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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this study is to research toxicity through how it was understood, experienced, 

and described by game enthusiasts. The toxicity described is further explored through theories 

of cultural and symbolic domination and through feminist game studies and the lens of 

masculinity theory. I have thus looked at the cultural fields of online gaming as social domains 

sometimes structured by hierarchies, where subjects may be positioned in relation to one 

another by virtue of norms, their identities, habitus, symbolic capital and through (more or less 

symbolic) violence.  

The study is based on semi-structured interviews with six gaming enthusiasts who are about 

twenty to forty years old, five identifying as men and one identifying as a woman. Interpretation 

has been conducted through a thematic and discourse analytically inspired method, and through 

the theoretical framework primarily consisting of Bourdieu´s (developed) theoretical concepts 

of fields, capital, habitus and symbolic violence, combined with Iris Marion Young’s theory of 

cultural dominance and social constructionist theories on masculinity. The study shows how 

subjects may make sense of online gaming as a social arena often associated to online violence 

and discrimination, and how this can be further analysed from a gender studies perspective.  
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Chapter 1  Introduction 
 

In this study I examine violent language use in online video games. My initial concern for this 

topic was rooted in personal experiences of online jargon in online games and how I’ve 

perceived hostility between strangers as a normalized way of conducting communication when 

gaming. Through feminist game studies and interviews that I have conducted with Swedish 

game enthusiasts, I explore the phenomenon of toxicity - commonly understood as behaviour 

with hostile intent that is frequently perceived as trash-talk and/or discriminatory harassment. I 

also look at the inequalities of toxicity, connected to symbolic violence and circulating 

performances of (white) traditional (and unstable) masculinity, and androcentric game culture. 

As Berggren stated, “to inquire into ‘masculinity’ is to inquire into gender relations, and this is 

in turn to inquire into questions of inequality in society” (Berggren, 2014). I will consider 

discriminatory toxicity as a mode of symbolical violence (in Pierre Bourdieu’s terminology), 

something which might reinforce structural oppression and what Iris Marion Young considered 

cultural dominance.  

I believe the topic of video games (and video game speech) is important to discuss due to the 

increasing societal relevance of video games and practices of “gaming”. Video game industries 

are powerful modern day economic engines and gaming is a highly growing phenomenon in 

many parts of the world (Wijman, 2020). The entertainment-medium is highly popular among 

both young and older people, and thus gaming and associated cultures can potentially have a 

huge cultural impact on both current and future generations. I see digital platforms, perhaps 

especially online video games, as important spaces to examine due to how they facilitate 

everyday encounters between anonymous and less-anonymous parties, where communication 

may tangent or violate the social norms upon which much real-life interaction rests. The 

conventions of not harassing strangers, not discriminating others (et cetera) do seem more fluid 

in online spheres in general. When these norms are violated in the fields of gaming, injustices 

from the real world are replicated, which might be destructive to subjects who already are 

marginalized or culturally oppressed. As feminist game scholars Kishonna L. Gray and David 

J. Leonard (2018) suggest: gaming is “entangled with mainstream cultures of systematic 

exploitation and oppression”, and video games may provide valuable distractions or sources of 

power for some, and “source[s] of violence, oppression, pain, and trauma” for others (Gray and 

Leonard, 2018:5). 
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1.1 Purpose and questions 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to research toxicity through how it was understood, experienced, 

and described by six game enthusiasts. I look at toxicity through structural inequalities in online 

gaming and through the lens of masculinity theory. This implicates looking at the cultural fields 

of online gaming as social domains structured by hierarchies, where subjects may be positioned 

in relation to one another by virtue of their identities, habitus, symbolic capital and through 

(more or less symbolic) violence.  

Questions 

• How do the participants in this study describe toxic behaviours and toxicity in online 

video game cultures? How do they describe emotions in relation to toxic behaviours? 

o How may these accounts of toxicity be understood through feminist research 

and theories of masculinity and cultural dominance? 

• How do the participants in this study describe normative structures in the fields online 

gaming? 

o How may these structures, their hierarchies and stability/instability be 

conceptualized through feminist research, theories of masculinity, cultural 

dominance? 

• How may the participants’ talk about toxicity in online gaming function to localize 

toxicity and position subjects (such as themselves)? 

 

1.2 Terms and concepts regarding online hostility 

Online hostility in the more general sense is a widely studied topic. Whereas many situate online 

hostility as part of unkempt online discourse more generally (e.g., Jane, 2014), I will discuss it 

primarily in relation to online video games and hence discuss some central concepts. Flaming, 

as a term denoting hostile or offensive computer-mediated communication, has been used ever 

since the 80’s (Kiesler et al., 1984) and is still regularly being used to describe directed verbal 

hostility online and in online games (Ortiz, 2020; Mattinen & Macey, 2018). Griefing is also 

commonly understood as a form of hostility in online games, signifying behavior in game that 
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is disruptive to other players’ gameplay experience (Chen et al., 2009). Trolling can suggest 

hostility, connoting behavior that is aimed to incite emotional responses from others (by for 

example feigning stupidity) (Mattinen & Macey, 2018). It can also signify (identity-based) 

harassment with malicious intent, where the aim is provocation (Ortiz, 2020). Trolling might 

