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Introduction

Representation. Representation is an extremely debated and polarising topic in the context of groups of people, especially minorities, within media. However, this is of course dependent on who you’re talking to and what group you are referring to regarding their representation. While undoubtedly diversity and representation across all marginalised minority groups in media has increased drastically within the last century, whether that representation is categorised as, damaging or supportive, progressive or regressive, necessary or unnecessary, is a matter of debate for each individual person. Whilst many people see representation as a net positive, highlighting positive progression within society, others may see it as coming into contention with their traditionalist values. And what is without question from my observations, is that this divide in mindsets and beliefs is especially prevalent in the context of video games. Within the gaming community, discourse around this topic is met with differing views from all angles and cannot be narrowed down to an objective positive, negative or black and white view on the subject. This is what I wish to explore in this thesis. I want to analyse this massive change in representation for gay individuals in video games, and give an in-depth look as to why, particularly in the gaming world, it is met with such controversy and appears much more seldom than in other forms of media. To beg the question whether gay people in video games; are they represented enough? Are they represented fairly? And are they met with a hostile or welcoming reaction? And to expand on the answers to these questions with a simple, why? To explore this, my methodology is as follows: to examine what other media influenced the representation of queer characters in video games, investigate the general stigma associated with queer individuals, question why this stigma exists, is it seen in video games, and if so, why does it exist as such? Which will lead me into the second chapter of this discussion which centres around the idea of the Male Gaze within the gaming industry.  This will involve me exploring the mindset of the gaming industry itself, the creatives behind these characters and stories, if appeasing their larger audiences for economic gain is the main influence in the queer representation we see, or is it an innate male desire to build the worlds that reflect their own fantasies. Finally, I will examine two great examples of queer representation in video games as a case study that highlights my main talking points from both Chapter one and Chapter two, as a capstone to the discussion by examining their real-world impact on queer and heterosexual gamers. When dissecting this topic, again, it is not a simple task, as everyone has a differing viewpoint on the matter. Hence, analysing audience discourse on the topic is extremely difficult when trying to reach a satisfying conclusion on the subject, but necessary if we are to make an informed assessment as to why the journey of queer representation in the gaming industry has been so intense and polarising as it is.
 

CHAPTER ONE



“A growing number of gamers are LGBTQ+, so why is representation still lacking?”. This is the question Reddit user Basil_kel posed to the forum ‘Gaymers’ in 2024. Seeking answers as to why they feel that there is an apparent lack of LGBTQ+ representation despite the seemingly progressive and positive shifts in attitudes towards the queer community in modern-day society. This sparked great discourse within the replies, with some agreeing with the original commenter and adding furthermore that the reasoning behind the lack of inclusivity within video games is due to content, characters and narratives being curated specifically with a heterosexual, male audience in mind. Others offered differing perspectives, sharing their view that representation has improved drastically, whilst some had a more disapproving viewpoint, suggesting that LGBTQ+ representation is over-saturated, and the examples that do exist are stereotypical and often stigmatised. When analysing discourse such as this, it’s important to weigh up each side of the discussion. Discourse analysis is a complicated topic but often is defined as a cluster of context dependent practices, set in particular areas of social action related to a macro-topic, where several social actors offer varying viewpoints (Benjamins 2014).  This is a crucial part in understanding LGBTQ+ inclusion in video games as majority of the ideas, sentiments and beliefs attached to queer people in media, and the topics I shall be exploring in my dissertation, stem from discourse around the conversation from all perceptions. It sets a precedent and order for observing these discussions, weighing in each theme or message different groups put forward, and seeing how critically it relates to the macro-topic Martin (2022) Through my observations of LGBTQ+ representation in video games, one overarching theme is prevalent: frustration. On both sides of these talking points, members of the gaming community find themselves frustrated with the inclusion of LGBTQ+ characters and storylines within the video game medium, for either progressive or traditionalist viewpoints. I think it’s paramount in this conversation to analyse objectively how the representation began and made it to where it is today, and hopefully offer a critical answer as to why the existence of queer media has been an exceptional source of controversy amongst the gaming community, which is why its inclusion is often either non-existent, made to be ‘palatable’ to a wider audience or only exists authentically outside of titles that have major licenses backing them. But firstly, it’s crucial to look at the treatment of queer people in film, as this will inform our understanding into the game industry’s treatment of LGBTQ+ identities. 

