‘But girls can’t play’: A detailed report covering the performativity of gender and response to gender within the world of gaming.
 
Within this report, I endeavour to discover ideas and inequalities of gender contained within gaming and how it is performed within the context of this virtual environment.  I carried out my enquires over a period of a few weeks using a game called ‘Overwatch’ as my research field, while also adopting the framework of my experience as an insider to the community, to aid my progress. 

I believed that the divide between male and female players was still quite large due to my own experience and personal bias, but the gender ratio has become more equal, at a casual level of gaming at least. When looking at the gender divide in the gaming development industry or considering professional gamers for example, it is still quite unequal. It is clear from my own experience that what desperately needs to be tackled is the general sexism, rampant abuse and sexual harassment, as well as inaccurate representation and underrepresentation of women characters. 

Research questions
While originally my research was centred around the divide in gender and participation in gaming, and why this ratio was created, I quickly realised that this statement is no longer accurate. I instead turned to the question of why women still felt invisible and unwelcome despite making up half of the community. 

Aims 
My aim is to unveil the true inequalities that lie within gaming as a community and how this affects the people within it, primarily focusing on women and how they are treated thanks to the performativity of gender.  

Literature Review
Much has been written about the inequality of gender within gaming and the ingrained attitudes of many players that oft lead to abuse of female players. However, I struggled to find literature about female players becoming divided and pitted against each other due to toxic community-wide ideals, I can only vouch for this through my own experience. Alternatively, on my search I did learn about ‘hegemony of play’ (Jenson and de Castell, 2010) which linked perfectly into the ideals of gender and performativity. 

I also used the more general lens of various Butler papers to give me a starting point on how to talk about the performativity of gender, and gauge what has been written before on this subject and in which direction I wanted to take the presentation of my findings. 

While Jenson, Fisher and de Castell have a written a multitude of papers regarding gender and gaming, these didn’t acknowledge the way gender is performed – it simply covers the inequalities that can be found within this community. Performativity of gender is the main basis of this paper. Butler theorises that gender is performed through interactions within our society and how we are coerced into fitting ideals, while West and Zimmerman argue that gender is a doing action, seemingly that you enact your own gender and gender roles, and doing your gender is simply to prove to yourself and others which sex category you belong in. I felt that this paper did not quite have the nuance of Butler’s in terms of how a community enacts its ideals upon women, so I chose to base my research upon the theories of Judith Butler, as it is a more modern perspective that followed my research questions perfectly.


Research methodology 
The methodology used was a mixture of immersive participant observation and the use of ethnographic interviews. Some interviews I conducted in more casual group settings, to understand how the community interacted with gender, while other interviews were direct and with a singular participant, and I would ask set questions. Interestingly, groups settings felt more at ease expanding on questions, asking follow-up questions and sharing ideas. 

The methodology I used whilst in the field was a mixture of immersive participant observation and the use of ethnographic interviews. Some interviews I conducted in more casual group settings, to understand how the community interacted with gender more easily, while other interviews were more direct and with a singular participant, and I would ask set questions. It is interesting to note that groups settings felt more at ease expanding on questions, asking follow up questions and sharing related ideas, perhaps because it was a less formal environment. 

Research ethics 
I tried to be as transparent as possible when using informants’ data. I kept all information together in a secure location, for example interview transcripts, and put together a consent form[endnoteRef:1] for informants to fill out. I kept in mind the ASA guidelines, and tried to follow them as closely as possible. Something that I struggled with is that some informants would lie during interviews and later display completely different behaviour and views once they knew they were no longer being observed. Originally, I felt that I should be able to include these contradictions, but I now realise that I should not use the true data of these informants as this is not what they agreed to. As the ASA guidelines state, I must “endeavour to protect the physical, social and psychological well-being of those whom they study and to respect their rights, interests, sensitivities and privacy” and that I “should be sensitive to the possible consequences of their work and should endeavour to guard against predictably harmful effects” of my research. (Ethical Guidelines, 2020)  [1:  My consent form, as pictured below.] 


I also tried to comply with the General Data Protection Regulation (Government Publishing Assets, 2020); however, as I will not be collecting data on this subject again or publishing it publicly, I spoke with informants and they agreed that I could keep a copy of the data for educational purposes. I have agreed with my informants that they could read my research journal and report to understand how their data was being used and interpreted. 


Findings 
It was obvious that while the male to female ratio is far more equal than in the past. This change is not felt by women as we still feel isolated and that we have to hide our gender while gaming. I spoke to a few female friends while I was researching and the general consensus seemed to be that if one wanted to enjoy a game it was better to stay quiet to avoid patronisation, flirtation and abuse, despite the fact that one of the enjoyable elements of gaming is to be able to talk and interact with new people in a virtual social space. (Kuznekoff and Rose, 2012) It is surprising that we found each other at all, due to our unwillingness to talk. There are ways of identifying other women though: Is their gaming username perhaps more feminine, which characters do they play as some are associated more with women, how do they talk in the text chat and the way their messages are characterised. Women will also use ‘Hello!’ and ‘Thank you’ emotes often in an attempt to be friendly and polite while protecting themselves. It is as if they feel they have to stay quiet to avoid the restraints placed by gender on this world, and instead become genderless and unknown in this virtual space.  