be more or less humorous or abusive in character, sometimes both. Originating in studies on 

hegemonic masculinity, toxicity is another central term that has been a topic of interest in game 

studies since its onset in the early 2000s (Deslauriers et al., 2020). Deslauriers and colleagues 

suggest toxicity signifies a widely accepted denominator for “aggressive and abusive 

interactions or relationships, both online and offline” (ibid). Shores et al., (2014) refer to it as 

deviant attitudes and actions, and as a subset of deviant behavior often deemed 

unsportsmanlike, and through definition of the game developer Riot, as behavior that negatively 

impacts other’s experiences. Negative behavior such as flaming, griefing, trolling, cheating and 

cyberbullying might be grouped together as toxic behavior – resulting in a broad but somewhat 

vague typology (Kwak, Blackburn & Han, 2015; Saarinen, 2017; Mattinen & Macey, 2018). 

Terms like flaming and toxicity have been used in academic spheres but also in popular culture. 

When playing online games during the last decennium, I have encountered many players using 

terms like toxicity, flaming, trolling and griefing to describe player interactions and online 

gaming communities, which suggests that the concepts are highly popularized among so called 

“gamers”. This notion was further reinforced when I conducted the interviews for this thesis 

and spoke to gaming enthusiasts, who all used several of the terms in differing ways. In this 

thesis I will subscribe to the broad definition of toxicity - as an umbrella term for more or less 

hostile behavior (through flaming, trolling or griefing), and I mainly do this due to that this was 

how my participants understood and used the term. 

 

1.3 Previous research 

There is no doubt that general toxicity is a pervasive element of several online games. 

Numerous researchers have attempted to tackle the subject, dealing with themes such as player 

hostility in competitive games (see Fox and Tang, 2016; Shores et al, 2014; Adachi and 

Willoughby, 2011; Romo Flores, 2020) and cooperative gameplay (Ewoldsen et al., 2012), 

griefing and disruptive gameplay (Deslauriers et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2009), cyberbullying 

(McInroy and Mishna, 2017), toxicity connected to imbalances of players skill levels (Cook et 

al, 2018), et cetera. Studies have shown that game involvement and time spent gaming can 
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predict general harassment, perhaps due to socialization processes (Fox and Tang, 2016), and 

that participants who encountered antisocial behavior within a video game was found to 

replicate them (Ross and Weaver, 2012). Furthermore, Hilvert-Bruce & Neill (2020) found that 

players understood aggression occurring online as more tolerable, and that normative beliefs 

about cyberaggression predicted cyber-aggressive behavior towards other players. Cary and 

colleagues (2020) also found that the more normative prejudice is reported to be, the more 

players stated that they made prejudiced comments, and the less likely they were to report 

confronting prejudiced remarks. Studies by the same researchers as well as D’Anastasio (2020) 

have shown that only 18-20% of gamers state that they stand up to harassment in-game (Cary 

et al., 2020; D’Anastasio, 2020).  

Evidently, being targeted with toxicity online can be experienced as upsetting (Jane, 2014:536; 

Kwak et al., 2015), a process bearing similarities with everyday discriminations (Ortiz, 2020). 

Toxicity in online gaming might inhibit gamers’ desire to play (Chen et al., 2009; Fox and Tang, 

2016; Shores et al., 2014). Mattinen and Macey (2018) found that younger players perceive 

many forms of toxicity as less serious, or even normal. Scholars have furthermore indicated 

that men primarily tend to be the perpetrators of harassment in video games (Herring, 2002; 

Ballard and Welch, 2016; Fox and Tang, 2016). Toxicity and its many facets is a prevalent and, 

depending on who you ask, a problematic aspect of several large online games and their 

respective communities.  

Several researchers have noted that people seemingly tend to assume somewhat different 

behaviors when interacting with others on the internet in general, in comparison to when 

interacting in person. Some scholars refer to how computer-mediated communication and 

aspects inherent to internet usage (such as user anonymity, invisibility, lack of eye-contact 

with others, etc.) can contribute to unrestrained behaviors (Joinson, 1998; Suler, 2004; 

Denegri-Knott & Taylor, 2005; Selwyn, 2008). The absence of restraint online can result in 

prosocial benign behaviors (Suler, 2004:321) and can provide those who lack ways of 

communicating in the real world (for example, people who are shy, socially phobic or have 

impaired hearing) a chance of communicating with others (Lapidot-Lefler & Barak, 2015). 

The anonymity and invisibility, and thus the minimization of status and authority in online 

environments can also contribute to users comprehending the internet as a “leveled playing 

field”, where there is equal opportunity to voice yourself regardless of many aspects such as 

gender, race and income (Suler, 2004:324).  
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However (and perhaps more importantly in regard to this thesis), the absence of restraint 

online is also understood to contribute to uninhibited, toxic hostility (Suler, 2004:321). 

