthropy, 
about the intimate struggle she endured undergoing hormone therapy 
for gender transition. Anthropy has long been one of indie games’ 
most beloved and contentious Angry Young Women, developing indie 
games that deal with themes of identity, kink, relationships, and 
personal storytelling. Her manifesto, Rise of the Videogame Zinesters, 
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urged aspiring artists of all kinds of get their hands on the broad-
ening menu of accessible game-creation tools and be heard in inter
active entertainment.

dys4ia didn’t win at the IGF, which traditionally celebrates young 
white guys experimenting with the language of design through 
well-liked but increasingly familiar twee, retro aesthetics. (Disclo-
sure: this festival is run by the same organization that owns one 
of my longtime employers, the industry news and features site 
Gamasutra.) But this year, the festival’s grand prizewinner was 
another harbinger of a new, deeper way of viewing what game ex-
periences can mean. Richard Hofmeier, another independent game 
designer, made Cart Life, a grueling simulation of the daily life of 
someone relying on a sidewalk cart’s income to survive. Its bleak 
grayscale art and the ruthlessness of even its smallest rituals, like 
showering, buying food, and remembering to pick your child up 
from school, represented a shift in the “life sim” genre, highlighting 
the humble heroism in simply facing the world every day without 
privilege rather than the power fantasies with which games are usu-
ally associated.

Hofmeier took a further step once he received the award. He 
turned over his booth on the well-trafficked expo floor to his friend, 
critic, writer, and text-game creator Porpentine so she could show-
case her game Howling Dogs, a fascinating, brilliant text experience 
in confinement, depression, and escapism.

Since then, the individual games movement has exploded, attract-
ing curious creators and new experimenters in droves. It’s also at-
tracted its share of detractors, veteran game designers who look at 
the narrative-driven, personal-storytelling games as “cool, but ‘not 
games.’” They may see a betrayal of their sanctified best practices 
of systems design, player agency, and reaction driven by conditions. 
Their resistance has begun to seem as political as it is professional, a 
desire to close a door to underrepresented voices just as those indi-
viduals have begun to step through it.

It’s within this growing personal games movement that we can 
see the genuine potential of games as art and communication. The 
geek community has been validated for long enough by economic 
growth and a product industry that panders to them even at their 
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own expense. Let them have that niche if they’re so desperate to 
choke it into irrelevance.

Cart Life, Howling Dogs, dys4ia, and their contemporaries are touch-
ing and occasionally brutal, antithetical to games’ holy doctrine of 
fun. But they are important. The high-end AAA gaming business 
will hopefully start to learn from the brave experiments of indie art-
ists with everything to say and nothing to lose, folding some of the 
movement’s most resonant lessons into its experience design. That’s 
the road to a healthy culture and a genuinely mature, artistically le-
gitimate games industry. But for now, individual outsider games are 
gently bringing game creation back to its spiritual origin—this time, 
in ways that could include everyone.

That non-gaming friend who views even the most innovative 
among console games as a foreign language can pick up dys4ia, Howling 
Dogs, or any of their contemporaries and understand their purposes, 
receive their intended messages, and be touched by empathy. They 
can be changed—maybe enlightened about a lived experience that 
isn’t necessarily their own. They won’t just be walking into walls.
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The rules of a story or game are not what’s in the story or game.
The rules are the recipe, the structure, not the ingredients.
Rules about ingredients aren’t the rules of storytelling and they aren’t 

the rules of any genre. Throw them boisterously out of the window.

The Un-universal
Once upon a time a hero is born and when he is grown (or nearly so) 
he goes on a quest. He looks like, speaks like, loves like the dominant 
demographic of whatever ancient or contemporary is telling us the 
story. He crosses a few thresholds and finds a magic solution and 
saves the day for the ordinary world and the magical one, all at once. 
He gets the girl. He goes home and lives happily ever after.

VerySimilitude
A game functions based on certain rules—lines of code or where and 
when you pass the ball. SFF (science fiction and fantasy and speculative 
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fiction) needs coherence; it needs to feel like it works. It needs the lie 
to have some truth. It needs conviction.

Both need someone to act like they believe it.
A game needs the agreement that these are the rules we are play-

ing by—a goal has to go here and the cracks in the sidewalks are 
lava—and SFF needs that agreement in order for dragons and garu-
das and spaceships to fly.

One of the rules could easily be that everyone in our SFF (or) 
game is transgendered. Or gay or asexual.

SFF starts with zero rules about what the story needs to be.
We’re made of stories: real ones and true ones and made-up ones. 

The more different stories that make us up, the more broad our expe-
rience, the more capacity we have for compassion.

Tell a Story
Once upon a time, a great hero went on a quest to rescue a princess. 
He traveled far, fought monsters, defied fate, and when he’d finally 
climbed the tower and defeated the villainous knight guarding her 
door he found that she’d escaped with the maid, and they were al-
ready living happily ever after.

The Magic Is in the Telling
Stories don’t exist by themselves.

They need a voice or a director. A hundred computer graphics art-
ists or a pen and paper. They need to be told visually, orally, or physi-
cally, or all of the above. They need someone to tell them.

And they need an audience.
They need someone to ask, “Then what happens?” with the press 

of a button or the turn of a page or with wide-eyed attention. That’s 
how a storyteller knows a story is working.

A story that gets that question, a story that tugs the audience 
along in the tide, is more than the building blocks, be they pixels 
or bits of ink. Such stories have what the poet Coleridge called “a 
semblance of truth sufficient to procure for these shadows of imagi-
nation that willing suspension of disbelief which constitutes poetic 
faith.”1 A story needs to be true, especially when none of it is real.
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Tell It Different
Once upon a time, there was a boy who stayed home. He loved his 
home. He would never have thought of leaving, except that one day 
another boy came through the door. This second boy said, “You are 
my elixir. You are what I need to save the world.”

Story Relics
Stories used to be essentially mutable. They were passed from voice 
to voice, impermanent. Now so many are fixed and static and vastly 
distributed. There are so few versions of Cinderella, so few stories 
about what poverty is like or what makes a hero.

No. That isn’t true. There are millions of remembered and evolv-
ing Cinderellas, and the story of poverty is different for every person 
living or remembering or imagining it, and there exist a multitude of 
heroes—but one variant controls the signal, one story is dominant 
and told so frequently that it drowns out the others and becomes 
perceived as the authentic surrounded by variants.

The dominant and common variants aren’t bad stories, but their 
overwhelming signal strength homogenizes our frame for the world 
and lies to us by saying there is a right story instead of infinite stories.

And since we are stories . . . 

Beginnings in the Middle
Once upon a time, a great queen was about to have her firstborn. The 
seers prophesized that the child would be a boy, a great man who 
would save the world. And when the child was born, it was a girl. The 
seers were shocked and flabbergasted.

Her mother laughed.
“What better son could I ask for?” asked the queen.

Stardust and Stories
We’re made of the same stuff. We are made of stories.

Humans tell stories to define ourselves to ourselves and to oth-
ers, to explain our culture and family, to make people laugh and like 
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us. To give our families something to remember. Stories are the fab-
ric of our history and our ghosts. Sometimes they reflect what is real 
and sometimes they do not. But they create what is true. A story can 
as easily erase history and hide ghosts.

And since we are stories . . . 

Tell It Again
Once upon a time, a hero was on a quest.

On the way he met a woman, a sorceress of great strength who of-
fered to help him on his journey. They agreed to travel together. On 
the second morning of their fellowship, the hero awoke to discover 
that the sorceress was a sorcerer.

Astounded, the hero inquired whether the transformation oc-
curred every night. The sorcerer replied that it did. The hero offered 
to seek out a cure for this affliction. The sorcerer replied that it was 
no affliction, but simply the way he was and that any cure would strip 
him of his magic.

The hero apologized and the two continued together for a long 
time and through many adventures.

Suspension of Disbelief
Because our worlds are constructed from stories, we don’t like them 
to be variable. It’s uncomfortable and unstable. It’s easier to keep 
track of things if we know that what this news channel says is true 
or that your aunt is a liar and that this story is fiction because it has 
dragons.

However, fiction and nonfiction aren’t mutually exclusive. They 
live on a spectrum. Meaning and communication are more compli-
cated than simple black and white. It’s more like sea and sky. But 
whereas humans are more uncomfortable with variants, with plu-
rality and with ideas that contradict our world and self, stories are 
closer to the fiction end of the spectrum.

We encounter stories of monsters and cry for imagined beasts and 
beauties. If we can find empathy for such constructions, surely we can 
find empathy for a more nuanced perspective on gender and orientation.
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The combination of accepting the improbable or impossible for 
the sake of story and of accepting that we are story-stuff ourselves is 
a powerful tool for creating empathy. The more improbable or impos-
sible, the wider our minds and imaginations cast and the more room 
there is to tell and to understand a different story.

That’s what makes SFF so important and so powerful a place for 
creative social change.

Again!
Once upon a time there was a girl who was trapped inside the body 
of a boy. She met a boy trapped inside the body of a girl. They set out 
together to find a witch to help them.

Modern Mythology
Some of the fantastic, some SFF, is straight-up mythology—mod-
ernized, twisted, bastardized, or restored. Old gods become super-
heroes. Sleeping beneath the heroes, and beneath the myths, curled 
tight under these popular interpretations, are dead religions. At the 
heart of every religion is a collection of stories.

Heir to these stories, to their vocabulary and symbols and places 
in the human heart, is SFF in all forms. The fantastic, building on the 
mythic, is at its best and worst able to harness the power of religious 
narrative.

This new mythology, this religion of pop culture, needs queerness 
and the full spectrum of the human experience.

Once More
I stepped up to the gates of obsidian and ruby, carrying a sword that 
wasn’t a sword and a chalice that wasn’t a chalice. I called out my 
challenge and the gates answered me back:

“What are you, to stand on the threshold and challenge me? Are 
you a man or are you a woman?”

“I am me,” I said, “I am both,” and the gates swung wide.
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Step into My Shoes
Empathy and compassion are rooted in creativity. The games of pre-
tend we play as children so often start with, “Today I am something 
I am not.” It’s the same as the most basic empathy exercise: “How 
would I feel if I were you?”

We start our lives with the inclination to ask.
A player steps into a fantasy knowing that the suspension of dis-

belief is going to be more necessary. It props open our imaginations 
and our empathy. The very childishness sometimes criticized in SFF 
can allow access to that primal part of our personhood, which can be 
hard to reach through the “real world.”

Once Below a Time . . . 
A child was living happily ever after, but it didn’t feel right. The child 
thought that maybe the story that zhe walked through was not the one 
zhe needed. The child picked up one foot and set it back behind zher, 
testing with zher toes to see if maybe there was a different path to take.

The Point
Let the stories of our cultural mythology reflect the full rainbow of 
queer. Our art tells the story of what we are, and SFF encourages us 
to dream of what we might be.

SFF can be a dark and miserable reflection of the human spirit, 
and there is a place for that. There is a place for the traditional space 
operas and dragon-filled fantasies with pointy-eared heroes. But 
there is a hunger for more. For a way forward or sidewise that is nei-
ther so bleak nor so bleached.

So make fantastic queer games. Make queer fantastical games. 
Make something. Tell a story.

Note
	 1.	Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “Biographia Literaria,” in The Norton Anthol-
ogy of English Literature, 8th ed., vol. 2, ed. Stephen Greenblatt (New York: 
Norton, 2006), 478.
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Often when we discuss “queer games,” the word we are debating the 
most is “queer.” What does it mean to be “queer” and to whom? How 
broadly should the term be used and what policing of its use (if any) 
should happen? What are the practices and stakes of queering? In 
the games context, these concerns are often reformulated in terms 
of the making and playing of predominately twenty- and twenty-
first-century video, board, and role-playing games. How does a 
“queer” game alter player behavior and game mechanics? What kinds 
of queer identities are expressed in certain games and not others, 
and which are enabled by playing a game “incorrectly,” or “failing” 
(to borrow Jack Halberstam’s term) at gendered practices implicit 
in the game’s structure?1 Without downplaying the importance of 
such questions, which are as political as they are pragmatic, I want to 
point out that, when we debate these specific terms, we take others 
for granted. The discussion of “queer games” could benefit equally 
from an analysis of the term “game,” as it does from debates sur-
rounding the term “queer.”

At first, it may seem obvious what does or does not constitute a 
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game, especially as a material object. However, historically, the cate
gory of “games” has included many forms that have not yet entered 
discussions about queerness or games. These games have ranged 
from lighthearted parlor wordplay and conversational banter to 
metaphysical debates about the production of creative thought. We 
might also expand the definition of “game” to include that of “play”: 
bringing to mind not only the structured behavior and seriousness 
of games like chess, but also the unstructured, creative freedom of 
“play” and its assumed lack of seriousness, bordering on frivolity.2 
No doubt we could also debate contiguous or derivative terms, and 
the way in which they internalize or reject abstract binaries like 
play/game or seriousness/frivolity. Are such binaries always mutu-
ally exclusive? “Foreplay,” for example, connotes a kind of joyous, 
erotic antics. It is a pleasure-seeking sex act conceived in opposition 
to historically loaded terms like “procreation,” which normativize 
sex by assuming it is inherently purposeful, penetrative, and plea-
sureless. But just because “foreplay” is posited against the grain of 
such terms, is it any less serious? Can’t “foreplay” also be played ac-
cording to rules (as in “role-playing”)? And does an unserious tone 
always betray a lack of seriousness? In this essay, I hope to enrich 
discussions of queerness and games by giving a brief overview of 
the concept of literary ludics, or what I am calling “for play”: it is an 
interrogation of what it means to “play” and “game” in the literary 
field, and of what forms “play” and “game” take in literature. While 
queer game scholars are no strangers to literary analysis, juxtapos-
ing ideas about “play” and “game” from the fields of literature and 
new media studies will expand our perspective to include other prac-
tices and historical contexts.

One simple way of approaching literary ludics is through philoso-
pher Jacques Henriot’s notion of “le jeu” (or “play/game”), which is 
simultaneously an act, an attitude, and a set of rules.3 Let me begin 
with a short excerpt from Gargantua. Written by the sixteenth-century 
French author François Rabelais (given here in Donald Frame’s trans-
lation), this poem illustrates how “le jeu” can function as a mode of 
poetics at work in literature: “Shithard / Squirthard / Farthard / Turd 
spray / Your bum / Has flung / Some dung / Our way. May you burn in 
Saint Anton’s fire! / Unless / You dress / Your mess, / And wipe it clean 
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ere you retire!”4 Believe it or not that was a poem. There is a rhyme 
and a certain thematic trend. This is a poem about shit. Rabelais’s 
Gargantua is a grotesque epic, a parody of the epic form that seeks 
to offend its audience as much as possible. At this moment in the 
text, the epic’s antihero, Gargantua, is making the serendipitous dis-
covery of the torche-cul, or the ass wipe, along his journey to man-
hood. This seemingly unpoetic (and rigorously unheroic?) discovery 
is not without poetic interest for Rabelais, however. He craftily chal-
lenges the very concept of poetry not only by constructing such a 
well-wrought facetious poem (with its rhyme of the pejorative suf-
fix “-ard”), but also by touching on quintessentially unserious—and 
even grotesque—subject matter: the lesser feats of the embodied 
self, with all of its dirty details. And he wasn’t alone: after all, hadn’t 
his contemporary, Clément Marot, written poems about rhyming, 
imploring creditors, and even saggy teats?5 And hadn’t his successor, 
Joachim du Bellay, even written epitaphs for cats and dogs and a 
poem mocking a fellow poet’s experience of going deaf?6

Literary ludics, like those on display in Rabelais’s poem, are at 
once formal and thematic. In this way, they can be understood as an 
investment in play, or in experimenting with poetic, novelistic, and 
other literary forms, but also in foreplay, which draws thematically 
on the gritty embodiment and bawdy humor of the grotesque tradi-
tion. On the one hand, play/game can refer to an act of literary for-
malism. It rewrites established rules of poetry making, by rethink-
ing canonical literary forms (like the rondeau we see here). But play/
game can also describe a particular attitude toward that act: a sense 
of humor with respect to textual production, which purposefully 
exploits taboo subjects like sex and shit. In this respect, Rabelais’s 
play with form works on several levels. He is not merely playing with 
rules of the poetic code, but with the expected subjects available to 
literary production. Why does one write a poem about shit if not to 
challenge expectations for what does and does not qualify as poetry? 
Certainly this was true in the sixteenth century. Even today, does it 
not ruffle our feathers a bit to read a poem about ass wiping?7

Moving forward in time to the twentieth century, we find more 
widely known examples of literary games by the French surrealists, 
who experimented with playful or rule-oriented means of producing 
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texts, from fill-in-the-blank questionnaires to collectively written 
poems (known as cadavres exquis) to automatic writing. However, 
I would like to examine the somewhat lesser-known example of a 
1960s literary group called Oulipo, or the Ouvroir de littérature po-
tentielle (Workshop of Potential Literature). When Oulipo began in 
1960, the idea was simple: to survey and actively use literary forms 
that had existed and could potentially exist. The play that Oulipians 
engaged in was often rule-oriented and their creations were often 
rather simple, such as a new poetic rule or a new novelistic form. 
Sometimes this meant trying out a riff on existing forms, like the 
“counter-rhyme,” in which rhyming words come at the beginning in-
stead of the end of the line. In other cases, this meant developing 
fairly radical ideas with respect to form by offering up either a pro-
cedural constraint, one that affects the act of writing (often limiting 
its time and place), or formal constraints, one that centers on the 
language of the text itself. Often these ludic projects were multi
layered, including several constraints or rules.8

While Oulipo was never overtly “queer” in its agenda (its early 
existence even preceded the term), the group did often investigate 
taboo subjects and sexual identities.9 One important example of 
this interest in literary ludics and sexuality can be found in George 
Pererc’s Les Revenentes (1972). The title of this novel is notoriously 
difficult to translate because it is a neologism. The Returned Ones 
would be the most literal, but English lacks a means of gendering 
“one” as feminine.10 This novel is a wacky, “sex-crazed” text about 
the exploits of jewel “thievettes” who steal from a wealthy young 
woman, Bérengère de Bremen-Brévent (i.e., “B de BB,” “The Qeen,” 
or “The Legs”), enlisting (and having their way with) her posse of 
gay priests. Formally, the novel is a monovocalism, or a text written 
with only one vowel, the letter “e,” and as such, writing it required 
a series of “cheats,” or an alternative phonetics and orthography of 
the French language, which Perec based in both French and English. 
Perec—ever the master of “for play”—explicitly bends the rules, al-
lowing himself the use of the letter “q” to stand in for a hard “cu” 
pronounced \ky\. He also writes the sound \i\, generally produced in 
standard French orthography with the sign “i,” with the letters “ee,” 
as in English. In order to work around the constraint, Perec also gives 
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himself some latitude in his vocabulary, using antiquated terms like 
“descendre” (“to fell”) rather than more standard words written with 
“e” like “to kill” (“tuer”).

Perec, not unlike Rabelais, is playing with sex and shit. He is draw-
ing on a tradition of ludic language (“for play”) and grotesque im-
agery (“foreplay”), which has its roots in works like Sade’s Justine 
and Georges Bataille’s “Story of the Eye.” Yet, Perec’s novel also 
reads like a parody of 1970s sexploitation films, a quasi-feminist 
riff on an erotically charged, high-action film.11 But Perec relies on 
a radically different kind of language, as the speech of one member 
of the Bremen-Brévent’s posse, Ernest, demonstrates, here in Ian 
Monk’s translation: “Yer henchemen ’n’ the wenches even-stevens 
the deeds’ll be the seyme, the deyngers the seyme, the effets the 
seyme. We fleece Bérengère’s gems ’n’ her necklesses, then we’ll be 
serene.”12 Once the reader is able to parse Perec’s dense language, it 
becomes clear that while the narrative is filtered through the vision 
of a heterosexual voyeur, this is not a classic heterosexual fantasy. 
Perec evades some readerly expectations by including male and fe-
male homoerotic acts, multiple-partner sex, and sex between part-
ners with significant age gaps (not to mention sex between priests). 
Indeed, part of the inventiveness of Perec’s language lies in its abil-
ity to represent a multiplicity of sex acts and gender identities, all 
while respecting the monovocalism by having them “begger,” “bed,” 
or “screw.” In fact, Perec jams in so many sex scenes that the heist 
narrative almost disappears, as if the writing of sex were itself a sec-
ondary constraint.

Perec’s wordplay resonates with the grotesque eroticism of fore-
play in more ways than one. The indulgent form of the text, with its 
exclusive use of the vowel “e,” symbolically replicates a kind of sexual 
excess. The novel’s monovocalism also lends itself to a number of not 
so subtle in-jokes, a kind of code deployed by the author to humor-
ously allude to the sex act at hand. For instance, the text repeatedly 
uses the term “enQlé,” a difficultly translated term that has histori-
cally been an insult and a term for someone who is being penetrated 
anally—the “bottom” in colloquial terms. By avoiding the use of 
the letter “u” found in the standard spelling of the word “enculé,” 
Perec asks the reader to linger over the pronunciation of the letter 
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“Q,” which in French is homophonous with “cul,” or “ass.” Thus, in 
order to make sense of the text’s strange orthography, those readers 
who do not get the pun right away become the butt of the joke: they 
have to say the word “ass” out loud.13 In this way, readers are almost 
obliged to take part in the game of Perec’s literary ludics, which are at 
their most playful—and most scandalous—when they are “for play” 
and “foreplay.”

For some, the formal elements of Perec’s text made his represen-
tations of sexuality and sexual violence less visible but not less ex-
plicit. The novel’s playful language allowed it to pass under the radar 
of censors. There is an important lesson here. Literary ludics are not 
only a radically new way of thinking of game/play, but historically, 
as a marginal literary practice, they have also offered a safe space for 
the interrogation of sexuality. Might similarly playful approaches to 
formalism, humor, and coded speech offer today’s video games the 
opportunity to explore sexuality safe from scrutiny? Ludic attitudes 
and self-imposed rules are already key to game design. This implies, 
in ways that modern video game scholarship has not yet considered, 
that modern games may be drawing on literary traditions that pre-
cede them. As my analysis of literary ludics in both Rabelais and 
Perec suggests, situating play/game as a historicized mode of writ-
ing or thinking could be a helpful way of further investigating terms 
like “queer” or “game.” Literary ludics might in themselves enable 
game developers to imagine game mechanics as a type of formal-
ism, with its own kind of “for play” and “foreplay,” its own means of 
rewriting the rules in order to make room for queer desire.

Notes

	 1.	See Jack (Judith) Halberstam’s The Queer Art of Failure (Durham, N.C.: 
Duke University Press, 2011).
	 2.	 In the context of studies of “game,” “play,” or “ludics,” in fields span-
ning from psychology to sociology to literary studies, there is often an im-
plicit territory battle taking place, in which the serious work of “game” wins 
out over the frivolity of “play”; this theoretical division is used to legitimize 
certain practices at the expense of others. I will not be engaging in such a 
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territory battle here, as I believe that it is worth acknowledging that the 
terms “play” and “game” often go hand in hand, so much so that in many 
languages, like French, they are collapsed into the same word or series of 
words (“jouer” or “jouer un jeu”). It is this double stance, of both seriousness 
and a lack of seriousness, which is important in conceiving of literary ludics 
as a genre.
	 3.	Jacques Henriot, Le jeu (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1969).
	 4.	The rondeau, which was common between the thirteenth and fifteenth 
centuries, was generally set to music, and involved the structured repetition 
of a refrain. François Rabelais, The Complete Works of François Rabelais, trans. 
Donald Frame (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), 35.
	 5.	See “Au roi” (also known as “Petit epistre au roi”), “A un creancier,” “Du 
beau tetin,” and “Du laid tetin” in Clément Marot, Oeuvres complètes (Paris: 
Garnier, 1920).
	 6.	See “Epitaphe d’un chien,” “Epitaphe d’un petit chien,” “Epitaphe d’un 
chat,” and “Hymne de la Surdité: À P. de Ronsard, Vand” in Joachim du Bellay, 
Divers jeux rustiques (Geneva: Droz, 1965).
	 7.	 I will just add, so you can appreciate my pun, that Gargantua will de-
termine that the perfect ass wipe is a goose, because it is so soft and supple.
	 8.	The earliest exemplary Oulipo piece, for example, was a collection of 
sonnets its cofounder Raymond Queneau was coaxing into existence just as 
the group began, Cent mille millards de poèmes (One Hundred Million Poems), 
published in 1960. The premise of the text is a formal constraint based in 
combinatory mathematics: Queneau wrote ten sonnets, each with the req-
uisite fourteen lines; each line of the sonnet may be replaced by any of the 
nine other lines in the same line-position, meaning that there are 1,014 
possible combinations of complete sonnets, or one hundred million possible 
poems.
	 9.	While I would like to avoid unnecessary “policing” of the use of the 
term, my hesitation in calling this text or this group “queer” is factual and 
historical: this is a term that Oulipo never openly used in the early 1960s, 
precisely because the term did yet not exist, nor was “queerness” a theo-
retical interest of the group (even while Oulipians experimented with the 
representation of sexuality). Many Oulipians, as well as other ludic writers 
of the same era, might even shy away from such a term, because of its his-
torical association (particularly in the French psyche) with another, later 
term, “identity politics,” which was not popularized until the 1970s. This 
is not to say, however, that Oulipo does not have its place in a “queer” con-
ference, because many Oulipians have dealt with sexuality or nonstandard 
sexuality and often use sexuality as a form of constraint. For example, one 
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might consider Anne Garréta’s text Sphinx (1986), written prior to her in-
duction into Oulipo in 2000, a romantic story written without any textual 
reference to the genders of the narrator and the narrator’s lover; this is a 
linguistic and conceptual feat given the manifold grammatical markers of 
gender in French (including suffixes and past participles). Another text that 
makes sex a constraint is Harry Mathews’s Singular Pleasures (1993), a series 
of sixty-one vignettes, all told in different styles, about different individu-
als masturbating.
	 10.	Perec’s translator, fellow Oulipian Ian Monk, opts for a title that 
avoids the problem, calling it The Exeter Text: Jewels, Secrets, Sex. See Georges 
Perec, Three, trans. Ian Monk (London: Harvill Press, 1996).
	 11.	One can almost hear the voice-over: “This is the story of the skilled 
thievery of a group of sexy ladies, who have no trouble getting the jewels or 
getting it on.”
	 12.	Perec, Exeter Text, 88.
	 13.	While making the reader say a dirty word or alluding to a dirty book 
may seem simplistic or silly, the text offers other in-jokes that make com-
pelling arguments about sexuality in literature. Partway through the text, 
as the narrator innocently glances through the newspaper, he stumbles 
upon an ad for “Eden, eden, eden: September’s best seller?” (Perec, Exeter 
Text, 72). This seemingly meaningless blip is in fact an allusion to a contro-
versial text of the same name, written by Pierre Guyotat in 1971, the year 
prior to Les Revenentes. The text was not only prefaced by several of the aca-
demic elite, including Roland Barthes, Michel Leiris, and Philippe Sollers, 
but was banned for consumption by those under eighteen for obscenity. The 
allusion is surprising, suggesting that Perec is not merely being tongue-in-
cheek but is, in fact, pointing to monovocalism, and literary ludics at large, 
as a means of evading censorship.
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On a regular basis, about once or twice a month, I get e-mails from 
journalists or researchers who want to talk to me about “empathy 
games.” The scare quotes are theirs, but I’m also skeptical of the term 
and how/where it is deployed. Empathy games as a genre create a 
conversation that is construed as new and unexplored, while at the 
same time providing an excuse for the rest of games to not be con-
cerned with empathy. The category itself reinforces games as some-
thing special while justifying them as mindless entertainment that 
profits off troubled aspects of culture.

This is one manifestation of the “dark side” of games’ techno-
determinism that Heather Chaplin picks up on in her addendum to 
Eric Zimmerman’s “Ludic Manifesto.”1 The kind of games and design 
philosophies that are most often valued focus on allowing people to 
navigate through systems and solve problems for the games’ own 
sake; there is actually little that is ludic about this sort of future—or, 
rather, it represents an obsession with game objects. If there is some-
thing that isn’t widespread in design and practice, it’s the use of play 
to connect with life or to self-reflect. We are often entertained by 
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games and gain some meaning through those moments of play, and 
games in turn use this to propagate industry. Play that is used for 
the purpose of reflection and connection, however, is greatly under
valued and under-supported by the main institutions of video games.

Addressing the concerns of an unempathic future for games, Steve 
Wilcox wrote that play is actually an exercise in understanding con-
texts, and that that act of understanding is empathy.2 Games are 
currently imagined as a combination of players and systems of rules. 
The result of that is a sort of systems thinking: seeing cause and ef-
fect, mentally bending problems as far as possible in order to see how 
this system works and to use it for the players’ own devices. But what 
about people? Sure, we might be able to turn people into systems 
for play; you can map a genome or something. The problem—and 
most serious games and “serious games” can tell you this—is getting 
people to care about the subject on top of which a system is mapped. 
People play a “match-three” game about recycling because they want 
to play a match-three game, and the moment they don’t want to play 
a match-three anymore, they are done with the experience. Without 
real context, people rarely connect or care.

This reminds me in particular of Anna Anthropy’s talk at the first 
annual Different Games Conference, “How to Make Games about 
Being a Dominatrix,” and her mantra, “context is everything.”3 
She uses similar language to describe how mainstream games are 
empathically challenged. They use imagery from social issues as a 
top layer that is dressing for gaming a system. Anna provides the 
comparison between Mighty Bomb Jack and her own Mighty Jill Off. 
She explains that, while the games are similar in their systems, the 
latter brings a context that allows the player to create a connection 
beyond the rules of the game. And this particular context is the 
kinky dynamic between a domme and her submissive.

Kink isn’t just a topical analogy, as it is for masocore games; it’s a 
good framework for challenging these contextless play experiences 
by reimagining the positions of the designer, player, and play, and 
what those positions mean. The comparison between kink and games 
design isn’t that large of a leap; Anna talked about that as well at the 
Queerness and Games Conference a couple months after Different 
Games.4 I recommend you read through the transcript from Anna’s 
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talk in full because she covers all the bases, but the short and crude 
version is this: dommes can stand in for the game-design role as the 
person who is crafting an experience for the submissive, and the 
submissive relinquishes control after negotiating with the domme 
the rules of the play session. This creates both a magic circle and a 
system of play. As Anna says in her talk, this sort of play is often 
transformative. It can be a safe place to explore not only yourself 
through rules and systems, but life and culture itself. In particular, 
I want to continue with the implications of the dominant as some-
one who receives submission, and the comparison of a designer being 
someone who receives play.

If we understand play as the exercising of empathy through en-
gaging contexts, and kink as a type of play design that deeply con-
fronts life contexts, then kink practices stand as a stronger model for 
engaging people with meaningful play than the overly instrumen-
talized and decontextualized approach to games propagated by con-
temporary game design. Instead of games as objects to manipulate, 
kink shows bodies and minds in codependent situational contexts 
based completely on the participants’ relationship with real life. Play 
doesn’t need systems or rules to exist and be meaningful; it needs 
honest engagement with context. Mainstream games completely 
dodge dealing with reality and don’t allow people to actually be pres-
ent. In contrast, see my games eat and Mission.5 They aren’t encour-
aging people to figure out their juicy elegant systems or find the 
meaning of life. Most people look at these games, get what they’re 
trying to say, and never want to play them. This is because we haven’t 
gotten used to the idea of play as confronting contexts, as empathy. 
They are painful games to play, but that is the only way to engage 
with the contexts being examined there. As kink shows, there isn’t 
pleasure without trial, without going through consensual pain.

And this is important to me: the technophilia of games is stymie-
ing this outlook on design. The ludic century isn’t one of play, but of 
video games. Video games are preoccupied with tech progressivism 
and late capitalistic practices that bank on ripping out the sutures 
that connect reality to play. we are always playing. we are al-
ways in contexts. context is everything. Game design rarely 
uses real-life contexts when trying to depict meaningful content. 
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Valued video games are not challenging the construction and deploy-
ment of social systems or enabling people to actually engage with 
and understand their place in these systems. Games designed for so-
cial impact aren’t dropping players into safe spaces to experience the 
raw contexts of the subject matter they want to communicate. Video 
games are ruining the conversation around play through devaluing 
all other types of games and promoting instrumentalized methods 
of relation. Despite trying to take the “gender issue” seriously, which 
valued video games are honestly confronting players with the con-
struction of gender and how it plays out in our society?

There is an experience arc to kinky play that I think games of all 
kinds could reference when rebuilding their relationships to actual 
life contexts. I encourage you to explore the philosophies of kink 
more on your own to draw parallels, because this is a very personal 
and intimate practice, and what I’m describing isn’t necessarily a 
standard. Rather, it’s my own observations.

Consent: What separates kinky and vanilla sex for me is the ac-
tive recognition of consent. Because of how our (I’m speaking as an 
American) culture works, we aren’t really supposed to talk about sex. 
Rather, we hop into a dark space with each other and keep our fingers 
crossed that the other person knows what they’re doing. Consent is 
the process by which you find out exactly what your partner wants 
before you play and acknowledge what you definitely don’t want to 
happen. In another context, the things you consent to could be seen 
as mean, out of place, or degrading, but consent is its own context, 
and it allows play to be both affective and expressive. Video games 
tend to obfuscate the effect they will have on the player because they 
place importance on content and entertainment value. If consum-
ers knew everything about the game and how it works, the typical 
model of selling games wouldn’t work, because PR couldn’t hype up 
the product and convince you to trust that you will have a good ex-
perience. BioShock makes you wait for the narrative twist before you 
really understand what the game is even about. This does not allow 
for the cycle of wielding and receiving play between designer/game 
and player. It doesn’t allow for consent. We only have instrumental-
ized fun in mainstream games because context is hard to sell.

Scene: Just because there is consent, that doesn’t mean play is com-
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pletely predictable. Rather, it means that the domme and sub have 
the same goals: to bring each other to the places on which they’ve 
agreed. It is in the scene that the power dynamic between them is es-
tablished and contexts from real life are introduced into play. This is 
important because it means combining our culturally imbued traits 
with a certain relationship to power. A relationship between a non-
cis, multiracial woman dominant and a white cis, submissive man 
carries powerful symbolic weight. The scene allows the players to be 
flooded with cultural contexts through kinky play: for instance, the 
use of sexual dominance and submission. In this space, people can 
engage with hyperbolized contexts, because that’s where they often 
want to go. The power dynamic gets players to a place where faux 
egalitarianism in mainstream society cannot. They play these roles 
to deeply feel these contexts in their bodies, and through that, they 
practice empathy. Typically, valued games don’t take players deep 
into cultural contexts like this. The magic circles they draw rarely 
allow for safe experimentation with real-life contexts.

Aftercare: Play on this level is psychologically trying, and a de-
briefing, bringing the players back into reality, is needed for com-
plete contextualization. Players brought to intense places during play 
commonly need reminders afterward that they are good, loved people 
no matter where the scene went, within its consensual bounds. This 
allows both partners to see clearly the context of play juxtaposed 
against the context of their life. Players see themselves in the scene 
as a part of their whole identity, and aftercare aims to ease that tran-
sition process. It creates a moment for reflection and integration. It 
allows a person to complicate their views, complicate their identity. 
Video games don’t often afford us the opportunity to debrief because 
they assume that stepping in and out of play is simple. Leaving is as 
easy as turning off the TV, because you aren’t meant to feel much 
besides bemusement or an evening’s worth of thoughts. These games 
don’t expect you to be transformed or touched by anything other 
than superficial storytelling devices.

All kinds of play can take place in contexts that mean something 
to us. Empathy isn’t just important in the domain of queer art games. 
To the contrary, it is endemic to play. It is the self-inflicted rupture 
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between reality and play performed by most games that blocks main-
stream discourse from actively engaging in meaningful play outside 
of entertainment. Designers are far too complicit in the promotion 
of instrumental play and its refusal to engage with the world when 
that world is not directly attached to the game. Technology and capi-
talism play too large role in how we talk and think about games and 
the existence of games in culture. I say we should take a step back 
and recognize how we are engaging in life’s contexts with our own 
bodies and selves, how we gender, race, class, and elevate that kind of 
play when we look to create and critique games ourselves.
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Yeah, I used to do it a lot when I first got my smartphone a few years 
ago, like all the time, maybe twenty photos a day. [Pictures of ] every-
thing. Mostly of myself, though, I was a bit narcissistic. I don’t think 
I’m as bad now. But now I think I only take, I’d take an average of one 
photo a day.

—Tom, participant

I take photos if I want to show someone something, or if I want to 
upload to Facebook or Instagram . . . Random stuff. Like, what you’re 
doing, if you want to, like sort of mark a lifetime event or show some-
thing you’re proud of, or you want to show people in general . . . I do my 
pets a bit. And if I dress up nice. That’s probably the main two.

—Henry, participant

The above two participant quotes speak to the way in which camera 
phone practices are entangled within the movements of the every-
day life. The first participant shows how once the new media is do-
mesticated into the everyday and the “honeymoon” is over, it settles 
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back into the background as a form of ambient play. The second par-
ticipant talks about genres and content of camera phone images as 
part of marking occasions and about their performative role.

The mundane, intimate, ephemeral, tacit, and phatic all contrib-
ute to the inner workings of camera phone practices as a lens for car-
tographies of co-presence. Here we understand co-presence as much 
more a type of psychological, than physical, proximity. Conceptualiz-
ing camera phones through co-presence allows us to think through 
various movements and forms of engagement across the seams and 
ruptures between online and offline, here and there, presence and 
absence. Camera phones demonstrate that co-presence is reflected 
in rhythm and movements across places, spaces, and temporalities.

In this essay, we think about camera phones in terms of ambient 
play as part of queer performativities. In order to do so, we connect 
the debates of performativity from critical cartography and queer lit-
erature. Through interviews with five queer-identified participants 
who take us through scenarios of use and meaning in, and around, 
the photos they take and share, this study seeks to consider the role 
of camera phones as vehicles for ambient play. We define ambient 
play as an embedded part of media practice within the background 
or soundtrack of the everyday. Ambient play highlights the role of 
intimate banalities—that is, the way in which the mundane in the 
everyday is normalized, subverted, or redefined through sharing 
of photos. And camera phone practices demonstrate the endurance 
of intimate co-presence as a main motivation for the use of camera 
phones themselves. Here, expanding on the groundbreaking work 
of French sociologist Christian Licoppe and Japanese American an-
thropologist Mizuko Ito, we see co-presence taking various forms of 
embodiment and engagement.1 Co-presence, like intimacy, needs to 
be understood as always mediated: if not by technology (and maps) 
then by language, gestures, and memories.

Co-presence is often an important part of the ambient texture of 
the everyday. Playing across physical and/or psychological distances 
that are made intimate by particular communication technologies, 
co-presence has become a key feature of what makes mobile media so 
compelling.2 In order to understand the ambient and playful role of 
camera phones, we need to address how central geo-tagging (both as 
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a default and also as something to resist) has become to mapping the 
everyday. For cultural geographer Chris Perkins, applications such as 
desktop mapping and geographical information systems have democ-
ratized the tools for cartography and in turn made mapping “no longer 
tied to fixed specifications.”3 This has transformed the relationship 
between places and maps as “performative.” And yet these performa-
tive debates in cartography need to be connected to queer literature.