It is not underheard of to choose a character of a different gender. From my studies both sexes do this, and there is a variety of reasons for this. Reasons stated by informants where that of an element of attraction to the character, or from a woman’s perspective simply because there are no or fewer female characters to pick from and often, they are ridiculously sexualised. To quote one informant:  

“If I play badly as Mccree[endnoteRef:2], I’m less likely to be called out on it because they think I’m a guy, whereas if I’m playing Mercy[endnoteRef:3] I’ll immediately be called out because of course I’m a woman. (laughs) It even happens when I’m playing well, there’s always that one person who throws a b*tchfit cause you can’t help them due to their sh*t playing”  [2:  The character McCree as pictured below (Blizzard Entertainment, 2020). A broad-shouldered Clint Eastwood type, known for his charm. He exudes the hyper-masculinised stereotypes that play into how the community views gender.]  [3: Mercy is portrayed as an angel-like healer who is submissive and feminine. While Overwatch hosts a variety of female characters, most are highly sexualised, as seen from the unrealistic proportions below (Blizzard Entertainment, 2020).] 

There is a stereotype of some characters in ‘Overwatch’ being played by women, especially the heroes who make up the ‘support’ class.  

Both male and female characters … tend to be hyper‐masculinized or hyper‐feminized and cast in stereotypical roles (males as warriors and females as healers), noting an overrepresentation of male characters compared to census data in the real world. (Jenson and de Castell, 2014).   

Another informant spoke to me about how they were pulled aside by a male player who was a relative stranger, to question whether the third player in this trio was a woman or not. When asked why it matters after confirming they were not, they simply replied “Oh that’s good cause girls can’t play”. This phrase inspired the title of this paper due to the sheer number of times per week I hear it.  
In mainstream digital games culture, sex-based stereotypes are routinely re-invoked in the service of policing a masculine culture of gameplay and it continues to be a struggle to examine and talk about females’ participation in gaming culture as equal members, not as ‘girl gamers’ or as a group that is somehow different from or disadvantaged in relation to their male counterparts (Fisher and Jenson 2017).  

One major issue that affects the performativity of gender within gaming spaces is that severe oversexualisation of female characters bleeds into our real-life perceptions of gender and how women are expected to perform their gender within the gaming world. Women are often portrayed as sex objects, damsels in distress or background decoration such as Non-Player Characters or quest givers. This reinforces the normalised objectification of female gamers, who simply want to join in with the community and hobby that they enjoy, instead of being viewed as a conduit to fulfil sexual fantasies. Many of my female informants spoke out about being objectified, one even going as far as to say that she “had to take a break from Overwatch after that… I don’t want people describing how well my *sshole would be f*cked by them”. Nothing seems to have caused this event, she was simply taking part in the game and it came out of the blue; the male player grew aggressive and manipulative once she did not fulfil the gender ideals he had placed upon her. Unfortunately, online games are “often characterized by gender stereotypes and intense gender normative policing” (Jenson and de Castell, 2014), to the point where female participation in male-dominated spaces becomes almost impossible. Here we must consider the effect of ‘hegemony of play’; the normalisation and reflection of the patriarchy from the real world. 

The hegemony of play is the “deeply structured presumptions of difference between and among girls/women and boys/men has sustained a persistent conceptual stranglehold on identities as singular, immutable, unchangeable forces governing how we learn, how we think, and how we play.” (Jenson and de Castell, 2010) 

Viewing women through these normative conceptions of gender erases their individual personhood and unique self, instead choosing to sort them into categories such as sex dolls or ‘sandwich makers’[endnoteRef:4]. Our gender is being enacted for us by the community, and we are limited as to how we can author our own gender, and our identity as ‘gamer girls’ is maintained through socially coerced performances. (Butler, 2009) [4:  A sexualised insult directed towards women, often in the context of being told to go back to the kitchen.























] 


In hindsight, I feel I haven’t answered some of the questions that came about at the beginning of this report, as I am still no further to understanding why women are treated this way online. Were I to take this further, I would focus on a smaller subject area to create a better report. I found the word count incredibly limiting in terms of describing weeks of eventful observation that occurred, and I feel I haven’t given my reader a better sense of my informants. 
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Anthropology Informant Data Consent Form
Please read carefully before consenting.
The purpose of this online study is to understand how gender is performed in virtual spaces. While
there is no reward for taking part, this study will ot be particularly taxing. What will happen we will
continue to play together as normal, but | wil be observing while playing to look for anthropological
insights, and 1 may occasionally ask you set questions, or ask more generally for you to share your
thoughts on a topic.
Do you consent to being interviewed about gaming and the ideas of gender contained within the
gaming community? YES £N0
Do you consent to me observing your actions as a wider part of the gaming community? | will make
You aware of such observation, when it begins and ends, and will not include any information that
You deem too personal. YES ANG
Do you consent to having the information gathered from said participant observation and interviews
to be used in my university work? YES £NG
Do you wish to remain confidential? ¥ESANO
You hold the right to withdraw at any time.
Neme: (]
Date: 29/05/202
To obtain more information about the study, osk questions about the research procedures, express m
concerns about your participation, or report liness, injury or other problems, please contact:
Saskia Klopper, Anthropology Undergraduate
Telephone: +44 7530 295418
Email: 1901166@student.uwtsd.ac.uk or saskiaklopper@yahoo.co.uk
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