Despite the internet being proposed as being a “leveled playing field” for its users, several 

online games and their respective communities have long struggled with discrimination and 

lack of inclusivity (Consalvo, 2012). The highly infected discursive conflict in gaming 

communities is perhaps best illustrated by the widely covered online abuse campaign 

Gamergate, which took place in 2014. Feminist profiles in gaming, some of which had 

critiqued video games and video game cultures, were mass-harassed and received death 

and/or rape threats from gamers and pundits (often anti-feminist, sometimes far-right and/or 

white supremacist), whose rhetoric tended to be based on the claim that “social justice 

warriors” were destroying gaming culture (Salter, 2017; Evans and Janish, 2015; Salter and 

Blodgett, 2017; Mantilla, 2015). Gamergate is a notable instance of how discursive online 

violence can spill over from internet forums to real life. However, thesis will rather focus on 

toxicity occurring inside online video games. In-game, gender discrimination has been 

observed by scholars dealing with sexual harassment and sexism (Tang et al., 2019) and sex 

role stereotyping (Holz Ivory et al., 2014). Field experiments concluded that “female-voiced” 

players receive three times the negative comments compared to “male-voiced” players 

(Kuznekoff and Rose, 2013; Kasumovic and Kuznekoff, 2015) and surveys/interviews with 

female-identifying gamers demonstrated women as disproportional targets of sexual 

harassment in-game (Assunção, 2016; Behm-Morawitz and Penell, 2015; Cote, 2015; Fox & 

Tang, 2016). A study by Matthews (2012) found that 79% of the participants reported sexism 

as prominent in the gaming community, and that 63% of the female participants testified as 

subjects of gender-based harassment when playing online games, 35% of which quit the game 

entirely due to sexism (Matthew, 2012). Furthermore, studies have observed discrimination in 

games through racist speech and notions of gamers of color being presumed absent or 

constructed as deviant (Ortiz, 2019; Nakamura, 2009; Gray, 2012; Gray, 2014). In a survey, a 

majority of gamer participants stated that they have seen usage of the words “gay” and 

“queer” in derogatory ways in online games (Sliwinski, 2007), and banter about 

homosexuality or homosexual desire has been observed by scholars exploring competitive and 

role-playing games (Nardi, 2010; Delamere and Shaw, 2008; Sveningson and Sundén, 

2012:176). In Cary and colleagues’ (2020) study, over half of their surveyed players reported 

that they experienced harassment in game due to race/ethnicity, ability, religion, gender or 

sexual orientation (Cary et al., 2020). 
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Several feminist queer game scholars have suggested that problems of discrimination in gaming 

is connected to how the activity of playing video games traditionally has been perceived (and 

constructed) as a male (or boy) gendered activity, games as cultural spaces where traditional 

norms of masculinity generally prevail, and the default or privileged “geek” or gamer subject 

being white (or Asian), male, middle class and heterosexual (e.g., Holz Ivory et al., 2014; Gray 

et al., 2017; DiSalvo, 2016; McInroy and Mishna, 2017; Consalvo 2012; Gray, 2012; Kendall, 

2011; Ruberg and Shaw, 2017; Gray and Leonard, 2018). Games may be understood as a “boy’s 

toy”, and games might be understood as infiltrated by those who do not fit the mold (Kaye et 

al., 2017; Consalvo, 212). Major gaming industries have generally been dominated by men, and 

the target consumers of games have predominantly been white or Asian, middle-class men 

(Gray, 2014; Fron, et.al., 2007; Clark, 2017; Kafai et al., 2016). Furthermore, feminist gamers 

and game scholars have noted narrow sexist, racist and heteronormative stereotypes as common 

elements in the design of several major video games (Kafai et al., 2008; Gray, 2012; Salter and 

Blodgett, 2012). Gaming identification, found as predictor of sexual harassment perpetration 

(Tang et al., 2019), has often been understood as exclusively heterosexually masculine (Chess 

et al., 2016; Evans and Janish, 2015; Condis, 2014). Salter discusses how western culture has 

gendered technology male, which in turn generated technology-centered “permutations of 

masculine subjectivity and relations” (Salter, 2017:249) such as “geek masculinities” 

(Massanari, 2015; Taylor, 2012), alternate pathways for masculine identification revolving 

around myths of men having greater technological aptitude compared to women (Salter, 

2017:249). In the case of gaming however, researchers have suggested that differences in 

playstyles between men and women are minor and probably connected to age and game culture 

rather than gender (Jenson et al., 2011; Sundén and Sveningsson, 2012). Researchers utilizing 

intersectional approaches have demonstrated how gender might intersect with categories such 

as ethnicity, race and sexuality when investigating players’ experiences of gaming (Gray, 2012; 

Sundén and Sveningsson, 2012; Shaw, 2012). In this project, I will discuss the above mentioned 

categories in addition to age. 

1.4 Method/ology and material 

1.4.1. Ethnography and interviews 

For this project, I have utilized interviewing as an ethnographic method. Ethnographic studies 

may seek to deal with complex socio-cultural phenomenon and practices of everyday life, that 

may be more or less taken for granted by the agents in the field (Hine, 2015:50). Similarly, 
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interviews have been understood as potentially providing access to the life world of the 

interview participants, to “articulate lived meanings, ‘to make the invisible visible’” (Kvale, 

1996:53). I have thus chosen the ethnographic approach due to it being valued as a means for 

acquiring in-depth understandings of how people make sense of their lives, how social 

structures are made (or reproduced) and how technologies are adopted and adapted to our lives, 

as Christine Hine puts it (Hine, 2015:1, 2). Toxicity and internet hostility is evidently closely 

associated to power and the will (and means) to verbally attack others. My inquiry has 

consequently adopted a feminist rationale through viewing toxicity as eventually problematic, 

and that it may function as to reproduce structural inequalities. 