Rethinking the Performative in the Age 
of Camera Phone Apps
Camera phone practices shape, and are shaped by, different modes of 
conceptualizing and performing place. As such, they provide par-
ticular ways in which to understand the role of cartography and 
co-presence as an overlay between media, visual culture, and geog-
raphy. That is, camera phones are key players in the idea of repre-
senting place (i.e., maps) as performative. The performative nature 
of maps within critical cartography shows that we shape maps as 
much as they shape us.4 As Verhoeff notes, mobile interfaces are in-
dicative of a shift from “representational cartography to navigation 
as a performative cartographic practice.”5 Critical cartography also 
highlights the role of power within the mapping process. Here we 
see an inherent connection to these definitions of the performative 
as deployed within queer literature. It is the pivotal role of power 
that informs Judith Butler’s definition of performativity in Gender 
Trouble, in which she puts forth a poststructuralist approach to gen-
der as being regulated through cultural norms rather than being in-
nate.6 And yet these conversations about the performative within 
playful mappings have yet to be connected with queer theorizations 
despite their overt overlaps—especially in fields like camera phone 
practices, which bring together cartographies, identity politics, power, 
and performativity.

Butler has not been the only scholar to discuss issues around per-
formativity and identity, although she is often the most cited. Femi-
nist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick also probed the texture of the perfor-
mative, especially in terms of queer identity.7 As she noted, “Queer 
is a continuing moment, movement, motive—recurrent, eddying, 
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troublant . . . . It is the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dis-
sonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning when the 
constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t 
made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically.”8 Queer is “rela-
tional.” The technical, conceptual, and emotional role of mobile tech-
nologies in notions of performativity cannot be ignored. Indeed, mo-
bile media apps, especially in terms of gamified apps, require us to 
revisit and redefine the nature of the performative and co-presence 
within everyday life.

Literature around co-presence within mobile communication fields 
has flourished as a productive way for rethinking traditional bina-
ries that are no longer adequate in everyday life. Binaries such as 
here and there, virtual and actual, online and offline, absent and 
present have been challenged through mobile media practice. The ru-
bric of co-presence provides a broader context for understanding inti-
macy and mediation not only as something that is a late twentieth- 
or twenty-first-century phenomenon but also as something that has 
been an integral part of being social and human. Today co-presence 
can be understood as what Esther Milne calls “the degree to which 
geographically dispersed agents experience a sense of physical and/
or psychological proximity through the use of particular communi-
cation technologies.”9

As well as being transmitters for intimate co-presence, camera 
phone practices also involve ambient play. Ambience is often used 
to describe sound and music but has also been used in computing 
and science. As a noun, it specifically refers to a style of music with 
electronic textures and no consistent beat that is used to create a 
mood or feeling. More generally, though, the term describes the dif-
fuse atmosphere of a place. The concept of ambience is frequently 
used in computing, especially around human–computer interaction 
(HCI). However, in the context of sound and visual practice, there 
are also more poetic and multifaceted definitions of ambience, which 
posit ambience as an affective texture of place. In short, ambience 
is about the texture of context, emotion, and affect. Ambient play 
is a more useful rubric for understanding mobile gaming’s diverse 
experiences of embodiment and distraction beyond the problematic 
label of “casual.” Ambient play is about a blending of forefront and 
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background, interwoven into the rhythms of everyday life. Ambient 
and co-present play are what motivate users to take and share cam-
era phone images as part of an experience of place.

For nearly a decade within game studies, Salen and Zimmerman’s 
definition of play, which is heavily influenced by Huizinga, held promi
nence.10 However, more recently, play has been the subject of more 
debate, notably through nuanced and ethnographically attuned ap-
proaches.11 In Play Matters, Miguel Sicart explores a “nonformalist 
aesthetics of play, inspired by contemporary art theories.”12 In this 
vein, play is no longer conflated with game play but is imagined as 
a practice informed by social, cultural, political, and economic fac-
tors. Combining play with ambience affords a space for contesting 
normalization by allowing for nuanced readings. Ambient play con-
textualizes the game within broader processes of sociality and em-
bodied media practices and is essential to the corporeality of play 
whereby play inside, and outside, the game space reflects broader 
cultural nuances and phenomena.13

Accounting for the ambience and co-present play of place requires 
us to understand the shift from first- to second-generation camera 
phone studies as a movement from networked to emplaced visuality. 
First-generation camera phone studies were characterized by net-
worked visuality, while those focusing on second-generation cam-
era phones—with geo-tagging added into the mix—can be defined 
as emplaced visuality.14 While many studies have been conducted 
around first-generation camera phone practices, in which opportu-
nities for sharing between users were delayed because they needed 
to transfer images to computers before uploading them to photo-
sharing services like Flickr, second-generation practices are marked 
by the speed with which participants can take, share, and comment 
on camera phone images.15 Second-generation practices are exempli-
fied by apps like Instagram, which allow for quick sharing across mul-
tiple intimate publics, like Facebook and Twitter. These practices are 
also characterized by their connection to geo-tagging, which allows 
geography, intimacy, and information to be overlaid in new ways. It 
is with ambient play, intimate co-presence, and performative cartog-
raphies in mind that we will now discuss our case study of queer uses 
of camera phone practices and ambient play in the everyday.
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Case Study: Moving Pictures
In order to gain insight into the ways that camera phone practices 
operate as ambient play, we interviewed five participants about their 
media usage and scenarios of use. During interviews, participants 
would scroll through their phone and discuss their practices. By no 
means definitive, this study is preliminary and provides a basis for 
future longitudinal, nuance-based research in which participants 
will be interviewed over the course of three years. Rather than focus-
ing on the images taken by participants, this study seeks to explore 
the motivations around image taking and sharing.

Many of the existing studies into queer play with camera phone 
apps have centered on obvious, gamified apps like Grindr. For Kane 
Race, Grindr affords a type of speculative pragmatism around inti-
mate encounters in Australia.16 This is further explored by Licoppe, 
who conducted ethnographies into the ways in which Grindr con-
structed intimacy around notions of physical proximity.17 In Larissa 
Hjorth and Kay Gu’s study of Jiepang in Shanghai, user practices 
shaped apps as much as they shaped types of performativity. Jiepang 
was originally sold as China’s Foursquare.18 Soon, however, users 
were deploying the service as a type of camera sharing app much 
like Instagram. In addition, Jiepang was reappropriated by the queer 
community to function as a Chinese version of Grindr. Jiepang soon 
realized its adapted use and rebranded itself as a hybrid between 
Instagram and Tumblr. Rather than just focusing on a “queer” app, 
however, we wanted to gain a nuanced sense of how mobile media 
reflected broader notions of ambient play. In interviews with five 
self-identified queer participants in Melbourne, we explored the role 
of the photo not just in terms of sharing particular content but also 
in terms of the act of taking the photo itself, which has implications 
for how the photographers view themselves and how they are viewed 
by others. The act of photographing is as important to the identity 
of the photographer as the photograph is. In interviews, we asked 
participants to reflect on the camera phone images they shared and 
their scenarios of use.

Of late, camera phone practices have become of great interest in 
terms of the politics of “selfies”: photos that camera phone users take 
of themselves. For some researchers, selfies are reenacting older, ana-
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log traditions around self-portraiture. For other researchers, selfies 
are demonstrating new forms of performativity that may seem to 
be about narcissism, but are in fact about misrecognition.19 In these 
debates, the politics of identity have endured, especially given that 
selfies amplify socioeconomic, ethnic, and cultural norms. When we 
asked our participants about selfies and image management, they ex-
pressed an overt sense of obligation. They reported feeling compelled 
to constantly be online and perform a type of image management 
akin to what sociologist Arlie Hochschild defined as “feeling rules,” 
part of the commodification of human feelings into emotional work. 
Feeling rules, like performativity, are socially shared norms that in-
fluence how we think we should feel in certain situations.20 Gender, 
class, power, and age all shape feeling rules. The tension around feel-
ing rules and the “intimate publics” of social media mean that often-
tacit etiquette informs different understandings of the normal ver-
sus the fake or inauthentic. Our participants also echoed the tension 
between narcissism and misrecognition debates:

Social media apps have moved us into this notion where we are 
faux celebrities, and that someone cares, and that we are the cen-
ter of the universe. (Harold, male, twenty-nine)

I guess when I get a photo taken I pose a lot. And someone once 
said, “Oh, why don’t you just act normal?” Like they were really, 
like I was just, you know, being silly in a photo. And people got 
sick of it. It’s got a negative response. (Rachel, female, nineteen)

Many participants felt a pressure to establish an online “identity” 
or a “presence” that was connected to, but still distinct from, their 
offline persona. Here we see how ambient play is embedded within 
understandings of online and offline entanglements. Like a form of 
ambient play, this form of identity creation uses photos, especially 
selfies, to invite favorable judgment from others. The number of 
comments or likes a photo receives equates to its success. Photos are 
a way of showing others on social media how happy or successful 
you are, especially in the context of queer identities. As some par-
ticipants noted:
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There’s more of a sense of wanting to be an identity in the queer 
scene, right? We’ve all been told . . . the overwhelming feeling is 
(here’s my rant) that as a queer person you’re told that you’re less. 
From the start. Regardless of whether that’s explicitly told, or 
whether that’s just the trickle-down effect from the patriarchal 
society. . . . You have to overcompensate. And that’s why a lot of 
queers are creative, because you’re constantly making. “Am I wor-
thy now? Am I valid? If I make this, if I make this, am I OK?” . . . 
And the hungry beast thing! You’ll never fulfill it. It will devour 
you, it will destroy you. It destroys queer, like queer men just 
want to be something special. And that’s fine, like we all want 
to be, but we’re being told that we’re not enough so that over-
compensation that will never get validated is self-destructive. 
(Harold, male, twenty-nine)

Selfies are unquestionably occupying the intersection of ambient 
play and performativity. That is, they are playful and yet entangled 
within the politics of the body, gaze, and normalizations. While par-
ticipants enjoyed judging others for being inauthentic, they often 
saw their own presentations of self in visual and textual forms as 
just a projection of an ideal, quantified self. Here we see a tension 
between the feeling rules and emotional work of mobile media and 
the ways in which performativity is being understood by users. For 
one of our participants, Frank, the role of the selfie as a barometer 
for political performativity was also a matter of ambient play. In 
this sense, selfies can function as an important political weapon: a 
method of self-expression that defies, illuminates, and plays with 
ideas of the quantified queer body. In Figure 10.2, Frank has asked 
a stranger to photograph him at an art exhibition. He is wearing 
a suit, scarf, and bonnet that he has designed and sewn himself. This 
photo functions as a record of an event, a moment of confidence, and 
(given the text written on the shirt, “Fuck Tony Abbott!”) a deliber-
ately staged comment on federal politics.

As Frank’s photo highlights, selfies can be powerful platforms 
for ambient play and performativity—evidencing political, social, 
and cultural norms as well as providing a space for subverting such 
normalizations.21 Interview participants in the creative arts also de-
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ployed selfies as part of their iterative artistic process and as a means 
of creative dissemination. For Harold, camera apps are like shared 
online sketch journals that are entangled with his practice:

I don’t consider them art, for sure, definitely. I consider them, 
like how artists used to keep a sketch journal. I’m not a drawer, 
I don’t draw, so I don’t keep a visual journal to draw people on 
the tram, and I know people that do, I’m a photographer and I’m 
based in photography, so it’s almost like a living, kind of shared 
photo journal where I get to practice things and share them. Like, 
I don’t take it that seriously, but a lot of great stuff’s come out of it 
so it’s got value. If that makes sense. (Harold, male, twenty-nine)

FIGURE 10.1. Social media image by Harold, male, twenty-nine.



FIGURE 10.2. Social media image by Frank, male, fifty-four.

FIGURE 10.3. Carnivalesque performativity. Image by Frank, male, 
fifty-four.
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Conclusions: Performing the Mobile
This essay has suggested that in order to understand queer mobile 
media we need to put it in context: historically, emotionally, and so-
cially. We have focused on ambient play as a way to think through 
the queer performativity involved in, and around, camera phone 
practices. Through the ambient play and co-present performativity 
of camera phone usage, we can begin to imagine a more complex defi-
nition of play as central to performativity in and around media. At 
the same time, the differing usages of performativity across media, 
identity, and practice need to be reconciled with performativity’s 
feminist and political roots. Here, we have sought to bring some of 
the disparate debates together in order to discuss the ways in which 
queer identity politics is being managed through and by mobile 
media. Using the notion of ambient play, we have suggested that 
performativity, mapping, sociality, and identity are taking on new 
forms of engagement that shape mobile media as much as mobile 
media shapes its participants.
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The video game industry often markets open-world role-playing games 
(RPGs) as complex simulations, but this computational fantasy rarely 
extends to its AI inhabitants, understood by players to be endlessly 
replaceable characters made of randomized traits. Such “generic 
identities” co-opt personal identities as formal strategic affordances 
for players to exploit. Deep Silver’s 2011 open-world zombie game 
Dead Island offers a compelling case study, especially in light of its 
“FeministWhore” scandal. This incident highlights sexism in game 
development as a systemic bias from a technical as well as cultural 
perspective: a bias engineered directly in the game-play systems, 
user experience design, and the workflow of the game engine itself.

A History of “FeministWhorePurna”
On September 8, 2011, several consumerist game media outlets re-
ported that a data file in the video game Dead Island contained the 
text string “FeministWhorePurna,” referring to a player skill power-
up for a woman named Purna that allowed her to “increase [her] 
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damage when killing an enemy of the opposite sex.”1 In response, 
the developer Techland quickly released this public statement to the 
popular game news site Kotaku: “It has come to our attention that 
one of Dead Island ’s leftover debug files contains a highly inappropri-
ate internal script name of one of the character skills.  .  .  . The line 
in question was something a programmer considered a private joke. 
The skill naturally has a completely different in-game name and the 
script reference was also changed. What is left is a part of an obscure 
debug function.”2

According to Techland, “FeministWhorePurna” was merely an in-
ternal reference within the game engine’s scripting files from an early 
version of the game mistakenly sold and distributed online. In all 
final release versions, the actual in-game text as seen by players had 
already been changed to “Gender Wars.” To the developer’s credit, 
the company took substantial responsibility: “This has been inexcus-
ably overlooked and released with the game . . . This is merely an ex-
planation but by no means an excuse. In the end that code was made 
a part of the product and signed with our company name. We deeply 
regret that fact and we apologize to all our customers or anyone who 
might have been offended by that inappropriate expression.”3

Techland’s public statement worked beautifully. In gamer com-
munities and the wider public, the “controversy” seemed to run its 
course within the Internet news cycle, and Dead Island went on to 
sell millions of copies and grow into a lucrative media franchise with 
sequels and spin-off titles.4 The story of the “Feminist Whore” was 
quickly relegated to trivia, a short quirky anecdote to be strategically 
deployed at tepid happy hours.

However, FeministWhorePurna is not just a rogue prank by a sole 
misogynist commercial game developer: it is a useful lens to articu-
late wider systemic problems of gender representation in video game 
culture. Specifically, there is a history of gendered combat “perks” in 
open-world RPG games similar to Dead Island, and it is very likely 
that many gamers would interpret the logic of FeministWhorePurna 
within the context of that history. What is the procedural rhetoric 
of gendered combat within these games, and how do these game-play 
systems and simulations enact a specific logic of “gender war” to be 
performed by players?
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The Simulationist Dream of Open Worlds
To situate FeministWhorePurna within Dead Island, it is useful to 
briefly situate Dead Island within a larger play culture and design his-
tory of similar open-world video games.

Open-world games promise players a simulationist fantasy: in-
stead of limiting player movement and navigation along a closed 
progression of set levels, these games offer an “open world” where 
players freely navigate a large city or small continent, complete 
with autonomous non-player characters (NPC) agents (wildlife, ci-
vilians, disparate factions) who interact within a supposedly vast, 
dynamic AI ecosystem. Marketing materials for Grand Theft Auto V 
promised “denser traffic, greater draw distances, upgraded AI, new 
wildlife  .  .  . for the ultimate open world experience,”5 while both 
Elder Scrolls: Oblivion and Elder Scrolls: Skyrim heavily advertised 
their “Radiant” AI systems. Dead Island ’s marketing also invokes 
this tradition: two of six bullet points on its storefront page list 
“open world tropical island” and “hordes of gruesome zombies.”6 For 
all these games, the extent of their emergent world and agent simu-
lation is their central selling point.

Game developers generally do not engineer, simulate, or author 
open worlds as continuous worlds. Instead, developers often sepa-
rate the world into many regions, sectors, or lumps: smaller chunks 
of a larger world, which are then streamed into the game engine as 
the player crosses a secret boundary. When the player leaves a given 
neighborhood, that data is cleared from memory. As an optimiza-
tion, inhabitants from past regions will often “sleep” or even vapor-
ize entirely when the player is not present or not looking.

Most open-world engines operate as “sandboxes” that retain little 
or no memory of what happens within their environs. If a Grand Theft 
Auto player causes a twenty-car pileup in Downtown Los Angeles, 
drives away, and then returns five minutes later, there will likely be 
no evidence of a car accident or civilian fatalities because they were 
all “generic” entities, understood by players to be non-crucial actors 
who are infinitely replaceable by the game.

In this sense, an NPC’s gender is just a random interchangeable 
trait like every other part of the simulation. Yellow hair here, green 
hair there; a man this time, a woman another time. How can such 



	 100	 Robert Yang

variables be made meaningful within the common game mode of 
player-initiated violence?

The game Red Dead Redemption rewards the player with an achieve-
ment trophy called “Dastardly” for placing a “hogtied” NPC woman 
(and only a woman) on train tracks and watching her get run over 
by a speeding locomotive. It specifically requires substantial com-
plicity (you must place her there, you must watch her die) before 
it will reward the player with five Xbox Gamerscore points. This is 
probably the worst example of gendered violence as a “fun achieve-
ment” meant to provoke the player into exploring how two systems, 
like autonomous NPCs and an autonomous train, can collide.

Fallout 3 and its sequel, Fallout: New Vegas, both feature gendered 
damage upgrades. Acquiring the “Lady Killer” or “Black Widow” up-
grades each grant +10 percent damage bonuses and “unique dialogue 
options” with NPCs of the “opposite” gender relative to the player 
avatar’s gender. Fallout: New Vegas also has equivalent same-gender 
power-ups called “Confirmed Bachelor” and “Cherchez La Femme” to 
support gay relationships with named NPCs. For the vast majority of 
agents in an open-world simulation, with whom the player will never 
speak, these power-ups are compelling choices in the sense of their 
combat damage bonuses, and Dead Island ’s “Gender Wars” is rooted 
in this convention.

FeministWhorePurna as Read by Dead Island Players
Dead Island has no developed conversation simulation like Fallout or 
other open-world RPG simulation games, so “unique dialogue op-
tions” for a gendered power-up are not relevant. Instead, the Femi
nist Whore or “Gender Wars” power-up for Purna players confers 
solely a damage bonus against hostile NPCs gendered as men. The 
power-up is unique to the Purna character and not available for the 
other female character, Xian Mei, and “misogynist” power-up equiva
lents do not exist for male player characters.

The ability icon for the power-up consists of a “feminist power” 
symbol, a Venus symbol inscribed with a clenched fist. This image 
implies that Gender Wars are a militant, activist, feminist vocation. 
This is consistent with the in-game lore for the Purna character, an 
autobiographical monologue (with voice-over narration) displayed 
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prominently at the beginning of the game while the player selects a 
character, which casts Purna as a woman of color and an Australian 
ex-cop who struggles against virulent racism and sexism in her 
profession:

You know how many female half-Aborigine detectives there were 
before me? None. You think it was easy suffering the abuse of 
my so-called colleagues? Half of ’em hated me because I was a 

FIGURE 11.1. Character selection screen with “Purna” selected from Dead 
Island on Windows.
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girl and the other half didn’t like the fact that my mum was a 
Koori. So I came up the hard way: I busted my ass. It took me 
twelve years to make detective and that still wasn’t enough. It’s 
an old boys’ club, you know. The whole justice system is a fucking 
joke. . . . No one would care because I was nothing, a nobody, an 
Abo bitch.

Within the context of contemporary video games about shooting 
things, this is an incredibly progressive portrayal of a woman of color 
who is angry with institutional barriers, both in her personal and 
professional life. However, she is still somewhat of a “straw-woman 
feminist” whose main character trait is that she more or less hates 
all white men.

Purna’s “angry unreasonable black woman” attitude toward in-
stitutional sexism contrasts with the other playable woman charac-
ter, Xian Mei, who is portrayed as more patient and “reasonable.” She 
is an undercover cop from Hong Kong who resents her male bosses 
but remains stoic, ending her own monologue by saying “I just need 
the opportunity to prove myself.”

However, it is questionable whether most Dead Island players 
(mostly men, one assumes) would stop to listen or read the charac-
ters’ biographies, or whether most were ever exposed to these back-
stories, which would require them to consider playing as a female 
character. To the game engine, these characterizations are merely 
text and audio assets that could easily be rewritten and swapped 
out of the game without having to reprogram or redesign any game 
systems.

For most players, the narrative behind FeministWhorePurna and 
the Gender Wars power-up is secondary to its strategic value. What 
is the game-play logic of this power-up within the context of the 
simulation? How does it better afford the killing of zombies to level-
up characters and become more powerful?

In Dead Island, players level-up their character by spending points 
in a skill tree. To advance further down the skill tree and access more 
powerful upgrades, the player must spend at least three points in a 
previous row above.

When considering whether to invest points into Gender Wars, 
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the player must also consider investing points in abilities within the 
same row, including Maintenance, which makes close-combat melee 
weapons last longer, and/or Kicks of Strength, which gives energy to 
the player when kicking enemies.

Given that the Purna character is presented as a “firearms expert” 
in the character selection screen (this is literally the first thing the 
player learns about her after her name; when selected, she is holding 
a rifle, and we learn that her “rage bonus” only applies to pistols), it 
is questionable whether players would choose the Maintenance or 
Kicks of Strength skills, which are upgrades that do not apply to gun 
combat.

So, Gender Wars is an obvious strategic choice for most Purna 
players.

Additionally, players can spend points to upgrade their upgrades. 
At Rank 1, Gender Wars gives a +5 percent damage increase “against 
opposite sex.” At Rank 2, that value increases to +10 percent damage, 
and at Rank 3 it confers +15 percent damage. This bonus stacks with 
Purna’s other damage upgrades. Dead Island players generally agree 
that Gender Wars is very effective; across several Internet message 
boards for discussing game strategy, players argue that most of the 

FIGURE 11.2. Purna’s “Combat” skill tree, with the Gender Wars icon 
highlighted at Rank 3. It is the only upgrade in that row that applies 
to firearms damage, her specialty.



	 104	 Robert Yang

game’s monsters, especially near the end of the game, are gendered 
as male and thus susceptible to the damage bonus:

It is worth it. There are no enemy female humans. Act 3-4 [of the 
game] has almost no female zombies and all specials are male.

Take it. Almost every enemy is male and it gets amplified by her 
survival skill.

The zombie overlords are all male.

Its a nice damage buff versus Thugs, Rams and Butchers.7

Gender Wars boosts damage against male zombies, which seem 
to be about half of the common zombies, and many of the tougher 
zombies, making Gender Wars very useful.8

Thus, Gender Wars is an upgrade that is central to Purna’s identity 
as a playable character—and that identity is a woman of color who 
specializes in sniping men from a distance. Gender Wars’ effective-
ness depends on the number of generic “men” in the game, as well 
as generic “special” male enemies that are also freely spawned and 
deleted by the game engine as necessary. It turns out that the major-
ity of hostile NPCs are male, which implies that male is the “default 
gender” even for seemingly androgynous or un-gendered enemies.

Technical Reading of FeministWhorePurna
Given that players would never know of Gender Wars’ history un-
less they read the news coverage, the situation begs the following 
question: Why is this technical history important, and how did 
FeministWhorePurna function internally within the script file, 
within the game engine itself?

“FeministWhorePurna” was a “skill” object bound to newly 
created Purna-classed player characters within a text file called 
“default_player_setup.scr.” Although this file is no longer loaded in 
retail versions of Dead Island, it seemed to control game logic and 
skill manifests for all four playable characters as well as default 



	 On “FeministWhorePurna” and Ludo-material Politics	 105

money supplies and inventories at various checkpoints within the 
game.

The .scr file extension likely denotes this file as a “script,” a form 
of plain-text non-compiled code common in many game engines, 
that denotes game rules and initializes variables but is not part of 
the game engine itself. Script files are commonly the interface be-
tween the game engine (complex, low-level code that controls graph-
ics, sound, physics, etc.) and the game code (simpler, high-level code 
that defines worlds, inhabitants, items, etc.). Scripting operates as a 
sort of bridge, a central locus of interaction between separate pro-
gramming and game design departments at a large commercial game 
studio like Deep Silver or Techland.

The “default_player_setup.scr” excerpt in question reads as follows:

sub Skills_Purna ( ) {

[ . . . ]

Skill(“TeamSpirit2Purna”);

Skill(“FeministWhorePurna”);

Skill(“MeleeDurabilityPurna”);

[ . . . ]

}

Such script files are often enticing sites of intervention for game 
modders (end users who modify the game) to edit the text to recon-
figure the game’s behavior. In this case, modders edited the contents 
of default_player_setup.scr, and one modder described the script’s 
functionality as “a way to alter the items you get when choosing a 
chapter.”9 This description sounds neither “private” nor “obscure,” as 
described by Techland’s public statement. At best, their statement 
is a substantial mischaracterization of this file’s importance and in-
terdependency within the game engine; editing the file would have 
required cooperation and cross-validation between multiple depart-
ments at Techland.

If a programmer added a new skill to the game, he or she would 
have to edit this script file to implement that change. If a designer 
wished to balance or delete any skills, he or she would have to edit 
this script file to implement that change. If a quality assurance tester 
wished to try different player equipment load-outs to test game 
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balance, he or she would have to edit this script file to implement 
that change.

Multiply these cases across staff, between multiple coders, de-
signers, or testers, and it is only reasonable to conclude that many 
more people than one “rogue coder” were editing this file and signing 
off on its contents through years of development. The credits of Dead 
Island for the Windows platform list thirty-two programmers, not 
including any engine or tools engineers, and zero game-design roles 
(which is unusual practice within the industry), but eight level de-
signers and seven writers and thirty-four quality assurance staff. All 
development staff would have had to validate their changes against 
the rest of the file; if there was even a single errant line anywhere, 
it might have caused a parsing error in the game and the script file 
could be rendered inoperable. Testing staff might have even encoun-
tered the “Feminist Whore” text string within the game interface 
itself, before it was replaced for the public retail version.

So, for whatever reason, throughout Dead Island ’s development, 
multiple staff members at Techland and Deep Silver likely saw the 
text string “FeministWhorePurna” in this highly shared, highly in-
tersectional, commonly invoked file within the game—and this text 
was not changed until very late in the development process. This 
means that the renaming was probably a low-priority development 
task, postponed until more of the game was built, or until more ur-
gent, “game-breaking” bugs were fixed.

Conclusion
This analysis insists on referring to the original 2011 incident as 
“FeministWhorePurna” instead of “Feminist Whore,” as it was 
known in news media. Using “Feminist Whore” instead of “Feminist
WhorePurna” erases both the racial politics—only the dark-skinned 
“man-hating” character Purna is a “feminist whore,” not the Xian Mei 
character—as well as the technical politics—this was a mechanic em-
bedded at a central juncture in the game logic, which requires wide-
ranging complicity across broad levels of the development team.

While much of this analysis is educated conjecture, it is still 
conjecture. Due to the hyperbolic levels of secrecy maintained by 
the triple-A game industry, it is exceptionally unlikely that the 
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public will ever know the specific details and processes that led to 
FeministWhorePurna, and games media journalism regularly as-
sumes that such details are trade secrets that cannot be discussed—
and so no one ever asks. Techland’s public statement relied on this 
expectation to characterize FeministWhorePurna as the work of a 
rogue misogynist working alone, rather than a symptom of institu-
tional misogyny that allowed such behavior to go unchecked until 
right before the game’s release. Such assumptions are dangerous 
because they encourage development communities to clean up and 
hide evidence of toxic behavior, rather than address root causes and 
the reality of a hostile work environment.

But even in its sanitized version, Dead Island ’s in-game portrayal 
of Purna is still deeply racist and sexist, implying that “gender wars” 
are performed only by angry women of color, and never perpetuated 
by stoic, patient, lighter-skinned women (Xian Mei) or men (Sam B 
and Logan). Only Purna has access to this ability, and her play style 
leads most players to invest in it. This game-play logic eerily mimes 
Techland’s statement—in both dimensions, “gender wars” are about 
individuals (one playable character Purna, one rogue misogynist 
programmer) acting thoughtlessly on their personal emotions. Mi-
sogyny is never understood as a widespread oppressive institution, 
and feminism is denied its status as a methodical tactic of resistance 
against oppressive institutions. Thus, a more progressive mode of 
game development involves more than just proofreading the in-
game text before retail release; it requires critical reflection on work-
flow, process, team structure, and game design.
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I am interested in a broad conceptualization of queer femme as that 
which exceeds the normative limits of femininity, of the femme slut 
who refuses to bend to demands for chastity from normative institu-
tions, but also commands the sexual agency to decide not to be sexu-
ally available.

—Micha Cárdenas, “Blah, Blah, Blah: Ke$ha Feminism?”

When it debuted in 2009, Platinum Games’ Bayonetta sparked a 
frenzy of debate among feminist gamers on the Internet. Described 
variously as camp queen,1 masculinist fantasy par excellence,2 “love 
letter to femininity,”3 and failed Lady Gaga,4 Bayonetta is situated 
at a divide in the community: What place does sexiness have in the 
cultural construct of the progressive heroine? The game features an 
unrealistically proportioned hypersexual witch who hunts down an-
gels using magic powered by her hair, which also serves as her pri-
mary means of clothing. The more powerful the attack, the more hair 
is shifted from covering her body to destroying its target. Bayonetta 
brutally dispatches her heavenly foes to the bubbly sounds of J-pop, 

Chapter 12

Welcome to My Fantasy Zone
Bayonetta and Queer Femme Disturbance

AMANDA PHILLIPS
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interjecting bondage-themed special attacks between more tradi-
tional gun- and swordplay and pistols shooting from her platform 
heels. Her five-hundred-year-old European spell-casting maneuvers 
resemble contemporary exotic dance.

On the surface, Bayonetta is the ideal candidate for thinking 
about the objectification of women in video games, a topic that is 
best understood by many in terms of Laura Mulvey’s theory of the 
male gaze—or rather, a version of the male gaze that focuses exclu-
sively on its interest in what happens when a straight man looks at 
a woman rather than the ways in which power and desire become 
entwined with the complicated technical and cultural apparatuses 
of cinema.5 Despite feminist film scholars’ thorough critique and re-
configuring of their own theories on the power dynamics of visual-
ity since 1975, contemporary critics remain loyal to this reading of 
Mulvey’s original formulation when discussing representations of 
female characters in video games through a feminist lens. Yet, while 
much popular critique holds Bayonetta up as an example of straight 
male desire run wild, this femme fatale is not typical in her orienta-
tion toward heteronormative masculinity or in her relationship to 
the apparatus of the gaming machine: there is something distinctly 
queer at her core that disrupts efforts to cast her according to this 
timeworn trope.

The game follows Bayonetta’s quest to reconstruct her memories 
after being resurrected in the twentieth century, the last survivor 
of a war between her female clan, the Umbra witches, and the all-
male Ithavoll sages that took place centuries ago during the histori-
cal witch hunts in early modern Europe. This narrative backdrop is 
a simplistic invocation of serious questions about gendered power, 
though the consistently campy execution might be read equally as 
parody of feminism or critique of patriarchy—and usually it is a 
combination of the two. The game inverts the war between heaven 
and hell, placing Bayonetta and the gamer on the side of “evil” 
against a thinly veiled analogue of the Catholic Church. Most of the 
action takes place in the Baroque environment of the fictional reli-
gious European city-state of Vigrid, while Handelesque choirs an-
nounce the arrival of angels (organized according to the Celestial 
Hierarchy first put forward in the fifth century by Pseudo-Dionysus 
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the Areopagite) to do battle with Bayonetta. The game is segmented 
into “Chapters” and “Verses” (rather than levels) to add an addi-
tional biblical flair to the entire production. Set against the histori-
cal violences and prohibitions perpetrated against women and sexual 
minorities by chaste religious institutions, as well as the Catholic 
Church’s ongoing position as a bastion of colonial, heteropatriarchal 
power, Bayonetta’s sultriness has more purpose than the decontextu-
alized sexiness of most female heroes. In the words of games journal-
ist Chris Dahlen, “her sex is a weapon,” and it is aimed squarely at one 
of the world’s most symbolic male-dominated, sexually prohibitive, 
colonizing institutions.6

Bayonetta’s weaponized sexuality falls into the category of what 
Micha Cárdenas calls “femme disturbance,” the propensity of femi-
ninity to disrupt phallic power structures through its own excess.7 
Femme disturbance, rather than wholly reclaiming a feminine fig-
ure for progressive ends, disrupts simplistic notions of agency and 
resistance to open the way for recognizing how systems might be as-
sailed from within.8 Fictional figures are important in imagining new 
ways to confront oppressive regimes, and characters like Bayonetta 
are often overlooked because they resemble too closely some of main-
stream feminism’s historically abjected subjects: the stripper, the sex 

FIGURE 12.1. Bayonetta struts toward the camera. Screen capture from 
Bayonetta. 
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worker, the slut. Her body is hypervisible, seemingly designed for a 
viewer’s pleasure. Her hair–clothing appears as a skintight leather 
catsuit on her body, and she walks with a sassy swing in her hips. 
Her proportions are unrealistic, her body contorts in improbable 
ways, and her performance of sexiness sometimes seems un-self-
aware, potentially making her the perfect object for the voyeur (see 
Figure 12.1). Prior to the game’s release, its marketing campaign came 
under fire for encouraging passersby in a Japanese subway station 
to undress a mural of Bayonetta by taking individual advertisement 
cards concealing her near-naked body. In the context of a subway 
system well known for male sexual assault of female passengers, 
this was rightly condemned as a harassment training mechanism.

However, the visual enticement of misogynist consumers is only 
one side of Bayonetta’s story. In fact, like many feminist film theo-
rists, the game is preoccupied with and skeptical of both the cine
matic eye and the straight male gaze. Bayonetta’s relationship to 
visuality is not straightforward. She has the ability to make herself 
invisible at will by crossing into Purgatorio, a parallel plane of reality 
in which witches and angels can meet to do battle but into which nor-
mal humans cannot see. Human characters in the game world react 
to Bayonetta’s destruction of physical objects and will act startled 
when she runs by, but they cannot see or touch her. During one cine
matic sequence, for example, an investigative journalist named Luka 
attempts to take a picture of Bayonetta with his camera, only to dis-
cover that she cannot be captured on film (see Figure 12.2). She uses 
invisibility to her advantage particularly against this relentless male 
pursuer, running circles around him and painting his face with lip-
stick while he attempts to ascertain her position.

Straight male desire in the game’s cut scenes is mediated through 
the figure of Luka, whose fantasies about Bayonetta are enacted by 
the cinematic gaze and coincide with his inability “really” to see the 
world around him. In Chapter 5, for example, Bayonetta launches 
herself at Luka unexpectedly. They fly through the air. Time slows 
down. Luka’s hand slides across her buttocks. Bayonetta clutches 
his face to her bosom. They land, Luka on bottom and Bayonetta 
steadying herself with a sexy flourish, as a falling pillar destroys the 
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platform on which they had been standing. Bayonetta leaps off him 
without another word to battle the incoming foes that he can’t even 
see. Luka’s fantasy of a willing embrace is shattered when it turns out 
Bayonetta was saving him from danger he was unable to perceive. In 
Chapter 14, Bayonetta watches for danger as Luka pilots a helicopter. 
When she commands him to look, his response is a breathless, “Oh, 
I’m looking . . .” as another fantasy slow-motion sequence focuses 
on water dripping down Bayonetta’s breasts.

Then missiles blow them apart.
Both scenes (and several others like it) parody Luka’s inability to 

see, as he says, “the reality of things.” In his blog post about gendered 
power in Bayonetta, William Huber suggests Luka is a stand-in for 
the male gamer—though Huber’s basis for this claim rests largely 
on his skepticism regarding Bayonetta’s function as point of iden-
tification in the game world rather than an object purely for view-
ing.9 Luka does refer to characters from unrelated video games as 
ex-girlfriends, lending credibility to Huber’s reading while also play-
ing to a fannish desire for Easter eggs, connecting Luka to an out-
side world to which only gamers have access. If he does function as a 

FIGURE 12.2. Luka attempting to take a photograph of Bayonetta. Screen 
capture from Bayonetta. 
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gamer surrogate in some ways, however (for male viewers rather than 
female ones, who from this critical perspective presumably would 
have no trouble identifying with a female avatar), his status as the 
punch line to numerous jokes about vision also implicates the male 
gamer himself within this critique.

From the beginning, however, the narrative codes heterosexual 
union as deviant and dangerous: Bayonetta is the product of an Umbra 
Witch mother and a Lumen Sage father, a violation of the gendered 
clans’ separation that plunges the world into war. So many critiques 
of Bayonetta focus on her relationship with men on- and off-screen 
to the exclusion of the other female characters in the game: Jeanne, 
the sister witch who is her primary antagonist until near the game’s 
end, and Cereza, a child who wanders into the line of fire and accom-
panies Bayonetta through most of her journey. Father Balder, the 
Lumen Sage at the head of Ithavoll who is also Bayonetta’s father, 
brings overtones of pedophilia and incest to the game when he tries 
to unite his body with Cereza, whom he reveals to be Bayonetta’s 
childhood self, by luring the girl into his lap. Cereza’s role is often 
critiqued as a means to constrain Bayonetta to the familiar role of 
mother and caretaker. However, the revelation of the girl’s true iden-
tity toward the end of the game shifts the meaning of their relation-
ship: protecting the little girl orients Bayonetta toward radical self-
care rather than reproductive futurity. Her growing affection for 
Cereza is actually directed inward, her combat skills directed toward 
self-actualization.10

While Bayonetta does eventually require assistance to survive the 
endgame, it comes not in the expected form of Luka but in Jeanne, 
another Umbra Witch with whom Bayonetta is much more evenly 
matched intellectually, sexually, and in terms of actual power. Their 
girl-power relationship, and indeed the entire conceit of a separat-
ist clan of powerful warrior women, is the stuff of 1970s lesbian 
feminist fantasies. They maintain a healthy adversarial respect for 
one another throughout the early stages of the game, which devel-
ops into recognition and deep affection as they recall their history 
together: childhood friends who grew up and fought alongside each 
other in the war. The game is bookended by a repeated animation, 
re-skinned to reflect a change in costume after five hundred years, 
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which has them twirl in the air and match up back to back, descend-
ing as Bayonetta shouts, “Just stay close to me!” Though there is 
never an explicit sexual encounter between the two, neither is there 
one with Luka, whom Bayonetta taunts and punishes in much the 
same way as the angels in the game. Indeed, the “Torture” attacks 
that are often identified as part of the game’s sadomasochistic aes-
thetic are influenced not so much by sexual practice as by actual 
instruments of torture, like iron maidens and guillotines, meant to 
invoke the historical witch hunts in Europe. The one notable excep-
tion is the bondage horse, which Bayonetta uses to bring the only 
feminine-bodied angel in the game to an explosive orgasm.