Media influences media. When talking about the inception of the gaming industry in the early 1970’s, we first must take a look at the outside societal perspective which would later influence what kind of narratives, characters and tropes we see in relation to the queer community within video games. Indeed, the treatment of LGBTQ+ representation within film would inform this. Early cinema was quickly hindered in its representation of queer characters by the ‘Hollywood Production Code’ of 1930. The Hollywood Production Code was a self-censorship mechanism that regulated the content of Hollywood cinema from 1934 to the mid 1960’s. It disallowed any media featuring what they deemed as “sexual perversion”, which under this legislation, included homosexuality and trans identities (Benshoff & Griffin, 2005). This erased the possibility of them existing in film in a literal sense, however themes of LGBTQ+ identities managed to persist in subtextual instances, such as James Whale’s ‘Frankenstein’ where Frankenstein’s Monster was often viewed as an allegory for repressing homosexual desires in a world that viewed his existence as monstrous (Whale, 1931). 

 “I’d rather have negative than nothing”, American actor Harvey Fierstein admits when discussing LGBTQ representation in Hollywood films in the documentary ‘The Celluloid Closet’, directed by Rob Epstein and Jeffrey Friedman, which examined queer representation in cinema from the beginning to their present day. It’s a tragic sentiment shared by a lot of the queer community, who are so starved from the lack of acknowledgment of their existence in mainstream media that they excitedly perk up even at the most minor display of LGBTQ lives in cinema, even if it features negative qualities (Epstein, 1996). One of earliest examples of a stereotypical gay archetype in Hollywood was the character trope deemed ‘The Sissy‘. ‘The Sissy‘ was an effeminate male character who was defined by his feminine qualities in his demeanour, particularly relating to a flamboyant display in his style, speech and body language. One of the most notable examples is the character Clarence the Clerk, featured in the film Wanderer of the West, directed by Robin Williamson and Joseph E. Zivelli. These portrayals were never explicitly stated to be homosexual; they were perceived as such subliminally (Wanderer of the West,1927). See, the Hollywood Production code didn’t erase queer characters from film completely, rather they made them harder to find, and often when they were explicit in their identity, it was while occupying the role of a villain. Take for example, the 1936 Horror, Dracula’s Child directed by Lambert Hillyer, the character of Countess Marya Zaleska is explicit in her LGBTQ identity, however, her role is that of a horrifying antagonist, written to instil fear into audiences (Hillyer, 1936). This trope of connecting LGBTQ+ individuals with depraved behaviour was starting to become a developing pattern within cinema.
 
The idea that homosexuality and queer people were ‘perverted’ bled into following productions which, indirectly or consciously, demonised these identities. Establishing the idea that these identities and lived experiences are perverted, teaches people to view and represent them as such, so much so that short films such as ‘Boys Beware’ directed by Sid Davis (Davis, 1962) was made as a PSA solely to condemn homosexuality and warn children to stay away from homosexual men, claiming that they are paedophilic in nature and a danger to society. This type of content would undoubtedly influence how gay men were perceived by heterosexual people, painting them as monstrous and depraved characters. ‘The Silence of the Lambs’ (Demme, 1991) is another great example as we see the character Jame Gumb, nicknamed ‘Buffalo Bill’, to be revealed that their onslaught of murdering women was not a perverted heterosexual desire, but rather the desire of the homosexual-identified killer to become female. The killer even goes as far as to make a bodysuit out of their victim’s flesh, which acts as a demented parallel to the art form of drag or creates an extremely negative commentary on trans identities (Davies, J, Smith, 2000).

The creation of these negative and extremely damaging commentaries can then go forth and inform stereotypes relating to a community. Social psychologists have found stereotypes to be closely linked towards negative attitudes people hold towards these groups, which is what we would define as prejudice (Herek, 1997).  These views stem from a plethora of sources in society not exclusive to film of course. Religious, cultural values, personal experience all have a part to play in these ideological factors. Right wing authoritarianism is one of the main contributing factors to these mindsets, it is defined as individuals who are egocentric and traditionalists in nature, favouring conventional values. People who fall under this label will often show anger and disdain for those who fall outside their core values and belief system. The same can be said for religion. Studies have shown that higher levels of religiosity are closely linked to negative attitudes towards LGBTQ+ identifying people (Godø, 2024). Understanding the various societal factors which influence these mindsets help us realise why LGBTQ+ individuals are portrayed in media the way that they are. These portrayals go on to then reconfigure and reinforce the mindsets of those consuming the media, leaning societal understanding into more conservative territory, thus creating a cycle and a stigma. An example of these negative attitudes towards LGBTQ+ identifying people having an adverse effect on their enjoyment of media featuring queer characters would be the 1982 Romance and Drama, Making Love, directed by Arthur Hiller. Making Love showcases the characters of Bart McGuire, played by Harry Hamlin, and Zack Elliott, played by Michael Ontkean, fall in love. It’s a genuine romance story between two men, authentic in its nature, but not without scrutiny for its portrayal of gay men once again leaning into being morally reprehensible with the character of Zack cheating on his wife along with the film teetering around psychiatric explanations of homosexuality. Bart is written as being a precocious child, writing about incest when he was younger, whilst Zack, upon confessing his homosexual desires to Claire, attempts to explain his homosexuality as possibly being genetic or perhaps being rooted in his need for “strength”, “attitude”, and “approval”. This pushes an idea that homosexuality is disordered behaviour rooted in psychological struggles. By the end of the film, Zack leaves little room for nuance in his sexuality claiming to be fully homosexual, which in queer theory, is generally not the case, but rather bisexuality is an applicable explanation for Zack’s relation to Claire and Bart, yet the film doesn’t explore that (Making Love 1982).