I have further chosen ethnography due to the research approach valuing the embodied 

experiences of the researcher as one of the central means of discovery (Hine, 2015:19). It may 

thus support the researcher’s immersion into the field when gathering data and interpreting 

results (ibid). I cannot deny my own (previous and current) investment into online gaming and 

my pre-existing knowledge and experiences of online toxicity, this is rather what (in part) led 

me to the topic of inquiry. Fifteen years of participating in online gaming has also made me 

very aware of the complexity of both gaming, gaming cultures and toxicity, which potentially 

makes the topic somewhat difficult to research for non-gamers (descriptions of gaming-specific 

terms such as game titles and genres are located in appendix 1). If dealing with the topic of 

toxicity within (and across) different games, a sensibility towards culture-specific terms, 

expressions and jokes, and knowledge of structural game elements such as game mechanics can 

therefore be highly valuable to the interviewer. For me, it allowed for an organic and flowing 

conversation where the interviewee could lead the conversation, and I as an interviewer could 

understand and catch on to topics to and further the discussions, without having to constantly 

probe for explanations. This facilitated what Skinner discuss as the conversational give-and-

take character of the interviews, a means to cocreate and coproduce knowledge (Skinner, 

2012:8). By conducting semi-structured interviews where I encouraged participants to lead the 

conversations as much as possible, I attempted to balance my own positionality in the field. 

This was an attempt to adopt what Kamsteeg and Ybema suggest is the dual stance of the 

researcher, being both “immersed and estranged” into the field, and somewhat distancing 

myself from the taken for granted by allowing for the “unexpected, the noteworthy, and the 

counter-intuitive of everyday ‘normality’ and its governing rules” (Kamsteeg and Ybema, 

2013:170). 
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Researchers have argued against the “methodological high ground” of naturalistic participant 

observation in ethnography and contends interviews may offer a highly effective way to make 

sense of how people give meaning to experiences and highlight contradictions of their social 

worlds (Skinner, 2012:75,76). Braun and Clarke similarly state qualitative approaches are 

explanatory, open-ended, organic and may produce rich and detailed, even contradictory, data 

(Braun and Clarke, 2013:21, 24). Methods such as loosely structured in-depth interviews based 

on open-ended questions allow flexibility for both researcher and respondent to explore topics 

pertinent to the participants and their experiences, and the research approach may evolve by 

accommodating unanticipated ideas expressed by participants (Braun and Clarke, 2013: 24, 79). 

I followed this way of structuring the interviews, by asking open-ended questions and 

encouraging my participants to lead the conversations and to share their thoughts and personal 

anecdotes. I then incorporated their experiences into subsequent interviews when similar topics 

were brought up. After exploring research on toxicity and pondering on my own experiences 

of the phenomenon, I constructed broad interview topics which I aimed to touch upon during 

the interview conversations. By framing the study as concerning “in-game communication” I 

hoped to somewhat mask the (in some gaming communities perceived) cliché frame of a 

gender-studies student wanting to discuss toxicity. I wanted to get closer to the “everyday talk” 

about communication (and hostility) rather than tackling the trope (and reality) of toxic gaming 

head on, and I was curious to whether (or how) the topic of toxicity (and associated topics of 

e.g., flaming or trolling) would be brought up by the participants, or whether I would have to 

be the one to ask about specific experiences. The first topic I initiated the conversations with 

was intro-oriented – after presenting myself and my own experiences with gaming, I queried 

the participants about their relations to video games and online gaming in general. The second 

topic that often followed was about social interaction - how did the participants perceive 

communication online? Did they play with strangers? Did they value the social and 

communicatory aspects of online gaming? I found that when asking these questions, 

participants tended to bring up aspects relating to anonymity, flaming and trolling. Here, I 

strategically asked the participants to expand on their definitions of the terms, knowing they are 

vague and often subjectively defined. I also tended to asked questions about why others (or 

participants themselves) may flame and troll others in online games. An associated topic I had 

prepared was language and its role in online hostility – how are expressions interpreted and 

what is deemed discriminatory and what is less so? Here I also aimed to discuss identity aspects 

such as how gender and sexuality might factor in how one might perceive online games. 

Another topic I was prepared to discuss was game mechanics and specific games – is the 
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hostility understood to vary between game genres, specific games or consoles? When and how 

the topics of toxicity and hostility were touched upon mostly depended on how the participants 

led the conversations. 

1.4.2. Reflexivity 

Sociologists such as Bourdieu as well as feminist and postcolonial scholars have argued for the 

necessity of laying bare the individual position, perspective and presuppositions of the 

researcher in the project (Bourdieu, 1993; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1989; Haraway, 1988). Now 

characteristic to the qualitative paradigm of research are these notions of reflexivity – viewing 

the researchers’ personal or subjective involvement as a tool (Braun and Clarke, 2013:4, 10, 

36), and the obligation to (and value of) critically reflecting on the role of the researcher and 

the research process. Braun and Clarke regard functional reflexivity as the critical attention to 

how the researchers’ tools might influence the research, such as how I previously discussed the 

format of semi-structured interviews, and sampling which I will discuss in the following section 

and the associated implications (Braun and Clarke, 2013:37). Another aspect of this are the 

theoretical perspectives I have chosen to employ in the analysis, that is the tools I have chosen 

and adapted to apply to the material I have produced with the participants.  