Bayonetta engages queer narrative and aesthetics just as much as 
she actively refuses heteronormative gestures in the game, but her 
relationship to queerness exists in more than just these surface sig-
nifiers. While the cinematic scenes in the game metaphorically ridi-
cule Luka’s gazing male eyes, they also by extension call into ques-
tion the reality of the events that a camera can show the spectator. 
The game’s stylized cut scenes come in two varieties: those fully ani-
mated by a computer, and storyboard sequences in which still images 
and partially frozen movement take the place of full motion anima-
tion. These latter scenes are framed with film sprocket holes, as if 
the cinematic eye has been overtaken by the procedural camera of 
game animation, not only relegating cinema to a pastness of narra-
tive visuality but also undermining its reliability to capture the full 
details of a narrative event. What replaces it is a type of machinic 
vision unique to video games.

Alexander Galloway discusses the development and impact of 
gamic vision as it evolves from the cinematic subjective shot, ex-
panding the ability of this point of view to encourage rather than 
thwart the spectator’s identification with the camera’s subject.11 Im-
plicit within this structure is the machine-eye view—a subjective 
shot from the perspective of the rendering engine responsible for 
tracking and drawing the portions of game space visible to the gamer 
in real time. Whereas a film critic might look to the creative decisions 
of the director behind the camera, a gamic camera may or may not 
have a human subject framing the shots. Many contemporary com-
mercial games like Bayonetta have navigable 3-D spaces that often 
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require a gamic camera to automate the framing process. Watching 
Bayonetta becomes quite complicated during game play, and the 
gamic camera has much to do with this. Twitchy combo-driven com-
bat mechanics ensure that Bayonetta as an avatar is usually a blur. 
The camera only slows to witness her most powerful (though not 
necessarily most sexual) attacks, and the photo-finish freeze-frames 
that end a sequence of battles (eliciting much commentary about her 
status as an object for the camera) often obscure Bayonetta’s figure 
behind an explosion of bloody body parts.

Bayonetta’s real-time camera primarily functions to keep the ava-
tar in the middle of the screen and is locked at a distance that pri-
oritizes a wider radius for ease of negotiating the game’s combat se-
quences, which are fast-paced, crowded with moving elements, and 
often feature enemy combatants who are orders of magnitude larger 
than Bayonetta herself (see Figure 12.3). While some gamic camera 
systems allow the user to control both the angle and zoom of the 
shot, this is not a feature of Bayonetta’s scopic regime. This lack of 
control has been a source of complaint by fans on message boards 
concerning both personal combat preference and sexual frustration 
over the inability to view the avatar up close. Indeed, the only way 
to zoom in on Bayonetta’s body during play is to manipulate the 
system in a way that resembles sexual assault of both avatar and 
camera: the gamer must position her body in a corner and rotate the 
camera so that it becomes pinned between avatar and wall and is 
forced closer to her. Here, the enticement of voyeurism clashes with 
technological restriction.

What is visible is a complicated matter in video games that is 
bound up in software procedures like the constant calculation of 
visual output based on user input or game rules such as the “fog of 
war” that determines what the gamer is allowed to see based on her 
previous actions and earned abilities in the game. In Bayonetta, an 
exploit known as the “camera trick” exposes the strange ways in 
which procedures interact with visuality in the game: if the gamer 
activates a special power known as “Witch Time” during play and 
has the gamic camera positioned such that the enemies on-screen 
are not visible, they will not attack Bayonetta even if they had been 
actively hostile before triggering the event. These types of interac-
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tions, wherein user control over the gaze works on more than sim-
ply the visual scene of the game, indicates that in gaming, the gaze 
can be permeable and recursive. Indeed, just like in pornography 
or horror, it is in the visual scene that gamers receive the informa-
tion that transforms the medium into what Carol Clover calls a body 
genre—only this time, the loop is closed, with the bodily response 
feeding back into and transforming what happens on the screen via 
a peripheral device like a game controller.

Brenda Brathwaite’s history of sex in video games cites an inter-
view with Atari founder Nolan Bushnell in which he suggests that 
developers considered the sexual implications of gaming hardware 
as far back as the arcade joystick.12 Current mainstream game con-
soles do not employ peripherals designed exclusively for sex, but they 
do create moments that I would call sexual analogues, in which con-
troller functions mimic sexual activity. Certain weapons, for exam-
ple, allow Bayonetta to create and mount a pole around which she 
twirls, dealing significant damage to the unfortunate audience of 
this spectacle; the gamer must perform this action by twirling the 
analog stick on the controller. The game’s sexual analogues get really 
interesting during the Torture attacks that require swift, repetitive, 
single-button presses in order to max out the power of the attack. 

FIGURE 12.3. Bayonetta (center, barely visible on-screen) fighting the 
enormous Temperantia. Screen capture from Bayonetta.
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This mechanic is by far the most common in the game, and its sexual 
implications aren’t fully illuminated until a boss battle, when the at-
tack is given the label of “Climax.” This sexual analogue, unlike those 
in other games that mimic the rocking back and forth of penetra-
tion (as in Santa Monica Studio’s God of War) or Simon-like button-
pressing sequences that code heterosexual coupling as a complicated 
but routine sequence of moves (as in Quantic Dream’s Heavy Rain), 
the Climax finishers in Bayonetta invoke clitoral masturbation, par-
ticularly when one considers the common gamer strategy of placing 
the controller in their own lap and pressing with the index finger 
rather than the thumb in order to maximize button-pressing speed. 
If we take the metaphoric potential of the game’s sexual analogues 
seriously, the gamer’s pleasure as registered by the body is charac-
terized not by the twisting phallic columns of hair-summoning de-
mons on-screen or suggestive combat moves of the avatar but by the 
simulation of clitoral stimulation on the controller. Bayonetta as a 
soft-core production certainly induces masturbatory pleasure as its 
critics claim, but it forces the tactile enactment of that pleasure into 
a clitoral structure.13

This gesture is merely disruptive rather than necessarily pro-
gressive in nature, working against the prevalence of phallic struc-
tures in video game culture, in soft-core practice, and in cinema. It 
pushes back from within a binary gender system in which phallus 
and clitoris are metonyms of cisgendered bodies. Bayonetta’s plot 
and game play go one step further by leading the gamer to destroy 
an all-male Vatican analogue by systematically dismembering its 
giant, glittery white angelic guardians. From a scopic regime that 
entices the consumer oriented toward the exploitation of the male 
gaze, Bayonetta ultimately enlists the gamer in a project that de-
privileges and ridicules phallic scopophilia, dismembers the struc-
tures of religio-corporate masculinity, literally and figuratively cas-
trates its central figures, and channels masturbatory pleasure at the 
game’s climaxes into a clitoral form. Here, Carol Clover’s comments 
about the dual sadistic and masochistic nature of the gaze are par-
ticularly salient: just as horror films use sadism as the sleight of hand 
to entice audiences into an ultimately masochistic experience, so, too, 
does Bayonetta. Tanner Higgin’s primary complaint that Bayonetta ul-
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timately fails to “make men uncomfortable” about their potential de-
sire for her body neglects to take into account the game’s thinly veiled 
(and numerous) references to castration, which range in transparency 
from sequential bodily dismemberment to bloody tentacle severing 
to shooting the penis off a cherub statue.

Clover argues that horror films subvert what she calls “our ul-
timate gender story,” that “sadistic violence is what finally distin-
guishes male from female,” and that masochism has no place in 
hegemonic straight masculinity.14 Her description of the critical re-
sponse to the violent rape-revenge film I Spit on Your Grave is worth 
quoting at length:

I Spit on Your Grave provides, for many long stretches of its hour-
and-a-half narration, as pure a feminine–masochistic jolt as the 
movies have to offer. No such possibility is even hinted at in the 
reviews that led to its condemnation and censorship, however. 
On the contrary, the film was characterized, in tones of outrage 
and in the name of feminism, as the ultimate incitement to male 
sadism, a “vile film for vicarious sex criminals,” a “sleazy exploi-
tation movie” that “makes rapists of us all.” But there is some-
thing off here: something too shrill and totalizing in the claim 
of misogyny, something dishonest in the critical rewritings and 
outright misrepresentations of the plot required to sustain that 
claim, something suspicious about the refusal to entertain even 
in passing the possibility of involvement with the victim’s part, 
something perverse about the unwillingness to engage with the 
manifestly feminist dimensions of the script.15

What happens in Bayonetta’s reception is an echo of this same reac-
tion—a milder version in response to what one might call a milder 
text playing out decades later. Feminist critics condemn the way the 
game seems to offer her body up to the male gaze without interrogat-
ing the ways in which she demonstrably avoids it and turns it on itself. 
Chris Dahlen documents the shame and embarrassment professed 
by straight male gamers playing the game,16 echoed in academic 
blogs by figures like Tanner Higgin17 and William Huber;18 for these 
men, she is a grotesque representation of what they are supposed to 
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find attractive, an object to possess rather than to serve as a point of 
entry into the game world. Those who write in Bayonetta’s defense 
mark her as a point of identification only for women (and, signifi-
cantly, queer) gamers.19

Here again we see the repetition of a failure to believe in a mas-
culine identification with a feminine character, despite the game’s 
other appeals to “hard-core” (presumed male) gamer set. Bayonetta, 
for all its flirtatious feminine trappings, is a brutally difficult game 
with game play that focuses on skill and familiarity rather than luck: 
it is important to master the combat combos and special moves, be-
cause basic attacks are not adequate to survive the waves upon waves 
of angels that the gamer must face. These gamic attributes, which 
seem to appeal to the masculine video game demographic that val-
ues challenge and mastery over technology, nevertheless encourage 
critics to believe that Bayonetta’s body is on offer only as eye candy 
rather than as an extension of the gamer’s own subjectivity into the 
game world. This failure to believe in cross-gendered identification 
thoroughly infuses the industry’s public statements and gamers’ 
own self-assessments. The “target demographic” of straight white 
males addressed by researchers like Adrienne Shaw, who notes that 
expectations of male straightness permeate popular and academic 
conversations alike, is one of the foundational mythologies on which 
video games are designed, the reason given for the preponderance of 
bald white space marines and continued objectification of feminine 
bodies: you must give the market what it wants to be.20 When critics 
and academics alike take for granted that the power fantasies sup-
plied by video games are accessible to all players and yet, except in 
rare cases, fail to explore the queer and transgender fantasies that 
attend female-bodied avatars, this seems to point to a repetition of 
the disavowal that Clover identified decades ago.

It seems no surprise, in light of Clover’s work, that the particu-
lar woman around which this particular controversy revolves does 
significant, unreserved violence not simply to men, but to masculin-
ity. But the deeper issue here—that her essence somehow cannot 
be contained by the camera—gets at the heart of how game studies 
tries to articulate its object against other media forms like film: if 
something like a gaze operates in gaming, it is more than a visual 
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field. It is, rather, a matrix of recursive vectors of desire among the 
elements of a gamic system: human, hardware, software, rules, nar-
rative, and representation. What mediates Bayonetta, then, is not 
the penetrative cinematic camera described by Laura Mulvey and 
against which gamers judge her fitness as a feminist icon, but rather 
a recursive gamic system that kinesthetically entangles the body of 
the gamer via technological peripherals and the demands of play. 
Bayonetta’s aggressively feminine sexuality reaches beyond the 
screen to implicate the gamer in its own pleasures, disturbing the 
narratives we tell about what it means to be a gamer, or a woman, or 
a slut, or a hero in contemporary times.
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Her name was Rosalinde Shepard. She was born on Earth, in a dys-
topic future where crime and poverty reigned as humankind’s jour-
ney to the stars heightened economic disparity. The military seemed 
like a natural choice for her, and in fact she made her career by fight-
ing off an invasion by alien slavers almost single-handedly (while on 
vacation!). The trajectory of Rosalinde Shepard’s career from that 
point on was of galactic importance. She rose through the ranks to 
become captain of the SSV Normandy, the savior of humanity mul-
tiple times over, and the woman who—at the cost of her own life—
destroyed the invading Reapers and secured peace for the galaxy for 
all organic life. A master of both firearms and scientifically granted 
telekinetic abilities, she was a paragon on and off the battlefield, a 
true hero.

Now, consider someone else. His name is Ephraim Shepard, and in 
many ways, he’s quite different from Rosalinde. Ephraim was from a 
space colony, a human settlement on a planet far from Earth. Rather 
than being a war hero, he enlisted after being the sole survivor of 
an attack on his home by massive, monstrous alien sandworms. 

Chapter 13

Role-Play as Queer Lens
How “ClosetShep” Changed My Vision 
of Mass Effect

TODD HARPER
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Ephraim was a biotic (the in-game term for someone who pos-
sesses the telekinetic-esque abilities mentioned above), though un-
like Rosalinde, who started her career as a “Vanguard” (a frontline 
biotic soldier), Ephraim was a “Sentinel” who focused on biotic and 
engineering/medical skills rather than combat. And like Rosalinde, 
Ephraim was a galaxy-saving hero who stood up against the Reapers.

These overlapping yet different portraits represent two ap-
proaches I took to playing BioWare’s popular Mass Effect series of 
role-playing games (RPGs). Rosalinde Shepard was my initial version 
of the player-created avatar: a career soldier wielding quips and du-
biously explained space magic with equal deadliness. I followed her 
story across three titles using the series’ trademark “carry over” style, 
where game-play choices in one game can be imported to the next.

Rosalinde is just one flavor in a long tradition of what many call 
“FemShep”: female Commander Shepards. This term—which origi-
nated in fandom spaces—is bound up in the gender politics of gam-
ing at large, BioWare’s marketing of the Mass Effect games, and the 
relationships of players to games and avatars. The idea of “FemShep” 
sets her counter to the male, BioWare-presented “default” Shepard, 
who appears in all types of Mass Effect marketing material, with al-
most no exceptions. Carlen Lavigne has written on how BioWare’s 
packaging and marketing of FemShep for Mass Effect 3 highlights 
the complicated relationship between the publisher’s perception of 
her place in the game, and the rhetorical importance she has as an 
icon for fans—particularly women fans—of the series.1

For me, she is also one in a long line of characters I have played 
in various role-playing games, digital or not. Rosalinde was my ava
tar when I played the Mass Effect games “for fun” and “for my-
self” rather than for analytical or professional reasons. If the se-
ries is about the story of “your” Shepard, then Rosalinde’s story is 
my canon, my “official” Shepard. Of course, my having an “official” 
Shepard suggests that there are other possibilities, what-ifs, and 
potential alternate versions. Enter Ephraim.

A key recurring element in not just Mass Effect but most BioWare 
titles is the ability to “romance” a character. The number of romance 
options increased over the life of the series: three in the first game, 
six in the second. However, the third and final game represented 



	 Role-Play as Queer Lens	 127

a significant shift. Not only did the number of options explode to 
twelve, but for the first time, the game offered same-sex romances 
for both genders: male Shepards could romance another man, either 
new character Steve Cortez or series veteran Kaidan Alenko.2

Thus, in the summer of 2012, I undertook a play-through of the 
entire trilogy with one particular what-if in mind: a male Shepard 
who was a closeted gay man. Playing as Ephraim Shepard, the man 
I would come to refer to as “ClosetShep,” presented an interesting 
opportunity to examine my game-play choices in a series that pre
sents those choices as being fundamentally important to the experi
ence. In effect, I was retroactively explaining, in narrative form, a 
primarily mechanical innovation that only manifested itself in the 
final game of the series. If Shepard could have a gay romance in Mass 
Effect 3, why not in the first two games? What was keeping him from 
expressing himself? The idea that he was uncertain and in the closet 
seemed like an attractive explanation, and I was not the only critic 
to come to that conclusion.3

The idea of using a different starting context as an interpretive 
lens is hardly new, but in this case I was interested to see how the 
separate context of the closeted, male Shepard would affect a game-
play experience that was unlikely to change on its own. For the 
most part, regardless of the gender of your Shepard, the Mass Effect 
games present you with identical base experiences. Dialogue, events, 
character reactions: all are mechanically the same. What this play-
through really represented was a sense-making experiment. Given 
the real-life facts—that a cisgendered gay male Shepard having a 
same-sex romance wasn’t possible until Mass Effect 3—how could 
adjusting the lens to “well, he was in the closet” shape how those 
experiences were consumed and interpreted?

As many queer people will tell you, being in the closet isn’t just 
about hiding your sexuality. It’s a context that changes and influ-
ences everything that you do, as you put the work into maintaining 
that facade. The key to playing “Ephraim the closeted Commander 
Shepard” was to examine the seemingly unimportant choices, the 
“unrelated” things, which might be different coming from the per-
spective of a man trying to hide his sexuality and identity from those 
around him. It’s also worth noting that I don’t believe this would 
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have worked as an interpretive exercise if it were my first time play-
ing the games. In effect, ClosetShep was possible because of the exis-
tence of Rosalinde Shepard (whom I jokingly called “CanonShep” or 
“RealShep”). Rosalinde’s story was a product of my playing the game 
as if I was “just playing a game,” for lack of a better phrasing; put 
another way, she was the control group for ClosetShep’s experiment. 
As I played, it was her choices and her story to which I constantly 
compared Ephraim’s, her baseline against which he was judged.

It would be difficult to list all the ways these two characters di-
verged or found concordance over the course of all three games, since 
that amounted to well over a hundred hours of game play in the end. 
Certainly, some large-scale choices stand out. Ephraim Shepard went 
the first two games studiously avoiding romance; in the first game I 
decided he would be a relentless do-gooder, putting the job before his 
relationships and himself; comparatively, Rosalinde fell in love with 
crewmate Kaidan Alenko and found strength in that connection.

Bear in mind, between the first game and Mass Effect 2, Shepard 
effectively “dies” and is resurrected two years later by an organi-
zation called Cerberus, and suddenly the (to this point) relatively 
similar trajectories of these two Shepards shifted. Rosalinde gave 
up being a Vanguard in favor of retraining as an Adept (a backline 
fighter focusing on telekinetic powers) and spent the game trying 
to re-create the life she’d lost; Ephraim gave up being a Sentinel in 
favor of becoming a Vanguard—a class the game describes as “high 
risk, high reward”—due to the feeling that he’d lost everything and 
now had nothing else to lose. Rosalinde became more reflective in 
her dialogue choices and actions, while Ephraim became reckless, 
even self-destructive.

One moment in Mass Effect 2 stands out: a brief reunion with the 
aforementioned Kaidan Alenko. Cerberus, the organization that you 
work for in ME2, has a reputation established in the first game as 
ruthless terrorists that Shepard expresses reservations about work-
ing for. Kaidan, meanwhile, continues to be enlisted in the Earth 
Systems Alliance navy, and thus isn’t part of your group. When you 
briefly reencounter him in ME2, he’s incensed, angry, and hurt re-
gardless of whether you were his romantic partner; having believed 
Shepard dead for two years, Kaidan feels betrayed that Shepard is 
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now working with the “enemy” after all they’ve been through to-
gether. When I played as Rosalinde, this anger seemed natural con-
sidering the love they claim to have shared. Playing as Ephraim, 
however, the deep notes of betrayal and hurt in Kaidan’s dialogue 
suddenly took on a different tone. Speaking to Rosalinde, Kaidan felt 
angry, but talking to Ephraim there was a note of confused betrayal 
that seemed to transcend friendship.

This is important because Kaidan was one of the only options for 
ClosetShep’s eventual coming out in Mass Effect 3, and indeed that 
was the route I took. The road there was rocky. In the opening hours 
of Mass Effect 3, Kaidan is one of a handful of people who escapes 
Earth alongside Shepard, as the unstoppable alien menace of the 
Reapers assaults the planet. They head to Mars to retrieve another 
old friend and, in the process, Kaidan voices continued concerns 
about Shepard’s time with Cerberus. Perhaps worse, by the time the 
group leaves, he’s been seriously—almost mortally—wounded and 
spends most of the game’s first half unconscious in a hospital bed. 
Eventually, Kaidan recovers and the two are reunited, meeting at a 
café for dinner to catch up on recent events.

With Rosalinde, the tenor of the scene—reflected in her hesita-
tion and uncertainty, traits uncharacteristic of either Shepard even 
in their mildest moments—is explained by the fact that the two 
are obviously in love, and their shared past makes dealing with the 
situation hard. With Ephraim, on the brink of leaving the closet, 
this hesitance suddenly feels like words long unspoken, steps long 
untaken. The context of Mass Effect 3’s plot is that civilization as 
we know it is about to end—and in a matter of weeks, not years or 
decades. Ephraim Shepard might not have another month to work 
out whether he wants to share his feelings for Kaidan with him. He 
might have to do it right now. And when, eventually, Kaidan and 
Ephraim do reconnect over dinner later in the game, the conversa-
tion read from ClosetShep’s point of view makes it abundantly clear 
that Kaidan has had the same reservations, the same thoughts. It’s 
Kaidan who makes the first move, in the end, and when Shepard 
asks, “You and me, Kaidan?” the latter simply responds, “Yeah. It 
feels right, doesn’t it?”

Interestingly enough, if you’re playing as FemShep and don’t have 



	 130	 Todd Harper

an established relationship yet, the dialogue is actually quite dif-
ferent. At first the small talk is the same, but once the issue of the 
relationship arises there’s no hesitance, no sense that he might be 
rejected. Heterosexual Kaidan is considerably more assertive. There’s 
a note in both scenes that Kaidan has been keeping these feelings 
bottled up for a long time, but with FemShep all the hesitation, the 
fear of rejection, the worry that it might not be reciprocated, is gone. 
A colleague, observing both scenes one after the other, also noted 
that Kaidan shows actual public, physical affection for FemShep but 
does not for a male Shepard.

Denis Farr suggests that this specific writing might be an attempt 
on BioWare’s part to explain why this romance, which should realisti-
cally have been possible earlier in the Mass Effect series, wasn’t. He 
also argues quite effectively that playing a closeted Shepard requires 
a willing suspension of disbelief concerning the politics of its world; 
in a universe where a human and an alien can have an unquestioned, 
unproblematic relationship, why would coming out as gay suddenly 
involve drama? Who would care? As Farr notes, the game throws 
out the excuse that Kaidan said nothing because he perceived that 
Shepard was “so focused on the work,” trying again to explain why 
it wasn’t until now that he spoke up. So, in that sense, Kaidan’s hesi-
tation might have nothing to do with being “out” at all and every-
thing to do with not knowing whether Shepard felt the same way. 
Of course, presuming that Kaidan’s character is consistent across 
various options, the FemShep romance puts that into question, too. 
Because we see only a tiny cross-section of the lives of all these in-
dividuals, we have no way of really knowing, and the game doesn’t 
engage the idea of sexuality much, if at all, outside of this specific, 
romance-oriented context.

Of course, complicating this is the fact that as a character that can 
be romanced by either gender in ME3, Kaidan has what some have 
called “Schrödinger’s sexuality.”4 Like the cat in the box, Kaidan’s 
sexuality exists in a sort of quantum superposition that the player 
can collapse into observed certainty by choosing to romance him or 
not. Kaidan’s sexuality is defined primarily by his relationship to 
Shepard, an interesting contrast to the other same-sex male option, 
Steve Cortez, who is narratively defined as having had a husband who 
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was killed in action. A similar effect happens in BioWare’s Dragon 
Age 2, where all but one romance-capable NPC will accept a main char-
acter of either gender; as that character’s last name is Hawke, some 
fans of the game refer to those characters as “Hawkesexual.” And of 
course, in all these cases, characters very rarely refer to themselves 
with labels like “gay” or “lesbian.” We have no way of knowing, for 
example, whether Kaidan identifies as bisexual, a part of the queer 
spectrum that is heavily effaced in mass media representations.

The ending of Mass Effect 3 involves a choice between three op-
tions: destroying the invading Reapers, controlling them, or caus-
ing a chain reaction that fuses organic and cybernetic/synthetic life 
in the galaxy, bringing the threat of the Reapers to an end but ir
revocably changing the face of galactic civilization. All three choices 
result in Shepard’s “death” in some form. Rosalinde, my “canon” 
play-through, chose to destroy the Reapers, despite knowing that 
some of her closest companions would also be killed in the process. 
But for Ephraim the story was different. It’s difficult to explain this 
fully without a lot of wordy, sci-fi jargon-y explanation of the Mass 
Effect universe, but in short, the organic–synthetic fusion option 
(which fans have dubbed the “synthesis” option) resonated with me 
more as his choice. Writing in his “voice,” I put it thusly on Twitter 
as I live-tweeted the end of ClosetShep’s virtual life: “I don’t want 
to control. I’m tired of destruction. I just want everyone to have a 
chance to find out who they really are.”

Farr had a slightly different read on the situation than I did, but 
in the end I feel like he reached similar conclusions and felt the same 
way. He writes:

Sebastian [Farr’s closeted Shepard] saved the universe by decid-
ing to synthesize organic and synthetic life, a deus ex machina 
that seemed less important as I found myself at a loss for what 
that meant for his romance with Kaidan. I, as a person, did not 
particularly find Kaidan compelling. The romance, on the other 
hand, felt correct for Sebastian, a man who chased his dreams; 
whether those dreams were of Kaidan Alenko, or of seeing the 
galactic community come together and end their hostilities. Ul-
timately, his sacrifice read as someone who felt so undeserving 



	 132	 Todd Harper

of that particular love with Kaidan, that he was willing to give 
himself up. He was willing to sacrifice everything to ensure that 
other people could continue living without the kind of fear that 
ruled his life quite firmly for the first two games.5

Queering, queer readings, and fan (re)interpretation are nothing new 
in mass media, and not even really new in video games, particularly 
in gaming fan culture. Consider Ika Willis6 arguing that queering in 
fan work is about more than a simple matter of resisting a domi-
nant, non-queer reading, or Jenny Sundén7 discussing queer World 
of Warcraft players using queerness as a mode of transgressive play 
that makes the underlying value systems of the game’s world and 
culture apparent. Certainly, both my own work on how BioWare 
structures in-game romance options mechanically8 and Stephen 
Greer’s writing on how in-game affordances affect the ability to “play 
queer”9 emphasize the impact that the structure of games as a me-
dium can have on players’ ability to queer their consumptive practice.

I wonder, though, if we haven’t overlooked the potential useful-
ness of a kind of “comparative queerness” as a tool for understanding 
individual players’ experiences in actually engaging with and play-
ing in game worlds. When dealing with story-driven content in par-
ticular, this rereading of content one has already experienced with 
a new lens surprised me in what it revealed about the game I was 
playing. Perhaps more important, it highlighted things about my re-
lationship with the game and the characters I was playing I wouldn’t 
have noticed otherwise.

Rosalinde Shepard is almost certainly an “idealized” me. Her tough, 
funny, no-nonsense personality represents traits to which I aspire; 
even her physical appearance plays into ideas of how I wish I were 
rather than what I am. The choices I made playing as her felt much 
more consonant with how I expected the game to go; I was writing in 
the character that I felt the story should have.

Ephraim Shepard, on the other hand, felt like a much truer—
sometimes uncomfortably so—reflection of who I am, in all proba
bility because I had given him a backstory and motivations that often 
came from my own experiences as a person. I’ve never been a tough-
as-nails woman space marine, but I’ve been a closeted gay man who’s 
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had to suffer through loss and who is unsure of what his place in 
the world is. Certainly, some of Ephraim was still idealized; he was 
a fit borderline superhero who wielded psychic-like powers in outer 
space, after all. But as a player I was often surprised by what I found 
myself choosing while playing as Ephraim because it “felt right.” Not 
because it was what I wanted, but because I felt it was consistent.

Annika Waern10 has discussed the possibility of “bleed” between 
players and their avatars in RPGs. Interestingly enough, she does so 
by discussing another BioWare franchise, the Dragon Age series. Her 
conclusion is that in these situations—particularly romances—the 
boundary between what the player feels and what the character feels 
becomes blurry. A desire on the part of players to put parts of them-
selves into the character encourages them to have an emotional re-
action to things that happen to their avatar. Speaking anecdotally, 
I believe that both of my Shepards presented me with moments of 
bleed, but the tenor of those moments shifted dramatically depend-
ing on my starting point.

The question that remains is how this might be applied in frame-
works other than story-driven RPGs. It’s unlikely, for example, that 
I could go into a game of Tetris with this sort of approach because 
Tetris is highly abstract, but what about sports games? The “create 
an athlete and follow their career” mode is quite popular in many 
of these games. Is it possible to apply this sort of queer background 
reading in those situations? What sort of affordances does the game 
need to make before this becomes realistic and useful? Consider, for 
example, that the ClosetShep play-through was heavily inspired and 
enabled by BioWare’s late addition of male same-sex romance op-
tions to the Mass Effect series. This isn’t to say that being able to ro-
mance Kaidan from the start would have shut this down; ClosetShep 
could still ignore him until the final game. However, as Farr notes, 
the fact that this wasn’t the case likely directly led BioWare to make 
certain production-level decisions about dialogue and presentation 
that heavily enable this reading. Would this exercise have been as 
useful without them? It’s difficult to say.

One thing is clear, however: taking the time to construct a narra-
tive and then play it out in a game has considerable potential as a tool 
for queer game analysis. In particular, it seems to have its greatest 
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power when compared against an experience that might be consid-
ered the “expected” or “default” one. Just as queer media consumers 
are often asked to reinterpret a perceived social norm in queer terms, 
it is possible, and even enlightening, to apply this idea to game con-
tent as well.
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According to game theorist Markku Eskelinen, “Writing about games 
and gaming in general [is] . . . under-theorized.”1 With this observa-
tion in mind, this essay will attend to and point out a significant 
paucity found within game scholarship. We could suggest that this 
is a more systemic absence plaguing digital humanities writing in 
general, the umbrella under which we might place game studies. 
That absence is the presently lacking conversation between queer-
ness and gaming and, more specifically, a missing discussion around 
how we might, by looking beyond character representations and sto-
ries, understand games as digital artifacts bound up with natural-
ized, patriarchal constructions of gender and sexuality. This essay 
endeavors to illustrate that gaming technologies are inscribed with 
heteronormative constructions of difference, and that they there-
fore figure as a kind of politic as much as game stories and mechan-
ics do. Moreover, this argument suggests that we, as game scholars 
and gamers, should look toward games’ material technologies in 
order to interrogate the ways that games fundamentally reiterate 
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binary logics and foreclose on the fullness and complexity of queer 
expressions of identity.

Material gaming technologies mediate and influence our experi-
ences with games. This approach to thinking about gaming technolo-
gies is not unlike the way that digital humanities scholars under-
stand screens. Gaming technologies are informed by the very same 
dominant, hegemonic, heterosexist paradigms that game scholars, 
critics, and developers have identified in games themselves. A use-
ful springboard into this point is the platforming maven Lara Croft. 
The body of work on the design aesthetics governing Tomb Raider’s 
eminent treasure hunter represents well the “screen essentialism” 
coined by Nick Montfort and discussed by Matthew Kirschenbaum 
as the “digital event on the screen” studied irrespective of the tech-
nological mechanisms, like storage devices or computer code, that 
make it possible.2 But, additionally, interest in Croft makes clear 
that gender- and queer-oriented game writing focuses almost ex-
clusively on character designs, storytelling elements, and game-play 
mechanics and systems.

Lara Croft, though perhaps an idealized, vaguely pornographic 
“techno-puppet” designed for the heterosexual, male player, is interest-
ingly assessed in Anne-Marie Schleiner’s “Does Lara Croft Wear Fake 
Polygons?” which explains the multifaceted, gendered, and queered 
positions that Croft, as avatar, occupies.3 Schleiner describes Croft’s 
queer potentiality: Croft is simultaneously a female Frankenstein’s 
monster, a drag queen, a femme fatale, a potentially positive role 
model and anti-“bimbo,” and a “vehicle for the queer female gaze.”4 
Sharon R. Sherman’s “Perils of the Princess” similarly treats video 
games as on-screen texts and discusses their perpetuation of gender 
stereotypes, as well as female subversions of the “male message” of 
games and of the genders of the main characters.5 Although both of 
these scholarly works betoken the promise palpable in a marriage 
between gender and sexuality studies and game studies, they also 
point to this lack of scholarly attention to the materiality of games.

This is not to say that games are incapable of being differently 
inscribed. In Brendan Keogh’s “Just Making Things and Being Alive 
about It,” game developers Porpentine, Mattie Brice, Anna Anthropy, 
and merritt kopas discuss a burgeoning gaming scene comprising 
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queer and other marginalized developers made possible by tools like 
Twine, originally designed for hypertext fiction writers.6 In the fea-
ture, Brice discusses her autobiographical Mainichi (Japanese for 
“everyday”) and its systems. In the game, Keogh explains, “a seem-
ingly effortless task [like walking between your house and the café] 
becomes peppered with interruptions as you have to deal with people 
staring at you, people catcalling you, people misgendering you. The 
clunky, stop–start face of the Japanese role-playing game genre is 
used to show just how much effort it takes Brice to get through her 
daily life.”7 Eventually, because the game endlessly loops, continually 
returning you, as the player, to the protagonist’s bedroom, you are 
offered the opportunity to repeatedly experiment in making differ-
ent choices—paying with cash versus credit or walking on a different 
side of the street—and thus you learn to “change the way you live 
just to avoid harassment.”8 Mainichi conveys, then, through its sys-
tems, what Brice “has to deal with in her day-to-day life” as a queer 
woman.9 Moreover, this interactive memoir does not offer the faint 
echo of queerness that we find in Lara Croft; rather, it establishes 
queerness as an inescapable, essential experience that players live, 
albeit virtually. Still, despite its compelling, powerful, and impor-
tant “everyday” experience, Mainichi articulates a kind of queerness 
witnessed in other media: one interrogated by digital representa-
tions and, though less common, digital systems.

To both expand on the creative and critical work accomplished by 
queer developers like Brice and theorists like Schleiner and sidestep 
the absence, in game writing, of material technologies, I intend to 
rely on, in the remaining sections of this essay, a mix of game stud-
ies and digital humanities scholarship. Specifically valuable to this 
conversation will be Zach Blas’s attention to “queer technology,” use-
ful in thinking about how games, if viewed as queer technologies, 
have the capacity to “mutate and confuse,” as well as reproduce, the 
same heterosexist logics palpable in other technologies, such as in 
computer communications and the design of and functionary rela-
tionship between plugs and outlets.10 Similarly, Sadie Plant’s Zeros 
and Ones explores binary symbolism and numeric representations as 
conceptual epistemologies tied to, in part, Cartesian duality present 
in the binary code of zeros and ones, under which zeros are feminine 
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and bear a relationship to the psychoanalytic “lack” of women, con-
ceptually indicating absence, as opposed to ones, which are symboli-
cally masculine and tied to the phallus.11 Likewise, when we shove a 
plug into an outlet, we are mimicking penetrative, heterosexual sex 
acts and myopic gender formulations. Interestingly, this particular 
design—male/female—is not inherent to the way the device oper-
ates; it could be stripped of its implicit gendered power dynamics 
and recast.

Throughout media criticism, scholars have articulated the various 
intersections between gender, queerness, and technology. “Technol-
ogy” has itself been broadly conceived of as anything from bras to 
cars12 to the technologically inscribed queer and nonbinary body.13 
But the projects of new media artists like Blas (or Shu Lea Cheang’s 
Brandon, or Monica Ong’s Remedies) construct, through new media, 
sites for queerness and for questioning and dismantling hegemonic 
paradigms. By looking more closely at gaming hardware and juxta-
posing Gone Home with discussions of technologies below, I hope to 
demonstrate, as these artists do, the importance of looking to nor-
matively gendered game hardware as both informing and mediat-
ing digital gaming experiences. This work will reveal new ontological 
and epistemological possibilities and, subsequently, shift our rela-
tionship to games.

The Queer Story of Gone Home: Where We Have Been
The Fullbright Company’s 2013 first-person adventure Gone Home, 
billed on the game’s official website as a “story exploration video 
game” (http://gonehome.game/), gives voice to a hyper-personal, 
queer experience told through what Daniel Reynolds’s “Letters 
and the Unseen Woman” describes as an “epistolary architecture,” 
or “the distribution of messages around a game space.”14 The game 
opens on the porch of a house: in the lower left-hand of the first-
person shot rests luggage, tagged for Kaitlin Greenbriar, the player, 
who has just returned home after spending a year overseas. In front 
of the camera awaits a stained-glass door. In a note taped to the 
glass, the player’s sister Sam apologies for her absence: “I’m sorry 
I can’t be there to see you, but it is impossible.” The sister goes on 

http://gonehome.game/
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to explain that she does not want the player to “go digging around 
trying to find [her]” and that the two will “see each other again soon 
someday.” The player later discovers that, while they were abroad, 
Sam met and began dating fellow student Lonnie. Their parents 
were unable to accept Sam’s lesbian relationship, and so Sam and 
Lonnie ran away together.