      Regardless this authentic display of homosexual romance was a huge step in representation for queer individuals in film, but the general audience reaction was that of disgust and disdain. Making Love was intended, as stated by its screenwriter Barry Sandler, to be the “first mainstream Hollywood film to deal with the subject of homosexuality in a positive way”. However, mainstream audiences were extremely disapproving of the LGBTQ+ content. In one instance, at a public preview of the film, Sandler recounted the audience’s reaction as being “hostile”, stating that, “when [Zack and Bart] started undressing, you would think someone yelled ‘Fire!’ in the audience. There was absolute pandemonium. The audience reacted with such hostility and turned so ugly toward the movie, it became unbearable, and I had to leave the theatre. They became an angry mob. People were leaving; they just couldn’t deal with two men showing affection toward one another” (Benshoff, 2005). This is just one account of many that reported adverse reactions to the movie. It’s a core example that highlights the mentality of the general public towards LGBTQ+ characters and narratives in film at the time. The mentality being that of prejudice, hatred, and stereotypes linked to the community.  

 So, what are some the stereotypes closely linked to homosexuality? 
Generally, the stereotypes associated with gay men follow the gender inversion theory which attributes feminine qualities and feminine psychology to gay men. The gender inversion theory is a historical mode of definition that was used to explain homosexuality, explaining it as an apparent ‘swap’ between psyches of a man and a woman. It implied that gay men possessed the psyche of a woman, and lesbian women possessed the psyche of a man (Chauncey, 1994). For that reason, gay men are often stereotyped as being flamboyant, and any trace of a feminine quality identified within a man immediately categorises them as being gay. However, empirical research suggests that Gay men are also stereotyped as being hyper-sexual, perverted, possessing political agenda, closeted, and having mental illnesses, Whilst in the case of lesbians, following the gender inversion theory, the inverse is true, with masculine qualities being attributed to lesbian individuals. Some of the stereotypes that lesbians face, again according to empirical research, include being sexually deviant, confused, and angry (Fingerhut, Abdou, 2017). General audiences holding these stereotypes so tightly to gay people would undoubtedly influence their perception of such representation in media, explaining the extremely damning reaction to Making Love. 

  This relates strongly to the idea of audience theory. Audience theory suggests that at the start of the 20th century, research was centred on the idea that audiences were systematically ‘managed’ by mass media. This was first observed within film at the time, with one of the most notable examples being Lumiere’s train coming into the station from the 1896 short film "L'arrivée d'un train en gare de La Ciotat " made by the Lumière brothers, where those first film viewers were stated to have ‘dove under their seats’ at the sight of the train coming into the station (L’arrivée d'un train en gare de La Ciotat, 1896). Critics noted this as was one of the first observations of cinemas potentially dangerous relationship forming between the medium and the mind. Nowadays discussions on audience theory and the impact of media and the mind continue to present themselves through social media, and how the readily available and extremely accessible internet, with social media making media’s influence on the mind far more effective, greater and stronger (Crosby, 2020). 

Through audience theory and the understanding of the formation of stigma and stereotypes, we can then acknowledge the perpetual cycle of these regressive themes and traditionalist mindsets within media. Stereotypes which as we’ve already established, are a set of beliefs on a group of people. These beliefs can form from various religious and cultural practices. Prejudice is when we hold these stereotypes in a negative light and deem them to always be true and let them influence how we view and treat a minority group. People who hold these views create media, films and stories which reflect this set of beliefs. This media then influences audiences to think the same, and the cycle continues. And this cycle is especially relevant in regard to the topic of gay representation in video games. As I will begin to discuss within Chapter 2, the heavily male dominated video game industry leads to the worlds and characters they create to be reflective of their inner psyche. Mindsets and values stemming from societal beliefs and how representation was treated during early cinema, stepped foot into the gaming world to produce similar levels of queer representation. With this general societal perception of LGBTQ+ individuals established by film, it would in theory make sense for video games to follow suit in stereotypical and stigmatised portrayals of queer characters. And with mostly male figures steering the ship of gaming titles, queer representation endured even more trials and tribulations within video games. This neatly leads us into the next chapter, examining how queer characters were portrayed in video games, if it’s in line with how Hollywood treated its gay characters, and how their representation was affected under the mostly male creative minds behind their curation as we now examine the idea of the Male Gaze
CHAPTER TWO