Personal reflexivity is about identifying the researcher as a visible, active part of the process, 

acknowledging subjectivity and how assumptions may contribute to shaping the produced 

knowledge (ibid). Reflexively contemplating on my role in the research project means 

acknowledging my involvement into the field of gender studies, my feminist assumptions and 

personal critical stance towards toxicity (for example deeming some language sexist, which 

someone else might not). My feminist perspective and previous experiences of gaming have 

contributed to this project’s focus on power-relations and dimensions as something consciously 

reflected on throughout both interviews and in the subsequent analysis. Personal reflexivity is 

also contemplating on my positionality, of being a Swedish, white, middle-class cis man, 

privileged in having a body and habitus which has allowed me to inhabit rooms of gaming with 

ease, and having been able to devote large amounts of spare time in my youth to video games. 

Being able to devote the time required to enhancing my skill in these games contributed to 

feeling superior to other players, who I deemed justifiable to talk down or express hostility 

towards when not performing adequately in my eyes. My positionality also privileged me in 

being able to use discriminatory expressions without second thought, or to me feeling 

“shielded” or even indifferent when others expressed hostility (towards me or others) through 

sexist, racist and homophobic remarks. This personal history of online gaming and participation 
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in toxic cultures contributed to my concern for scrutinizing online game hostility and 

discrimination. While my identifications and academic background has contributed to shaping 

this project, previously conducted research with similar concerns has also in several respects 

oriented my broad interview topics, and the interviews in turn have oriented me to theories I 

have deemed suitable for the analysis. 

Relating to reflexivity, the researchers’ insider/outsider positions in relation to the field of study 

(e.g., sharing social or group identity with the subjects of research) has been discussed and 

problematized (Le Gallais, 2008). Being an insider in gaming cultures and having diverse 

knowledge of games was crucial to me being able to conduct loosely structured interviews and 

follow my participants’ thoughts, experiences and discussions about game mechanics and game 

jargon. Scholars have however noted that positioning subjects as insiders/outsiders might be 

simplifying – as the researcher might have several insider/outsider-positions in relation to the 

participants (Braun and Clarke, 2013:10), such as through sharing (or not sharing) gender 

identification, class and/or cultural background, ethnicity, et cetera. Additionally, the positions 

of insider/outsiderness might shift (Edmonds-Cady, 2011) and additive or singular models of 

identity (and similarity) have been critiqued by scholars of intersectionality, emphasizing that 

multiple categories simultaneously influence and shape each other (Collins, 1993). 

Consequently, that the researcher identifies as part of a certain community does not imply 

immediate similarity with the subjects of research (Davis and Craven, 2016:60). Likewise, one 

can conclude that just because participants may identify in specific ways, they may not 

represent every other gamer sharing that identification.  

1.4.3. Semi structured interviews and sampling 

To study perceptions of toxicity in online gaming, I conducted semi-structured online 

interviews with six Swedish participants. The interviews took place between January and March 

2021 and the criterion for participants to be able to participate was that they identified 

themselves as avid game enthusiasts, experienced with playing online games with central 

communicative elements. External factors such as time constraints contributed to why I utilized 

convenience sampling (Patton, 2002) to acquire participants for the study, rather than following 

my initial plan of recruiting Game Design-students as participants. Through convenience 

sampling I used the common approach of sampling participants from networks accessible to me 

as a student and researcher (Braun and Clarke, 2013:57). This can be understood as a limitation 

to this study, as convenience sampling sometimes has been perceived as the least rigorous and 

justifiable sampling method (Sandelowski, 1995). However, interviewing people that are 
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directly or indirectly associated to your own network may provide comfort for participants to 

open up regarding their experiences, potentially enrichening data (McConnell-Henry et al., 

2010), perhaps especially sensitive data (such as regarding discrimination) (Brewis, 2014). 

Familiarity or trust might result in intimate details, but it also brings up the associated problems 

of self-assessment and social desirability bias. That is, people’s self-views may hold a “tenuous 

to modest relationship with their actual behaviour and performance” (Dunning et al., 2004:69), 

and participants may wish to present themselves in a positive manner, whether consciously or 

not. To counteract the social desirability bias, I emphasized (both in the consent paper and 

during the interviews) ethical aspects such as how the participants would be pseudonymised in 

the project, and that they were able to withdraw their participation or change statements they 

had made before publication, and that they were not required to answer any follow-up questions 

I provided. I also attempted to bridge the issue by in two interviews sharing that I had acted 

toxic myself when gaming, in order to destigmatize talking about it. This was a way of 

attempting to distance myself from the role of the (eventually otherwise perceived) patronizing 

and prying researcher, to humanize myself and rather position myself a fellow gamer, a way of 

implicitly probing which I perceived could result in participants feeling comfortable to reflect 

on their own eventual toxic behaviours. I further primarily asked about toxicity in general rather 

than asking how and if the participants themselves had performed toxicity. This due to that it 

might be regarded as socially unacceptable to act (or admit having acted) hostile towards others. 