Game critic and writer Danielle Riendeau frames the game as a 
kind of affective mirror, reflecting back to her, primarily through 
Sam’s struggles as a queer youth, specific experiences that “applied to 
[her]” and are “so heart-wrenchingly real and painfully close to [her] 
own.”15 Gender, sexuality, and technology scholar Samantha Allen 
similarly praises Gone Home as a cultural and political document. Ad
dressing that which exists outside the “magic circle,” it shows itself 
invested in producing and making apparent “queer experience” and 
in engaging cultural structures.16 To this end, the game offers play-
ers the opportunity to examine and navigate a dark but seemingly 
mundane house, a Wunderkammer of sorts, picking up and inspect-
ing a collection of artifacts and determining the secrets they hold 
regarding Sam and her family. The game designers’ decision to jux-
tapose objects like Bibles with queer and feminist literature like 
the zine Grrrl Justice Now: Kicking against the Patriarchy, which all 
wait to be discovered by the player, suggests that the game is in-
terested in representing and tackling cultural structures and ideas 
external to the space of the game. Gone Home appears, for critics 
like Allen, to be an exemplar of the successful marriage of queer-
ness and meaningful cultural play, in which we can see “play” as, 
Eric Zimmerman writes, “the free space of movement within a more 
rigid system.”17 Game theorists have likewise attempted to pin down 
the concept as that which enables players to “take part in generat-
ing, embodying, and transforming  .  .  . cultural meanings.”18 As a 
game-design value, play, like queerness, encourages complexity and 
unpredictability to exist and blossom in cultural systems, be those 
digital games or the gender binary. If this is true—if game systems 
resist or even thrive within cultural structures—let us then look at 
the oppositional messages encoded in gaming hardware: those val-
ues that contradict games’ ludic and transformative capacities as 
offered to us by game play.
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Locating Queerness in Technological Materiality: 
Where We Might Go
Queer technologies are specifically empowering as tools of queer 
agency. They resist heteronormative culture, the values of which 
are often designed into hardware. If it is to be categorized as queer, 
gaming hardware must question and transform patriarchal para-
digms. The design and functions of this hardware must enable sub-
versive play strategies. The brand of “queerness” discussed here is 
one sometimes described by theorists as “detach[ed] . . . from sexual 
identity” and identified as “more of a posture of opposition than a 
simple statement about sexuality.”19 We hear in this the rhetorics 
of noncompliance that reject the discourses of traditional familial 
life.20 Gaming hardware might even join games like Brice’s Mainichi 
in allowing players to experience facets of queer life. Joli St. Patrick 
and Avery McDaldno’s 2013 Queerness and Games Conference talk 
“Beyond Representation” outlines many features of queerness and 
queer life as related to games, including uncertainty, change, fluid-
ity, and complicated multilayeredness.21

Given that most gaming interactions are performed on screens 
through controllers, and keeping in mind what kinds of interface 
devices are commonly used to communicate our desires and enact 
agency in gaming environments, input devices seem to occupy a 
position of consequence among gaming hardware and technologies 
and can communicate these experiences, like uncertainty or change. 
A wealth of the play actions afforded to us by gaming systems are 
explored or executed by input devices like joysticks and controllers 
(voice commands are an exception). When they use existing hardware 
to play nearly all console games and many computer games, gamers 
are forced to enact heteropolitics. In attempting to control a charac-
ter or the camera, invariably players utilize the joystick. Joysticks 
determine the agency players have over the world and over their 
character: their ability to move and interact with objects and other 
characters. As such, while game play may be able to critique cultural 
systems, it is undermined by the contradictory logics of controllers. 
As the prime navigational mechanism and explorative tool of nearly 
all console games, we must not underestimate the importance of 
game controllers. As Blas advises, “Attempts to formulate a queer 
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technology implicates the urgency in carving out a queer freedom in 
hi-tech culture and providing the queer community with discursive/
practical tools for activism, resistance, and empowerment.”22

For games, formulating a queer technology means starting to 
offer alternatives to the prescriptive heterosexual ideology reflected 
in hardware. A productive area where we might begin such an under-
taking is with controllers. Input devices, like gamepads that feature 
at least one analog stick (PlayStation’s standard DualShock 3 or 4 or 
Xbox’s standard controllers utilize two), map games and gamers to 
the still-thriving phallocentric logics and perpetuate the conflation 
of hardware and masculinity (as opposed to software and feminin-
ity).23 As a variation of a joystick, analog sticks might be considered 
as one possibility among many. In short, we must reimagine gam-
ing hardware in order to problematize such ideologies. To do so, we 
might begin to wonder the following: How would game experiences 
be altered if controllers no longer assigned in-game agency to phal-
luses? Furthermore, how could game controls communicate queer 
experiences—like, say, uncertainty? We might explore this, for in-
stance, by creating a controller designed to, after each play session 
concludes, offer the player or the developer the option to remap its 
controls. For instance, instead of “X” always controlling, say, the char-
acter’s ability to jump, it would be perpetually reassigned to other but-
tons. This reproduces the idea of uncertainty and decentralizes con-
trol, while also orienting players toward their own disempowerment.

Thus, just as differently structured games facilitate different kinds 
of gaming experiences, this essay finds that restructured or rede-
signed gaming technologies will meaningfully affect our play expe-
riences in ways largely untouched. While I do not mean to say that 
we should entirely do away with present-day controller design aes-
thetics, I do think we could explore different options, which would 
allow us to retain the fluid mobility afforded by our dual phallus–
joysticks while still disavowing their unfortunate investment in 
heteronormativity and disempowering cultural systems. We might 
even initially look to, at least for some digital games, the viability 
of remodeling preexisting alternatives like the more gender-neutral 
directional pad, a move that symbolizes for me a gestural reinterpre-
tation of the main source of our agency as players.
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I dream of empty houses.
I think it’s a common dream: returning to childhood homes to 

find them empty and abandoned, exploring them and finding they’ve 
shifted and changed in your absence, even as they retain an eerie fa-
miliarity. It’s cliché. Like, of course things change and of course you 
can never go home again, and maybe it’s because I lived in a lot of 
different places growing up, but this kind of dream has been a per-
manent fixture in the landscape of my sleep.

Gone Home is about exploring an empty house—one that you 
never lived in, but one that’s full of familiar things. It’s about space 
and absence and leaving and most obviously it’s about a love rela-
tionship between girls. It’s a game about a lot of other things, too, 
and there are a lot of other narratives going on. But I’m going to talk 
about why Gone Home was important to me, and a lot of that has to 
do with the simple fact that this is a video game about girls in love.

This is a video game. About girls in love. That shouldn’t be excep-
tional in and of itself, but it is. And because it’s a video game about a 
big empty house and because it’s a story about girls in love, anyone 
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who has any familiarity with either of those genres is going in expect-
ing the worst to happen. Because seriously, setting a lesbian love story 
in a creepy old mansion is the perfect confluence of terrible. So from 
the start you’re thinking, okay, ghosts. Or suicide. Or probably both.

So you’re moving through the house, and you’re finding these 
audio journals from your little sister, Sam, telling you all about this 
girl she’s met named Lonnie and how cool she is. And you’re kind of 
on edge because the lights are flickering and every once in a while 
the house creaks in the storm and you don’t know what’s going to 
come first, the beginnings of a lesbian tragedy suicide sequence or 
something jumping out at you from a dark corner.

And then there’s this scene in a bathroom on the second floor. 
I’d entered the room from the hallway coming out of Sam’s bed-
room, having just read a few ominous-sounding notes from her. In 
the bathroom you turn on the light and immediately notice that 
there’s blood in the bathtub, and your heart races because this is 
a video game and you’re exploring an empty house on a dark and 
stormy night and nobody is around for some reason and you’re just 
waiting for it to turn out that, surprise(!), everyone is dead.

Let’s be honest here: if you have been playing video games for any 
length of time and you see a red splatter in a bathtub there’s no way 
you’re assuming it’s anything other than blood.

So you edge closer and you pick up a bottle next to the bathtub 
and read the label: “red right hand.” It’s hair dye. And you realize that 
this isn’t a game that’s interested in evoking the limited range of emo-
tions most video games are content to deal with, and that maybe it’s 
even playing with your “games literacy,” which is a polite way of say-
ing your internalization of the awful tropes that have come to domi-
nate our understandings of what video games are supposed to do.

And then you put the bottle down, and you trigger one of Sam’s 
audio diaries.

I started choking up almost as soon as I started playing the game. 
When I got to this entry, “Dealing with Roots”—in which Sam de-
scribes the intimacy of helping Lonnie dye her hair—I started bawling.

Look, I am a trans woman who is not done grieving her childhood. 
My family moved around a lot when I was a kid. I have kind of weird 
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and important associations with the Pacific Northwest, having lived 
out here for the past four years and it having been the first place I’ve 
lived as a queer woman. And I only discovered riot grrl a couple of 
years ago. I wish I’d had access to it in that childhood I’m still deal-
ing with.

I know I’m bringing a lot of my own stuff to this game. I know my 
experience of it is being shaped by my history, even more because the 
player character is a kind of cipher with no real spatial storytelling 
to indicate much of substance about her relationships to any of the 
other characters in the game.

I know all that, and honestly? I don’t really fucking care, because 
this is a game that feels like it was made for me, and that’s rare and 
important and at the end of the day—especially in a medium that 
caters overwhelmingly to straight boys—universality can suck it.

So I’d been thinking this around halfway through the game—this 
feels like it’s for me, and maybe this is just a really powerful personal 
story and nothing bad or video-gamey is going to happen after all—
and then I found Sam’s story, “Heaven at the Edge of the World.”

Around the house you find these stories Sam’s written through-
out her life. The situations are always different, but the characters 
are always the same: Captain Allegra and her loyal first mate. Late in 
the game you find one of these stories inside a secret panel, within 
a folder labeled “Private: do not read!” It’s a story Sam wrote in ’92, 
a few years before meeting Lonnie. In the story, Amazons have cap-
tured Captain Allegra’s first mate. The captain rushes to save him but 
arrives moments too late; the Amazon queen has dropped the first 
mate into a vat from which she emerges as a woman. “She is one of 
us now,” the Amazon queen gloats. “She is ours.”

Then: “Allegra glared into the queen’s eyes and said: ‘That’s the 
love of my life. And you can’t have her.’”

How many fucking ridiculous scenarios like this did I dream up 
as a kid? I mean, it’s obviously not the same setup, because in Sam’s 
case the story is a way to queer the straight narrative she’s grown up 
with, to keep these characters she’s obviously so invested in, but to 
make them more relevant to her life. So the first mate, the love of 
the captain’s life, becomes a woman and Allegra doesn’t skip a beat, 
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seamlessly switching pronouns as if it were really right all along that 
the first mate be a woman. Fuck. More tears.

In the same compartment you grab the second half of the combi-
nation to open Sam’s locker. Inside you find a picture of Lonnie and 
get another audio message. Sam describes her first kiss with Lonnie. 
And you’re just like, this is really a game that is just going to let two 
girls be in love with each other, and that isn’t selling a doomed love 
narrative or male-gazey lesbian titillation. This is just about exuber-
ant, awkward, amazing love.

So what about Katie, the character through which you’re learning all 
this, moving around the house?

Really, Katie is an absence in the game. She’s been absent for a 
year and is mostly absent from the house, because when you move 
away, even if it’s just for a while, people need to get on with their 
lives, and when you’re not a part of their daily routines then they 
don’t build up as much evidence of your existence. Obviously Katie 
doesn’t have a room in the house, having been out of the country 
when the family moved. Her stuff is tucked away in the basement, 
the guest room, and the closets. That means that she’s mostly out-
side of the game’s story, because the space doesn’t have any real sto-
ries to tell about someone who has never lived in it.

Katie isn’t so much a character in Gone Home. She’s the camera. 
And for someone like me who never really felt present as a kid, who 
always felt like she was observing other people and never really ob-
serving herself—her own feelings, her own body—that’s kind of 
perfect.

Here’s the thing, though: I don’t want to be Katie anymore. I want 
to be Sam. I want to be present in my youth. I want a riot grrl ro-
mance. I want to make zines and go to girl-band gigs and dye my 
(girl)friend’s hair.

But I can’t have that, not in the way that part of me still desper-
ately wants it: it’s not the ’90s, I’m not a teenage girl, and neither of 
those things is ever, ever going to change. That’s something I’m still 
dealing with. But ultimately Gone Home left me hopeful rather than 
grieving. Hopeful about storytelling and games, and hopeful about 
my own experiences. Because obviously we can’t go back home, into 
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our pasts, and change things—like Katie, all we can do is observe, 
witness, turn things over in our heads until they make a kind of sense 
that we can work with. But we can write new stories, ones where girls 
in love don’t die tragic deaths and where big empty houses are scary 
but ultimately safe and where you can have a teenage girl romance at 
twenty-five, or thirty-five, or whenever you want to.
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Communities are nice. I try to be a careful writer, but I feel comfort-
able making that a universalizing statement. I think it is uncontro-
versial to say that it is nice to feel part of a community. If I were 
to ask a random room of people what feelings being part of a com-
munity generates, most would offer affects of the warm and fuzzy 
variety. Being part of a community can give us strength, grounding, 
and a place simply to “be.” Yet communities are also contentious and 
limiting. Communities are never as inclusive as intended or as easily 
defined as they appear from the outside. In this chapter, I address 
these seemingly contradictory experiences of community-ness and 
discuss how they shape work around queer gaming and queer game 
development. I argue that an understanding of communities as mul-
tiple and overlapping, as intersectional and coalitional, is crucial to 
making real queer game design, queer game culture, and queer game 
studies a reality.

In talking about community, I want to make a distinction be-
tween community and culture. Raymond Williams famously asserts 
that “culture is one of the two or three most complicated words in 
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the English language,” noting that it is used in radically different 
ways in various academic fields.1 He does not offer a similar quali-
fier for community. He does state that community is a complex term 
and that there is a tension between “on the one hand the sense of 
direct common concern; on the other hand the materialization of 
various forms of common organization, which may or may not ad-
equately express this.”2 That is to say, with culture the difficulty in 
studying it has to do with specifying the object of study; what do 
we mean, what are we looking at, when we describe “game culture,” 
for example?3 With community, though, the difficulty is that some 
use it to describe, to use Williams’s description, “an existing set of 
relationships” while others use it to “describe an alternative set of 
relationships.”4

Community then describes either what is or what we wish might 
be. That means, for example, we can use the term to describe a particu
lar online queer game player community (as I do below) by identify-
ing what about it makes it produce those feelings of community-ness. 
On the other hand, we can speak optimistically about how a queer 
gaming community might be embodied in events like GaymerX, 
Different Games, and the Queerness and Games Conference, as de-
scribed elsewhere in this volume. In either case, though, we still have 
the sense that community means something specific, and something 
that is particularly good to have. Indeed, Williams argues that what 
is unique to the word “is that unlike all other terms of social orga-
nization .  .  . [community] seems never to be used unfavourably.”5 
Again, communities are lovely things to be a part of; and yet com-
munities are also often contentious. Moreover, and seemingly coun-
ter to their pleasantness, communities are often produced through 
conflict. Indeed, their ability to offer us safe spaces presumes that 
there are other spaces where our safety is not guaranteed. Fascinat-
ingly, though, the niceness of community does not go away even at 
a time when being a member of a community makes one a target of 
harassment or if harassment is precisely what pushed a community 
together.6

In late 2014, people associated with or simply emboldened by the 
#GamerGate movement began to take friendships, and even ac-
quaintanceships, with people who had turned a critical (often femi-
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nist) lens on games as a sign of wrongdoing, collusion, conspiracy, 
or just generally a plot to destroy games and their fans.7 People writ-
ing about games designed by people they personally knew, in most 
cases indie games by marginalized designers, became evidence of 
unethical journalistic practices rather than a sign of close-knit pro-
fessional communities. Academic organizations, citation practices, 
and promoting work by like-minded colleagues became vilified. So-
called redline drawings, or Microsoft Paint graphics drawing lines 
between screencaps of tweets, blog posts, pictures, and website copy, 
abounded on sites like reddit, 4chan, 8chan, and imgur and were 
widely shared in #GamerGate circles as damning evidence of collu-
sion. As a personal example, on my book’s Amazon page, a brief five-
star review by Lisa Nakamura, who also officially reviewed the book 
for the University of Minnesota Press, is followed by a three-star re-
view stating “Just so people know, the only other review of this book 
is by Adrienne Shaw’s buddy, so take her 5-star recommendation 
with a handful of salt. Full disclosure. #GamerGate.”8 This accusa-
tion is supported with a screencap of a tweet exchange between me 
and Dr. Nakamura, where I thank her for giving my book a shout-out 
in a keynote. That she is a well-respected scholar in my field and her 
support of my work, in our industry, is not in fact made suspect by 
the fact that we have met and keep in touch online, does not matter 
when run through the Internet conspiracy machine. Freelance jour-
nalists giving press to games by marginalized independent design-
ers along with academics in the same field promoting one another’s 
work are equally suspect. Community becomes a conspiracy when 
viewed as being formed around attacking gamer culture, which is 
how some #GamerGate supporters view those they describe as “so-
cial justice warriors.” It seems impossible for them to accept that the 
communities they have targeted simply formed around a different 
relationship to video games.

Personally, one of the best outcomes of #GamerGate, despite its 
weaponizing of friendships, was that I felt my sense of connection to 
a feminist and queer gaming community grow tenfold. I felt a part 
of something with which I had previously just felt an affinity and 
tangential connection. I made new friends and I came to know casual 
acquaintances much better. Despite the “chilling effect” it had on 
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many people, #GamerGate pushed us together in a way that forged 
stronger bonds between us.9 I suspect that people who took part in 
#GamerGate felt something similar, as they, too, forged a community 
in the face of changing definitions of game culture and media back-
lash against the activities of some of the movement’s more vocal and 
vicious members. This is not meant to justify the support that those 
who were not doxxing, swatting, threatening, or harassing offered to 
those who were, but merely to point out that how communities form 
is consistent regardless of what that community might be.10

The above examples illustrate one of the things I think is particu
larly fascinating about communities: they become strong through 
hardship. I mean that particularly in a way that emphasizes that com-
munities are not simply formed around shared identifiers or group 
membership. Rather, we recognize what our community is, often and 
unfortunately, when something tragic happens. This feels particu-
larly true as I write this in the weeks following the #BlackLivesMatter 
protests that were precipitated by the acquittal of the police officers 
who murdered Eric Garner and Michael Brown. This certainly struck 
a chord with what the media is calling “the black community,” but I 
think more rightly it struck a chord with what we might call, less sound 
bite–ingly, the communities of people who believe in racial justice 
in the United States. How can something that feels so wonderful—
community—come so consistently from such dark places?

More than that, once the moment of “danger,” for lack of a better 
word, passes, many of us are aware of the tensions that can arise in 
communities, as differences manifest in ways that run counter to 
communal claims that “we” all agree or that “we” are all the same.11 
Related to this, from the outside it is easy to see groups and com-
munities as singular in a way that belies internal conflicts. When 
people speak of the LGBTQ community, the trans* community,12 the 
black community, the Latinx community, the Asian community, and 
so on, they often presume that all people who can be hailed as part 
of those groups belong to those communities and that those com-
munities speak for everyone within those groups. Yet this belies the 
fact that communities are multiple, often overlapping, spaces that 
are never meant to speak for “social groups” as a whole. Rather, they 
are formed around similar, historically specific goals and experi-



	 The Trouble with Communities	 157

ences. Remembering that allows us to work through, without ignor-
ing, those tensions. It also offers a slightly different way for talking 
about why communities matter, as I explore below with an example 
from my own research.

In 2007 I conducted a cyber-ethnography of an online LGBTQ 
gaming site.13 At that point in time, much of the research on queer 
communities had focused on physical spaces.14 Starting in the early 
2000s, and following the rise of Internet studies more generally, re-
searchers began to acknowledge and examine the creation of online 
communities, queer and otherwise.15 The creation of online commu-
nities was often analogous to the development of queer communi-
ties. As Bronski has demonstrated, historically the marginality of 
queerness produced queer communities, particularly in urban cen-
ters.16 Similarly, Bird argues, “Internet communities, like place-
based communities, do not just happen. They develop in response 
to particular circumstances and to the needs of a particular set of 
individuals.”17 Individuals need safe spaces, particularly when those 
individuals do not conform to dominant norms.18 Moreover, indi-
viduals can inhabit multiple online and offline communities, even 
within a single site, simultaneously.

In my 2007 study, two of the ways in which the gaymer commu-
nity was defined as a gay gaming community in particular, in ad-
dition to discussions of gaming, was the presence of sexual banter 
(predominately gay male–centric) and the discussion of homopho-
bia.19 Although the prevalence of sexually explicit discussions was a 
point of controversy in one thread, several interviewees mentioned 
the freedom of talking about their sexuality as a major benefit of 
the site. Moreover, being able to discuss experiences of homophobia 
with others was important.20 This formation of community around 
identity also played a key role in the creation of subcommunities 
within the site. Members grouped together based on massively multi
player online games, console types, game preferences, other inter-
ests, age/maturity level, and nationality and gender to some extent. 
These groups would talk online, play games together online, meet in 
person, or have conversations around discussion threads. Speaking 
to the multiplicity of communities, even within this one relatively 
small online community there were many communities.
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Similarly, the marginalization of gaymers from both the gay or 
queer and gaming communities is what drew people to the site. Many 
of the people I spoke to, regardless of their sexual or gender iden-
tity, felt that they found in this space a community that offered a 
reprieve from what they felt was an anti-gaming sentiment in their 
LGBTQ networks and the homophobia they experienced in online 
gaming spaces.21 For many of them, the main reason for being on 
the site was that it was a “safe space” where they felt less pressure 
to censor their gaymer identities, which they experienced as a hy-
brid or intersectional identity that was not defined by being “gay” so 
much as appreciating a gay sensibility and queer worldview. It was 
a place where, as one interviewee put it, “I feel like I can be myself 
with queer community . . . where I really have to watch my footing 
sometimes with some of the players that I come into contact with . . . 
Playing first person shooters as a female is hard enough  .  .  . with-
out having to tell the boys that I have a girlfriend too.” As one of 
the few active female members of the site, this interviewee did not 
always feel perfectly represented by dominant discussions in the fo-
rums. She did, however, feel that the community gave her space to 
be herself. Communities are not simply about finding commonalities 
that eclipse difference; they are about finding camaraderie despite 
difference.

As I’ve said before, communities do produce good feelings. For 
those who agreed to be interviewed, which was already limited by 
people active enough on the site to respond to my interview requests 
and see the particular threads I posted, the site was a largely posi-
tive space. Yet the dominant language of the site was English, the 
main users were predominantly self-identified as homosexual and 
cisgendered males, and keeping up with the conversations required 
being invested in and following mainstream game culture. Many 
people I spoke with noted that bisexual and transgender members 
were few and far between, chalking that up to being a trend in main-
stream U.S. LGBTQ communities more generally. Moreover, site mem-
bers as well as journalists used this and other online LGBTQ gamer 
groups as evidence of a burgeoning gay gamer market.22 The rheto-
ric used for this purpose was much the same as that used to sell a 
gay market to mainstream U.S. advertisers in the 1990s, focusing 
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on a largely untrue assumption that gay men had larger amounts of 
disposable income than did other demographics.23 There are many 
problems with this construction of a gay gamer market, but two in 
particular stand out to me: (1) assuming this was a new market im-
plied that gay men had never been part of video game culture be-
fore; and (2) assuming that good representation of gay men requires 
an identifiable gay gaymer market. In sum, much as queer activism 
helped demonstrate an existence of a queer (or really just gay) com-
munity that in turn could be marketed to, the “discovery” of queer 
(or really just gay) gamer communities set the stage for targeting a 
queer (or really just gay) gamer market.24

Later, in the 2010s, more and more people became aware of queer 
game designers and theorists like Anna Anthropy, merritt kopas, and 
Mattie Brice (to name just a few). I say “became aware of” because 
much of the discourse in 2012 to 2013 spoke of queer designers as a 
new phenomenon, erasing decades of queer game history. Moreover, 
conversations about their work started to raise questions about what 
queer game design would look like in a way that felt as proscriptive 
as asking what a queer games community should look like. Some of 
those conversations have been approached with more nuance by sev-
eral contributors to this volume. However, news stories in particular 
began to describe this as a queer indie game “scene,” glossing over 
differences and tensions in the many different goals of people who 
identify as queer designers.

What happens when we stop talking about gaymer communities 
as a site for articulating what LGBTQ gamers want? What new ave
nues of inquiry are available when we stop describing queer game 
designers as a scene? Well, we start to acknowledge the incongrui-
ties and tensions within and among communities. The trouble with 
communities is not that they are not inclusive; no community can 
be all things to all people. The trouble with communities is that too 
often we speak as though the goal is to create one great community 
rather than providing space for multiple communities to coexist. 
Community building is not a zero-sum game; it is not a competition. 
Having multiple game cultures does not inherently displace others. 
Individuals can live in, be in, and thrive in multiple communities si-
multaneously. Multiple communities can exist without taking away 
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from one another. They form in moments of conflict, but why they 
are important is so much bigger than that. For me, embracing the 
multiplicity of communities and building coalitions across them 
can allow us to have open conversations about things that are prob-
lematic in game design, texts, communities, cultures, and studies. 
Looking at communities this way requires understanding that the 
goal of creating inclusive spaces is about much more than avoiding 
hurt feelings. We need talk about the limits of games communities—
all of them—including the limits of the queer games communities, 
as more than “an existing set of relationships” and think creatively 
about how we might create “an alternative set of relationships.”25
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Yeah, we guys have some ego issues regarding the fact that you’re tak-
ing over everything that defines us and gives us identity. You’re enforc-
ing an evolution that in best case would take millenia and expecting us 
to adapt in a few hundred years. I saw the video of your subtle leader, 
Amber Dalton, as she attempted to convince people it wasn’t about 
proving you’re better than us guys, yet your little clan here is allgirls? 
It’s hypocricy, and it’s all about the women getting the priviledges of the 
men (and not the other way round) than it has to do with equality. 
Well, that and winning over guys to wave your little clan banner around 
[their] faces [to] claim that they lost because you’re girls. Otherwise, 
the genderbased clanname would be completely pointless, right? It’s all 
about making men feel bad about their own gender, and when they do, 
you yell they’re the sexists, to make them feel even worse, and justifying 
what you do. Me, on the other hand, I’m too smart to be fooled into such 
delusions. Meh, you’re just another feminist movement, and I hope I get 
the chance to frag the superiority complex out of you someday, espe-
cially your prescious leader. It would just be one out of an endless and 
unstoppable ocean of girl gamer clans, but boy, would it rock my world.

—Banned forum user, 2006
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The quote above is illustrative of the extreme end of the kind of hostil-
ity directed at female game players more generally, and at Pandora’s 
Mighty Soldiers (PMS) more specifically.1 PMS is an all-female gam-
ing community (known as a “clan” in the gaming space) cofounded 
by Amber Dalton (aka Athena Twin PMS) and her twin sister, Amy 
Brady (aka Athena PMS or Valkyrie FD), along with other female 
“gamers.”2 Historically, 2006 was a great year for the clan: they 
had won major sponsorships, they (rather than “booth babes”)3 
were hired by Microsoft to promote Microsoft products during the 
Electronic Entertainment Expo, and they were featured throughout 
print and TV media (including on MTV). While the above critique 
is not likely to be expressed openly or completely in most online or 
offline circumstances, it helps to illuminate the concern expressed 
by mostly heterosexual male players in the digital gaming world: a 
sense of gender identity tied to gaming (as part of “everything that 
defines us [males] and gives us [males] identity”); the use of evolu-
tion to justify differences between the proposed binary construc-
tion of the genders (“you’re enforcing an evolution . . . and expecting 
us [males] to adapt”); a fear of emasculation at the hands of females 
who are perceived to be invading the gaming space (“winning over 
guys to wave your little clan banner around  .  .  . [and] claim that 
[males] lost because you’re girls”); a concern over the loss of privi-
lege associated with being male (“it’s all about the women getting 
the [privileges] of the men”); and the desire to use violence to defend 
male identity and space (“I hope I get the chance to frag the superior-
ity complex out of you [women] someday”).

In fact, while comments like this one may appear to be on the ex-
treme end of the spectrum of gender-based criticism, similar rhetoric 
can be found across the Internet. Websites like Return of Kings have 
grown increasingly popular as places where critical male users con-
gregate to categorize and police heteronormative and hierarchical 
constructions of masculinity.4 For example, Return of Kings boasts 
several articles aimed at regulating acceptable male behavior, con-
structing “real” men as “alphas,” and men who support women or fe-
male equality in male-dominated spaces (or otherwise deviate from 
this rigidly constructed form of masculine heterosexual normativity) 
as “betas” or “omegas,” intentionally derogatory terms. One of the 
site’s notable articles declares that women have ruined video games 
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in several key ways: (1) by promoting inclusivity through the design 
of diverse and queer characters, (2) writing critical gaming journal-
ism articles without “actual meaningful game content,” and (3) pre-
tending to be gamers to attract men with few romantic options, who 
are termed “the thirstiest betas in existence.”5

Gendered Expectations, Heteronormativity, 
and a Female-Supportive Gaming Community
Computing and gaming have long been regarded as a culture in which 
“initial socialization” is important for confidence, skill, and identifi-
cation, and in which men are largely considered the intended audi-
ence.6 Kimmel, studying young and (primarily) white, heterosexual 
male culture, found that key spaces and activities, including gaming, 
have become increasingly claimed for male-dominance bonding as 
these same men have perceived a rise in gender equality and political 
correctness in mainstream culture.7 Bertozzi has further illustrated 
that female players in male-dominated, competitive play spaces dis-
rupt male “standards of civility, their . . . self definition as male, and 
culturally sanctioned expressions of sexual desire.”8 Overarching 
discourse, as transmitted through the media, paints women compet-
ing in these spaces as “unwitting pawns of feminist ideology, which 
places them in an arena in which they are certain to be hurt,” and 
where punishment is “somehow deserved” when a woman is “where 
she [does not] belong,” even if the act involves gender-based violence 
and hostility outside the game space.9 Similarly, Sundén found that 
female and queer players disrupted the fantasy of the “ideal player—a 
player who is symbolically male and straight.”10 Women disrupted 
this notion simply by being female, and queer men disrupted it by 
supporting inclusivity or deviating from heterosexuality.

It is partly due to this kind of pervasive hostility that the PMS 
clan felt the need to enforce its all-female policy, even after allowing 
men to join its linked, yet separate, brother clan, H2O, in 2005.11 
While the clan operated under the name “Psychotic Man Slayerz” 
from 1998 to 2002, it changed its name to “Pandora’s Mighty Sol-
diers” soon after its formal debut in 2002.12 Though male players 
expressed interest in joining the clan on several occasions, it wasn’t 
until a few years later that men were allowed to join H2O formally, 
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and then only through a vetting process, by which a female mem-
ber would sponsor them (though they can now join independently).13 
Furthermore, even though anyone can join the clan’s public forums, 
only members who have passed the multiple-week recruitment pro-
cess can view private forums (including additional private forums 
separated by gender) and play regularly with members during sanc-
tioned practices (a requirement to remain an active member). The 
clan supports play across multiple gaming platforms, including 
consoles and the PC, and across multiple game genres with team 
competitive or cooperative play, such as first-person shooters, mas-
sive multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs), multiplayer 
battle arenas (MOBAs), real-time strategy games, racing games, and 
even open sandbox games (e.g., Minecraft). PMS clan members play in 
small groups called divisions, which focus on a certain game or fran-
chise on a certain platform (e.g., the World of Warcraft PC division or 
the Call of Duty Xbox division), and most divisions are single-sex.14

In my own experience as a female player and ethnographer in 
both a single-sex and co-ed division of the PMS clan, I found that 
instances of emphasis on (or even divisions centered on) co-ed play 
often had the unintended consequence of de-emphasizing female 
play and participation and reinforcing male play, as men often came 
to the clan with more experience and confidence, having received 
greater social support for their inclusion in gaming activities.15 
Members, however, can play with any players in the PMS|H2O com-
munity, across gender, during their own time, and even create com-
petitive tournament teams with members of the opposite sex. How-
ever, both of these activities do not count toward maintaining active 
member status, and must be done in addition to practice hours.

For female players who want to remain sexually desirable to male 
players, cross-gender competition creates a dissonance where “fe-
males who dare to compete and win at the same level as males often 
find it necessary to emphasize the fact that they remain sexually 
‘female,’” and thus they are protective of “their status as sexually 
viable.”16 Despite the clan’s emphasis on sportsmanship, particularly 
the requirement to avoid “smack talk” and to always say “good game” 
(regardless of whether opposing mostly male teams outside the clan 
say it in return), I found that female PMS players tended to adopt 
male-defined gamer speak online. In other words, hypermasculine 
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attitudes and aggressiveness was highly valued in all-female game 
spaces as long as it stopped short of harassment and unsportsman-
like behavior. Conversely, while we were required to adopt a strict 
dress code (no full or partial nudity could be shown online or dur-
ing professional gaming events), female players tended—and were 
sometimes even encouraged—to dress feminine and make ourselves 
pleasing to the male heterosexual gaze, particularly when we played 
in places where we would be seen. The PMS clan was led by women 
who were very sexually attractive by Western normative standards, 
and who were navigating and negotiating their own approval in the 
male-dominated space. While I do not believe that the PMS leader-
ship focused solely on self-promotion, or that it was their intent to 
fully endorse these norms of beauty (and there were plenty of mem-
bers who didn’t fit the stereotype of female beauty), those that were 
more “feminine” and sexually desirable seemed to have better lever-
age when it came to attending gaming industry events as clan repre-
sentatives, being recommended for industry work through clan con-
nections, and moving up in leadership roles.17

As others have shown, when women adopt heteronormative mas-
culine behaviors, it may seem empowering or counter-hegemonic. 
However, it actually does little to change existing power structures. 
Cassell and Jenkins reflect how “when girls take over games that 
have been traditionally male, the norm is not questioned.”18 LeBlanc 
argues that women in male-dominated domains are expected to be 
“tough, like the guys, but . . . also . . . pretty and sexually available” 
though not “overly promiscuous.”19 However, male-oriented sexual 
desirability is a fragile form of acceptance and approval for women 
in hypermasculinized spaces. Arguments over the “fake geek girl,” 
put forth by men and women alike, propose that there is a way to 
measure female authenticity that relates to attractiveness and sex 
appeal.20 Female gamers are “marked out as ‘fake’ by default, [hav-
ing] to prove themselves innocent.”21

Problematizing the Gender Binary and Heteronormativity
The gender binary is a pervasive and limiting construction of desire 
and sexuality. As expressed by Butler, the binary “conception of gen-
der presuppose[s] not only a causal relation among sex, gender and 
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desire, but suggests as well that desire reflects or expresses gender 
and that gender reflects or expresses desire.”22 Butler goes on to ex-
plain how drag “implicitly reveals the imitative structures of gender it-
self,” as opposed to its fixed nature.23 Foucault famously argued that 
the categorization of the “homosexual” created a new structure in 
which individuals were now fundamentally defined for their acts, 
as opposed to being individuals who participate in and enjoy cer-
tain acts.24 Namaste further asserts that “heterosexuality needs ho-
mosexuality for its own definition: a macho homophobic male can 
define himself as ‘straight’ only in opposition to that which he is 
not—an effeminate gay man.”25 The fear of emasculation, and the 
need for asserting heterosexuality as part of an assumed authentic 
masculinity, keeps men unable to explore sexual desires, perform al-
ternative gender constructions, or even express deep emotions and 
feelings.26 This problematizes the acceptance of not only homosexu-
ality but also identities and sexualities that do not adhere to or in 
fact disrupt the gender binary.27

Homosexuality in the clan was neither explicitly supported nor 
unsupported. However, the clan’s focus on respectable gaming re-
stricted the use of homophobic, racist, and sexist language. As a re-
sult, many gay and lesbian gamers felt a sense of “friendliness” from 
the clan. In 2011, with the inclusion of more “out” gaymers in the 
clan, there appeared to be even more open support, in public and 
private forums, for gay members.28 An example of this can be seen 
in this request, made on a PMS forum in 2012, from a former H2O 
member: “OK so I’m a gay guy who likes to play video games, sue 
me . . . I’m trying to find some other gay/gayfriendly players to play 
with  .  .  . It would be nice just play with people without words like 
‘homo’ and ‘f**’ getting thrown around.” A high-ranking H2O gen-
eral, who was out and at the forefront of promoting more openness, 
soon responded, “Greeting fellow gay gamer! I have found this to be 
a very friendly community  .  .  . [and] respectful and tolerant  .  .  . I 
have been a member of a few other gay gaming communities and 
they seem to always turn into a hookup service, which just kinda 
creeps me out. If you ever want to play some games just hit me up ☺.”

Nevertheless, this friendliness didn’t seem to correspond to the 
numbers of “out” gaymers in H2O (nine were counted in 2012). The 
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constraints to “coming out” could in part be explained by the clan’s 
policies related to limiting personal drama. Throughout the forums, 
division discussions, and play, a common theme involved keep-
ing one’s relationship drama to one’s self. In fact, as exemplified 
through the handbook, relationships between clan members were 
strongly discouraged.29 Unfortunately, the variability in how these 
rules were enforced, depending on the division or gaming platform 
leadership, had a direct effect on perceptions of inclusivity. Not all 
leaders or generals exhibited similar levels of acceptance, aware-
ness, or understanding, and, at times, certain behavior would be 
policed only if it made a particular member uncomfortable. In late 
2007 a forum thread was started by an “out” lesbian clan member 
who angrily addressed what she considered discriminatory behav-
ior: the deletion of an earlier thread in which she had mentioned 
being gay. She titled her new thread “So basically can I not speak of 
being a lesbian???” In it, she wrote, “Cause that is what it is coming 
out to be on these forums because we can no longer speak about 
something as natural as boobs and sexual preferences. I’m a lesbian 
and I’m proud to be it!!! . . . Being a lesbian I find this totally against 
our constitutional rights.” Two former H2O leaders responded. “You 
have no rights in a private forum other than what the administra-
tion gives you,” said one. The other more pointedly defended the ra-
tionale for the removal: “The topic was ‘boobs’ not really appropri-
ate for a giant and popular clan site that is PMS. If a higher up came 
in, or even a sponsor, and saw that, they might and could possibly be 
offended. That’s why it was removed. There was no discriminating 
against sexuality.”

However, the lesbian clan member was adamant in proclaiming 
that “it wasn’t just about the fact it was talking about boobs.” She 
wrote, “Did you not see the lesbian talk that was also put in there??? 
That is another reason it was removed.” While I was not privy to the 
original post, the response in which the H2O leader rationalized 
that the post might offend members and sponsors resonated with 
a general tension I had noted between “coming out” and express-
ing sexual preferences in the clan. Several similar situations arose 
in personal communication between me and other lesbian gamers 
in the space. Eventually, as if to rectify the situation, a thread for 
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“lesbians” was started in the private, female-only section for mem-
bers, where individuals could discuss and debate experiences, prefer-
ences, and even come out to each other. However, the fact that this 
space was available only behind the scenes—out of view from spon-
sors, nonmembers, and men—raised interesting questions about 
where and for whom clan members could express their sexuality, as 
well as how the clan was constructing and reacting to assumptions 
of female sexual expression.

While expressing sexuality was an often confusing and poten-
tially contentious process for many PMS members, those who identi-
fied themselves as non-cisgender had the most difficulty managing 
whether and where they belonged. During the course of my multi-
year ethnography, I discovered several threads where potential re-
cruits who identified as transgender or non-cis attempted to apply 
to the clan but were confused about how the clan would categorize 
them and whether they would be welcomed. Many of these threads, 
unfortunately, have since been removed, but their documentation 
helps to illustrate a changing trend within the community. Consider, 
for example, the following 2011 thread in which a trans gamer30 asks 
to join the clan:

Inquiring Recruit: Hiya, I’m new here, I’ve had a look around the 
forums but couldn’t really see an answer to this, are transgender 
girls welcome in PMS? It says PMS is for females, H2O for males, 
what about people who are trans/gender queer, are they allowed 
to apply for their chosen gender clan? Thank you

PMS General: Hi [name removed]. Please see our handbook [link] 
this should answer all of your questions

Inquiring Recruit: Hiya, thanks for the link, I found: Female is 
defined as a person with the female sexual organs at the time of 
membership. I guess that answers my question. There are people 
living fulltime as women who cant afford surgery, some who live 
in countries where surgery is illegal. ☹ I really hope you’ll re
consider your policy one day. Thank you.
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H2O Former Division Leader: hey [name removed], your still able 
to join H2O if you like, we have had transgender members in the 
past and when it comes the time that you chose to have your sur-
gery you are able to switch over with no issues. The clan doesn’t 
discriminate on sexual preference or life choices so your more 
than welcome to join us if you like.