The idea of the ‘Male Gaze’ is notably explored excellently by Laura Mulvey, who’s 1975 journal article Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema carefully explores psychoanalysis, and how the fascination of film is, to quote Mulvey herself, “reinforced by pre-existing patterns of fascination already at work within the individual subject and the social formations that have moulded him” (Mulvey, 1975). And within the context of video games, the same observations can be made. The sexualisation of female characters is one of the most heated discussions within the gaming community, with many criticising the appearances of female characters as completely unrealistic, and that it sets an extremely problematic standard as to what women should look like to young men, and indeed young girls. Lara Croft, a character created by Toby Gard for the infamous video game Tomb Raider, was hailed by female gamers as a feminist icon. Lara Croft showcased that women didn’t have to be sidelined in the video game world, that they too could be the main heroine partaking in strenuous, treacherous adventures that were typically only offered to male protagonists in other games prior. However, this is not the only praise Lara Croft was met with from male critics. Lara Crofts in-game model was notably curvaceous, possessing wide hips and a larger chest, which saw frequent attention from the male player-base. It really begged the question whether Lara Croft was a progressive, defiant force in the gaming world, or merely another fantasy for men to gawk at. (Tomb Raider, 1996). Well, the reality is that both can be true, but the former unfortunately could not exist without the latter. See, in the late 80s and early 90s, Nintendo and Sega made their stance clear on focusing their marketing on young men (Kennedy, 2002). As this is who they felt made up most of their player-base. This notion was truer at the time, whereas now, males only make up a slight majority of overall player-base at around 55% (Gisbert-Pérez, Martí-Vilar, Merino-Soto, Chans and Badenes-Ribera, 2024). For that reason, marketing to males became paramount to the success of video games, and so designing characters, stories, and worlds to appease the male gaze was seen as necessary. So yes, Lara Croft is an icon and trail blazer in portraying female characters that veer outside their perceived gender role (following the gender inversion theory), but her representation is limited by the male gaze at which she is forced to adhere to. This balancing act of trying to tell diverse stories that feature attributes and character traits which fall outside the formulaic stereotypes pertaining to its male audience is a frequent and unfortunate trope of most games even to this day. However, the game Overwatch (Blizzard, 2016) marketed itself as an outlier in this sea of saturated male, heteronormative games by creating an extremely diverse and multi-cultural set of playable characters. According to Blizzard, diversity, equity and inclusion is paramount to their ethos and game design, emphasising this belief in many instances such as on their ‘Careers at Blizzard Entertainment’ website where they note that, “it is critically important Blizzard represents the millions of players that make up our communities worldwide--in our games, in our stories, in our characters, and in our global offices. We know diversity leads to growth and innovation, while being inclusive allows players to feel at home in our worlds, and our employees to feel at home at Blizzard…”. And clearly this belief system shows to be true within their game as it holds up to be one of the most diverse games in history, representing groups of people from numerous cultural, ethnic and queer backgrounds. However, the glaring reality of the male gaze and its’ chokehold over the gaming industry still reigns true even in progressive titles such as Overwatch, especially regarding queer representation within their game. One interesting example is the character of Tracer (Blizzard, 2016). 

Tracer was a huge success amongst Overwatch’s male player-base. She is fast paced, does devastating damage with her rapid firing pulse pistols and made waves in the media for her ‘sexualised’ portrayal in the game. Which is in reference to one of her Victory Poses, an in-game collectible item which changes your characters’ winner pose at the end of a match. This pose entitled ‘Over the Shoulder’ (see fig 1.), featured what one would expect from the title, her body turned around facing away, as she turns her head glancing over her shoulder toward the camera, and was in reference to the 1950s pin-up art style, specifically art created by Alberto Vargas (see fig. 2). 
Fig 2. Seams Perfect by Alberto Vargas (Vargas, 1941)
Fig 1. Tracer’s Over the Shoulder Victory Pose (Blizzard, 2016) 







This was promptly removed after backlash, with many fans claiming this sexualised pose was out of character for Tracer’s personality and was a clear attempt to appeal to her heterosexual male fanbase. Through this discourse, it was made apparent that Tracer was a major hit with the game’s male audience, which is why the eventual reveal of her homosexuality would be of no surprise in their continuous yet subtle balancing act of staying true to their diverse design ethos, whilst not upsetting the male gaze. 