This can be seen as a limitation to when doing interviews on somewhat socially taboo topics.  

Five of the participants in this study are white and identify as cis-men and one identifies as a 

cis-woman with North African and Swedish origins. The participants are from around twenty 

to forty years old. All participants have a long history of playing games and have been playing 

online games for at least a decade. Jonathan is in his mid-twenties and comes from a middle-

class background. While having played many single-player and multiplayer games throughout 

his life, his primary game is World of Warcraft. He views gaming as one of his main leisure 

activities - he has made several acquaintances online and he spends time with friends in-game 

daily. Max is in the mid-twenties also comes from a middle-class background. He also has a 

passion for video games and like Jonathan, he plays both single- and multiplayer games, but 

World of Warcraft is his primary multiplayer game. Erik is in his forties and defines himself as 

working-class. He mainly plays the multiplayer survival game Rust and first-person shooter 

titles such as Apex Legends, but he also has a long history of playing the MMORPGs, in which 

he has made several lasting acquaintances. Fanny is in her mid-twenties and has a middle-class 



12 

 

background. She primarily plays World of Warcraft and first-person shooters such as 

Overwatch and Rainbow Six. She values the social aspects of gaming, appreciating the activity 

as enabling players to befriend each other and bridge social gaps such as age and nationality. 

Alexander is also in his mid-twenties and defines himself as upper-middleclass. He appreciates 

video games as the cultural medium most valuable to him. He has played both strategy titles 

and first-person shooters such as Halo and Battlefield. Filip is in his early twenties and defines 

himself as lower middle-class. He primarily plays fist-person shooters such as Call of Duty: 

Warzone and Counter-Strike: Global Offensive, which he previously has played semi-

professionally.  

Rather than aspiring towards generalization, I have aimed to generate in-depth insights into the 

topic of interest (Patton, 2002: 230). Through purposive sampling, I primarily recruited the 

participants due to their specific experiences with gaming - all participants have played online 

games regularly and for long time periods. One has played games semi-professionally, two have 

studied game- and tech-related programs, and one has worked with game design. I also recruited 

most of the participants due to their characteristics (identifying as men), in part due to, research 

on toxicity and online gaming oriented me towards masculinity and whiteness as topics closely 

associated to online toxicity. I was therefore curious to how some of “the usual suspects” 

understood, experienced, and eventually had performed toxicity themselves when gaming. My 

interview with the female-identifying respondent was initially planned to be a pilot interview, 

but she shared many interesting thoughts on toxicity, thoughts which I during subsequent 

interviews found both contrasted and bore similarities with those of the other informants. So, 

while she stands out in this study due to her gender, I deemed our discussion as nonetheless 

valuable for the analysis and for nuancing how toxicity might be perceived. Future studies 

might benefit from including a more representative and balanced sample. Whereas this study 

surely would have profited from being based on a larger sample of non-male-identifying (and 

non-white) participants, I use previous feminist research regarding toxicity as an attempt to 

somewhat make up for this. 

Due to circumstances such as the current covid-19 pandemic, the interviews took place over 

digital communication mediums such as Zoom and Discord, and each lasted for about one to 

one and a half hours. Before being interviewed, participants were sent an informative document 

(appendix 2) detailing the project and requirements for participating. If they agreed to be 

interviewed, they were sent a consent form (appendix 3) detailing the purpose of the study and 

ethical aspects regarding participation, such as how all participants have been pseudonymised 
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and that they could withdraw from participating in the study at any time if they so wish. When 

I spoke to the participants on Zoom or Discord I also repeated the ethical aspects, and asked for 

permission to record them. I recorded using Zoom or the screen recording program OBS studio. 

I then transcribed the files, and after that stored them and the consent forms (containing personal 

information) on an encrypted external hard drive. The files will be destroyed after the study is 

published.   

1.4.4. Transcription and coding  

The interviews were conducted in Swedish and were then translated into English after being 

transcribed. I transcribed the interviews manually when listening to the audio files. Mostly, I 

transcribed sentences in close detail, especially when discussions concerned topics such as 

toxicity – something which I beforehand knew was going to be relevant for the analysis. When 

transcribing in detail I included verbal utterances such as laughter and non-semantic sounds 

such as “haha”, as advised by Braun and Clarke (Braun and Clarke, 2013: 163). Other times I 

roughly transcribed sentences and omitted linguistic features of the dialogue – such as when 

participants gave detailed descriptions of game mechanics that was less immediately relevant 

to the purpose of the study. After coding the material and constructing overarching themes, I 

returned to some of the rough transcriptions to correct them in detail if they were to be used in 

the analysis.  