Inquiring Recruit: Thanks for your kind reply [name removed], 
but H2O is for guys and I’m not a guy :/ It’s ok

Though the community allowed transgender membership, it was regu
lated within a narrow view of biology. The rationale for these trans-
phobic policies may have come partially from the clan’s experiences 
with and concerns over impersonation in a space where women’s le-
gitimacy and acceptance was already fragile and highly regulated. 
Alternatively, the clan may have feared being mocked. However, by 
the time a new potential recruit presented the forums with a similar 
request about a year later, the situation had changed:

Inquiring Recruit: Im not trying to cause problems but I firmly 
believe I belong in PMS after all I live every day as a woman and 
have had 2 count them 2 surgeries  .  .  . anyways lol not ranting 
or anything. However my [boyfriend] who is the H2O member 
is really upset with some information he got saying I may not be 
recognized as a woman even after all my efforts . . . rather then 
him get upset and since im well trained in being emotionally hurt 
over this I am aiming to find out myself since I dont want him to 
leave the clan . . . since he kinda had you all first.

H2O Member: The rule can in some instances be overwritten, ive 
seen it both ways, its  .  .  . more of an effort but it can be done, 
[de]pending what system you are on I would find who the gen-
erals are and then get in contact with them, Ive seen preop on 
xbox . . . I also maybe suggest messaging [the PMS General] about 
this as she is whom i contacted when I was poking around asking 
questions . . . 
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Inquiring Recruit: well I just got in contact with a wonderful per-
son . . . the general I believe and yes . . . I have placed [an applica-
tion]. Hopefully Ill get a final decision and thank you all for being 
so nice.

As illustrated through this exchange, and as juxtaposed with the 
previous exchange, trans and non-cis identity and acceptance in 
this history of PMS is highly contextual. In the end, the inquiring 
recruit in the second exchange was able to join the clan. On the one 
hand, a case could be made that, between the two forum threads, the 
clan had moved toward a more nuanced view of gender binaries. On 
the other hand, the clan’s acceptance of the second potential recruit 
could also have been due to her gender reassignment surgeries or 
to her relationship with a current male member (through whom she 
may have gained access to a backdoor vetting process to which oth-
ers were not privy).

Even within queer theory, debates around trans identity have 
been long-standing. As proposed by Stryker, “‘transgender’ increas-
ingly functions as the site that contains all gender trouble, against 
which both homosexuality and heterosexuality are understood as 
stable and normative categories of personhood.”31 Transgender iden-
tities problematize and disrupt the very notion of gender as biology, 
raising a unique set of issues around gender, hierarchical notions of 
power, and performativity. Many trans-identified individuals must 
navigate this arena alone. As a result, it is perhaps no surprise that, 
while lesbian, gay and bisexual gamers were eventually able to gain 
acceptance in the clan, the terms of acceptance for trans gamers 
remained somewhat opaque. Despite the acceptance of some trans 
gamers into the clan, as of writing this in 2014 the policy that only 
applicants with female sexual organs are considered “women” (and 
vice versa for men) remained the same, but a redesign of the policy in 
2016 made considerable strides, updating the policy to state that “fe-
male is defined as a person born as or living as a female at the time 
of membership, and likewise for H2O Clan,” a historical movement 
in an inclusive direction.
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Conclusion
Expectations of gender, sexuality, and performativity are prevalent 
and largely cultural constructs that invade and regulate many do-
mains, not just gaming. However, the propensity for gaming to be 
claimed as a place for masculine, heterosexual dominance-bonding 
and expression presents challenges for everyone involved, regard-
less of sexual identity: male gender identity is, in many ways, just 
as highly policed and fragile as female gender identity. Nonethe-
less, female gender identity requires special consideration as gam-
ing becomes increasingly popular and constructions of authentic-
ity collide with femininity. In light of the antifeminist backlash of 
#GamerGate, which was instigated in part by groups and individuals 
associated with places like the Return of Kings website, the kinds of 
support fostered in identity-supportive communities is needed more 
than ever.32 However, these communities have limitations as well. 
Even within safe spaces for gender identity, sexuality has been shown 
to be subjected to larger cultural norms. Trans gamers, standing in 
juxtaposition to normative constructions of both gender and sexual-
ity, experience specific challenges in spaces constructed in opposition 
to hypermasculinity. In some ways, the argument can be made that, 
until there is greater acceptance for gender diversity in the larger cul-
ture, subcultures will continue to wrestle with conflicting expecta-
tions. However, counter-communities within subcultures offer unique 
affordances for pushing boundaries and rebelling against hierarchy, 
and they allow members to form and foster skills, confidence, and 
networks that begin to level the playing field.33
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Former GameSpot editor Carolyn Petit, speaking with me on a panel 
at 2014’s GaymerX2 convention in San Francisco, recounted a pri-
vate message she received in response to a review of the video game 
Gone Home: “I got this message from a reader and it was pretty well 
worded, and well thought out . . . but what he was saying is, essen-
tially, ‘Well, Carolyn, you shouldn’t have given Gone Home such a 
high score because if game designers see games like Gone Home get-
ting so much acclaim then we’re not going to have traditional games 
anymore!’” Time and again, this leitmotif of gamer speak arises: the 
idea that someone, somewhere is going to take your games away: a 
“terror dream” that sees us reliving the paternalist past and lashing 
out at all criticism in hopes of keeping the grasping hands of the 
censor at bay.

They’re Not Coming for Us
Autumn Nicole Bradley, the writer and game designer, discussed this 
idea with me as we went through our histories as gamers; a conversation 
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became a theory that corralled the facts and events of the last few 
years into an explanation for one of the signal phenomena of gamer 
culture. Why do we treat most criticism or change as a coming apoca-
lypse? And why do so many gamers seem to treat games made by 
and/or about queer people as destructive invasion?

Journalist Susan Faludi coined the psychosocial metaphor of “the 
terror dream” in her eponymous 2007 volume published by Metro
politan Books. It describes a buried, nightmarish memory, rising to 
the surface periodically to control our actions whenever our taken-
for-granted world seems to be under threat. “The nightmare con-
founds order,” Faludi argues, “[and] alerts the sleeper the wished-for 
narrative isn’t holding.” She uses this to frame an eloquent discus-
sion of how the United States reacted to the tragedy of 9/11 and 
how a muscular jingoism and misogyny were really the frightened 
reflexes of a country revisiting past humiliations.

Faludi tells the story of how an attractive, unifying cultural my-
thology can turn violent at the sign of a perceived threat, a collective 
nightmare that inspires terrified reactions—either to real threats or 
to shadows.

For many gamers, especially men, that “wished-for narrative” 
of a grand cultural mythos is a tale of triumph against censorious 
parents, violent nerd-hating bullies, and puritanical politicos who 
wanted to take away their beloved hobby—a tale in which a boys’ 
club prevailed and gamers could indulge the womanizing power fan-
tasies of strength and valor that “real life” had denied them.

I spoke with Mitch Gitelman, studio director of Harebrained 
Schemes (of Shadowrun Returns fame), for the original Polygon ar-
ticle on which this essay is based. His thoughts on the matter as an 
industry veteran remain worthwhile. He believes that the histori-
cal narrative that downplays the contributions of female and queer 
gamers constitutes an exclusionary “nostalgia for something that 
shouldn’t exist.” “Games haven’t been reflective of reality through-
out their history,” he argues. Instead, having been created by men for 
men, they were a “natural reflection of male fantasy” that sheltered 
two generations of young men who often felt put upon by a world 
that wanted to take it all away from them.1
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Lost to Moral Panic
To this day, gamers are revisiting a buried experience, reinscribing 
and reinterring it every time the “take our games away” discussion 
comes up. But what experience?

“Gamers’ feeling that something is going to be taken away from 
them is not entirely a fantasy,” Gitelman reminds us. From Jack Chick 
to Jack Thompson, from Senator Joe Lieberman to governments 
around the world, it has seemed at times that there really are grasp-
ing bullies around every corner trying to take games away. The censor 
even emerged in the person of our own parents, as often as not.

But now, of course, Mom doesn’t want to take our games away. She 
wants to play them. And in so doing, many male gamers fear, she will 
ruin the experience forever—never mind that women have been here 
from the earliest days of gaming, as players, artists, developers, and 
designers.

Such gamers see our virtual world as a fragile and ephemeral one, 
perpetually under threat from outside forces. For the many gamers 
who lived through the ’80s and ’90s, growing up at a time when video 
games and Dungeons & Dragons were being scapegoated for mass 
shootings, suicide, and Satanism, the experience left a psychic scar 
that expresses itself as a violent reflex at the first sign of criticism.

If we are defending gaming from the slings and arrows of “out-
siders,” then, in a society that retains prejudicial stereotypes about 
women and LGBT people, those people, too, will be construed as in-
vaders whose criticisms, or even just their very presence, herald the 
end of gaming as we know it. To give ground to feminist criticism, 
for instance, is seen too often as analogous to supporting a govern-
ment ban. Games about LGBTQ people are seen as the flagships of 
this invasion; Gone Home is popularly criticized in many quarters by 
gamers who are convinced that its accolades are a form of affirma-
tive action bestowed on the title simply because it tells the story of 
a lesbian couple.

What is unique about the criticism directed at Gone Home is that 
its most inveterate critics cannot help but cite its lesbian characters 
in their criticism. One customer review on GOG.com is headlined 
“Cheap Social Justice Disguised as Horror.” The reviewer says, “Since 

http://www.GOG.com


	 182	 Katherine Cross

this game was made by social justice warrior hipsters from Portland, 
it’s presented as a beautiful life experience where lesbians are 
perfect magical pixies. The lesbian angle doesn’t even factor into 
the story. The girls face no prejudice or social exclusion. Would have 
been the exact same story with a straight couple, then people would 
rightfully call the kids out for being idiots.” Another commenter on 
the same site writes in their review, “Your sister is homosexual and 
run off with her girlfriend, yes that is the whole plot of the game. . . . 
Who cares? It’s booooooring! How can anyone says that the story is a 
master piece, it is just a f*** love story, it blows my mind.”

Still another review adds, “I’m not going to say much in regards 
to the ostensible heartfelt teenage love story going on in this ‘game.’ 
I’m not even going to talk about the marital disorder going on with 
the protagonist’s parents—something 99.99% of reviews have over-
looked in favour of the ooh-aah lesbian candyland.”

Such reviews are typical fare. Again and again one sees the same 
themes come up. The argument that the story would have been iden-
tical with heterosexual protagonists is taken as gospel, even though 
the characters do face opprobrium and uncertainty over their ro-
mance that would not have befallen a straight couple, and at least 
one of the game’s subplots would make no sense if the central couple 
had been straight. But that is really beside the point. To many of 
these angry gamers, Gone Home is not really a game and deserves no 
praise from gaming outlets; the fact that it was critically acclaimed is 
prima facie proof to them of a social justice conspiracy that unfairly 
extols queer people merely because they’re queer. This in turn leads 
to anxiety that a creeping force is due to take all of male gaming’s 
beloved, real, un-queer games away from them.

In this fight, so far as these gamers are concerned, no quarter can 
be given; all discursive space for compromise and evolution is col-
lapsed into suffocation by crushing fear.

The A/political Helix of Rage
Even outside of these openly “political” issues, this terror dream sur-
faces. The outrage over Mass Effect 3’s ending, for instance, was in 
some ways the apotheosis of this trend. Valid artistic criticisms of 
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what could fairly be called an unduly minimalist ending quickly spi-
raled out of control into angry campaigns with furious declarations 
that the game’s developer, BioWare, was ruining role-playing games 
and gaming as a whole, and that the simplistic color choice of the 
ending foretold the stultification of gaming.

The advert for downloadable content that appeared after Mass 
Effect’s credits only stoked the outraged fear that the end of gam-
ing was nigh, and that games were being reduced to lazy, uncreative, 
simple pay-to-play machines for “QQing [crying] casuals.”

Each of these blow-ups reveals a tangle of anxieties that weave 
in and out politics, legitimate concerns, and paranoid prejudices and 
fears. Disarticulating this helix of rage, which is sometimes highly 
politically charged, and other times obsessed with putatively apoliti-
cal issues, is never easy.

Dragon Age 2, for instance, was also not above genuine artistic 
criticism, with repetitive level design and a story climax that un-
dermined core characters and premises, but the sheer hatred for the 
game among many gamers was a supernova that defied all descrip-
tion. Their hatred became a kind of reflexive outrage disconnected 
from any and all critique. It inflected the online harassment of for-
mer BioWare writer Jennifer Hepler, which culminated in threats 
against her family. It also laced into homophobic anger at the game’s 
inclusive romance options and led to the infamous rant from forum 
user Bastal, who lamented that “the straight male gamer” was no 
longer at the center of design decisions.

Above and beyond any reasonable critiques to be made of the de-
sign of Dragon Age 2, it was the target of such attacks simply because 
it was an avatar of uncomfortable changes. Rather than being on 
a hero’s journey, Hawke was at the mercy of events; Isabela was a 
woman of color; men flirted with your male character. In so many 
ways, DA2 constituted the existential challenge that often arouses 
the terror dream, inspiring a hatred for everything it seemed to 
represent.

Unreasoning terror of this sort, which explodes in every direc-
tion, makes for an inhospitable critical climate. It gives developers a 
lot of chaff to sort through on forums and social media while search-
ing for constructive criticism that helps them do better work, and it 
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silences whole communities of gamers and designers who have good-
faith reasons for wanting to take gaming in a different direction.

As gamers, we will have to learn how to develop a critical com-
munity that does not mistake acidic rage and hatred for the kind 
of productive passion that has so often led to great games. When 
every effort at change is seen as Jack Thompson redux, we remain 
bedeviled by the ghosts of censors past. We end up hamstringing the 
maturation of our own beloved virtual worlds.

Harebrained Schemes’ Gitelman ended our conversation by sound-
ing a hopeful note: “The next generation of game developers grew up 
in a different time. What the older guys might see as progressive or 
new is just common sense to them. Plus, more and more developers 
are women and minorities. Change is happening, and it’s going in 
the right direction. You’re just going to see more and more of that as 
time goes on.”

Outsider/Insider
To be sure, we face myriad challenges, particularly from the swell-
ing corporatization of gaming and its budget-busting consolidation 
and influence peddling. But the threat is not coming from people 
like me who want to see better-written games that tell richer sto-
ries, and who believe that one of many ways to do this is to diversify 
the populations on whom those stories focus. Nor is it coming from 
prominent women gamers, or activists fighting against maladies like 
online harassment. Nor, indeed, can it be said to come from games 
studies scholars who research the medium and sometimes offer pre-
scriptions based on their theories.

What these groups do have in common, however, is that they 
often portend or advocate for change and criticism, which have be-
come mistaken for destruction by too many gamers.

Often, gamers have been trained, both by marketers and by real-
life events from the 1990s and early 2000s, to believe that the threat 
is coming from without. In 2008, Electronic Arts infamously staged 
astroturf protests of its own game, Dante’s Inferno, hoping to make 
it appear as if Christians were calling for the game to be banned. 
Marketers have long promoted the idea that gamer love must be a re-
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active thing, forever under outside threat. Protecting against these 
threats or opposing them has become part of the very practice of 
being a gamer in too many spaces. Even when looking at games like 
Mass Effect 3, whose real or perceived failings were obvious products 
of the gaming industry, gamers interpret whatever they dislike (in 
this case, the abbreviated ending) as an artifact of outside influence 
corroding the old clubhouse.

Similarly, criticisms made by feminist gamers are too often seen 
as external to gamer culture. Popular mythology from certain cor-
ners of the gaming community holds that no activist women cared 
about gaming before 2007—even though discussions of sexism, in 
both the industry and in games themselves, can be found even in 
trade publications from the early 1990s.

The terror dream demands an external invasion, however, to jus-
tify itself and its aggressive reactions. This is why feminist critics are 
immediately presumed to be outsiders to gaming. In turn, this pre-
sumption feeds the sense that games are being threatened. It analo
gizes internal critiques, or even benign outsider critiques, to the 
brimstone-laden bromides of genuine censors and fundamentalists.

Ending sexism should not be seen as akin to ending gaming as an 
enterprise. “No one is going to take your military shooters away!” pled 
Carolyn Petit, and I can hardly find better words. Many of us may 
be tired of the same military shooters dominating budgets, head-
lines, and the attention of the gaming community, but that doesn’t 
mean we want to eliminate them, only that we want to make room 
for greater diversity of play and players. More people to play, more 
games to play, more ways to win: it’s all rather benign, even boring.

To quote Faludi talking about American militarism, “We dreamed 
ourselves into a penny-dreadful plot that had little to do with the 
actual world in which we must live.” Her words apply equally to those 
parts of gamer culture where gamers stand on hypervigilant alert for 
the bogeymen who are coming to take their games away for good.

The reaction to retailer Target pulling Grand Theft Auto V from its 
shelves in Australia in late 2014 makes plain that too many young 
gamers are still clamoring to be the heroic anticensorship warrior-
cum-martyr against rapacious outsiders. The fact that Target pulled 
the game in response to a petition from sex worker rights activists 
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only cemented the association between activist women and the de-
struction of gaming in the minds of these young gamers.

Yet the furor came and went, and GTAV sells as well as it ever did. 
Australians (who, it should be noted, depend far less on stores like 
Target than suburban Americans do) were not wanting for places to 
buy the game. The apocalypse that launched a thousand outraged 
e-mails and petitions seemed more like a teacup squall in the end.

The terror dream of games being stolen away represents our shared 
heritage as gamers of a certain generation who have survived a tur-
bulent and uncertain era. But we have to realize that we gamers are 
actually winning the censorship battle. Our medium is not going any-
where. It is here to stay, as surely as painting, poetry, sculpture, or 
photography. Though gaming may change, adapt, and fractally efflo-
resce over time, there will always be video games.

The nightmare is over, and it’s time for us to wake up.

Notes

	 1.	This mentality has a long and vicissitudinal history too complex to 
explore properly here, but I have made an effort elsewhere in Lean Out: 
The Struggle for Gender Equality in Tech and Start-Up Culture (published by 
O/R Books), edited by Elissa Shevinsky, in my essay “Fictive Ethnicity and 
Nerds.” In brief, I argue that white male nerds have built an exclusionary 
culture as a way of making meaning of shared experiences of bullying in 
secondary school and preventing those traumas from being repeated. This 
vision casts feminists and women more generally as outsiders playing the 
role of “bullies” or “cheerleaders,” and justifies attacks against them in re-
sponse. Put another way, for many young men at the barricades of nerd 
culture, high school never ended.
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Who Wants to Play Video Games?
In this essay I seek out the fertile overlap between animation and 
video gaming in terms of thinking about what queer potential hides 
in the realm of play. While digital worlds draw from both the elon-
gated possibilities of animated bodies and the pliability of coded 
realities, we might consider the bendiness and shiftiness of both 
genres in terms of a queer orientation to reality that requires impro-
visation, physical stretching, and a recoded sense of being. Queer 
subjects constantly recode and, within limits, rebuild the worlds 
they enter. Since the world as we know it was not designed for queer 
subjects, then queer subjects have to hack straight narratives and 
insert their own algorithms for time, space, life, and desire.

Many scholars have written at length about the philosophy of 
play and its importance to art, to experimental thought, and to ir-
rational human endeavor.1 Play, in many gaming contexts, both 
releases players from the restrictions of everyday reality but also 
encourages them to think in terms of parallel worlds, extended re-
alities, and frivolous pursuits. Indeed, we could consider the realm 
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of video games in terms of what Joseph Roach has named as the 
process of surrogation.2 Surrogation, which can also be thought of in 
terms of the relation between player and avatar, means for Roach 
the ways in which performance and play can bring certain “hidden 
transcripts” from past, present, and future to the fore. In this re-
spect, we might think of gaming as a world where we don’t just try to 
change what we think, but how we think. Change in the realm of the 
game is not just narrative shifts in terms of characters—not simply 
adding gay, lesbian, or trans characters—it is change at the level of 
codes or algorithms.

Rather than just hunting for LGBT characters in the worlds of 
gaming, we want to seek out queer forms, queer beings, queer modes 
of play. Take the character BMO from the animated television series 
Adventure Time: in one episode, s/he asks Jake and Finn to play video 
games with him. The game is Conversation Parade in which, using con-
sole technology, text on a screen, and a joystick, BMO has the radical 
idea that s/he wants to engage her human friends in conversations 
about themes like “the stars in the sky.” When the bozos do not re-
spond well, BMO shuts down. Here the concept of “engagement” or 
“conversation” becomes part of gaming and even represents a queer 
iteration of gaming. And in this instance, queer casting is certainly 
part of the impact of BMO: Adventure Time’s BMO is a computer/game 
console modeled on a hybrid of an early Macintosh computer and a 
Game Boy. BMO is neither male nor female, or rather they switch 
gender depending on the context in the narrative. They accompany 
the two friends Finn and Jake on various adventures serving as a 
game console, a VCR, an alarm clock, a flashlight, a toaster, and so 
on. BMO brilliantly captures one way of thinking about queerness in 
terms of function or practice rather than essence and being.

In my previous work on animation, I made the argument that CGI 
changed the face of animation, not simply because we shifted from 
2D to 3D—since apparently most spectators do not register this 
shift when immersed in the film—but because the shift from ana-
log to digital, from linear to fractal, made other stories, relations, 
and outcomes possible.3 If previously, animated worlds had often 
featured larger animals chasing smaller ones across a still land-
scape (e.g., Tom and Jerry, Coyote and Road Runner, Sylvester and 
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Tweety), after Toy Story (Pixar, 1995, dir. John Lasseter) the world of 
objects took on a new dimension that forced us to reckon with what 
Haraway described many years ago as the surprising liveliness of our 
gadget companions. New stories in which animated creatures rose 
up against humans became the norm in animated films for children, 
from Chicken Run to Monsters Inc., and so the archetypal story of the 
uncanny vividness of the creatures with whom we share the world has 
been upgraded for a new era of machinic fantasy. While nineteenth-
century stories of lively toys by E. T. A. Hoffmann and others cap-
tured the fears aroused by a new age of industrial machines, Toy 
Story reworks that narrative for a digital age. Hoffman’s stories are 
full of robotic dolls (“The Sandman”) and dancing Christmas toys 
(“Nutcracker and Mouse King”) that lure humans into a fantasy of 
lively object worlds, but the Pixar films and other CGI animation, in 
contrast, often play with the idea of entire universes that underpin 
ours. In Monsters Inc., the monsters that frighten children by night 
are scared of the children by day. In Robots, a world of animated me-
tallic robots struggles to outlive shifts in technological innovation 
that threaten to render them outmoded. And in Toy Story, the toys 
vie for the attention of the human who owns them / plays with them. 
The magic that, in the earlier productions, enchanted children and 
drew them into alternative realities now becomes the magic of tech-
nology, the wizardry of CGI, and the waning of any sense of the real. 
And it is often the magic of animation that draws young users into 
immersive game environments, too.

What is new about the stories that emerge from shifts in the 
mode of imagination from industrial to digital, from nuts and bolts 
in the world of lively toys to codes and algorithms in gaming worlds 
of intelligent avatars? And how does queer theory help us to rethink 
the concept of gaming, the notions of success and failure that inhere 
to gaming, and the relations between the player and the surrogate 
figure that represents the player in the game?

I believe the question of what contribution gaming might offer to 
queer theory requires rethinking the concept of the game, the pur-
pose of the game, the differentials within the game between win-
ning and losing, and the modes of identification and desire that any 
given game requires. And of course, we are also interested in what 
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queer theory has to offer gaming in terms of a critique of the norma-
tive, the predictable, the stable, and the thinkable, and an embrace 
of the ludic and the loopy. All in all, we want to know under what 
conditions change can happen and does happen and what evidence 
it leaves and where. As theorists like Bruno Latour remind us, we 
often think ourselves into corners by dividing spheres of human life 
from one another and then naturalizing these divisions to the point 
that we actually believe them to be real and true.4 Similarly, we 
have a tendency to stick with identity categories that we ourselves 
constructed and we use them to describe complex forms of life even 
when our embodiments, relations, intimacies, and social forms far 
exceed the range of those categories. So, can we also write new code 
for the new complexities of our worlds?

My earliest experience with gaming worlds was way back when 
Sim City first came out and I loved the idea of building a city on my 
own terms. I had great hopes for my own private Idaho: I imagined 
a city that never sleeps, where the wealth is shared, the resources 
are many, and the problems few. It was to be the virtual enactment 
of urban Zapatismo, a queer utopia, a new socialism, a paradise on 
earth. No doubt despite my warm and fuzzy anarchist dream, I also 
liked the idea of playing God, being master of my domain, and dic-
tating reality to my Sim citizens! Well, inevitably, my Sim city was in 
flames almost before I had built my first neighborhood. I kept raising 
taxes and my citizens were not happy. I learned the hard way that 
good ideas on paper don’t always translate into real or virtual re-
sults, and that the worlds we make are limited mostly by our ability 
to imagine anything different from what we already know.

Building on my own experience and feeling limited in the game 
by the multiple regulations that function in the real, we could ask 
how much “free” space there is ever in a game to change the rules of 
the game. And in a related question, Is there space within the game 
to “go wild”? A few more questions along those lines include:

1.	 Under what conditions can “new life” be imagined, inhabited, 
and enacted?

2.	 Where does change occur—at the level of code, environment, 
action, actor, imagination, relation, interaction?
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3.	 How and when and where does heteronormativity function 
within any given game? When we talk about norms, are we 
talking about normative play, normative conception, or nor-
mative outcomes?

4.	 Finally, what are the possibilities for extending our under-
standing of queerness through games? Can the ludic offer us 
possibilities for thinking change that are not available in seri-
ous environments? What are the relations between the queer, 
the wild, and the ludic?

Wrecking/Fixing
So let’s begin with an animated film about gaming that actually deals 
with many of the big questions about queerness and algorithms. And 
again, I want to access gaming through animation if only because 
animation is so much a part of the gaming environments and makes 
up a large part of their allure to children.

Wreck-It Ralph (Disney, 2012, dir. Rich Moore) is a cute film about 
the nature of good and evil, the definition of glitches, and the mean-
ing of community, games, mobility, love, and loss. The basic conceit 
of Wreck-It Ralph evolves out of gaming logic: Ralph is a character in 
a game, situated in an arcade among other games, and his function 
in his game is to destroy buildings while the human/player works as 
quickly as possible, through an avatar named Fix-It Felix, to build up 
what Ralph has decimated. Within the game and among the game’s 
characters, Felix, predictably, wins acclaim and love for his role as 
fixer and Ralph, equally predictably, is the game’s bad guy. He is 
hated because he destroys for the sake of destroying, and he must 
learn to live with his definitional negativity. With the help of a Bad 
Guys Anonymous group, Ralph reconciles to the idea that you cannot 
change the game, and that bad guys can never be good.

In a hilarious scene where the bad guys meet and mull over the 
roles to which they have been assigned, the group tells Ralph that 
he has to accept himself and accept the role he has been given in his 
game: “You can’t mess with the program, Ralph!” The bad guys also 
warn him not to “go turbo” and to fill his function in the logic of 
the game. While Ralph denies he is “going turbo,” he also asks, “Is 
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it turbo to want a friend or a medal or a piece of pie every once in a 
while?” What Ralph resists here is not simply being the bad guy but 
the way in which the bad guy, despite the fact that the game requires 
him and could not function without him, is denied any of the re-
wards. The game, in other words, requires both failure and negativity 
but it only rewards success and positivity.

Like Toy Story, this movie’s mise-en-scène is not the day world 
when kids fill the arcades and play the games, but the night world 
of “after hours,” when the characters slip through the wires to visit 
one another in different game environments, or else they stay put 
and socialize in their own game worlds. In Ralph’s home turf, he is 
banished every night to a local dump where he must sleep among 
the rubble of the worlds he has destroyed and the others that have 
yet to be built. He is a kind of Nietzsche-like figure whose role as 
destroyer is constitutive of the newness to come.

Before I go further into the plot summary, it bears pointing out 
that the story is both highly conventional and highly innovative. It 
is conventional in that it imagines a world where objects come to 
life, and when they do they lose their status as other and seem to 
be just like us. It is conventional in that good and evil are set up in 
dialectical relations. It is conventional in its quest narrative wherein 
one character seeks redemption, another learns to embrace those 
less fortunate than himself, and still more characters are lost and 
saved, ruined and remade. And, on the road to ruin and mayhem, a 
good time and lots of life lessons are gained by one and all. Finally, 
it is jarringly formulaic in its hetero pairings that match Ralph 
(John C. Reilly) up with a glitch girl (Sarah Silverman) in a game 
called Sugar Rush and Felix (voiced by the very gay Jack McBrayer) 
with a tough female soldier, Sergeant Calhoun (voiced by the very 
gay Jane Lynch), from a first-person shooter game titled Hero’s Duty.

But the film transcends expectations in a few ways that may be 
significant as we struggle to move our notions of change, queerness, 
and transformation beyond a quest for recognizable gay/lesbian/
trans characters on the one hand and humanitarian and nonviolent 
scripts on the other. And it does so mostly by scrambling the rela-
tions between good and evil, managing to animate a class critique of 
the distribution of good and evil across characters (Felix is born to 
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be good: his father gave him a magic hammer / silver spoon; Ralph is 
born to be bad), and by recognizing that the glitch in the matrix, far 
from representing the evil of disorder and the site of failure, actually 
presents opportunities for unpredictable and improvised modes of 
transformative opportunity.

Queer Codes / Queer Tech
Before we turn to the “glitch” as a queer ghost in the machine, let’s 
think about queer codes. Zach Blas has made artwork based on his 
idea of “queer code,” and he collaborates with Micha Cárdenas to 
imagine and even create queer technologies that can connect queer 
bodies across time and space.5 Cárdenas develops “wearable tech-
nology” that allows its bearers to access and connect with each 
other in public spaces, and Blas has developed the concept of “gay 
bombs” or activist weapons. These bombs are detonating concepts 
that can be dropped into discourse to create explosive reactions. 
They scramble history, recode the rubrics of sexuality (inclusive/
exclusive, zero/one, having/lacking, legitimate/illegitimate) and 
hinge on hacking into hetero-normative code to rewire realities. To 
theorize, Blas notes, citing Galloway and Thacker, “means writing 
code.” And so queer theory is queer code, it breaks codes, recodes, 
hacks codes, drags codes.

This queer theory of queer technology invites us to think about 
ideologies and practices of being in terms of a new lexicon: subject/
object/abject might be now replaced with multitudes/swarms/viruses 
or users/players/hackers. And if rules are protocols, power morphs 
into control and relation becomes connection or even connectivity, 
then clearly what we once thought of as revolt, resistance, and re-
bellion now demands its own update. The computer game’s inherent 
orientation toward winning, for example, can be and has been re
imagined as a series of encounters, procedures, progressions within 
which, eventually, one may access a new level, but one rarely accesses 
anything like winning.

My book The Queer Art of Failure, without resorting to this new lexi
con of being as playing, did recognize that social systems established 
around winning defined in terms of wealth, health, possessions, 
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longevity, mobility, and access surely produce a community of people 
who must reside in failure in terms of their poverty, illness, ephem-
erality, stasis, and lack of access. Jesper Juul, in The Art of Failure, 
has observed that we surely play games in part to experience failure 
rather than avoid it and that this experience allows us to experiment 
with failure; any game developer, in other words, must develop sys-
tems that are balanced between being complex and being navigable.6 
When playing a game, one would become quickly bored by only win-
ning or only losing and so players must fail in the game before they 
succeed. Play must deliver a sense of accomplishment upon winning, 
which means that inevitably failure must be possible at all times. 
Whether video games are any different in this respect from any other 
game I cannot say, but I remain interested in the idea that we experi-
ment with failure in video games and that failure must be a precursor 
to winning if the game is to be deemed acceptably deep and challeng-
ing. In a world where we have tried to fix the game so that winners 
and losers become distinct populations with little overlap among 
their membership, a world where the losers can be winners and the 
winners can lose becomes appealing in a new way.

Failure is indeed an art, but for me it has been important to stress 
the “queerness” of the art of failure, the art of failing that depends 
on the resilience and fortitude of abject subjects or rejected people 
who turn their failure into style, to quote Quentin Crisp.7 And this 
is where we return to the notion of queer code: if hetero-normativity 
sets up a code for blending into one’s society that will be offset by a 
number of non-norms who fail to achieve those norms, then queer 
codes represent strategies to rewrite the notion of achievement 
altogether and to exploit the normative code in order to produce 
transformative possibilities, often through the act of failing. Some 
new games have tried to build on such insights about queerness: and 
so, a game or visual novel like Analogue, for example, or Analogue: 
A Hate Story, invites players to enter a world in the twenty-fifth cen-
tury when a Korean capsule has been found drifting in space. The 
avatar boards the capsule and finds a series of documents and ships’ 
log that allow the player to piece together what has happened. The 
narrative fragments finally cohere to tell of a patriarchal and sex-
ist world, modeled on the medieval Joseon dynasty that has self-
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destructed. The player must discern what happened by navigating 
documents with the help of two AIs who are at war with each other 
and inherently unreliable as guides for the protagonist. This is an 
interesting game for its investigation of the coding of misogyny and 
for the casting of misogyny as the cause of internal collapse. It is also 
queer in the way it forces the “player” to collaborate with and ma-
nipulate AIs as it navigates the archive of social breakdown. Other 
queer games include Gone Home—a narrative game in which a young 
woman returns home to find her family gone—which is feminist in 
that it eschews violence for other kinds of affective experiences and 
proposes that the video game might be a site less to win by killing 
than to rethink the concept of losing/winning as the point of the 
video game altogether.

But other games released between 2010 and 2014 challenge the 
frame of the game by blending high concept with high aesthetic val-
ues. Games like Thomas Was Alone (2010) by Mike Bithell and Braid 
(2010) by Jonathan Blow also try to engage philosophical questions 
about friendship, camaraderie, and the possibilities of cooperation. 
And a game like Monument Valley (2013) by Ustwo produces puzzle 
scenarios that are also painterly and visually rich environments.

In Thomas Was Alone, for example, a series of rectangles and squares 
of different sizes and with different functions attempt to advance 
through treacherous terrain by learning what they are good at (jump-
ing, bouncing, creating platforms, etc.) and by figuring out how to 
combine their skills with the skills of others. No rectangle can move 
through the system alone. The game, while not complicated, is imagi-
native and full of whimsy and melancholy. The shapes represent AIs 
that have been released and animated by a glitch in a computer sys-
tem. As two-dimensional objects, the shapes all feel that there is 
another world, just out of reach, and they journey through different 
levels, expressing hopes and fears, dismay and exhilaration, love and 
loneliness.

Thomas Was Alone and these other games often read, on the surface, 
as very conventional plots with unconventional visual components. 
Monument Valley and Braid, for example, are both games that involve 
the rescue of a princess. And Thomas Was Alone opposes the loneliness 
of its major protagonist to the togetherness and heterosexual union 
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of two of the shapes. But at the same time, in all of these games, the 
world inside the game is authenticated by a glitch, a mistake, a bug 
that allows for the electronic creatures to emerge or advance, shape-
shift or achieve bliss.

Going Turbo
Ultimately, these games tell stories, some new, some old, with new 
outcomes, some different, some utopian, others catastrophic. How 
can we think about changing the code itself? To answer that ques-
tion, we will return to Thomas Was Alone and Monument Valley via 
Wreck-It Ralph.

Ralph also finds an alternative path by virtue of a glitch. He looks 
for a way out of his structural positioning as wreckage by wander-
ing out of his game world and into another one in the arcade to try 
to gain a medal in a first-person shooter game Hero’s Duty. His goal 
is to win a medal, return as a hero, and win the trust and respect of 
his game world community. But when Ralph enters Hero’s Duty he 
quickly finds out that the hero is not really heroic; he is just willing to 
sacrifice his buddies for his own medal. The revelation that heroism 
is a fixed outcome rather than an improvised performance of cour-
age and self-sacrificing empathy gives Ralph the insight he needs to 
refuse the logic of his own game. As he turns to leave Hero’s Duty, 
however, he draws out a vicious virus and a tough female soldier 
who chase him to the edge of that world. Ralph escapes to Sugar 
Rush, a world where cars race through a sweet terrain of treats and 
candy canes.

In Sugar Rush, Ralph meets Vanellope. Vanellope was once a great 
driver but the evil king of Sugar Rush has unplugged her from the 
game’s central brain so that she appears as a “glitch” in the matrix 
rather than a real character. As a glitch, she cannot race and she be-
comes an outcast against whom the other game characters come to 
define themselves as fast, good, true, and sweet. Well, to cut a long 
story short, Ralph’s journey has introduced a virus into Sugar Rush 
and the game, like Ralph’s game, gets shut down and is under the 
threat of being totally destroyed. Ralph and Felix and the female sol-
dier and Vanellope join forces against the evil king and defeat the 
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virus and bring Sugar Rush back to life. The collaborative efforts to 
save these game worlds allow Ralph to see the good in Felix, who 
can fix what he can break; Vanellope recognizes that she was made a 
glitch, not born a glitch, and she argues for a different form of com-
munity and even for the power of the glitch; and the evil king, who 
had “gone turbo” and tried to change the game to his advantage by 
fixing it so that only he would win, has been vanquished and de-
stroyed. By the end of the game, everyone is back in their places but 
everything has changed.

Embracing the Glitch
Even as Wreck-It Ralph seems critical of the good/bad logic of de-
structive Ralph versus creative Felix, it also recognizes that we can-
not live without such dialectics and so, while we cannot make binary 
oppositions disappear, we can make community dependent on the 
recognition of all parts of the matrix rather than the valorization of 
some parts over others. We can also embrace the glitch, tear down 
as much as we build up, and, every once in a while, go well and truly 
turbo.

But how do games themselves embrace the glitch? The games I 
mentioned above, the melancholic Thomas Was Alone and the whimsi-
cal Monument Valley both conceive of their mise-en-scènes in terms 
of glitchy sequences of events that have either produced sentient 
AIs, in the case of Thomas, or staged a journey through “impossible 
architecture,” in the case of Monument Valley. The princess, Ida, in 
Monument Valley is also on a quest for forgiveness, although we are 
not told what she must be forgiven for, and as she completes stages 
she is met by a genie to whom she gives gifts and receives wisdom in 
return.

Both of these games were critiqued in mainstream circles for being 
“too easy” or not competitive enough, and many reviewers added a 
note in their commentary on the game about how quickly they had 
passed through the various levels. But to approach these games only 
with a sense of competitive judgment or to play them against a clock 
is to miss their entire orientation. Both the world of Thomas and his 
geometric pals and the journey of Ida through the “sacred geometry” 
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offer qualitatively different experiences than immersion in a shoot-
ing game. What they offer is wonder, an immersive experience in 
melancholia, a queer sense of time and space, and an immersion in 
alternative dimensions that exceed and confound one’s expectations 
about virtual realities, affect, and potential.