 In December of 2016, Tracer would be the first character that Blizzard would canonically confirm to be LGBTQ+. In a comic entitled Reflections, Tracer is revealed to have a girlfriend named Emily (Blizard Entertainment, 2016). This was a huge revelation and caused waves within the discourse surrounding the game, however generally speaking, it was met with overall positive feedback. Media outlets and general fan reception praised it as a welcome, progressive and wholesome sight to see in a video game, especially for a Triple A title (a high budget and major release in the video game world). It’s extremely rare for a Triple A video game company to introduce queer representation into its games, especially a character considered to be its’ poster child. However, upon examining what we’ve discussed so far, it’s clear that this was a very calculated move on Blizzard’s behalf. As discussed previously with Lara Croft, the choice to make Tracer the first instance of queer representation was heavily considered from all angles and very intentional as her queerness is mostly inoffensive to the male gaze. Examining past portrayals of lesbian sexual relationships and its male audience’s reaction, there is a clear tolerance, and accepted attitude of straight men towards lesbian relationships. This is explored notably by Peter Hegarty in his article What Blokes Want Lesbians to be, which deduces that the “sexualisation of ‘lesbian’ bodies” are constructed as hot, erotic, exciting, fun, but more crucially, is entirely unthreatening to their heterosexuality (Hegarty, Buechel, 2011). With this fetishisation in mind, it’s understandable as to why Overwatch’s first instance of queer representation was a lesbian. Furthermore, the character of Tracer is in alignment with the Gender Inversion Theory, with her short haircut being synonymous with lesbian stereotypes as we’ve previously outlined. Her appeal to male audiences and alignment with this gender role model made her queer inclusion minimally disruptive and served Blizzard well in their goal to appeal to the masses and not push away their most profitable audience. That begs the question then of what is an example of queer representation that upsets the male gaze? Again, Overwatch is such an interesting case study as it presents two opposite sides to this conversation, especially when examining the character of Soldier 76.

 Soldier 76, is an older, reserved, hyper-masculine male character in the world of Overwatch. He saw mass appeal as an entry-level character to the game with a simple ‘shooter’ playstyle that isn’t dissimilar to prior online shooter IPs, such as Call of Duty: Black Ops II (Treyarch, 2012). His ‘male bravado’ personality cemented him as a fan favourite amongst the male player-base. However, this all changed upon the release of Overwatch’s short story Bastet in January of 2019 (Chu, 2019). The short story proved to be extremely polarising as it revealed that Soldier 76 to also be homosexual, touching on his relationship with a male past-lover named Vincent. This revelation was met with praise too from the queer fanbase and media outlets, but those who were bothered by this reveal were a lot more outspoken and vocal about their disdain for Soldier 76’s sexuality, so much so that he saw a decrease in pick-rate during in-game matches. A study was carried out to determine this, and 83% of its respondents were male, however many noted that their refusal to play him wasn’t because of their own value system but rather the level of hatred they received in game for choosing to play as him, with players claiming they were recipient of slurs and homophobia when playing as Soldier 76 (Nesseler, 2022). This level of hostility was not met towards Tracer’s sexuality, and once again brings us back to the idea of the Gender Inversion Theory which has remained true in these instances of queer representation in gaming. Whilst lesbian identities are least offensive to the male gaze, with women presenting in masculine fashions doing little to create a polarising display in the eyes of the majority, as is clear with Tracer, Soldier 76’s homosexuality is a distinct act of defiance against the Gender Inversion Theory. He exhibits little to no ‘feminine’ qualities within style or personality. He is hyper masculine presenting, pertaining to the male bravado, his hard, stoic appearance can be seen within his design of deep blues and an emotionless face hidden behind a visor (see fig. 3), and so his queer identity is an apparent contradiction to his personality to those who align their understanding and values of people to the archaic principles set forth by society and media in the past. Such a visceral reaction to a seemingly trivial matter such as the sexuality of a character is quite unprecedented, especially for the year of 2019 where general societal perception of queer characters in media had shifted to mostly positive. Which leads one to wonder what makes queer characters in video games so unique?  Why is the inclusion of queer characters here so polarising? And why is it that reactions to their representation in the gaming world is met with so much more hostility than that of film or other forms of media? This is where the actual media format and experience of playing a videogame comes into discussion, as our attachment to gaming experiences can be a lot more profound than that of films.