The method of analysis I have applied is closest to what Braun and Clarke would call a pattern-

based discourse analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2020:43), a form of thematic analysis often 

situated within a critical and poststructuralist theoretical framework (ibid). This, due to my 

concern being both power, patterns in language-use related to both social productions of reality, 

and how accounts of specific phenomenon are constructed in specific ways (Braun and Clarke, 

2013:177). To apply this method, one may identify discursive themes/patterns in the material 

and apply constructionist tools (such as looking at how subjects position themselves through 

language), in order to explore how discourses may make certain subject positions available to 

inhabit (ibid). I deemed the approach applicable to my study, both due to my theoretical focus 

on masculinity (as continuously, collectively constructed) and due to how I, after interviewing, 

recognized that the discourse of toxicity may take different, or similar, shapes depending on 

who talks about it. Furthermore, Braun and Clarke argue patterns are not “discovered”, but 

rather “sculptured” when analyzing data thematically – they emphasize coding as organic and 

inherently subjective (ibid:225). The researcher has skills and research values they bring and 

thus assume a highly active role in creating the analysis rather than unearthing some pre-



14 

 

existing material (ibid). Accordingly, I chose topics (which make up the sections of analysis) 

due to patterns or discourses that were touched upon by several informants, thus reappearing 

throughout interviews (one example would be female gamers perceived to hide their identity 

due to frequent sexism). Patterns were not always touched upon by all informants and were 

discussed more extensively by some, resulting in some patterns functioning as more “total” and 

others rather “partial”. I also constructed the discourses theoretically (locating perceptions of a 

universalized player-identity with the discourse of male cultural dominance, or reading 

masculinity through descriptions of emotions and emotional experiences). I followed Braun and 

Clarke’s guidelines on coding qualitative material by initially familiarizing myself with the 

material through listening to the audio recording, transcribing and then reading and re-reading 

the transcript (ibid:204). After that, I coded the transcript according to what Braun and Clarke 

call complete coding - aiming to identify anything and everything of interest (I did this by 

highlighting documents with color coding). After identifying initial patterns of special interest 

(codes pertaining to aspects of power and hostility), I then recoded the transcripts through 

selective coding, further aiming to identify specific codes pertaining to these patterns (ibid:216, 

218). As I continuously conducted interviews and familiarized myself with new interview 

transcripts, I continuously revisited previous pattern summaries in order to edit them and 

incorporate new material. When coding, I initially identified patterns in what Braun and Clarke 

would call the “bottom-up” way: identifying themes on the basis of what was generated through 

the interviews (such as participants perceptions of gamers as male and sexism) (Braun and 

Clarke, 2013:178). I also coded according to a top-down approach when I had conducted all 

interviews and I could get an overview of the material in its entirety – the top-down approach 

implicating that I used the data to explore particular theoretical ideas (such as enactments of 

masculinity, and how the material could be understood through Bourdieusian concepts) (ibid). 

As previously mentioned, my choice of theory was highly influenced by the character of the 

material I received (which illustrated both structural elements such as domination and symbolic 

violence, but also social constructions of gender). The analysis sections are structured according 

to patterns which I developed from the data and that I deemed were most applicable to be 

discussed from a gender studies approach. Most are derived from what Braun and Clarke call 

overarching themes (ibid:226), that of toxicity and cultural dominance. The discourses I have 

used to make up the sections for analysis are: general and competitive toxicity and banter, 

normative (changing) conceptions of gaming/gamers and cultural/political tensions in gaming, 

perceptions of sexism and othering and symbolic violence towards female gamers, toxicity as a 

game (where heteronormativity through memes and jargon was a subtheme), distinguishing 
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oneself from- and navigating toxicity, and toxicity and emotions (where subthemes were: 

suppressing emotions, toxicity and (managing) anger and losing games and fear/shame). I 

identified other main elements as recurring throughout several interviews (appendix 4), but they 

were not developed due to page constraints. The pattern regarding positive aspects of gaming 

was particularly salient, as all participants in this study often emphasized their generally 

positive attitudes towards online gaming, as a contrast to the perceived toxicity saturating the 

fields. To contrast the research being done on problematic elements of online gaming, further 

research into other discourses such as gaming as inclusive and combating toxicity through 

positivity would be interesting. Despite how this thesis might depict a bleak picture of online 

gaming, it may still in many ways be an inclusive social refuge for countless players.  

1.5 Theoretical inputs 

In order to theorize toxicity in online gaming, I will turn to the theories of sociologist Pierre 

Bourdieu. Despite feminist critiques of Bourdieu not grasping possibilities for social change 

(Butler 1997), conceptualizing women as passive victims rather than subjects (Lovell, 2000), 

reproducing sexist (binary) dichotomies of masculinity and femininity (McCall, 1992) and 

omitting much feminist scholarship (McLeod, 2005), I believe his theories can be adapted and 

applied in feminist agendas nonetheless, as feminist scholars Toril Moi (1991), Beverley 

Skeggs (1997) and Julie McLeod (2005) have done. This is if the researcher is wary of the 

critique levelled against him and his shortcomings. I will through his theories see subjects as 

structured agents, using the widely considered post-structural approach of illuminating 

concepts such as masculinity as continually socially constructed. I will modify Bourdieu’s 

theories as understood by feminist scholars Monique Sheer (2012), Toril Moi and Margaret 

Wetherell (2012), and as they have further been used by Tony Coles (2009) and Jean Webb 

(2002) and colleagues. To utilize the framework, some central terms will have to be defined. 