Ida is a princess without a prince, a kingdom, or a future, and 
Thomas is an AI who aspires to become an architect in order to re-
make the world that he and the others inhabit. As they search for 
exit routes, the shapes in Thomas Was Alone also search for portals 
to new worlds. The utopian potential of both games is embedded in 
their movement without purpose, their aspiration without ambi-
tion, and their acceptance of the frailty of others. Both Thomas and 
Ida proceed by means of multiple failures, and they seek to neither 
exit the game nor wholly embrace it.

Monument Valley in particular, with its gorgeous visuals, its im-
possible architecture, and its staging of futility, forgiveness, and loss 
can easily be read as an animated world. But as a game, it locates the 
player in a very different relation to the visual than a film would. 
In Monument Valley the player is drawn into a wondrous relation to 
time and space, made to feel the slight victories of defeating gravity 
and walking on walls, and must identify with the small, the insig-
nificant, the lost. And in Thomas, the player returns to a universe 
that is not much more complicated than early games like Pong, which 
allowed users to manipulate a “ball” with a rectangular paddle. But 
the difference between those early ball games and Thomas lies again 
in the relation to time, space, and failure. The only thing you learn in 
Thomas is that to advance, you must cooperate; to exit you must work 
with others; to change structures, you must dream.

Queer gaming appears in these games as a barely visible tension 
between the will to advance and succeed and the recognition of other 
goals. It resides in the good-enough princess—the female character 
not in search of a male mate—and the neurotic and cheerful squares 
who confront their limitations by joining forces with others who 
have different skills. These worlds challenge us as players not in 
terms of the speed with which we move through them but in relation 
to our altered sense of time, space, awareness, and transformation.
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“The Arts of Failure” session took place in October 2013 as part of the 
inaugural Queerness and Games Conference (QGCon). The QGCon 
organizers placed Halberstam and Juul in dialogue in order to ex-
plore the crossovers between their respective work theorizing fail-
ure—in both the context of games and the context of queer theory. 
Volume coeditor Bonnie Ruberg served as moderator. The floor was 
also opened to audience questions in the latter half of the session.

RUBERG: We are thrilled to have Jack Halberstam and Jesper 
Juul with us here. Jack is one of the most influential queer 
theorists working today. He is a professor at the University of 
Southern California and the author most recently of The Queer 
Art of Failure and Gaga Feminism: Sex, Gender, and the End of 
Normal. Jesper is one of our most influential contemporary 
games studies thinkers. He’s currently a professor at the Royal 
Danish Academy of Art, and author of books like Half-Real, 
The Casual Revolution, and, most recently, The Art of Failure. 
From the similarities between the titles of Jack and Jesper’s 
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books on failure you can tell why we wanted to put these two 
scholars in dialogue. Despite the overlaps in their interests, 
Jack and Jesper have never previously spoken. Jesper’s book 
doesn’t mention Jack’s. Jack’s doesn’t mention video games. 
Yet it seemed natural to explore the ways the two texts speak 
to each other. I’ll start by giving both Jack and Jesper a few 
moments to introduce themselves.

HALBERSTAM: My book, which followed some of the same argu-
mentative strands that Jesper’s did, was interested in the logic 
of success and failure, and the way that logic constrains us to 
a very normative viewpoint, such that different social circum-
stances produce different outcomes: success or failure. So my 
big claim is that someone might actually want to fail, because 
they’re so dissatisfied with a particular social context. Take 
the social context of capitalism, for example. If winning the 
game of capitalism means accumulating wealth, then it may 
well be that anticapitalists want to fail at that game in order 
to produce other ways of thinking about money, other ways 
of thinking about relationships through property, or posses-
sion, or whatever it may be. But if you move to the realm of 
heterosexuality and heteronormativity, the queer becomes 
the failure logic. In a homophobic logic, the queer fails to be 
straight, literally. The butch fails to be a woman. The sissy boy 
fails to be a man. The queer adult fails to get married and have 
children. They all fail in their socially prescribed role. There 
are two responses you can have to that. One is to try and play 
the game as it’s been written, to say, “I’m sorry, I didn’t real-
ize. I will now get married and have children, and then maybe 
you will accept me as a success on your terms.” Or you refuse 
the game. You say, “Actually, that outcome is not what I de-
sire.” You rewrite the game, and in the process you accept what 
we call failure. So, that acceptance in failure, that investment 
in failure, that excitement about failure, is the queer art of 
failure.

JUUL: My book has lots of similarities and lots of differences from 
Jack’s. It really came from the personal experience of being a 
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sore loser at video games. I was playing all these games, and 
I’d be unhappy when I played them. I felt like I was return-
ing to games that made me unhappy, and I wondered why 
that was. At the same time, there’s also a cultural movement 
around failure, a kind of self-help book attitude that says, 
“Actually, failing is great. Investment companies should fail 
fast,” and all that stuff. I think that’s very superficial, because 
failure also does hurt most of the time. I tried to look at this 
in a historical, aesthetical way and to look at what’s called the 
paradox of tragedy: why we watch tragic cinema, or read tragic 
novels, or go to horror cinema even though it makes us un-
comfortable or deeply unhappy. I looked at various historical 
answers to that question, but none of them quite resolved or 
answered it. So I tried to ask whether failure in games was 
in some fundamental way different from failure in nongame 
contexts. One of the examples I had is “gamification”: the idea 
that you can use game structures to, say, educate students or 
run a company. My conclusion on this is that you can actually 
look at the 2008 financial crisis and say that, in a way, it was 
caused by making companies too much like games. You had 
these clear incentive structures, and if someone just approved 
a lot of loans, they would get huge bonuses. Then, of course, 
lots of companies collapsed. You can see that one of the prob-
lems is having something important that uses a gamelike 
structure—whereas, if you play an actual game, you have the 
option of denying that it’s important to you. You can always 
say, “It’s a stupid game.” Games, in a way, make these kinds 
of arguments within themselves. The problem is, if you try 
to apply this approach elsewhere, you can’t say, “I think this 
performance ratio or this score on my report card is stupid,” 
because you would be fired or you would fail. So it’s not true 
that there’s no safe space within games. The idea of the safe 
space is actually pretty important, because it gives us the op-
portunity to deny that we care about failure. To me, that’s the 
art of failure in video games: the opportunity for denial, even 
if we lie to ourselves or to other people.
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RUBERG: I wonder if we can triangulate your respective positions 
on “the art of failure.” Jesper is talking about failure in games. 
Jack is talking about failure in life. What happens when we 
bring these ideas together? Do we create a queer art of failing 
at video games?

HALBERSTAM: There are a lot of moments in Jesper’s Art of Failure 
that are implicitly queer. It’s a really great book for schema-
tizing all the ways you might experience failure in games, 
and then you can extrapolate from there into other contexts. 
One category Jesper uses in the introduction is ahedonism. 
Ahedonism is the idea that humans aren’t only oriented around 
pleasure. This idea that you want to play to win, and that only 
winning will do, is not simply wrong about games, it’s wrong 
about the human. That feels to me to be a very queer insight. 
We could also call this a certain type of negativity, which is 
part of who we are.

JUUL: One similarity between the two books is a certain reluctance 
to only do a relabeling, to say, “Actually what we thought was 
failure was success, so just flip it around.” What’s interesting 
when you ask this question of games, for example if you’re 
playing single-player games, is that people do strange things 
a lot of the time. They don’t necessarily play for the goal, or 
they goof around in various ways. Then the question is: What 
would queer playing entail? Would it mean having a game that 
allows you to do non-goal-oriented things? But are you sup-
posed to follow the game’s logic or reject it? It’s a hard ques-
tion, because games have so many variations on the theme of 
failure.

HALBERSTAM: Already at this conference lots of people have been 
thinking through the connection between queerness and 
games. There’s the level of character, and the way in which 
characters, even when you can choose different genders for 
them, are mostly all modeled on the heroic, lone male. Then 
there’s something we could call orientation within the game. 
This might mean using a queer phenomenological approach, 
for example. Are we oriented in the game? Are we disoriented? 
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I was just watching the movie Gravity, and when you’re watch-
ing it, especially in 3-D, you really feel like you’re in a video 
game. You’re being spun around wildly in space; you’re in an 
antigravity context, and you’re trying to propel yourself to-
ward an object, and you may or may not make it. What is it 
about that experience of disorientation—which might make 
you nauseous, or might make you completely lose where you 
are in the game—that’s still pleasurable? That’s not necessarily 
connected to ahedonism, but to distinctly other forms of plea-
sure, not just goal-oriented, pleasure-filled, success-oriented 
pleasure. In fact, it might deliver you to a place of desolation 
or being lost, but we pursue it nonetheless. I think that’s part 
of the appeal of this set of interests in failure. It’s an irrational 
side of human impulse that can’t be explained away by who 
will get this many points or who will access the next level. 
People repeat levels over and over and over and over again, so 
there’s a sort of Freudian pleasure in repetition. I think both 
Jesper and I are opening up different ways of understanding 
pleasure. So, to go back to the question, queerness in games 
goes way beyond the character that you’re playing.

RUBERG: Jesper, your book talks so much about the pain of fail-
ing at games, but it doesn’t address the pleasure of failing at 
games. It begins to seem like masochism is an unspeakable 
word. What is the place of masochism in both of your thoughts 
on failure?

JUUL: I use the line of “pleasure spiked with pain”; that’s the clos-
est I come to talking about masochism. There’s something 
fundamental there. I think it’s very common, if you’re frus-
trated with the game, not to lower the level of difficulty, but to 
keep banging your head against it—even though it’s futile and 
you don’t really expect to get any farther. It’s something that 
also occurs in education, the idea of self-defeating behavior. If 
they are about to take a test or give a talk, people do strange 
things. You stay up all night or get drunk, then if you fail the 
test the next morning you don’t feel so bad about it, because 
it’s not that you’re stupid, you’re just hung over. Sometimes we 
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seek out failure because, by directly seeking it out, we lessen 
it; we find a kind of enjoyment of it. I think the worry is that 
you make this a habit. You should always try to think about 
what really is in your own personal best interest, and not just 
aestheticize always being hung over when you take tests, for 
example, even though there’s some enjoyment in that.

HALBERSTAM: The masochism question is a good one. I was also 
thinking about this when I was reading Jesper’s book. One 
of the examples that comes up in the book is horror films. 
If we go watch horror films, we know that we’re going to be 
shocked and terrified, and yet we go nonetheless. They don’t 
deliver pleasure in the conventional format. The queer under-
standing of the horror film that’s been articulated by a whole 
range of queer theorists is that maybe people are longing for 
other modes of identification. We presume that we only want 
to identify with the heroic male, but in fact, as Carol Clover’s 
work has shown, lots of young men watching horror films also 
want to be able to identify with the victim, because it affords 
them a certain kind of masochistic pleasure to not always be in 
control. That masochistic pleasure was never considered to be 
part of a horror film’s pleasure-scape, because we assume that 
we want to avoid masochistic scenarios. Bonnie, your work 
takes us into this territory, too. You’re thinking about why we 
might want to desire our own unbecoming, the ways in which 
we desire to be undone. In Jesper’s book, if you play the game 
and you win, you’re kind of done. So masochism has been built 
into all of these experiences in ways that reveal some of the 
less obvious and less linear aspects of our pleasure centers.

RUBERG: Jack, you and I were talking about agency yesterday, and 
I put my foot in my mouth by saying, “I’d summarize your 
‘art of failure’ as being about the agency of embracing self-
destruction.” You said, “Be careful of the word ‘agency.’” I won-
der how agency fits into this discussion. I do hear it in the way 
you both describe failure and choosing to fail.

JUUL: In my book, I’m talking about playing games that you your-
self have selected. There is a kind of switch between the mo-
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ment you choose to play a game and the moment you start 
playing it. When you start playing you are pressured to accept 
the logic of the game. I think I assume less agency than Jack 
does. In a way, what I’m saying is that even if you want to de-
cide that you don’t care about a particular failure in the game, 
it’s not necessarily something you can control. It might have 
social consequences even though we might want to deny those 
consequences, or we might consider them irrelevant, or we 
might sometimes be betrayed by our own emotions. Failure in 
a game is subjective, but it doesn’t mean that we can actually 
control it.

HALBERSTAM: Even though I’m talking about the embrace of fail-
ure, I’m not suggesting that it’s always under our control. In 
fact, I’m not countering the idea that it’s not in our control by 
asking that it be in our control. I’m pushing in the direction of 
undoing. I think that my book is invested in counterintuitive 
strategies that counteract the logic of failure without offering 
a new form of agency. I think that what’s interesting when 
you enter the territory of unbecoming, you lose vocabulary, 
because the vocabulary available to us is much more an ac-
tive doing/playing vocabulary, which makes sense given our 
political trajectories. So, when our political trajectory is to 
not become, or to not complete or to not gain, we only have 
these negative models. We don’t have the full suite of words 
that we might need to explain these other forms of human 
experience. That’s because they are counterintuitive. What 
I really appreciate about Jesper’s book and the conversation 
that it opens up is the idea of a counterintuitive mode of play-
ing that takes us to a completely different level, where we’re 
not simply thinking about moving through the game, acquir-
ing points, building strength, getting our health up, and com-
pleting, we’re actually repeating, spinning, falling, failing, 
disappearing—all of these other things that offer another kind 
of pleasure.

AUDIENCE (KATHRYN BOND STOCKTON): Thinking about these two 
books together, two words that seem important to me are 
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“accumulation” and “delay.” In Jesper’s work, as I understand 
it, inside the game there’s this temporal moment, whereas 
Jack was talking about the long arc of these things. Like, if 
Jack and I were to think of ourselves in childhood failing to 
be boys, if someone said, “It’s great, embrace that!” we’d say, 
“No way.” But in the long arc of things, it became a great and 
wonderful thing. It’s actually the accumulation of loss, of anti
capital, the accumulation of all these experiences over these 
games that adds up. In life, I don’t want to fail at any particular 
moment: giving a talk, teaching a class, et cetera. But some-
times in the long arc of the accumulation of loss something 
builds through that that you then retrospectively understand 
as this tremendous benefit and generative aspect of failure. 
In Fight Club, the whole point is to go out and lose a fight. You 
really can’t understand Fight Club without some understand-
ing of Georges Bataille. It’s this great film about masculinity, 
but you have to remember that the point is to lose a fight. By 
no version of masculinity that we generally know is that true.

HALBERSTAM: This reminds me of a line from a Julian Barnes novel, 
The Sense of an Ending. He says, when we think about profit, 
we think about gaining resources. Resources accumulate over 
time, they add up, but he says maybe loss also accumulates 
over time. But again, we don’t know how to measure the thing 
that we’ve lost, because it’s always in that negative register. So 
we have to think about both the fact that two negatives can 
make a positive (that is, over time failure could produce a dif-
ferent outcome than you might expect: some self-motivation 
or the becoming of something else entirely) and the fact that 
we need to reckon with what it means to accumulate loss over 
time. That’s a model of history. It’s a model of being. It’s a cri-
tique of capital. It’s a way of thinking about being in relation-
ship to losing that might be useful here. What are these games 
that we’re supposed to lose, when losing doesn’t necessarily 
mean the elimination of the player? What other models of los-
ing would be enticing or interesting or not interesting? I don’t 
just mean this as a nice little tidy model of giving yourself up 
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for others, a sacrifice message. Maybe we can think of some 
more complex reasons to design games where the only out-
come is losing.

JUUL: I think that’s a great point. There are certain preestablished 
models for failing. On paper they seem like failure, but they’re 
actually great things. The prescribed versions seem safe and 
worthwhile, but that’s not how you want to actually see it 
happen.

HALBERSTAM: Jesper, you gave the example of corporations that 
turn failure into self-help. What we learned in the last finan-
cial crisis is that those bad mortgages were designed to fail. 
They weren’t designed to succeed. They certainly weren’t de-
signed to be an avenue to success. The person who gets the 
loan will fail, at which point the insurance company kicks 
in. So there’s failure built in. We have to find a way around 
that logic, too, otherwise you just keep yourself hemmed into 
a normative structure, where it will always win and you will 
always lose. At the same time, I’m thinking about the radical 
theory of indebtedness as a different form of community. It’s 
not just a community where we all support one another, but 
where we recognize mutual indebtedness that we owe—not 
that we gain, but that we owe. Failure doesn’t necessarily open 
us up to freedom, but to degrees of freedom. When you read 
Jesper’s book, you have this sense that there are little tiny 
pockets, these moments that open up in a game, but that they 
never give you the wide open feeling of freedom, which of 
course is just a fantasy anyway. There are moments where the 
game has shifted, or your loss has revealed something else. 
Maybe this notion of freedom is as good as we’re going to get.

AUDIENCE (ADRIENNE SHAW): Chris Paul, at Seattle University, writes 
about the myth of meritocracy in games—this idea that any-
one can succeed in games, as long as you set the level right 
for you—and how that belies the history of how people get 
involved in games in the first place. You can’t just pick up any 
old game and suddenly succeed at it. It’s a kind of hegemony, 
this idea that if you try hard you can succeed, and if you didn’t 
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you just didn’t try hard enough, as opposed to the idea that 
the game is not set up for you. Hearing you both talk, I wonder 
if there is some connection between failure and meritocracy 
you might speak to.

JUUL: It’s interesting, because that has changed a lot over time in 
video games. In my book, I have this quote from a British game 
developer who talks about how, in the 1980s when he made 
games, game designers weren’t even expected to be able to 
complete the games they made themselves. They just assumed 
that eventually somebody would do it. These days I think that 
games come with a much stronger promise that you will be 
able to finish them than they used to. Some people feel that 
that’s bad. I think that demonstrates one of the things that’s 
hard to pin down about games. Is it boring that everyone can 
complete a game, or is inclusivity a good thing? It can be both 
at the same time. It’s hard to say what the answer should be.

“The Arts of Failure” session concluded with a recap of the threads 
and themes that emerged in the conversation between Halberstam 
and Juul. Importantly, both speakers had argued for reimaging the 
notion of goals in games and for opening up alternative ways of un-
derstanding pleasure as a function of play. Also notable was their 
focus on ideas of loss as accumulation, disorientation, and the po-
tential for a queer phenomenology in video games.
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This essay seeks to build on the recent work on video game failure es-
tablished by Jesper Juul in his 2013 book The Art of Failure: An Essay 
on the Pain of Playing Video Games, marking gaming as a medium 
uniquely driven by and constructed through failure. Namely, Juul 
addresses how (and why) players subject themselves to the process of 
losing to, getting frustrated at, and ultimately overcoming the vari-
ous systems and rulesets of games. However, Juul’s reading of fail-
ure is driven primarily by viewing it as a game-play mechanic to be 
overcome. He relegates its thematic utilization mostly to the tragic 
element of forcing the player to witness the death of her protago-
nist outside of her specific control.1 In defining failure in games pri-
marily as a temporary negative affective experience predominantly 
characterized by loss at both the narrative and ludic levels, we lose 
the larger potentiality of failure defined by Jack Halberstam in his 
The Queer Art of Failure as a way of achieving “more creative, more 
cooperative, more surprising ways of being in the world.”2 While 
Halberstam never mentions games specifically, if we take his nascent 
work on low theory—a model of inquiry that examines texts such 
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as CGI children’s movies, stoner comedies, and other nontraditional 
cultural texts for their “strange and anticapitalist logics of being 
and acting and knowing”—and begin to apply it to understanding 
the distinct role of failure specifically within games, we gain a new 
means of finding what Halberstam terms the “covert and overt queer 
worlds” within media, which can also be applied to Juul’s concepts of 
failure in gaming.3

In essence, I offer failure as an expansion to the analytical model 
put forth in Mia Consalvo and Nathan Dutton’s 2006 article “Game 
Analysis: Developing a Methodological Toolkit for the Qualitative 
Study of Games.” Citing the fact that the majority of gaming articles 
that undertook critical analysis of games offered little insight into 
their techniques “other than the assumption that they were played 
and carefully thought about by the author,” Consalvo and Dutton es-
tablish a four-part analytical model that steps through such concepts 
as the inventory of objects within the game, the interface presented 
to the player for engaging with a digital world, the interactions al-
lowed between characters and objects, and a final, rather sprawling 
category deemed “Gameplay Log.” Consalvo and Dutton define the 
“Gameplay Log” as “the overall ‘world’ of the game and the emergent 
gameplay that can come into being  .  .  . [including] such things as 
emergent behavior or situations, the larger game world or system, 
and intertextuality as it is constituted with the game.”4 It is seen as 
the “coherence” category, meant to tie together potentially disparate 
findings in the previous three categories. By contrast, let us attempt 
to deploy failure as a usefully incoherent means of finding coherence, 
a thematic tie that weaves together game play and narrative not to 
bring about player improvement but to unsettle her worldview.

To do this, I focus here on a text repeatedly marked by failure: 
the 2001 game Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons of Liberty (hereafter MGS2) 
for the PlayStation 2 console, published by Konami and developed by 
Kojima Productions. In particular, I want to look at how the player 
character of Raiden becomes a locus of failure. He is a character de-
signed in part to be a vessel of acceptable player loss, one who endures 
the tribulations of numerous heteronormative systems, which both 
enact violence on him and fail to properly incorporate him. Within 
both the story line and the game-play mechanics, he is habitually 
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situated as “other,” unsuccessful, naïve, and ultimately subjected to 
a series of events that disrupt the categories of masculine behavior 
and nationalized identity. Raiden’s failure is not limited to discrete 
instances, as MGS2’s story line and game-play scenario regularly sub-
ject both Raiden and the player to sequences of powerlessness and 
defeat. Ultimately, these sequences are not “overcome” but rather 
woven into a more disruptive consideration of player agency, socie
tal expectations, and the “reality” identity. Raiden, then, becomes 
a sort of case study for what a more robust definition of analyzing 
game failure can provide, and the level at which these “covert and 
overt queer worlds” exist within even high-budget games from major 
publishers.

In defining game failure, Juul breaks down various experiences of 
failure in different games, ultimately determining that the process 
of failing is a carefully constructed balance between winning and 
losing which “forces us to reconsider what we are doing, to learn.”5 
This language of “learning,” of a productive end, is crucial to Juul’s 
overall project. To fail is a discrete, specific event, eventually—or 
ideally—overcome by the player figuring out how to defeat the given 
challenge. This is even the case in games that have story lines where 
the protagonist fails, as the player must have shown proficiency in 
leading the game’s plot to that moment; as Juul puts it, this is the 
“successful player and unsuccessful protagonist” setup, where “the 
player is happy to have successfully overcome failure and played 
the game to completion, but where (this being a tragedy) the protago
nist is correspondingly unhappy.”6 In his model, a proper playable ex-
perience of game failure must inevitably bring about the happiness 
and the wholeness of the player in the end; games are ultimately safe 
spaces where we “can struggle with our failures and flaws. This illu-
sive space of games is to be protected, but it must come with license 
to be just a little angry, and more than a little frustrated, when we 
fail.”7 For Juul, the question is always when the specific act of failing 
occurs. This sets up the idea of an inevitable “after,” when success 
returns.

Juul’s concept of games as safe spaces to fail and inevitably 
succeed—even in the act of the main character losing—is one that 
could be usefully reimagined through Halberstam’s work on failure 
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in other cultural mediums. In The Queer Art of Failure, Halberstam 
constructs an entire reevaluation of failure that rejects it as purely a 
speed bump toward mastery and suggests that queer theory embrace 
the chance “to fail, to make a mess, to fuck shit up, to be loud, unruly, 
impolite, to breed resentment, to bash back, to speak up and out, to 
disrupt, assassinate, shock, and annihilate.”8 Halberstam’s is a text 
built around turning the language so often used to ridicule queer 
life: a “failure” of adhering to social norms and achieving expecta-
tions of success. Rather than a dreaded process, failure serves as a 
way of being that confronts norms of human behavior, subverts the 
narrative of “growing up,” and destabilizes systems of hierarchical 
knowledge like the university, reproduction, and anthropocentrism, 
among others: an experience that can “poke holes in the toxic posi-
tivity of contemporary life.”9 The role of low theory within this model 
is identifying unexpected and often overlooked texts that represent 
“failures.” It is not a process meant to solidify but rather to unhinge, 
reading failure as not just a particular conquered moment within a 
text but a repeatedly subversive undercurrent.

To explore the possibilities of reading these undercurrents within 
games, I turn now to MGS2. As is apt for a chapter about failure, to 
even begin to explain the overarching Metal Gear Solid plotline is itself 
a recipe for disaster. Notorious for its repeated double twists, identity 
confusions, and timeline-leaping plot structure, Hideo Kojima’s series 
about an American agent code-named Solid Snake and his adven-
tures saving the world has become almost as famous for its wildly 
ambitious storytelling conceits as its game-play mechanisms. While 
1998’s Metal Gear Solid focuses entirely around Solid, MGS2 splits 
its attention between two protagonists: Solid and a brand-new char-
acter named “Raiden,” a young soldier trained primarily through 
computer simulation. However, Raiden’s appearance was a decidedly 
unexpected one in 2001, due to the fact that his presence wasn’t an-
nounced prior to the game’s release and that he completely replaces 
Solid as a playable option once he appears.

An outraged fan base had to come to terms with the fact that the 
titular hero of the series had been removed from their control. Com-
pared to the cigarette-smoking, gruff-voiced, absurdly phallic Solid 
Snake, Raiden is naïve, repeatedly mistaken, and decidedly less mas-
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culine in appearance. Rob Gallagher, in his own reading of sexuality 
in the Metal Gear series, notes how player complaints about Raiden 
“repeatedly took the form of homophobic slurs, which drew on the 
tradition of associating queer sexualities with impersonation, rep-
etition, sterility, and inauthenticity.”10 Such readings did not simply 
come from the fans, however; depicted as slender, smooth-featured, 
and with long blond hair, Raiden is repeatedly suggested throughout 
the narrative to fail to be a “proper” man. He is first introduced as 
“Snake,” only to remove his mask and have his blond hair cascade out 
in the sunlight—a betrayal of expectations that marks the player 
reactions Gallagher discusses. Numerous references are made to his 
hair possibly being a wig, and one particular scene opens with the 
president grabbing Raiden’s crotch to verify his identity, saying with 
a stunned tone, “You’re . . . a man?”

These apparent failures of living up to gendered expectations are 
layered into how Raiden was initially designed in terms of game play: 
as a lesser reflection of Snake that allowed players to experience fail-
ure without feeling they, too, hadn’t lived up to being a tough, manly 
dude. Kojima made this explicit in a 2012 interview with the British 
Academy of Film and Television Arts, where he explained Raiden’s 
origins:

If you recall, back in the days of Metal Gear Solid 2, when Raiden 
was the main character in a stealth game he wasn’t all that popu-
lar. And originally the reason I did that was because if you’re play-
ing this legendary character like Solid Snake and you’re a new 
player playing the game and you die it just doesn’t make sense 
storywise. Why would this legendary, super-powerful character 
die in the first few moments of the game? And so that’s why I cre-
ated Raiden, so Snake was kind of like the character that you look 
up to, he was the hero, but Raiden was the new guy and new play-
ers could play Raiden and it would make sense that they weren’t 
the ultimate bad-ass.11

To use Kojima’s logic, Raiden was designed to be a less intimidating, 
more acceptable place to fail. Raiden at once affirms the apparent 
superiority of the masculine construction of Solid Snake as “hero” 
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while giving new players a playable character that doesn’t exert the 
same pressure to uphold “badassness” in their own play. Badasses, 
apparently, do not fail like Raidens do; what would not make “nar-
rative sense” on a grizzled veteran suddenly becomes feasible when 
inflicted on his feminized counterpart.

Yet I do not want to argue that Raiden exists solely as a laughing 
stock, or a sort of emasculated whipping boy meant purely to prop up 
Solid Snake as a “real” man. As Gallagher notes, even Solid Snake’s 
own masculinity is a slippery construct, given that his presence in 
MGS2 means he failed to stay with the woman he saved in the first 
game.12 In fact, the apparently “solid” ground of gender identity and 
sexuality in MGS2 is habitually shown to be incoherent, laden with 
mistakes, and prone to queerly resonant disruption. The first boss 
in the game is a woman with close-cropped hair and hairy armpits 
whom Solid Snake assumes to be a man at first, and is later found out 
to take on the role of a ninja played by a man in the first game; a pri-
mary antagonist is named “Vamp” not because of a fixation on blood, 
but because he is bisexual; even Emma, the game’s most prominent 
damsel in distress, is primarily interested not in Raiden but in her 
stepbrother, Otacon—who abandoned her in part because he was 
carrying on an affair with his stepmother. The game is laden with 
nontraditional sexualities and gender performances, and Raiden is 
placed center stage as the most prominent manifestation of them.

By not only aligning him with these larger disruptive patterns of 
gender and sexual identity performance but also deliberately placing 
the player in his shoes, MGS2 utilizes Raiden’s queerness to create a 
perceptible rift in the game’s structure, pointing to its constructed 
nature within a narrative that is ostensibly all about the importance 
of personal freedom and the ways in which the fear of “failure” is de-
ployed as a means of establishing boundaries for behavior and iden-
tity. Raiden’s story line is built primarily around this very question 
of control and agency, as he is revealed to be a test dummy originally 
put through a series of VR test missions that were re-creations of 
Solid Snake’s past. His behavior and attitude are constructed in the 
image of a masculine hero, and like the player, his expectations of 
the mission are built entirely out of having run repeatedly through 
simulations of the events of the first game. Even the format and style 
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of the game’s interface is decidedly reminiscent of the first game, 
with Raiden utilizing a small radar map at the top right corner of 
the screen to help discern enemy location, visibility, and room lay-
out. This map seems to offer on the screen-by-screen level a sense of 
orientation, allowing the player to feel in control of knowing where 
various bodies are and how to escape past them. Yet such moment-
to-moment control does not extend to Raiden; on a narrative level, 
he is repeatedly lied to, deceived, manipulated, and abused by the 
various factions within the game’s story line. Raiden does not win 
so much as endure the game, and this experience carries over to the 
player as well. As Tanner Higgin notes, “The player is supposed to be 
confused and frustrated by the narrative’s delivery. She is not only 
told she is being controlled but she is meant to feel and intuit it.”13 
Instead of Juul’s model of increasing mastery, even the best players 
of MGS2 may discover themselves lacking any real control over the 
game, no matter how well they can navigate the playable scenarios.

Indeed, Higgin’s comments on how Raiden is “revealed as a gamer 
who generates valuable simulation data with each press of the but-
ton for the surveilling game technology” affirm MGS2’s efforts to 
have the player recognize something of herself in Raiden—and it is 
not the illusion of control.14 The player, like Raiden, is essentially a 
trained reflection of past actions who wields limited power—and by 
the end of the game, even Solid Snake is left tied up, captured, and 
largely at the mercy of fate. Much of MGS2 revolves around ripping 
down the idea of an “original,” leaving instead a series of actions 
that add up to an identity; in one conversation between Raiden and 
his girlfriend / mission partner Rose, who contacts him periodically 
throughout the game, she directly questions him about the “real 
you” of his identity. His reply—“I wouldn’t even know the real me 
myself”—is a decidedly Butlerian evaluation of how player, charac-
ter, and social conditioning collide into a mishmash of “real” selves. 
All the efforts to ground the narrative in a “natural” foundation of 
performance and identity turn into an ever more tenuous grasp for 
both player and character on what constitutes such foundations 
to begin with; an exasperated call from Raiden to Rose late in the 
game claiming that the whole mission feels “like a nightmare you 
can’t wake up from” is met with a rather stark reminder of the “real” 
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world’s own terrors: “Raiden, this is real. And that’s why you won’t 
wake up.” His failure to become Solid Snake echoes the nightmarish 
impossibility of any performance ever truly “becoming” the model 
it follows.

In the midst of this nightmarish repetition, one particular dis-
torted reflection of the first game has a decidedly queer resonance, 
in terms of both game play and narrative structure. Late in the 
game, Raiden is captured and placed in a torture device, where he 
is interrogated about the purpose of his mission. The sequence is a 
deliberate throwback to a scene in the first Metal Gear Solid, where 
Solid Snake is also captured and strapped into a similar device. Yet a 
few elements are decidedly different. In the first game, the sequence 
serves as a test of Solid Snake’s manhood and is directly linked to the 
survival of his love interest, Meryl. The player must tap a button in 
rapid succession in order to endure being electrocuted; at any time, 
she may press a button to submit, but this ensures Meryl will die at 
the end of the game. Meryl is essentially marked off as a reward for 
properly “winning” the sequence, and Solid Snake’s later reaction to 
finding her dead is largely a reflection of both his own masculine 
agency and the player’s apparent skill level at enduring the button-
mashing challenge.15 As he says while grieving in front of her corpse 
in the “submit” path, “I gave in to my pain. I sold your life to save my 
own. I’m a loser . . . I’m not the hero you thought I was.” Being a loser, 
a failure, means being cut off from a “heroic” title and the reward 
that comes along with it.

In MGS2, however, there is no “win” or “lose” scenario meant to 
affirm or shame a particular style of play. Instead, the sequence re-
volves entirely around powerlessness. Unlike Solid Snake, who gets to 
keep his pants on in the machine, Raiden is stripped naked, beaten, 
and choked with a large phallic tentacle until he is left on the table 
largely without questions to answer; as one character notes, “I doubt 
he knows anything of interest.” It is on this table, too, that his “true” 
history is revealed: rather than an innocent American boy, Raiden 
was a child soldier from Liberia known as “Jack the Ripper,” forced 
to kill as a child and later growing up to psychically block out the 
traumatic memories of his youth. Having been stripped bare both 
mentally and physically, the newly exposed Raiden is forced to navi-
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gate the next section of the game naked while running around hold-
ing his genitals. The usual control mechanics of punching, shooting, 
and evading are compressed down to a rather awkward cartwheel, 
and if his enemies locate Raiden, he will very likely die quickly in a 
gunfight as he is unarmed.

Rather than a conquering narrative of heteronormative male vic-
tory, with the “loser” left to feel guilty, MGS2 turns its torture scene 
into an open invocation of masochism. With Raiden at his most 
overtly eroticized and vulnerable, both physically and emotionally, 
the player must confront the reality of lacking full control—even 
if they must eventually shore up this exposure by restoring Raiden 
back to the “wholeness” of his costume. And as with masochism, this 
apparent pain is not without pleasure as well; the player is habitually 
welcomed to look at and observe Raiden’s exposed body, and even 
use it as a desirable object for enemies to look at. If the player man-
ages to lure a guard back to the torture chamber and act as if Raiden 
is still properly locked within the device, the guard will take a glance 
down at Raiden’s genitals and remark “Wish I had that” before walk-
ing away—a decidedly homoerotic double entendre of penis envy 
and erotic possession that openly taunts the player with what they 
may potentially want to see, to “have,” as well, since what the guard 
can see is covered up by a soda can in the player’s view. Teased at 
every corner and left hanging, so to speak, the player must make 
something out of their powerlessness while waiting for the game to 
eventually hand the illusion of control back to them—a rather no-
table twist on the usual narrative of a player gaining more control as 
the game comes to an end.

However, MGS2 even disrupts this “restoration,” as the one aspect 
that has kept Raiden largely linked to a heteronormative image—his 
relationship with Rose—is subsequently stripped away post-torture. 
In one of the game’s most powerfully queer moments, a startling 
heart-to-heart between Raiden and Rose reveals an unexpected 
resonance: their relationship is a direct correlation to the game’s 
other systems of control, and was nothing more than an artificial 
assemblage of sexual expectations he was “meant” to feel. She is, in 
fact, a spy meant to inspire him to keep moving through the game’s 
narrative and monitor his performance; her role as the mission data 
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collector—that is, the game’s save files—holds particular resonance 
in light of this, suggesting both her control over Raiden’s game-play 
history throughout each level and his personal history through 
being linked to her. Once again, the “real”—history, memory, even 
something as apparently natural as attraction—is collapsed, as she 
tells him, “I reinvented myself to suit your tastes. Hairstyle, clothes, 
the way I move, things I talked about . . . You say you love the color 
of my hair, my eyes. They’re not even real.” Raiden’s eventual re-
sponse, claiming that the relationship “was just a game, not the real 
thing,” is at once a clear metatextual reference to their love being 
“just” virtual within the game’s code while also peeling back the 
constructed artificiality of seemingly “natural” sexual connections 
between individuals.

If Raiden earlier realized he “wouldn’t even know the real me my-
self,” here he articulates the even further distortion and inaccessibil-
ity of a “real me” through its adaptation and adherence to the expec-
tation of another person’s “real” self: “I was trying to be someone I 
wasn’t by loving what wasn’t real.” Even Kojima’s specific choice of 
names—Jack and Rose being the doomed, idealized lovers of James 
Cameron’s 1997 blockbuster film Titanic—once again points to the 
always-already fictionalized, unreal nature of heteronormative re-
lationships that attempt to hide their own construction. Raiden’s 
queer failure to “grow up” from his past as Jack the Ripper and “win” 
a proper masculine role in fact exposes an even deeper destabiliza-
tion: a system that, in failing to properly incorporate him, ends up 
exposing the tenuous gamed structure of virtual gendered rules that 
govern bodies both inside and outside digital worlds. Whereas Juul 
argues that “much of the positive effect of failure comes from the 
fact that we can learn to escape from it, feeling more competent than 
we did before,” MGS2 disrupts the whole idea of escape altogether 
and turns failure into the result of an endlessly nested Foucauldian 
series of controlling systems that are suddenly made manifest to 
both Raiden and the player.16

Thus it is unsurprising the game’s previous symbol of order and 
discipline, Raiden’s military commander (and father figure to Solid 
Snake in the previous game), known as the Colonel, begins to come 
unhinged as these systems become visible in the game’s plotline, is-
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suing him an unexpected command: “Raiden, turn the game console 
off right now! The mission is a failure! Cut the power right now!”17 
While the commander wants to keep this as a singular incident, 
a failure that concludes when the simulation ends, I would argue 
MGS2’s mission is failure: failure of histories, failure of “natural” 
relationships, and even the failure of a game to “end” and the real 
world to begin. Despite the Colonel reassuring the Raiden/player hy-
brid, “Don’t worry, it’s a game! It’s a game just like usual,” the dam-
age has already been done, and the boundaries between player and 
game openly subverted. Gallagher, in his overall analysis of the se-
ries, notes that the Metal Gear protagonists often “fail at failure”; 
they save the day despite themselves, stumbling into victory.18 Yet 
the traces of those failures, even if reconfigured into a seeming vic-
tory, remain visible, and the ability to discern these traces as not 
merely game-play obstacles or tragic footnotes in the midst of player 
success provides us an understanding of MGS2 that does indeed con-
tain queer worlds within. Other such worlds exist within gaming, 
and playing with an eye for failure may lead us to stumble on them—
with no desire to get back out and “succeed.”
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Video Games: (No) Promo Homo
Does the domain of video games promote the values of “homosexu-
ality”? Broadly “yes,” and narrowly “no.” This is not a matter of sexual 
sameness. This is an issue of expanding strangeness, tying the idea 
and practice of gaming (video, digital gaming) to queerness—in the 
sense of strangeness—a queerness deeply tethered to children, who 
are us.1

Fellow gamers of the digital age, don’t kid yourselves. I am a queer 
child and so are you, whoever you are, however you were raised.2 
And we’re getting fat—without getting heavy. You and I are virtu-
ally spreading sideways, not growing up but getting horizontalized 
by our love of lateral growth, as we indulge in alluring virtualities: 
things that are actual “in effect not in fact.” (Literature, cinema, and 
of course gaming.) Indeed, from my childhood, I have kept alive a 
playful, fantasmatic, virtual pastime. (View it as the inverse of Angry 
Birds: not shooting figures but giving rise to them.) I like to call it 
“Femmes at the Mall.” You know what I do: hit a shopping center and 
imagine that every appealing woman who presents as feminine is a 
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femme lesbian, until proven otherwise. Since I never test them, they 
are not disproven. And, therefore, due to this generous practice, the 
world is virtually full of lesbians, thanks to me.