[image: ]
Fig 3: Soldier 76 as pictured in Overwatch (Blizzard, 2016)

 Video games are unique as a medium as their ability to draw people in and keep them locked in a world, narrative and fantasy is a lot stronger than most other mediums. Films have a set time limit before their narrative ends, video games on the other hand, well it’s at the discretion of the player. Whilst most narrative driven games have an ending, how players spend their time within that world to reach said conclusion varies greatly but generally is significantly longer in run time than film. This option of choice and control of how gamers spend their time and navigate these worlds is a main contributor to its immersion factor. Rather than merely observing a narrative unfold, gamers are given the controller and power to be an active part of the game’s universe. This style of narrative engagement can be so engrossing that often gamers don’t notice the amount of time they spend in these worlds, and unintentionally block out exterior distractions in their environment, such as a parent calling their name. This is what we typically define as immersion, and video games do it exceptionally well. Immersion, as studied and defined in the context of video games, is a lack of awareness of time and the real word (Jennett, Cox, Cairns, Dhoparee, Epps, Tijs, Walton, 2008). This cognitive separation of fantasy to reality is what I wish to examine when it comes to the sense of escapism we look for in video games, and the emotional attachments we form to the characters we play as.

Human beings are social creatures, we curate our identity based on the people we surround ourselves with, the role models in life we look up to, our parents, guardians or siblings who teach us how to connect to the world and our surroundings. This concept of attachment is a very broad term with many meanings: Love, affection, attraction, liking etc. What makes stories and worlds within film, books, and video games so enriching is that they present characters and narratives that we can form this level of attachment to. Characters that remind us of connections we’ve already forged in life, new personalities who teach us new perspectives on particular dilemmas which can offer us insight on our own situations that we could perhaps approach a little differently (Bopp, Müller, Aeschbach, Opwis, and Mekler, 2019). This innate human desire to connect and attach to people and their stories, coupled with the sheer immersive quality of video games as a medium, makes the emotional bond we form to these characters as we play them profoundly strong. And so, with this understanding, it explains the level of vitriol and hate generated from Soldier 76’s reveal to be homosexual. Men who possessed that male bravado personality found themselves drawn to Soldier 76. He acts as the fantasy they wish to live, the character they see themselves in and feel empowered from. Should they also subscribe to the line of bigotry where they believe homosexuality emasculates a male character, it’s no wonder why they reacted with such disdain and refused to play him. Unlike Tracer’s sexual orientation, Soldier 76 being gay is viewed as a direct betrayal to his character and threatens their sexuality along with their understanding of what it means to be a man. The emotional attachment formed and cemented between him and his player-base is strained as the identity they once admired and saw themselves in has, in their eyes, been disgraced with effeminate and ‘unnatural’ traits. 

But Soldier 76’s queerness is optional in the context of Overwatch. Blizzard is still careful not to force content to be experienced in the game that could potentially thwart their player-base away. Thus, the decision to unveil his identity within a short story that exists outside of the game is tactful. It satiates the LGBTQ+ communities desire for representation whilst being mostly unnoticed and inoffensive to their homophobic audience. This type of representation is all too common in video games. Appeasing the masses instead of telling authentic stories is at the forefront of most video games licensing and company protocols. A GLAAD report found that a large majority of LGBTQ+ individuals working in the video-game industry faced discrimination, harassment, and are underpaid within their fields. It deduced that whilst 17% of gamers are LGBTQ+, only 2% of games feature LGBTQ+ content (MacDonald, 2024). And in the case of Overwatch, that representation can often be specifically curated with a heterosexual audience in mind. Lastly in this discussion, I think it’s important to analyse the games who don’t follow suit with this approach. The games in which their display of LGBTQ+ representation is purely authentic, and not optional for people to engage with. Games such as Night in The Woods (Night in the Woods, 2017), and The Last of Us: Left Behind (The Last of Us: Left Behind, 2014) are titles which I believe flawlessly showcase LGBTQ+ identities in a fruitful, progressive, wholesome and modern way.

 
CHAPTER THREE 
[image: ] 


 Laura Mulvey’s examination of the impact the male gaze can have on the media holds true in many video games even to this day, however. it neglects to acknowledge the fact that many of those men in the gaming industry are also homosexual or bisexual, and what their mark on media or specifically video games, can be. Even the female and trans voices behind the directorial wheel offer their own perspective in carving stories that pertain to their own lived experiences, which often have some crossover to the lives of homosexual men. It’s clear that within conversations such as these the focus around the male gaze is overly saturated due to reasons we’ve already discussed in the previous chapters, and we rarely see other voices and perspectives being uplifted to mainstream light. I think examining titles which have had critical acclaim and appeal to the its queer player-base or the ‘gay gaze’, which in this instance I would define as hyper-masculine character designs, or characters which challenge a heteronormative lens and offer a fruitful, authentic telling of an LGBTQ+ story to members of the queer community, will shed light on how queer representation has always existed within video-games since its inception, but similar to the film industry, it failed to be explicit with its queer themes till much later on in its lifespan, In these examples, I want to examine how they relate to the perception of its gay audiences effectively, and make for natural and compelling examples of queer representation in video games that fights the heteronormative male gaze.