Thanks have not arrived. As our culture cozies up to gayness, 
making a space for same-sex worship of babies and marriage, gaming 
highlights two queer fires that are burning brightly, two queer fires 
that lick around the child, that queer the child, that heat adult and 
child—not, however, to everyone’s delight. These flames can be called 
lateralization and jouissance. Or, to simplify: growing sideways (lat-
eralization) and painful over-pleasure (jouissance). (Jouissance, in 
fact, is the pleasure in excess associated with sexual orgasm’s “little 
death”: a pleasure that is pushing into joyful pain.)3 Or, to jump the 
gun with an equation you’d never, ever guess:

Queer Child + Big Toe = Candy ~ Gaming

Try to puzzle that. Indeed, we will. But let me state my thesis on the 
way to this puzzle (how could an essay on gaming lack puzzles?). The 
queer child shows how adult/child lateralization does not equate 
with sameness. Not with sexual sameness, as I’ve stated, and not 
with adult/child equalization. (Our legal system, at the very least, 
prevents these categories from becoming equalized.) Rather, adult/
child lateralization, or adult/child sideways relations, as I prefer to 
call them, intensifies children as our radical self-differentiations, 
our differentiating from our selves, or so it feels, in the “childish” 
pursuit of jouissance, which can come through gaming. Let me start 
explaining by returning to gayness.

Lateralization, jouissance: before the rise of gaming, as we know 
it now, “homosexuality” was accused of both. Gays were profoundly 
lateralized; were said to suffer “arrested development,” being “ill in 
much the same way a dwarf is ill”: or, as a psychoanalyst said, “most 
homosexuals do not feel like adults; rather they see themselves as 
children or as adolescents,” sexually extending beyond copulation 
(if you know what I mean) or lingering at midpoints along the way, 
producing sideways movements or delays.4 Even more perversely, 
grown homosexuals didn’t birth children, it was assumed, but surely 
seduced them, making child seduction, which was a dangerous later-
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alization, their stock in trade. All these assumptions, funny enough, 
fed the public imagination of gay life as a wild hedonism, truly over-
pleasure, painful in its excess.5 Thus, as I’m rather fond of saying: no 
one—not even right-wing wing nuts—has been deeming queerness 
unnatural. They’ve deemed it hyper-natural—everybody’s going gay, 
if we let them—because it’s seemed like seductive cheating to live 
our lives (childish, child-free, soaked in pleasure).

I repeat these accusations, which sound almost quaint, at least 
in our land, in our own time, because they are sliding, have slid, 
onto gaming. Gaming is the new “homosexuality,” strange to say? 
Gaming is the new dangerous hedonism? The new domain of later-
alization and jouissance? I take as an index two different pieces of 
sophisticated journalism (so it would seem) from The Atlantic (April 
2013) and the New York Times (April 2012). In the Times piece, titled 
complainingly “Just One More Game . . . How Time-Wasting Video 
Games Escaped the Arcade, Jumped into Our Pockets and Took Over 
Our Lives,” the author boldly confesses his bewilderment over his 
attraction to wasteful “stupid games” such as Tetris, Bejeweled, and 
Drop7.

“You could say,” he says, “that video games and I went through 
adolescence together,” after which he gave them up, becoming “more 
or less happy and productive.” Then came the iPhone during adult-
hood, due to which “my inner 13-year-old reasserted himself,” as he 
moved from chess (“the PBS of time-wasters”) into Bix, MiZoo, Tiny 
Wings, “designed to be played . . . by any level of player.” Lateraliza-
tion. Moreover, he writes, “[I was playing] when I should have been 
doing dishes, bathing my children, conversing with relatives. . . . The 
game was an anesthetic, an escape pod, a snorkel, a Xanax, [and] 
a dental hygienist with whom to exchange soothingly meaning-
less banter before going under the pneumatic drill of Life.” And he 
spread this “virus” (his word) to other friends, even to his wife. The 
article ends with the author consulting Drop7’s creator, Frank Lantz, 
who also directs NYU’s Game Center. Unlike the author, Lantz sees 
these games as some kind of “hinge” between the mathematical and 
the spiritual, holding us, in the author’s words, “between conscious 
problem-solving and pure intoxication.” Or in Lantz’s words, they’re 
“like heroin that is abstracted or compressed or stylized”: “It gives 
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you a window into your brain that doesn’t crush your brain.” In fact, 
the piece ends, reaches its climax, reaching for a word that stops 
shy of “crushing.” Lantz describes his own heroin-like connection to 
poker: “Somehow teetering on the edge was part of the fun for me. 
It was like a tightrope walk between this transcendently beautiful 
and cerebral thing . . . at the same time it was pure self-destruction.”6 
Lantz says no word exists in English for this combination. Then he 
says it’s “game”—the article’s last word. Many queer theorists would 
say it’s “jouissance.” I say it’s “big toe.” Maybe even “candy.”

Which takes us to the other kind of article I’ve seen, also driven 
by adult fantasies of normal productivity and not wasting time. This 
piece is titled “The Touch-Screen Generation: What’s This Technol-
ogy Doing to Toddlers’ Brains?” The title could have been, might as 
well be, “Are We Giving Heroin to Touch-Screen Kids?” Lateralization 
and jouissance together haunt this query. Are we making children 
too much like us, this piece worries—making them drugged-out, 
pleasure-seeking hounds, and therefore too adult in their wasteful 
bliss? (Give yourself a moment to absorb these contradictions. We 
who are too childish, when it comes to games, are making kids adult 
in allowing childish pleasure.) Consider the complaints of a worried 
father, himself a reporter for the Wall Street Journal, who describes 
his toddler joyfully “zoning out” with the iPad: “He’d gone to this 
state where you’d call his name and he wouldn’t respond . . . or you 
could snap your fingers in front of his face”; the dad removed the 
iPad from the child’s life, “even though [the iPad] was the only thing 
that [held] the boy’s attention for long periods, and  .  .  . spark[ed] 
an interest in numbers and letters.”7 Another contradiction emerges 
from these comments and sticks to the article. Namely, this: in nam-
ing these kids “the touch-screen generation,” the author is reveal-
ing a countervailing worry that these children do not reproduce 
us. In fact, this common move—of tagging generations with some 
new label (the Millennials, Generation X, etc.)—is a recognition 
that those who reproduce differentiate themselves from themselves 
through these estrangements (of the generations), making “repro-
duction” a striking misnomer for those bundles of queerness called 
children.

Still, this piece requires our surprise over what’s growing apart 
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on our sides. This is a cadre of children—really, infants—who view 
iPads as “so many open boxes of candy.” (Hold that thought.) Or, 
as the essay’s author puts it, “Kids, who once could be counted on 
only to chew on a square of aluminum, are now engaging with it in 
increasingly sophisticated ways”; “American childhood has under-
gone a somewhat alarming transformation in a very short time.” We 
might wonder, isn’t it always transforming alarmingly, according to 
“adults”? Indeed, right on cue is what you would expect: “Ameri-
can parents are becoming more, not less, wary of what [technology] 
[is] doing to their children.” Hence, “our modern fear . . . that every 
minute of enrichment lost or mindless entertainment indulged will 
add up to some permanent handicap in the future.”8 Is sophistica-
tion or mindless entertainment seducing willing children? Which 
do parents fear?

Actually, protection talk—we must protect our children from this 
or that seduction—shows we actually fear our children. The author 
confesses, “I must admit, it was eerie to see a child still in diapers so 
competent and intent, as if he were forecasting his own adulthood. 
Technically, I was the owner of the iPad, but in some ontological way, 
it felt much more his than mine.” Or as Marc Prensky, education and 
technology writer, has put it, “the war is over, the natives won”—
“the digital natives,” his term for children. And if parents (“digital 
immigrants”) are desperate to deem certain games “education,” it may 
be in defense against the jouissance that makes children harder to 
control. Apps like Toca Tea Party and Toca Hair Salon—that indulge 
the joys of spilling and cutting—are “not about beauty,” says the 
author, “but  .  .  . subversion” and are wildly popular (downloaded 
more than a million times in the first week). The upshot is this: the 
author ends up giving in on lateralization and jouissance, on the 
logic “I like” “high quality fun,” “shouldn’t they?”9 This is mild word-
ing for what the piece has raised, matched by the author’s forcing a 
Norman Rockwell reference in her last sentence to put to bed the 
issues her essay doesn’t solve.

What is our reply to “Video Games: (No) Promo Homo”? A simple 
equation:

Queer Child + Big Toe = Candy ~ Gaming
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Children Show Big Toe
Perhaps we need to unpack the joy of destruction more decidedly, 
even playfully. Candy and gaming require we do so. Here, the big 
toe enters the scene. According to the thinking of Georges Bataille, 
the big toe, specifically, is the most human part of the body. What 
the apes don’t have; what allows us to stand erect, with our heads 
toward the clouds but our feet in the mud. It’s what shows us that 
“human life entails .  .  . a back and forth movement from refuse to 
the ideal and the ideal to refuse.”10 On the night I receive the Nobel 
Prize in Literature, I have the runs. My own body wars against my 
dignity. And makes me crave extremity, which can feel like ecstasy. 
Just think of Icarus.

Many children know the myth of Icarus and his father, Daedalus. 
In order to enable their escape from capture on the island of Crete, 
Daedalus designed for them feathery wings, held together by wax. 
And though he warned his child not to fly too close to the sun, lest 
the sun melt the wax, Icarus, filled with the thrill of flying, flew 
too close and fell from the sky. Presumably, we are told this myth 
about a youth, especially in our youth, so as to cultivate a sense of 
moderation. Listen to your parents: don’t fly high. Bataille sees a dif-
ferent point. He sees the need to embrace both acts: the flying and 
the falling. Here we may recall Frank Lantz lauding gaming’s tight-
rope, involving something transcendently beautiful and purely 
self-destructive. Bataille would further emphasize: Extremity is 
within you. It’s not “out there” in gaming. There’s no escaping your 
own big toe.

This ecstatic state relates to how Bataille backs nonproductivity, 
which he links to luxury. He understands it as pleasurable loss. His 
strange essays, aptly named Visions of Excess, are gnarled contempla-
tions on extreme pleasure and debasement; they are queer theory 
before queer theory. With his cryptic titles—“Mouth,” “Rotten Sun,” 
“The Big Toe,” “Solar Anus”; with his yokings of extreme expendi-
tures to the force of political rebellions, comparing a volcano, which 
he deems an anus, to the “scandalous eruption” of workers fighting 
against their masters; with his fixation on an ape’s bottom, saying 
to us, “There is no child who has not .  .  . admired .  .  . these filthy 
protuberances, dazzlingly colored excremental skulls . . . going from 
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shocking pink to an extraordinarily horrible  .  .  . violet”; with this 
kind of ferment, Bataille stands against what he calls “the princi-
ple of classical utility”: taking one’s “pleasure” in “moderate form” 
(which he scorns) while one aims at the “acquisition,” “conserva-
tion,” and “reproduction” of goods and life (which he scorns).11 By 
contrast, Bataille prefers any outlay of money or energy or even life 
itself that defies the ends of production: he affirms wastings such 
as “luxury,” “artistic productions,” “competitive games,” so-called 
“perverse sexual activity,” and the bleeding body of Christ (he was 
raised a Catholic).12 What a lineup, one might say. Moreover, for 
Bataille, the ultimate question thus becomes: Who has the power to 
lose and destroy, ecstatically, defiantly? (In one idiom, the U.S. gov-
ernment and very rich people have the power to lose . . .) With his 
slant on Marx, Bataille scorns the bourgeoisie for using their bas-
tardized destructions—their conspicuous consumptions—“simply 
to reaffirm their place in the hierarchy,” whereas Bataille seeks equal 
opportunity access for all to create so that they may then destroy.13 
He would lose anyone who would lose loss.

Roland Barthes, in “The Pleasure of the Text,” makes a similar 
move: “I need to distinguish euphoria, fulfillment  .  .  . from shock, 
disturbance, even loss, which are proper to ecstasy, to bliss.”14 Jouis-
sance is a disturbing pleasure, a dark glamour of rapture and disrup-
tion. It shines and cuts and leaves its bearer not knowing what to 
make of herself—or her pleasure. She is left beside herself, severed 
from herself. Bliss is a word for painful over-pleasure, felt and grasped 
as such. Something tremendous coursing through the body, bend-
ing the mind. Then, on a dime: rapid, luminous deteriorations. If per 
chance it didn’t exist, queers would invent it. Along with irony, bliss 
is a quintessential queer accoutrement: it’s hedonistic and wedded 
to pain; it’s clearly buoyant, yet it is dark; it’s provocatively sexy, 
intimate, scandalous, and bodily, while it’s evasive of capture and 
speech. With its shadows and ties to loss, societies deny this ex-
treme pleasure in favor of tamer, paler “fulfillment.”

But I pet loss. I love fertile loss. Much of my recent work explores 
queer, unexamined forms of growth, even fertility, that spring from 
negativity. In a piece on queer Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale, spe-
cifically, I argued that children do not issue solely from parental 
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intercourse or parental love.15 Children bodily, shockingly, profoundly, 
just as forcefully are the result of parents’ lost and cast-away attrac-
tions: all of the people one has not had sex with, or has slept with but 
not bred with, or has stopped pursuing. (My ex-girlfriend wouldn’t 
have had her specific children without our relationship breaking up.) 
Thus, I propose, your child is the fertility of your negativity (if you 
end up having children). Your specific child, whoever she will be, 
will be caused by lost attachments, all of your prior failed attrac-
tions, and your other unpursued pursuits. At least in part.

Do we as a culture allow children access to the kind of loss from 
which they are made? Do we allow them dizzy pursuit of Lantz’s 
tightrope, which he tethers to destruction tied to gaming? In one 
realm we certainly do. Call it the allowable economy of candy.

Gaming Works Like Candy?
Clearly, a chocolate bar is not a game. But is it like a game in effect not 
in fact? What are its effects? According to Charlie and the Chocolate 
Factory, the Tim Burton film from 2005, the effects of candy are li-
bidinal, captivating, repetitive, time wasting, grandly lateralizing of 
adults and children, and linked to the pleasures of self-destruction.16 
Indeed, we should note that, at this point in gaming’s history, digital 
games are becoming more like candy: quickly consumed, “eaten” in 
snatches, snacked on in the cracks of our time, especially as they mi-
grate increasingly to smartphones, which are a pantry in our pock-
ets. Games are candy without the calories and as accessible to kids 
as adults.

Thus, one could marvel over the prescience of Burton’s making 
candy seem so interactive. In this film, for the children in the movie, 
candy, like a game, is a world you enter, but they go through the 
screen. Call it Toca Candy Tour meets Toca Candy Romp. You stomp 
on candy, wear it, and become it; you move it on a screen. You puzzle 
it out. Where does chocolate come from, the child appears to ques-
tion, making candy more mysterious than babies and as libidinal 
as sex itself. Wonka says it “triggers the release of endorphins that 
give the feeling of being in love.” Children, unsurprisingly, want 
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to grasp this luxury that delivers pleasures, ones where they have 
agency, choice, access, and clear permission to overindulge. In fact, 
Willy Wonka (played by Johnny Depp), parodying “parents” (a word 
he can’t say), playfully warns the little child hedonists, “Don’t lose 
your heads; don’t get overexcited”—by which of course he means do 
get excited to the extreme. Wonka himself has a Wildean look—top 
hat, velvety long purple coat, a subtle shade of lipstick, and pageboy 
haircut—and when the children meet him, it’s on the heels of his 
Disney-style display of dolls bursting into flames, leaving the figu-
rines with melting plastic flesh and hanging eyes. “Wasn’t that just 
magnificent?” Wonka asks the group.

This is the film’s introduction to destruction, an interest that 
Willy and the children share. And here is where the film breaks out 
on two rails, as if it’s of two minds about the game of candy, as if 
it’s also asking: “What is it doing to children’s brains?” “Might our 
family lose our child to chocolate?” Indeed, quite strikingly, the film 
pits Willy against family values, as it were. He doesn’t like families 
and can’t pronounce “parents.” Yet the film also, without apparent 
irony, even though with comedy, presents the cheerful sweetness 
and downright coziness of Charlie’s family unit (his parents and 
grandparents). Then there’s the notable, full-on contrast between 
the other children’s dramatic interactions with Willy’s candy and 
Charlie’s different, wide-eyed wonder, as if he were simply watching 
a game of SimsCandy played by Willy Wonka. Are we meant to take 
these dualities ironically? Are they a wonderfully sly inoculation 
against the film’s perversions?

I really don’t know. Perhaps there is a clue in Wonka’s childhood. 
It is shown in flashbacks, where young Willy appears as a ghost, 
dressed as a goblin on the night of Halloween. Underneath this 
sheet, he wears a set of braces that looks like a muzzle more than 
anything else. And his dentist father throws the “evil candy” into 
the fireplace where he burns it; so candy, of course, is the sign of the 
boy’s forbidden pleasures, whatever they encompass, whatever else 
is ghosted in Willy’s young life, making young Wonka a stranger in 
his family, before he runs away. (He never “grows up” to have a wife 
and children.)
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Lateralization—or, as I prefer, sideways growth—nonetheless is 
on display on the Wonka factory tour. It appears as a fanciful wed-
ding of destruction to a connection that runs between Willy and 
young Charlie, logically joining “the child” to “the queer” via jouis-
sance. Building on the sense that “candy is a waste of time,” as Willy’s 
father once had told him, one child asks at Willy Wonka’s factory, 
“Why is everything here completely pointless?” Charlie answers, 
“Candy doesn’t have to have a point—that’s why it’s candy.” More 
important still is Wonka’s special elevator: “[It’s] not an ordinary up 
and down elevator,” he tells the kids. “It can go sideways, slantsways, 
[and] any way you can think of.” Sideways movements conduct the 
children into each new room, where they see fanciful modes of manu-
facturing. For example, they see a cow being whipped—hence, the 
making of whipped cream—in a light masochistic joke for children. 
Then, pink cotton-candy sheep come into view: “I’d rather not talk 
about this one,” Willy slyly offers. He is also working on other new 
motions—how to send a chocolate bar by TV.

But it is the film’s last two moves that hold queer Willy and in-
nocent Charlie in a relation that speaks volumes. At the end, only 
Charlie and his grandpa (Charlie’s chaperone) remain on Willy’s tour. 
Wonka takes them to an unsought climax. Shot to the heights of his 
“Up and Out” room, in the elevator with mysterious powers, Willy 
and his guests (the boy and his grandfather) look like they are on a 
ride to self-destruction. They shoot through the smokestack of Willy 
Wonka’s factory, in a novel version of Icarean flight, and free-fall to 
earth, where they land unharmed. Now Willy Wonka propositions 
Charlie: if he leaves his family to come to live with Willy, Charlie 
can own the world of chocolate—take it from Willy and run it him-
self. Willy wants an heir, which he pronounces “hair.” As we can pre-
dict, Charlie says no to this queer choice. Instead, he takes Willy, 
even given Johnny Depp’s performance as a flamer, to the family 
dinner table. (Guess who’s coming to dinner, it appears?)

Here, as if they are nodding to the child inside Willy Wonka—
this queer man who is a queer child, who will make an unrelated 
child his legal “hair”—the family invokes Willy Wonka as a “boy” 
by Charlie’s side. Charlie, the innocent, now has something in his 
future to expect: a productive factory for making wasteful pleasures, 
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with sideways spread and vertical motions that play with destruc-
tion, bequeathed to a child by a Wildean queer.

Surely these relations beg to be a game.

Coda and Climax: My Queer Games
In conclusion, with an eye to lateralization, jouissance, and the dark 
fertility, for oneself and others, of one’s sliding self-differentiations, 
let me end by saying: if queer children were a video game, here are 
games I’d like to see.

Game #1: Inspired by the film The Hanging Garden (from 1996). 
Premise of the game: Your avatar is a gay man at his sister’s wedding, 
ten years after he’s left his family’s home. A fat teen ghost, the ghost 
of the gay man, is haunting everyone, since this family has kept him 
alive as a suicidal image hanging from a tree. Objective of the game: 
Cut your teenage self from the tree, against the efforts of the family’s 
father to keep you hanging there, strung up in sorrow; then, reach 
the goal of escaping from the house with your little sister who’s actu-
ally your daughter (raised by your mother—all without your knowl-
edge). Game-design challenge: Though this is essentially a free-the-
prisoner game—a kind of Super Mario Bros. with a queer twist—it’s 
a prisoner game that spreads to the side and backward in time. The 
gay man’s traversing levels of himself, comprising different times he 
must first collect then carry from the home. The player’s avatar thus 
must gather a fat teenager and a little boy (himself as a child), along 
with the sister who will prove to be his daughter, while he steers a 
course through a cynical bride, bisexual groom, drunken father, and 
miserable mother. Somehow the game’s face should register these 
synchronies as layerings of time and growth through breadth. And 
the design should include flower icons that show growing taking 
place in suspension.

Game #2: Inspired by the film Heavenly Creatures, the Peter Jackson 
movie from 1994 about a real-life New Zealand murder. Premise of 
the game: Two young girls are in love with each other but face major 
obstacles to being together. Their own parents stand against their 
wish to run with abandon and feel with each other to the point of ex-
haustion and scary pleasure. Objective of the game: Making use of two 
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girl avatars that you must separately move in tandem, remove the 
right obstacle to the girls’ love. Is it one girl’s working-class mother 
or comical dad? Is it the other girl’s beautiful mother or nerd pro-
fessor father? (Hint: it’s the professor.) Game-design challenge: There 
should be hand-eye-coordination feats the players must perform as 
they move the girls physically, mentally, and emotively. (Two dif-
ferent players may play as a pair.) Try to bring the girls’ creations 
in clay—a royal family of characters they animate—into how they 
move or how they fight their obstacles. Additionally, the game should 
somehow convey the girls’ emotion building, such that it pressures 
their desire to murder. If they kill a parent besides the professor, the 
game will end with their being separated (as it did in life). If they kill 
the scholar, they get to die of pleasure.

Game #3: Inspired by the film Six Degrees of Separation (from 
1993), based on the drama of the same name. Premise of the game: 
A young black hustler leads a white mother to love him and mourn 
him and redirect her life. Objective of the game: Get a wealthy woman, 
a rich white woman, to break from her husband and have a social 
conscience, all through encounters with a black gay con, who is our 
protagonist and wants to be her son. Game-design challenge: Quite a 
bit like Braid, this specific game is rich in allusions—not to Prince 
of Persia but to Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner—and works through 
levels that piece together narratives that discomfort players and 
question liberal platitudes. Moves that separate husband and wife 
slowly should reveal—think of Braid here—that our protagonist is 
not who he seems: not the son of Sidney Poitier but a more aggres-
sive (I would say more satisfying) child queered by color. In its de-
sign, the game should craft a room that has red walls, soft light, 
good art, and plentiful horizontal windows that capture views of 
Manhattan—which, at night, reflect the room back onto itself, mix-
ing the outside views with all the interior ones, making the occu-
pants look as if they’re walking in the sky above the street, as if 
they are safely ensconced in the views they think they are above. 
The game should also reference Kandinsky and Cézanne and deploy 
ironically repeated lines like “I love museums,” “I love art.” The ava-
tar on-screen should be Will Smith and carry some mark of that 
actor’s homophobic resistance to his part, a prejudice perhaps he, by 
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now, having grown fatter and broader in his thinking, has dramati-
cally, happily differentiated from.

Notes
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Video games need to grow up. For games studies, at least, this seems 
to be the consensus. Perhaps to protect what we study, or to legiti-
mize it, we ask that games be more artful or at least more like other 
arts (e.g., cinema).1 We wonder why more games don’t contain “adult” 
content, ranging from the overtly sexual to the thematically serious 
(e.g., Heavy Rain).2 We even ask that games “change the world” or 
at least make play productive and educational.3 As scholars, we are 
especially drawn to games that address us as mature adults, and that 
do something other than just show us a good time.

The emerging field of queer games studies has formed behind a 
similar call for games to “grow up,” insofar as growing up means doing 
more to welcome the presence of others in a culture that is putatively 
male (and definitely heteronormative, immature, homophobic, mi-
sogynistic, and reactionary). Queer games studies questions com-
mercial gaming’s pleasure economy by linking the pleasure of mas-
culine empowerment in games to the violent overreaction in game 
communities whenever anybody challenges this pleasure. Writer 
and video game critic Leigh Alexander, in her unfavorable review of 
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Grand Theft Auto V, ties masculine empowerment in games to the im-
maturity at the heart of the reflex to lash out at critics: “What, you 
want to leave me death threats? Go for it! Games are about feeling 
powerful, and about you getting your way!”4 Here, empowerment 
means entitlement for a particular kind of insecurity mended by the 
egocentric, male empowerment fantasy.5 And “growing up” means 
outgrowing the expectation of this masculine entitlement.

But there is also a vein in queer games studies that asks games to 
never grow up—at least when the “up” in “growing up” relates to what 
Kathryn Bond Stockton identifies as “marriage, work, reproduction, 
and the loss of childishness.”6 Stockton describes queer growth as 
“sideways growth,” a move intended to recuperate unacknowledged 
development, the “energy, pleasure, vitality, and emotion in the 
back-and-forth of connections and extensions that are not reproduc-
tive” and that grow “to the side of cultural ideals.”7 Samantha Allen 
connects games to this notion of queer growth with the term “repro-
ductive futurism,” meaning the pressure exerted by heteronorma-
tive culture in order to check actions that don’t appear to contribute 
to legitimate forms of upward growth. In this vein of queer games 
studies, video games are “queer” precisely for their embrace of bliss-
ful jouissance, for their association with activities that are per-
ceived as immature, and for the pure wastefulness of energy and 
time spent outside the narrow strictures of hetero-reproductivity. 
In what Marsha Kinder described as games’ abrupt beginnings, “ex-
tended middles,” and infinitely deferred endings, games are both 
a cause of and an emblem for the many delays that characterize 
childhood.8

In one sense, there is no tension here between these two attitudes 
toward growth in games: asking games to stop being homophobic 
and misogynistic does not necessarily mean calling for an end to 
fun. But there is a definite tension here around the term “empower-
ment.” One vein of queer games studies seems down on the pleasures 
of game empowerment. The other seems to embrace it, or at least to 
preserve a space for guilty indulgence of such pleasures. This chap-
ter’s goal is to address this tension and frame empowerment in com-
mercial games in terms of “sideways growth.”

As with the eponymous youth of Stockton’s book, The Queer Child, 
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there is unacknowledged, sideways growth to be found within com-
mercial gaming, too, and often games are empowering precisely be-
cause they allow for exploration of this growth. I draw on psycho-
analysis for its models of growing up that perhaps unintentionally 
provide helpful wiggle room for thinking about nonnormative fan-
tasy and empowerment. These models at least help demonstrate how 
often commercial video game empowerment is based on a kind of 
growth that will never look like “growing up” (because it is better 
thought of as growing sideways) and that is empowering specifically 
because it is a masochistic pleasure. As masochistic empowerment, 
it does not fit with the rubric of the immature, fractured male-ego 
“entitlement fantasy” under which it is often classed. Pausing to 
see it in its difference from masculine–sadistic empowerment can 
benefit queer games studies by preserving a space for thinking posi-
tively about the empowerment of queer communities through side-
ways growth.

Many video games occasion a return to anxieties and wishes pre-
dating the Oedipus complex’s concerns about sexual and social differ-
ence, making these games appear to be about anything but growing 
up.9 But, in fact, these games externalize and develop these “pre
oedipal” wishes and anxieties, opening up new possible structures in 
adult life for play and, perhaps, for fostering a better understanding 
of our relationship to the spaces and people around us. The specific 
“preoedipal” concern that the video games in this chapter allow us 
to explore is the tether fantasy.

Salman Akhtar coined the term “fantasy of a tether”10 to describe 
a response to “unresolved separation–individuation,” the name for 
the process of the infant’s developing sense of separateness from the 
parent. Separation–individuation is like Freud’s fort/da but broken 
down into subphases in which the infant’s autonomy (unevenly) in-
creases. In each phase, the child is variably “tethered” to the parent, 
who remains an anchor (or point of security) from which the child 
can feel confident exploring the world outside.

When the “fantasy of a tether” manifests—and this can happen 
at any time in life—it generally takes the form of imagining con-
nectivity to some safe space, like imagining the route home after a 
long day of work. It can also take the form of imagined exposure to 
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danger, and thinking about how you might flee some threat, and to 
where. Exposure can mean the excitement of getting caught out of 
doors during a thunderstorm, or the dread of having to take shelter 
from a terrorist attack. It can take the form of opening up—letting 
a breeze enter the home—or closing down, a pleasure taken in the 
click of a door lock. Even more simply, it can mean the emotional use 
of a smartphone as a kind of lifeline to loved ones.11

To think of the tether fantasy as a kind of growth, it is helpful to 
note its role in a variety of cultural productions, from backyard bomb 
shelters to design contests for zombie-apocalypse strongholds.12 As 
a fantasy of home invasion, the tether fantasy intersects with class 
and race stratification through the structures of gated communities 
and home alarm systems. It is related to historically changing defini-
tions of homes as private spaces for withdrawal, especially as enter-
tainment media and communications technologies have entered the 
home and made it into a kind of entertainment “fortress” (mirrored 
in films like Panic Room).13 Dwelling on a tether fantasy and giving 
it new form, multiplying the pleasures taken from it, constitutes a 
kind of sideways growth. This growth shares an affinity with the oft-
noted experience of queer gamers who, while young, see games as a 
kind of refuge from the harsh and judgmental social world.

Tether fantasies are an important part of both independent and 
blockbuster, or “AAA,”14 commercial game development. Games like 
Minecraft, Terraria, Rust, Starbound, Dark Souls, and many others 
across the broad genre of the role-playing game (RPG), from the fa-
miliar Japanese RPG to popular cooperative dungeon crawlers like 
Diablo III, operate on the premise of the tether fantasy. Video games 
are often described as a spatial medium,15 which makes them well 
suited for thinking about the tether fantasy’s interest in experiences 
of boundedness and openness. In other words, space is not just a 
metaphor for identity in games (the way being “in the closet” and 
“coming out” are spatial metaphors for expressing queer identities to 
hetero-culture). Rather, space in games becomes the site of a literal 
wish fulfillment about spatializing (externalizing) deep-seated con-
cerns about threat and safety, similar to the way Otto Rank makes 
sense of a “womb fantasy” as the desire, literally, to return to the 
nirvanic womb and resolve the “trauma of birth.”16
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Both Minecraft and Terraria begin by asking players to build and 
seek refuge within shelter before the game’s first nightfall—ven-
turing out when things seem safe, and returning again as the sun 
sets. Players are “tethered” to these safe spaces throughout play; in 
turn, patterns of stretching out into danger and returning shape 
the boundaries of home base. In Super Metroid, play involves imag-
ining the exploration of space from the safety of energy-restoring 
save points scattered across the map. Players find the next safe 
place when their tethers are stretched to the limit, and the game 
plots scenarios to specifically emphasize the urgency of making it 
to one of these save points. Every save point is a kind of provisional 
substitute for the ultimate, womb-like safety of game protagonist 
Samus’s own spaceship, which awaits Samus’s last-minute escape. A 
much more recent commercial game, Dark Souls, employs a lifeline 
tether like Metroid ’s, wherein players stretch out only so far (as cur-
rent upgrades permit) from the safety of a bonfire, until they are 
finally able to connect to the next bonfire. I have argued elsewhere 
that the “tether fantasy” is crucial for understanding the highly po-
rous boundaries of the genre of the RPG, in which heroes leave the 
protective enclosure of the walled city for the adventure beyond, re-
turning to safety to rest and recover in order to venture farther the 
next day.17 Some games emphasize the act of stretching out (Dark 
Souls, Super Metroid), and some the return to a state of fortification 
(Minecraft, Terraria).

These games all, to some degree, involve self-determined exposure 
to threat and anxiety. In short, they are about dwelling on vulner-
ability. The tether fantasy is a masochistic empowerment fantasy. 
It is a thrill in exposure, a pleasure taken in a momentary loss of 
stability and certainty—a brush with danger or death. Freud em-
phasized the return to warmth (or comfort) in his anecdote about 
the “cheap enjoyment . . . obtained by putting a bare leg from under 
the bedclothes on a cold winter night and drawing it in again.”18 But 
a game like Dark Souls, I think, dwells on the coldness of exposure, 
reveling in what Francis Spufford called a “tingling disruption of the 
domestic” in his study of Victorian culture’s fascination with narra-
tives of polar exploration. Spufford recounts a broad cultural plea-
sure in narratives in which nature overtakes humanity, a fantasized 
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“sublime of defeat,” or “a dreamed-of conquest by raging elements.”19 
Dark Souls is notoriously difficult—but there is something celebra-
tory of loss and pain in the way in which the unavoidably high num-
ber of player character deaths is touted by game publisher Bandai 
Namco’s own promotional efforts (additional content was released 
in 2012, rebranded as the “Prepare to Die” edition).

This fact could be linked easily to Jesper Juul’s The Art of Failure 
as more evidence of our complicated relationship with winning and 
losing in video games. But I want to suggest that the structure of 
the game itself figures loss as a failed extension into danger, a tether 
stretched too far. Stretching the tether into danger is a core pleasure 
of the game, one the game requires be regularly recalibrated. Since 
death can mean losing all carried currency and experience, the threat 
of loss and the thrill of exposure are intertwined. The game dwells 
in its own excessive darkness by organizing play as a perpetual de-
parture from the warmth of the bonfires (the fire, the hearth, is a 
cultural image for the “womb”). And, for those who are no longer 
intimidated by the game’s various monsters, the looming threat al-
ways remains of being “invaded” by other players who are tasked 
by the game with hunting you down.

It is possible to view the “masochism” here as a drive for mastery. 
Freud flirted with the idea that the compulsion to repeat painful ex-
periences was masochistic in nature (i.e., a pleasure in its own right), 
but he concluded that repetition compulsion had the goal of “bind-
ing” traumatic experiences, meeting a need for stability and control 
that was more important than the psyche’s general aversion to pain. 
In a similar sense, the sublime of defeat in Dark Souls, rather than a 
masochistic thrill, might be part of the pleasure of overcoming or 
mastering pain.

But masochism is especially appropriate for thinking about a 
tether fantasy when viewed as relational psychologists do, as an em-
powering evocation of absent parents: “If parental figures have be-
come identified with the pain they cause, then aggravating such pain 
can magically evoke their presence and overcome separation anxi-
ety.”20 Similarly, pain can be thought of as a kind of autonomy from 
parents, an ability to endure.21 This is, at least, how Akhtar makes 
sense of the tether fantasy, as a “gradual deflation and relinquish-
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ment of the sense of omnipotence experienced in the symbiotic dual 
unity with the mother.”22

The idea that a key commercial play fantasy is masochistic con-
flicts with the assumed male-sadistic organization of AAA gaming, 
which Anna Anthropy sums up well: “Mostly, videogames are about 
men shooting men in the face.”23 As games scholars, we are right to 
condemn a culture of violence and entitlement. But since the tether 
fantasy is prominent in commercial gaming,24 it is important to 
argue that there are aspects of mainstream empowerment worth 
preserving as a topic of study, aspects of empowerment that cannot 
be reduced to male entitlement, and that might likely be shared by 
a wider group of people seeking expression (through fantasy) for 
what psychoanalysts call the “symbiotic orbit,” or a stable balance 
of exposure and withdrawal. The question of the relation between 
queerness and fantasies of empowerment remains important, and 
one that we should not simply dismiss.

Thinking about tether fantasies in video games poses the ques-
tion of what it means to dwell on a preoedipal fantasy about separat-
ing from and merging with spaces of comfort. How is this oscillation 
a kind of sideways growth that is relevant for the study of queerness? 
This, I think, raises the related question of what kind of progress we 
make when we play games and how this progress is recognized by the 
culture of our parents. Is the time really just wasted? Or is it, rather, 
seen as a waste because it is not “productive” from the point of view 
of “reproductive futurism”? I’m not suggesting that LGBTQ gamers 
necessarily experience tether fantasies differently than others do—
quite the opposite. I’m suggesting that this kind of empowerment is 
a vibrant and important part of the pleasure taken in video games 
both inside and outside queer communities. Games that attack fun, 
that force us to question the privilege in video game pleasure, are 
crucial for queer games discourse. But the spirit of growing sideways 
can help recuperate at least parts of the mainstream games we grew 
up loving, as well as the guilty time spent playing ever since. Queer 
games studies entails accepting the co-presence and mutual reflexiv-
ity of the childish and the adult in games, and this applies to avant-
garde games as well. This flexibility is part of what is so broadly com-
pelling about the notion of queer growth in video games.
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We must dream and enact new and better pleasures, other ways of 
being in the world, and ultimately new worlds.

—José Esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia

Where Is the Queerness in Games?
When we say a game is queer, what do we mean? How does one 
go about locating the queerness in games? Do we find queerness 
through the characters we play, or the worlds we inhabit? Do we find 
it when a game lets us enact queerness through what we do in the 
game? Do we find it when we play as queer-identified players and/
or form player communities? Or is a game queer when the designer 
crafts the game with queer intentions? Where is the queerness in 
games? I’ve been interested in this question as a game designer, 
player, and queer practitioner for a while, so here are some of my 
thoughts on the matter and some games and the people who make 
them to consider along the way.

Chapter 24

Finding the Queerness in Games

COLLEEN MACKLIN
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Is the Queerness Found in a Game’s Characters 
and Story-Worlds?
Often, when we think about contemporary video games, we think of 
the stories they tell: space marines shooting aliens, marines shoot-
ing other marines, or, for something completely different, Italian 
plumbers attempting to rescue a princess in distress. These are the 
tropes in popular video games and their narratives could be consid-
ered, with few exceptions, hyper-hetero. Video games are a back-
water for progressive sexual politics, more so than other forms of 
narrative media where LGBTQI characters and lives are increasingly 
depicted. However, if we look more closely at some of the games out 
there, we might uncover some forms of queerness.

Mass Effect and Dragon Age, both games by the company BioWare, 
let you play gay. If you choose the right branches on the dialogue 
tree, you can enjoy a same-sex hookup with a fellow elf, alien or a 
space marine. The Fable series, by famed Lionhead Studios designer 
Peter Molyneux, allows for same-sex marriage and polygamy. I think 
it’s great to have different romantic options in these highly popular 
games, and it’s certainly promising to see major “AAA” games include 
gay options.

But when I play through the options in these games it becomes 
clear that the nature of these same-sex relationships are, for the most 
part, the same as the opposite-sex ones. The story, more or less, re-
mains the same. The only differences are encoded in the game’s inter-
changeable variables (male or female), leading to slight variations in 
character skins and animations—and if we’re lucky, dialogue. It’s in-
teresting to me how the implementation of gay and lesbian romance 
in these games mirrors the political arguments underlying same-sex 
marriage—that everyone should be given the same rights follow-
ing the same dominant social structures. Perhaps these games have 
not found their queerness yet, at least queerness defined by a poly-
morphous politics that often questions the norm. What if, instead 
of a simple variable switch in the code, there were options not just 
for the gender of the person or alien we might woo, but the way we 
woo them? It’s laudable that these same-sex romance options exist, 
but do they represent a game gaywash, promising LGBTQI options 
but with little flexibility in our actual play? What can game charac-
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ters and narratives let us explore beyond what might be considered 
homo/heteronormative politics? Polyamory? Asexuality? Kink?

Games are more about world building than about linear story-
telling. If it’s worlds that we are exploring with games, then isn’t it 
possible for these algorithmic worlds to evolve to allow for more flexi
bility and diversity in player desire? Could our game worlds include 
queer utopias? Mainstream game companies may argue that it’s not 
financially viable to build in queer possibilities for what they believe 
is a predominately conservative, straight player demographic. At the 
same time, indie designers and alt-game creators are already mak-
ing it happen, building games and building player communities that 
exist outside the mainstream. There’s certainly more to explore in 
queer world building, and games seem ripe with potential to allow 
players special access to José Esteban Muñoz’s ideas of a queer uto-
pia, which allows us to “dream and enact new and better pleasures, 
other ways of being in the world, and ultimately new worlds.”1

Is a Game’s Queerness Found in What It Lets Us Do?
merritt kopas, game designer and theorist, has pointed out that many 
media scholars consider video games “texts” in the same way one 
might look at a novel, film, or television series.2 Through this lens, a 
game is a container, where meaning is found in character, story, and 
events. The previous paragraphs also examined video games in this 
way—finding the queerness in game worlds, stories, and characters. 
But this perspective overlooks one of the most unique features about 
games: that they also create meaning through our choices as players. 
In fact, many games have no story at all in the conventional sense 
(think basketball, Tetris, or checkers). In these games, the story is 
created on the fly by the player, their actions, and the game’s feed-
back to those actions. In other words, what I get to do in the game 
and what the game does back to me. So, what does a queer game do?

Anna Anthropy’s dys4ia is an interesting example of what I think 
a queer game does. It uses the structure of the popular Nintendo 
WarioWare series (perhaps we should call Anthropy’s game a form of 
“queerioware”), a game comprising mini-games where one simple ac-
tion is required to get to the next game in the set. It demands quick 
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reactions to short vignettes, each requiring the player to perform dif-
ferent tasks in response to the situation. When considered together, 
the mini-games in dys4ia tell an autobiographical story about Anna’s 
experiences with hormone replacement therapy. On the game’s sur-
face the content involves queer themes, and the game’s designer (and, 
by extension, the protagonist) self-identifies as queer.

But what makes dys4ia do what a queer game does is it subverts 
our expectations of control and agency as players, which is the seam-
less interactive foundation of most games. dys4ia is full of what at 
times seem like interactive glitches, propelling the player through 
its mini-games by forcing failure, ending mini-games prematurely, 
and leaving us wondering if we have any chance to win at all. As we 
play, we realize that the power is not ours. Instead of playing the 
game we are played by the game. In the main menu, we can even 
choose to start at any level, jettisoning the standard progression 
through levels that we are used to in video games. However, we can’t 
choose where the story goes. It’s not ours to choose, anyway. Our 
character is Anna, and we’re like an empathetic witness, standing in 
her shoes, retracing her steps. Because of this, I believe it moves us 
more than if we had full control. The game takes control and says, 
“Here, join me.” We fail along with Anna and we experience her 
transformation through our shared failure. In most games failure is 
a tool for feedback on the journey toward the goal. In dys4ia, failure 
is the game.

In his book The Queer Art of Failure Jack Halberstam says, “The 
queer art of failure turns on the impossible, the improbable, the un-
likely, and the unremarkable. It quietly loses, and in losing it imag-
ines other goals for life, for love, for art, and for being.”3 In dys4ia, 
we play at failing and through it we see new possibilities for living—
through the designer’s lived experience.

Is the Queerness in Games Found in Who Makes Them 
and How They Were Made?
Most games are designed in a play-centric mode—one that puts the 
player experience at the top of a designer’s list of things to consider. 
It’s almost doctrine that designers use an iterative method with plenty 
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of play-testing as a baseline for design refinements. But there’s a bur-
geoning queer resistance to this mode of working. dys4ia is one in-
teresting example of subverting traditional notions of what makes a 
“good” game (interesting choices, player agency, challenge). In fact, 
public criticism of the game centered on whether one could consider 
it a game at all. We’ve heard these kinds of questions aimed at works 
of art, too.

In her essay “Death of the Player,” a turn on the classic Roland 
Barthes essay “Death of the Author,” designer and critic Mattie Brice 
opens with this simple statement: “Players are overrated.”4 In it, 
Brice suggests that authorship in games needs to be reconsidered 
with more weight. She suggests an author-centric approach over the 
dominant player-centric game design mode, which emphasizes play-
testing with players and iterating the game’s design to make it more 
fun. Brice goes on to explore some of the reasons she didn’t play-test 
her autobiographical game Mainichi, which explores a day in her life 
as a trans woman. Mattie describes her motivation for making the 
game as a way for her friend to experience the world through her 
eyes. She says that play-testing the game would defeat the purpose 
of it: “I couldn’t playtest the game with [my friend] and then ‘release’ 
it after. It would be like asking your crush to read and edit the love 
note you want to pass to them one day.”5

merritt kopas’s Hugpunx questions whether games need players 
at all. It’s a short and sweet game about hugging people and cats on 
the street, set to a bouncy tune. We could call this a “hug ’em up” 
instead of a “shoot ’em up.” There’s really no skill involved in the hug-
ging, no “leveling-up,” per se, and no win state (although the game 
does progress to an ending, which coincides with the end of the 
song). It simply involves moving toward cats and people and press-
ing a button to hug them. In fact, if you choose to not move or hug 
anyone, you still get the postgame reward message “yr totally rad! Go 
hug yrself!” You can’t fail, unless you think you did based on what-
ever goal you set for yourself (in my case, hugging only cats). It’s a 
game that plays itself, questioning the norms of most video games 
based on progress and player interaction: a lean-back experience over 
a lean-forward one. Both of these examples seem to say that the game 
is here, and it’s queer, whether we play it or not.
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Is a Game’s Queerness Found in Players 
and Communities of Play?
When we play a game, we often take on a new persona like Lara Croft, 
Gordon Freeman, or Sonic the Hedgehog. At times, we have choices 
about the types of characters we play. Female or male? Night Elf? 
Paladin? Khajiit? Whether by choice or by default, many players have 
engaged in “gender play”—playing as a character of another gender. 
This is one way games give us opportunities and choices that are ripe 
for exploring different identities and experiences. Gender play is a 
form of meaning made somewhere in the air between the game and 
us, through a playful conversation between the possibility space of 
the game and our own subjectivity. Gender play is something many 
of us fondly recall as a form of self-expression in our early days as 
queers.

What about what happens between players, in a queer play com-
munity? There’s an emerging queer critical community in games (as 
exemplified by this collection and many great conferences and con-
versations) and I’m excited about it. While the personal may be po-
litical, it’s when these personal experiences come together to form a 
public that I think we have the power to cultivate new, queered forms 
of games and influence the growth of games as a creative field. At 
IndieCade 2012, the cofounder of the 1970s countercultural New 
Games movement Bernie De Koven said, “All play in public is politi-
cal.”6 What happens when that public is a queer gaming public?

“Everyone games” is the motto for GaymerX (now known as sim-
ply GX), an annual fan conference dedicated to the public celebra-
tion of queerness in games.7 It comprises conference sessions about 
games and game making, an expo floor with queer game-related mer-
chandise and game demos, dance parties, cosplay, and events and 
sessions about topics as wide-ranging as wrestling and the furry 
community. I have had the pleasure to attend and the thing that 
struck me was how diverse it was—not only in terms of bodies and 
backgrounds, although this is significant, especially for a very ho-
mogenous industry. GaymerX was also diverse in the sense that fan 
interests were diverse. Almost any game title out there had a queer 
fan and their stories and cosplay depictions of these popular games 
imbued the games with a new queer life. Whether it was a couple 
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sporting authentic leather-daddy mustaches dressed as Mario and 
his brother Luigi or an androgynous Zelda, the queering of these 
game characters was a celebration of the games they star in as well 
as a sly realization of the way these characters and games can signify 
queerness when viewed in the right light.

Another interesting note about the diversity of the attendees at 
GaymerX is that many of the people I encountered played multiple 
roles. They were designers and critics and fans. These individuals are 
forming a new games criticism by writing and making games from 
their own personal play experiences and also taking on issues of 
representation and social justice in the industry. They include Anna 
Anthropy, Mattie Brice, merritt kopas, Liz Ryerson, Zoya Street, 
Robert Yang, and others. This is a community that not only plays 
games, it creates and circulates ideas about them, fueling a growing 
queer indie game scene with broad representation at other industry 
conferences and festivals. These burgeoning communities of queer 
players, makers, and critics are putting pressure on a game indus-
try where women, people of color, and the LGBTQI community are 
noticeably underrepresented. Just as playing in public is political, 
we’re seeing the beginnings of the formation of a politically power-
ful counterpublic in the game community. A counterpublic, to use 
Michael Warner’s term, “formed by their conflict with the norms 
and contexts of their cultural environment.”8 There is a movement 
afoot, one that is speaking out through words and making games 
and playing them, alone and together.

Where Is the Queerness . . . in Games?
We can find traces of queerness—or at least its potential—in the 
characters and worlds of games. We can find it in the actions of the 
game, in the people who make them, how they are made, in how 
we play, in who plays, and how we talk about games. We can find 
the queerness in many aspects of games, not just these ones we have 
just explored. We might find it in the tools of game making, for 
instance—tools like Twine, which have enabled an explosion of new, 
queer games and interactive narratives. We might find it in the way 
we share games, in how they are distributed, and in queer games 
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made for the queer community. In looking at the parts, however, I 
think we may have lost sight of the whole. Ultimately, I believe games 
are predisposed toward queer explorations. Instead of the question 
“Where is the queerness in games?” we can ask, “Where is the queer-
ness?” and answer “In games!”

Games are queer, indeed. How? They encourage and let us revel 
in (the queer art of) failure. In fact, failure, often painful in life, is 
often one of the more pleasurable elements in games, as Jesper Juul 
has pointed out in his aptly named book The Art of Failure.9 Failure 
encourages us to try out new, unexpected strategies—ones that a 
game’s designer may have never anticipated. Games release us from 
ourselves and let us try on new identities. They give us the space to 
explore unfamiliar pleasures and desires. They permit—in fact they 
encourage—transgression, a quality inherent to play. To a modern 
world obsessed with productivity and achievement, games are a 
“waste of time,” “totally unproductive,” for “kids,” To quote radical 
play designer Bernie De Koven once more, when we play games to-
gether, we create “an embellishment, a useless, spontaneous, joyous 
human decoration on the shape of necessity.”10 If we think of society 
clothing itself in the things it designs, then games are society’s cos-
tume jewelry, strap-on, and studded collar. An embellishment, yes, 
but one that is absolutely necessary for our own pleasure.

I opened this essay with a quote from José Muñoz describing a 
queer utopia, a new world of possibility that is not here yet, but one 
for which we can strive. I’ll close with the thoughts of Bernard Suits, 
who wrote about games and utopia thirty years earlier. In the book 
The Grasshopper: Games, Life and Utopia, the grasshopper has a dia-
logue with his disciples, including Skepticus, the hardworking ant. 
The Grasshopper describes the role of games in Utopia, a place where 
work and all instrumental activities are no longer relevant: “I believe 
that Utopia is intelligible, and I believe that game playing is what 
makes Utopia intelligible.”11 His disciple Skepticus replies, “What 
you are saying is that in Utopia the only thing left to do would be 
to play games, so that game playing turns out to be the whole of the 
ideal of existence.” The Grasshopper responds, “So it would appear, 
at least at this stage of our investigation.”12

At this stage in our investigation, I would propose that games are 
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queer because they provide us with a notably different way of looking 
at and living in the world. The queer utopia may already be here, in 
our games. In his playful exploration, Suits coined the phrase “lusory 
attitude” to describe a willingness to play: to adopt the rules of the 
game not in order to achieve something “useful” in the world, but to 
enjoy the inherent pleasures of play itself—to revel in playing games 
as “the voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles.”13 This 
essay revels in its attempt to overcome the unnecessary obstacle of 
trying to find the queerness in a medium that, by its nature, is queer 
already. So let’s play.
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The past few years have seen an unprecedented surge in video game 
events that directly speak to issues of queerness and games. Some 
are oriented toward the gaming industry. Others are oriented to-
ward academics. Still others offer queer-identified gamers a chance 
to meet and form community. What unites these events is their 
drive to bring discussions about LGBT issues and gaming out into 
the open, and to provide a place for those who feel passionate about 
these important intersections to share and create ideas.

Chelsea Howe’s, Toni Rocca’s, and Sarah Schoemann’s stories each 
speak to issues far beyond the events they co-run. For activists and 
community organizers like these, thinking differently about games 
and making games differently also requires organizing differently. 
The experiences of the three leaders interviewed here illuminate 
new paths for video games more broadly. Their insights can help 
guide others to approach game events, and video games in general, 
in unexpected ways. This interview, conducted through shared text 
document, took place in the spring of 2014, at a pivotal moment for 
the emergence of queer games communities.

Chapter 25

Organizing New Approaches to Games
An Interview with Chelsea Howe, Toni Rocca, 
and Sarah Schoemann

MODERATED BY BONNIE RUBERG
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RUBERG: How would you describe the games event that you orga-
nize? What would you say are your individual roles and goals?

HOWE: The Queerness and Games Conference (QGCon) is about 
bridging the gap between two groups that have an infinite 
amount to teach each other but sometimes rub each other the 
wrong way. It’s about two very different paths of inquiry into 
the lives of queer-identified folks and the systems that affect 
and influence queerness—one of art and self-expression and 
creation, and another of research and analysis and synthe-
sis. My goal in helping organize QGCon was twofold: selfishly, 
I wanted to be around the fascinating people in games and 
academia thinking about queer topics, and more broadly, I 
wanted those people to have a chance to meet one another in a 
safe, uplifting, forward-looking environment.

ROCCA: GaymerX takes the topic of the interwoven relationship be-
tween queerness and gaming to the casual weekend conven-
tion setting. Despite its relatively large academic and industry 
attendance, the convention actually focuses on its majority 
audience, which consists primarily of geek fans and gamers 
along the LGBTQ spectrum. This is where we can take a lot 
of these very important topics of discussion to a more casual 
audience who might never be exposed to them. Meanwhile, 
the convention boasts plenty of games, parties, cosplay, and 
celebrities, to keep the event setting one of fun and entertain-
ment, all under the assurance of safety and comfort, which 
many people cannot find in other fan-facing conventions. My 
job is to oversee the entire project and to manage the staff 
running it to ensure that we are creating something in the 
image of what attendees will truly love. I keep a close ear to 
our communities and keep tabs on every criticism . . . and try 
to make sure I’m constantly keeping myself in tune with what 
our audience wants.

SCHOEMANN: Like the Queerness and Games Conference, one of 
our goals for Different Games is bringing together academics 
and designers in the same space, as well as folks from other 
overlapping areas, like artists, journalists, critics, and fans. 
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In New York City, all of these roles are pretty closely inter-
twined in the games scene, so it was really about designing 
an event that would facilitate the kinds of conversations we 
wanted to see happen while including the broadest range of 
stakeholders . . . Early on in thinking about Different Games, 
the issue I personally was most connected to was the need for 
more feminism and gender diversity in games-related spaces, 
but I decided that I would focus on that in smaller projects. 
For Different Games, we ultimately decided we wanted to take 
on the issue of inclusivity more broadly, to try to facilitate 
an event that was about highlighting the work being done by 
folks of all different identities that wasn’t being represented 
at most conferences and events. We saw the event as a way to 
model a space with alternative values . . . I started scheming 
about doing a conference in 2011. #1reasonwhy hadn’t even 
happened yet. It felt really urgently needed.

RUBERG: What inspired you to start or join the event? Was there 
something specific about games or the industry that you 
wanted to celebrate, or maybe change?

HOWE: I am not the sort of activist who yells from rooftops or 
posts Twitter diatribes. I don’t have the stomach, the skin, 
or the courage. Organizing QGCon, however, felt like a way 
that I could make a difference. It is a softer kind of activism, 
less focused on overturning what’s outside and more focused 
on nurturing, encouraging, and growing what’s inside. That, 
and my own belief in the potency of games to create change, 
sparked a desire to explore their overlap with queer themes.

ROCCA: I was actually scouted by the founder of GaymerX, Matt 
Conn. In the first year, I intended to take on a smaller role in 
the company, but as things started happening I slowly began 
to take over the entire project. As a person who is very deeply 
affected by empathy, I saw the demand for something like 
this very quickly. Countless retellings of friends harassed and 
shamed at larger conventions, stories of queer gamers losing 
interest in play simply because they felt it wasn’t made for 
queer people, these things fueled my need to make GaymerX. 
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I wanted a safe place for people to have fun and be geeky 
and queer and not feel bad about it, a place where creeps and 
pickup artists and homophobic misogynistic gamer-bros were 
not only scarce, but would be dragged off the premises for of-
fending. More than anything, I wanted to create a fun space 
where the default was treating others with respect.

SCHOEMANN: I come from a background in education and studio 
art where my focus had always been social justice concerns, 
and when I got into games I started to feel like it was divorc-
ing me from the community of artists and activists that I had 
been part of. Suddenly I was in grad school around lots of en-
gineers and in the games scene, around a lot of dudes making 
indie games, and I found that I was constantly confronting 
all of these unchecked assumptions that I had been insulated 
from by being among people who cared about doing things 
for the same reasons I did. So for me, a lot of the energy be-
hind creating Different Games was about trying to manifest a 
games community that I would want to be part of.

RUBERG: How would you describe the process of putting together 
the event? Did you meet resistance or receive support from 
any group in particular?

HOWE: Putting QGCon together was a matter of thinking about it, 
saying you were going to do it, telling everyone you were going 
to do it, and then just doing it. The “just do it” had so many 
factors: website/social presence buildup, formal academic CFP 
(call for papers), the agonizing process of fund-raising, secur-
ing space, handling scheduling, creating signage, schedules, 
and other paraphernalia, and then actually facilitating the 
forty-eight hours of the event itself. We were incredibly lucky 
to have four organizers, each with different specialties.

ROCCA: In the beginning it was kind of rough. We had some people 
come along who made a lot of promises but in the end weren’t 
really willing to put in any work. Scouting people who were 
really excited for the cause and good at what they did took a 
ton of work. Also, despite having done a Kickstarter, we also 
literally had no money to run the event other than the amount 
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that would go toward things like the hotel, supplies, travel, et 
cetera. Our founder, Matt Conn, actually had to foot the bill 
for a lot of GaymerX’s expenditures. This actually continues to 
be the case, as we have a very hard time getting sponsors, due 
to us being involved in two things that seem to clash in the 
public’s eyes. At the end of the day, the people who came to 
GaymerX were our true supporters and sponsors.

SCHOEMANN: I also can’t overstate how supportive and generous 
the department of Technology, Culture, and Society at NYU 
Polytechnic School of Engineering has been. A lot of people 
seem to mistake this for an NYU Game Center event, but it’s 
very much a project of the Integrated Digital Media Program. 
Game Center has certainly helped us, but really, their identity 
as an institution is quite distinct from what we are trying to 
do. This conference was about creating an identity for games 
outside of a design-focused, formalist approach that many 
academics in New York City favor. I think that’s partly what 
has really helped define it and it’s one of the reasons that the 
community in New York has responded so positively to the 
project.

RUBERG: What was your experience like of the event itself? Did 
things go according to plan? Did you accomplish what you 
wanted to? Did anything surprise you?

HOWE: I never expected the emotional outcome of QGCon to be 
quite what it was. The immense amount of talent, being sur-
rounded by others who not only were aware of what you were 
going through but understood it in a visceral, personal way: 
it all added up into this surreal, wonderful feeling of home 
and belonging. Those were my people. Things were chaotic, as 
always. Nothing went quite as planned but nothing went hor-
ribly awry. We were all improvising, and the overall result was 
wonderful.

ROCCA: I couldn’t believe it was happening when it finally did. 
After spending an entire year working on it, actually being 
at the convention was very surreal. I spent most of my time 
running around trying to make sure little loose ends were tied 
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up and things ran smoothly. Of course, we ran into some un
expected turns but we managed to fix all of them quickly and 
the event actually ran smoothly. It was wonderful being there, 
too, because it was great to see how important this was to a 
lot of our attendees. One man came to tell me he was visiting 
from Saudi Arabia and that he was a gay gamer and he never 
imagined something like this existed. It just all went better 
than we could have dreamed.

SCHOEMANN: In some ways the 2013 event was a strange mash-
up. It felt a little divided, with half the audience clearly gravi-
tating toward the design-focused programming and different 
attendees at the panels that were more academic. But I think 
identifying those schisms was an important step toward 
making the next year’s conference feel more integrated. The 
2014 conference felt really good in that respect. If part of the 
point of the event was to model a different kind of commu-
nity for games, we all definitely succeeded in coming together 
and doing that, which was humbling and amazing. Even if 
they’re only temporarily able to exist in person, the connec-
tive networks that are activated through that kind of space 
outlive themselves and are such an important and sustaining 
resource.

RUBERG: What has the afterlife of the event been like? Are you 
planning to run the event again, and if so how will it be differ-
ent? Do you think the event has made a wider impact?

HOWE: We’re going to run the event again, but I’m terrified about 
next year! QGCon was so perfect in my mind. It’s going to be 
hard to do it again. It’s going to be hard to do it better. This 
year we will try to have more developers, to broaden the ar-
cade, to be able to fly more people out and keep the costs as 
minimal as we can. We’ll try to add more opportunities for 
people to just relax and be together. We’ll try to make sure 
there’s a fundamental, ground-level understanding of game 
design and queer theory for everyone to grow from. But I 
think that just the fact that QGCon existed, just the fact that 
it will continue to exist, will mean something to many, many 
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people out there in the world. That is our quiet good. We’re 
here, we’re queer . . . 

ROCCA: There was a lot of pressure for a second year, so we really 
had to do it! As it is, money is so very tight and ticket sales do 
little to fix that. Last year about 50 percent of our total reve
nue came from last-month ticket sales. Meaning the money is 
there  .  .  . eventually. We are currently running a Kickstarter 
to try to make people spend some money sooner rather than 
later, so that we can have some cash on hand to pay for some of 
the expenses/deposits. Feedback is also really strange. Most of 
the feedback I’ve gotten is really touching and great; some of it 
is kind of ridiculous and entitled. But I’ve learned to separate 
the people who want a fun, safe space from the people that 
say things like “I wish there weren’t any men there” or “I’m 
straight and I was uncomfortable ’cause everything was about 
gay stuff” or other just odd selfish stuff. Other than that, it’s 
just still strange realizing that GaymerX already happened. 
But I can’t really think of that, since I’ve got next year to 
focus on!

SCHOEMANN: There has been so much positive momentum around 
the conference in our second year that I’m feeling hopeful that 
we’ll find a way to do it again. It’s hard to make something 
that runs primarily on people’s passion sustainable, because 
scaling is always going to be an issue. One of the things we 
did this year that I was really proud of was that we offered 
travel grants to everyone that was coming from out of state 
for the event, and we’d like to keep that practice going for the 
future. It’s so, so important to financially support people if we 
want to create a sustainable community for folks who have 
been pushed to the margins. We’ve also all accumulated so 
much knowledge and experience from the last two years that 
it would be a shame not to keep building on all we’ve learned.
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Two weeks before the inaugural Queerness and Games Conference 
(QGCon), I found myself on the phone with a reporter from the San 
Francisco Bay Guardian. He had chosen our event (conference mis-
sion: “to explore the intersection of LGBT issues and video games”) 
as the subject of an upcoming cover story. It seemed like an honor. 
The reporter and I talked about the exciting mix of academics and 
game developers who were coming to present. We talked about the 
indie designers who were exhibiting queer work in our arcade. But 
then the big questions started, questions I couldn’t always answer. 
What about, for example, discrimination in games, one of the many 
topics the conference claimed to address? What exactly, the reporter 
wanted to know, did we intend to do about it? How were we going to 
make things better?

It’s not an unreasonable question, and I realize in retrospect that 
all the reporter wanted was an upbeat, uplifting sound bite. From his 
perspective, I should have responded with confidence, command, and 
a surefire plan. “Homophobia runs rampant in games,” the perfectly 
quotable me would have said. “My conference is here to make sure 

Chapter 26

Forty-Eight-Hour Utopia
On Hope and the Future of Queerness in Games
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that changes, and fast.” Or maybe I would have promised a utopian 
light at the end of the tunnel. “Crusaders like me are on the path to 
fixing systemic problems in the video game industry,” I could have 
self-righteously assured him. “The present is bleak, but the future is 
coming. It is equality. It is happiness.” There were even rainbows on 
the Queerness and Games Conference logo.

I couldn’t bring myself to say any of those boldly idealistic things 
though. For years before I became an academic, I worked as a video 
games journalist. I knew well that anything I said to a reporter might 
appear on the pages of Wednesday’s alt weekly irrevocably decontex-
tualized, sure to insult or misrepresent .  .  . someone. Co-organizing 
the conference, which was set to take place at UC Berkeley in Oc-
tober 2013, had already proven an extremely delicate operation. 
Though we organizers came from diverse backgrounds, many po-
tential speakers expressed concern that the conference would feel 
like an unsafe space. Scholars feared they would find themselves lost 
among the jargon of game developers. Developers feared that schol-
ars would look down their noses and dissect their games with three-
dollar words. After many carefully crafted e-mails and (thankfully 
only one) public Twitter spat, I knew to think before making bold 
statements on behalf of our community.

Understandably, this didn’t please the reporter from the Bay 
Guardian. “You sound like a PR rep,” he told me. “You’re always on 
message. Come on, you obviously think there’s something wrong 
with how queer characters are being represented in games. If you 
could wave a magic wand, what would you want games to be like?”

Imagine a perfect world. As Ursula Le Guin reminds us in “The 
Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas,” her meditation on utopia, that’s 
easier said than done.

I made excuses. “It’s really not that simple . . .” The truth was that 
I had no idea how to answer. I had spent months planning the con-
ference, creating a platform for others to speak, and I knew that I 
wanted to open new dialogues, to inspire new ways of seeing games 
queerly. But what did I personally want for the future of video games? 
Not me as a representative of the Queerness and Games Conference, 
but me as a player, as someone passionate about the medium? Even 
lingering over the question felt selfish. By day, I study expressions of 



	 Forty-Eight-Hour Utopia	 269

sexuality and gender in digital media. In theory, the scholar eluci-
dates culture; she doesn’t prescribe. Yet it goes without saying that I 
think that video games would be a better place if more mainstream 
games represented LGBT characters as whole people instead of side-
line stereotypes, if we put an end to homophobia in video games and 
the games industry, and if we made space for queer gamers like my-
self to call video games our own.

Optimism, however, does not come easy to me. It makes me feel 
unrealistic. Staying cynical means that my hopes don’t have too far 
to fall each time someone on the Internet calls me a “stupid dyke” for 
talking about homoerotics in Portal, or threatens to hunt me down 
with a handgun for questioning racial representations in Resident 
Evil 5 (to name only a few of the incidents from my years writing 
about games). As long as the Queerness and Games Conference went 
smoothly and sparked fresh ideas, I would consider it a success. After 
all, what’s the point of dreaming impossibly big, of dreaming utopia, 
the “no place” that science fiction long ago taught us only exists as 
the dystopia in disguise?

I left the reporter with the least committal of parting remarks: 
“The future will bring something different.”

What I didn’t know until the Queerness and Games Conference began, 
or perhaps until after it ended, was that my co-organizers and I had 
created our own forty-eight-hour paradise—not perfect, because noth-
ing is perfect—but impossibly beautiful and also impossibly brief.

In many ways, the conference resembled any number of other 
university conferences and/or small-scale “alternative” game events. 
Held in UC Berkeley’s impressively collegiate South Hall, home of the 
School of Information, it began with a speaker dinner on a Friday 
night, continued for a full day of talks on Saturday, included a Satur-
day night pizza party and “play session,” and ran on through Sunday 
evening with more panels and workshops. We had keynotes. We had 
badges. Business cards exchanged hands. References to Foucault 
were made. Volunteers on break in the hallways played games on the 
Nintendo DS. As organizers, we ran around shaking hands, plugging 
in AV equipment, directing attendees to our gender-neutral bath-
room, putting out fires: the usual.
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However, somewhere along the way, something happened that 
made the Queerness and Games Conference different from any other 
event I’ve attended. Something—and the cynic in me can’t quite be-
lieve I’m saying this—downright magical.

Maybe it was the collaboration. We opened the conference with 
a session called “What Is Queerness and Games?” Each of the orga-
nizers spoke about their hopes for the weekend (mine: to stop being 
seen as that “one weird grad student” who works on queer game 
studies). Each of the audience members wrote their own goals down 
on index cards, shared them with their neighbors, and then posted 
them by the entrance to the building. Later in the day, keynote 
speaker Colleen Macklin challenged listeners to imagine different 
ways of conceptualizing queer games. Co-organizer Chelsea Howe 
ran a paper prototyping workshop that ended in the creation of a 
new tabletop RPG based on dragons in drag. Sunday’s micro-talk ses-
sion, which opened the floor to any attendee to speak on any subject, 
buzzed with excitement. Our final panel, “The Future of Queerness 
and Games,” roused enthusiastic feedback and created dialogue 
across disciplines and industries.

Maybe the magic came from a kind of intellectual alchemy. We 
didn’t know what would happen when we put academics and game 
designers in a room (well, a building) together for the weekend. The 
resulting organic, emergent, and generative chemistry far exceeded 
my most secret and optimistic expectations. Keynote speaker Jack 
Halberstam, well-known for his writing on queer failure, joined in 
for a public conversation with Jesper Juul, well-known for his writ-
ing on game failure—a combination I may have described, when I 
introduced the two, as an “academic slash fiction.” Keynote speaker 
Kathryn Bond Stockton used the term jouissance in her talk on gam-
ing and queer children. “Oh no,” I thought as I eyed the audience 
from the back of the room, “game folks can smell fancy French ter-
minology a mile away. I hope no one is complaining about this on 
Twitter.” Not only did no one complain, Stockton’s talk had a huge 
impact. In one of the Sunday afternoon sessions, a designer who 
had previously vocalized his distrust of academics took the stage 
earnestly and ecstatically chanting, “Jouissance! Jouissance!”
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Or maybe the magic came from visibility and acceptance. Show-
ing up at gaming events and showing up queer is so often an emo-
tionally (and potentially physically) dangerous combination. We 
organizers tried our best to address this explicitly, and while there 
is always room for improvement, it largely seems to have worked. 
Our program featured an “inclusivity statement,” inspired by a simi-
lar statement written for New York University’s Different Games, 
which stressed the importance of respecting every individual’s cho-
sen identity. Again and again, over the course of the weekend, the 
sight of so many gender nonnormative gamers and scholars meet-
ing under one roof moved me. In my own life, I encounter many 
moments when I feel pressured to either tone down my queerness 
(Bonnie, don’t mention that you’re kinky in front of other academ-
ics) or to perform it (Bonnie, do mention your ex-girlfriend so that 
others won’t mistake you for straight). For the first time in academia, 
the first time in games, and possibly the first time ever, I felt like I 
had found a community where I could be the version of myself that 
I am on the inside.

However you explain the magic of the Queerness and Games Con-
ference, I wasn’t the only one who felt it. Attendees and speakers 
came to us many times over the course of the weekend to thank us, 
to hug us, to share their stories. By Saturday night a large circle of 
folks had formed in the hallway to discuss their own complicated 
gender identities. By Sunday night the audience was collectively day-
dreaming about all the queer games events we could organize to keep 
our wonderful but temporary community together. In the days after 
the conference, I received an amazing and humbling landslide of 
e-mails from scholars and developers who shared my warm, glowing 
sentiments about the conference.

When my colleagues back in the Berkeley Department of Com-
parative Literature asked me how the weekend had gone (they’d seen 
me stress about it for weeks prior), I couldn’t help but put aside my 
academic persona and beam. “It was short,” I murmured wistfully, 
“but it was wonderful.” Many of them looked back at me with polite 
but puzzled smiles. It was time to stop hugging, I realized. It was 
time to stop grinning. The utopia had come and gone.

The words of my co-organizer Mattie Brice, who’d addressed the 
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crowd caringly in conference’s final moments, came to mind: “Take 
care of yourself. This has been a wonderful weekend. But it’s a very 
different world out there.”

In the months that passed after the first Queerness and Games Con-
ference, once my bliss had mellowed into general good feeling, once 
we decided to take the plunge and organize the conference again in 
2014, I found myself again wondering about the value of hope and the 
notion of a queer games utopia. Even as I reflected on the magic of 
the event, I couldn’t help but hear the questioning voice of the Bay 
Guardian reporter. What did you accomplish? What about LGBT is-
sues and video games did you actually change? Why struggle to rep-
licate your forty-eight-hour haven if you’re not certain it did any 
good? Even the notion of “striving to do good” was potentially prob-
lematic. Did “making video games a better place” mean instrumen-
talizing the members of our newly forming queer games community?

In part he’s right, that straw man. Many things looked much the 
same in that next year as they had the year before. There was still 
homophobia in video games, still homophobia in the video games 
industry. There were still quarrels over queer representation, still 
queer players who felt abandoned by the art form they love. Still glow-
ing from the inclusivity and warmth of the Queerness and Games 
Conference, I discovered that I had more trouble than ever stomach-
ing events like the Game Developers Conference (GDC). In a short 
time, I had grown so accustomed to speaking with other people who 
are passionate about LGBT issues that I’d forgotten the snickering 
dismissiveness of mainstream games cultures. At a GDC cocktail 
party, a friend of a friend scrunched up his face and glared at me 
when I told him I co-organize the Queerness and Games Conference. 
“Queerness? And games?” he asked with a twinge of sarcasm and 
disgust. “Okay, I just wanted to make sure I heard you right.” Long 
after he’d sauntered off to another part of the bar, my mind replayed 
his comment. Why did it make me so angry? I used to face the firing 
squad of online commenters every time I published an article. I used 
to have a thick skin. My temporary no-place had opened my mind and 
my heart, but it had also made me soft, vulnerable. It had made me 
happy, but it also made me lose track of what was, in some sense, real.
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However, to that reporter, I could have also said, “Yes, some things 
have changed.” I would have been exaggerating if I claimed they had 
changed specifically because of the Queerness and Games Confer-
ence. The diversity track at GDC in 2014 featured a number of talks 
about queerness and games, bringing the topic to a much wider in-
dustry audience. I was also working with coeditor Adrienne Shaw 
to put together this collection, which emerged in part from QGCon 
2013.

Now, in 2016, the Queerness and Games Conference is enter-
ing its fourth year. Back at that first conference, I had felt like the 
“weird grad student” who studied queer issues in games. Today I am 
an incoming professor of digital games and queer game studies has 
become a burgeoning area of research. The intersection of queerness 
and video games is being recognized as a crucial topic for discus-
sion and activism by more and more game designers, players, and 
academics every day. For me, it all began with that one weekend, one 
building, and the two hundred people inside its walls. It began with 
cautious optimism, with anxious hope, and it has become something 
bigger than me or any individual, bigger than QGCon, far more com-
plicated than utopia but also far more rich and full of potential.

As always, the fearful cynic in me is still wary of hoping too much, 
but I now see the value of even the most fleeting of welcoming spaces. 
A temporary community is still a community, and the powerful feel-
ing of belonging lasts long beyond any given place or time. I have also 
come to see the value of optimism, of idealism, and of happiness, 
even if these, too, are fleeting. When we share these feelings, if only 
for an instant, we believe that anything is possible. Real change is 
hard, but this initial inspiration is still crucial. It shapes us, drives 
us, and fuels us to work toward a feasibly different tomorrow. It al-
lows us to push forward because we feel we are pushing together, 
challenging and supporting one another, making new worlds.

If I could wave a magic wand, what future would I wish for queer-
ness and games? My perspective has changed considerably since I 
first stumbled through an answer to that question. My idea of utopia 
has also changed. I still wish for video games that represent queer 
folks fairly and fully, for a video games industry marked by accep-
tance and diversity, for an academy engaged in heated discussions 
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around queer games. In the meantime, though, I’ve come to find 
great meaning in the temporary moments that reconnect me to the 
people with whom I share my passion for the power of video games 
and those who play them.

The evening after that GDC cocktail party that had left me spin-
ning, I sat outside an industry-oriented dance party watching the 
crowd and wondering if video games would ever be okay, and what 
that even meant. Suddenly a friendly face appeared in the crowd, a 
Queerness and Games attendee I hadn’t seen since our closing panel 
in October. “Bonnie!” he shouted, running to pull me up into a hug. 
When I told him about our yet-unannounced decision to organize 
the conference again in 2014, he literally jumped with joy. “QGCon 
is back! QGCon is back!” In his voice I heard reflected my own ex-
citement, my own happiness, and my own feeling that the “no place” 
of utopia had become some place after all.

Looking back from 2016, the questions of optimism and utopia 
that we Queerness and Games Conference organizers wrestled with 
in those first moments seem far away—not because we have found 
the answers, and not because equality has finally come to games, but 
because now we know beyond a doubt that the issue of difference 
and video games matters. It matters to the hundreds of people who 
have attended QGCon and its associated programs. It matters to the 
many thousands more who are rallying for social justice in so many 
corners of the games world. The Queerness and Games Conference 
no longer feels like magic. Now it feels real: a real community, a real 
set of labors, a real accomplishment. We may never find our utopia, 
and that is how it should be. There is no perfection, only change—in 
games, in our communities, and in ourselves. That is what I hope for.
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