 In an adverse effect, the creative decisions formed by the male gaze have curated characters and stories that have found resonance within queer subculture. For example, as aforementioned, the decision to make many male protagonists within video games to be these, buff, macho, stoic archetypes were purposeful in empowering their male player-base through being able to play as characters that satiate their desire to pertain to hyper-masculinity and male body idealisation. However, within pockets of gay subculture, fan reception towards these characters and their level of attraction towards them created viral memes and talking points within the gay gaming community. A notable example being Leon Kennedy in the Resident Evil franchise (Resident Evil, 1996), who saw many viral fan edits online that emphasised his conventionally attractive appearance. It creates a unique opportunity to examine how the male gaze doesn’t totally isolate its queer player-base and can in fact pertain to it. The inverse of this reign true for female characters too. While hyper-sexualised female characters are a direct result of the heterosexual male fantasy, their hyper-feminine portrayals have become a source of inspiration and iconography to much of the queer community. Another example from Resident Evil is Alcina Dimitrescu who garnered a cult following for her hyper-feminine, diva portrayal in the game. Many Drag Queens note these characters to have been the building blocks for their drag persona, such as Nina Bo’nina Brown who starred on Ru Paul’s Drag Race Season 9, commenting on this in her confessionals that the women in video games are one of her biggest influences on her drag artistry. It’s apparent that the male gaze isn’t necessarily a hard line that ostracises queer people from resonating and enjoying these stories, characters and worlds. That queerness can be explored, found and embraced even when the media is curated under the opposite lens. I think it’s paramount now then to look at some titles that operate under more queer creative forces, to examine what queer representation done right and effectively can offer to the male gaze and the gay gaze.

Night in the Woods (Night in the Woods, 2017) is a coming-of-age story centred around our main character Margaret ‘Mae’ Borowski dropping out of college and returning to her small hometown where she reconnects with her environment and old friends. The creative minds behind the game’s narrative integrate queer representation in a notably quiet fashion. Not that it is subdued or purposefully suppressed, rather it is merely a muted integration of LGBTQ+ identities. Mae’s pansexuality isn’t explicit in its’ nature; it’s just hinted at. Through interactions with certain characters and her anecdotal stories expressing interest in women, the player discovers her queerness through a natural study of her character rather than it being a huge reveal or central plot point. The same can be said for the characters of Gregg and Angus, who are in a relationship with one another. They are boyfriends, and this isn’t a shocking revelation to Mae or anyone in their hometown. Their queerness is merely a catalyst to explore the deeper plot points and complexities of their character rather than being the main source of contention within their character arcs. This is a small town in a rural area, and the game doesn’t neglect the fact that this environment isn’t the most uplifting for queer youth. Whilst there’s no explicit homophobia towards them, Angus’s and Gregg’s relationship is danced around when the older townsfolk bring them up in conversation. Few reference them as a couple, and one neighbour notes the general complacent attitude towards them as “small town polite” (Greer, 2017). Gregg’s frantic attitude and lust for life looks over this attitude yet it is Angus who expresses disdain for a town where their identities feel ‘tolerated’ rather than encouraged. This depiction of queerness resonated with many of the games LGBTQ+ player-base. It’s quiet and muted approach to the characters identities helps normalise their queerness by it being a trait rather than a whole plot point. This approach appeals directly to the LGBTQ+ community and their world view as many seek for their identity to be viewed with indifference rather than a visceral reaction, and that their small towns which many members of the community grow up in, often ostracise or at best tolerate their queerness rather than accept it (Higgins, A; Doyle, L; Downes, C; Murphy, R; Sharek, D; DeVries, J; Begley, T; McCann, E; Sheerin, F and Smyth, S, 2016). Its’ appeal to the ‘gay gaze’ effectively fights the male gaze by telling queer stories through anthropomorphic animals (see fig. 4) who cannot upset any preconceived notion as to what a gay man or gay woman should look like. It forces those who view queerness as adverse and strange to approach these characteristics in a more humane way, examining relatable struggles of depression, nostalgia and aimlessness in life through characters who happen to be gay encourages heterosexual people to find shared experiences within characters they may have immediately written off in other circumstances due to there being a strong emphasis on their sexuality that they have a prejudice toward. Fighting the male gaze through normalisation of queer identities in fresh gaming titles is always welcome for the queer community, however what is its’ impact on a larger more popular title? One with already established and beloved characters that appeal to the male gaze, that are now implementing queer characters whose identity isn’t optional to be explored or played as such as in titles like Overwatch. Well, The Last of Us: Left Behind, is a perfect example of a gaming title which implements this approach.

[image: ]
Fig 4: Mae and her friends (Night in the Woods, 2017)

 The Last of Us: Left Behind, was a narrative DLC released in 2014 for Naughty Dog’s extremely popular zombie apocalypse classic, The Last of Us (The Last of Us, 2013) (The Last of Us: Left Behind, 2014). It follows the character of Ellie, one of the main characters in the original story, and her relationship with a girl called Riley as they explore an abandoned mall set during a zombie apocalypse. As the story progresses and we get deeper into the narrative, it is revealed that Ellie’s and Riley bond runs much deeper than mere friends, as they exchange a kiss highlighting their attraction for one another on a more intimate level. What separates this representation of queer love from Night in the Woods is how the game subverts the expectations of its main audience. Whilst Night in the Woods was a fresh title in the alt-indie game scene that naturally drew attention to the queer community due to its’ openness on LGBTQ+ themes in a coming of age story, The Last of Us: Left Behind was an expansion on an already massively popular title, that amassed critical acclaim and adoration from its male player-base. The heroism of playing Joel Miller, a rugged and staid man, who navigates the world during the aftermath of a zombie apocalypse appealed to the masculine bravado male gamers seek to fulfil within themselves through their virtual role-playing with this archetype of characters. This establishment of appealing to the male gaze meant that their subsequent titles would see mass engagement from fans of the original, and unlike Overwatch, its queer themes are unavoidable. It is not a part of the backstory which one can choose to look for, of a character that they have the option of playing. It’s a central plot point to the characters which is necessary to feel the emotional weight and stakes of Ellie and Riley’s story. Furthermore, unlike Night in the Woods, The Last of Us: Left Behind introduces its queer themes much later in the narrative. This means that players of Night in the Woods who are prejudiced towards the LGBTQ+ community can very early on quit playing the game without having invested much emotional weight within the characters or story, whilst The Last of Us: Left Behind builds up that rapport between the player and the main protagonists before introducing Ellie’s and Riley’s feelings for each other. 

This undoubtedly was met with much outcry from its homophobic male player-base but received immense praise from its LGBTQ+ fans and allied players. An IP at this level of popularity shedding light on queer love at the time of 2013 was practically unheard of. Infusing it within the narrative in such a way that locks people into caring for these characters and the story at hand, so when a display of LGBTQ+ affection is on their screens, their love for the game, connection to Ellie and Riley, may outweigh any negative feelings they potentially could hold towards queer identities. This is paramount in normalising the LGBTQ+ community. Highlighting the reality that they are normal, loveable, relatable people is the perfect way to fight the male gaze which seeks to box them into a stigma and stereotypes, writing them off as alien figures that they cannot feel any sense of relatability or love for. This acted as a great example of a pillar for queer representation in video games and certainly influenced the attitudes towards queer characters in gaming for many gamers for many, many more years to come (Paramo, 2018).

CONCLUSION 
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The conversations around LGBTQ+ people in gaming have a remarkable intensity that is rare to find with other forms of media. That is in part due to the nature of the media itself. The player channels another lived experience through the controller in their hand. They control the characters physicality with each press of a button, decide their fate and personality through narrative choices, establishing a deep-rooted emotional bond from mind, to body, to the controller, to the character. It allows the relationship between the player and the characters they control to be purely instrumental, or deeply personal and emotional, depending on the degree of identifications and perceived social connection (Bowman & Banks, 2021). From the discussions of queer representation in Chapter 1, it’s clear that developing this intensity further was a goal to video-game developers, but like the narrative approach in cinema before it, they prioritised exploring stories and experiences which they believed much of their audience wanted to see. Understanding the male gaze in Chapter 2 allowed us to peer into these creative decisions and enabled us to understand why queer representation is so scarce and polarising. And finally, looking at examples of queer representation in video games done accurately and with love elucidated how this player - character bond in gaming can aid in normalising queer existence in media and challenge bigoted mindsets by enabling this strong bond to be formed. 

When it comes to progressing mindsets as a society, it always falls back to wanting to feel comfortable in what we know to be true. The Lumiere brothers’ film of a train in motion left audiences uncomfortable and climbing out of their seats sporadically in fear because they didn’t understand what was happening on screen. However, through exposure and connection with film, audiences began to ground themselves within the art form and welcome it as something that is normal and should be celebrated. Exposure, understanding and normalisation, is exactly what the queer community needs to battle the systemic discrimination against their identities, and by channelling these stories and representing queer people within video games, that fight is made a lot easier. The power video games have as a medium is unlike any other. The intensity involved to engage with the medium means that gaming has massive influence on altering the mindsets and perceptions of other gamers. So, in the case of queer representation, using this intensity to make each gamer fall in love and root for queer people is paramount now more than ever, and has the power to be a major source of progression in demolishing stigma surrounding LGBTQ+ characters, and ensuring that the representation of queer people in video games is just, fair, and fruitful.
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