1.5.1. The field, habitus and capital 

For Bourdieu, the field acts as a metaphor for (often overlapping) domains of social life that 

influence agents’ behaviour (Coles, 2009:35). Humans participate in fields (that Bourdieu may 

call “games”) due to how personal (imagined) goals and social recognition legitimates existence 

or provides meaning (Bourdieu, 2000:239). The (often unconscious) social investment into 

games is due to the illusio, a mere illusion to people standing outside the specific game or field 

(ibid:151). Online games could be understood as cultural fields, as dynamic entities that 

comprise of rules and conventions which constitutes hierarchies, that in turn generates and 
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legitimates specific practices and discourses (Webb et al., 2002:21). Simultaneously, cultural 

fields are also made up by the interactions between practices, rules, and institutions, and by 

convergences with other fields (ibid:22, 28). If looking at gaming more generally as a cultural 

field, it has historically been recognized as “masculine”, and/or dominated by men. Games have 

mostly been made by “young and middle-aged white and Asian men, to be sold to a similar if 

slightly younger and slightly browner audience of consumers” (Clark, 2017:3). Scholars have 

noted gaming subcultures have focused on men and have been dominated by male perspectives 

(Gray, 2012). This must also be put in relation with the larger perspective of how Western 

culture for a long time has conflated technology with masculinity, perpetuating stereotypes of 

men as having greater affinity with technology than women, even though the world’s first 

computer programmers were women, programming then seen as a feminized activity (Salter, 

2017:248-249).  

Habitus is another central term to Bourdieu and this thesis, as it forms the “crux in the nexus 

between structure and agency” (Coles, 2009:34). Habitus has been explained as an agent’s 

practical knowledge (dispositions and practices) internalized in the body; the habitus being a 

product of past experiences, and a structure which structures the fields the agent navigates 

(Bourdieu, 2000:148). It hence refers to the ways individuals conduct themselves in life through 

practices synchronized with those of other people around them (Coles, 2009:34). Monique 

Scheer (2012) conceptualizes emotions as practices and are thus interlinked with the agent’s 

habitus. I will follow Sam de Boise and Hearn’s (2017) advice in looking at emotions and 

embodied action as to how they may circulate and be both progressive and regressive for gender 

relations (de Boise and Hearn, 2017:791). The habitus is impulsive and nonreflexive, but 

nonetheless a strategy for negotiating everyday experiences with flexibility and improvisation 

(ibid). Thus, historical events may not entirely determine but rather confer power upon behavior 

(Bourdieu, 2000:149). Habitus is consequently an embodied structure – norms for behavior and 

language are created through relations with other humans but realized through bodily 

dispositions (ibid:160). Subsequently, action (practice) is both structured and conscious 

(ibid:148). The habitus can be understood as formed and structured by fields and the differing 

relations of power, identity positions and (unequal) distribution of capitals in fields (Skeggs, 

1997; McLeod, 2005:19). Habitus may then be read as gendered (and classed, racialized et 

cetera), as an inherited embodied way of being, shaped in interaction with fields and capital 

(McLeod, 2005:19). Coles maintains that habitus can be used to describe how men’s actions 

may conservate or act subversive to masculinity (Coles, 2009:38). Habitus can thus be the 
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method for analyzing domination – how cultural superiority and inferiority is ingrained in the 

habitus through daily interactions (McLeod:19). However, while Bourdieu attributes durability 

to norms such as those of gender, feminist scholars have pointed to their instability and 

ambiguity (ibid:22). Rather than the habitus reflecting the fields of masculinity/femininity, it 

may unevenly refract the field (ibid), as subjects cannot coherently inhabit the fundamentally 

incoherent entities of masculinity and femininity (Skeggs, 1997:102; McLeod, 2005:14). 

McLeod suggests that habitus therefore might be utilized to conceptualize both continuity and 

change (or stability and instability) (McLeod, 2005:24).  

Capital is in many ways central to much of Bourdieu’s theorizing due to its role in the 

structuring of hierarchies in fields – it is the object of struggle due to its potential to influence 

individuals’ status and positions (Coles, 2009:36). Social capital can concisely be summarized 

as capital generated through relationships – resources based on one’s social contacts with others 

(Webb et al:94; Skeggs, 1997:8). Cultural capital in its objectified state be understood as a 

value associated with culturally authorised, attributes, skills and awards (Webb et al:x) which 

players accrue in the cultural fields of games and utilize to navigate hierarchies of social status 

in-game. This capital is often interpreted as a marker of one’s skill and prestige – thus acting as 

symbolic capital - capital that is recognized as legitimate and that thus can be capitalized upon 

(Webb et al:22; Skeggs, 1997:8). I follow Skeggs, Moi and Coles in further understanding 

discourses of femininity and masculinity as aspects of embodied cultural resources (Skeggs, 

1997), and that gender (and gendered expressions) carries different symbolic capital in different 

contexts (Moi, 1991). In the cultural fields of online games, ethnicity, age, skin colour and 

sexuality (et cetera) can evidently also be conceptualized as a resource, or notably, a limitation 

(cf. Gray, 2012; Elveljung, 2018; Jane, 2017). I therefore also view symbolic capital as 

potentially negative – that is, some individuals within a field may be socially positioned and 

collectively recognized as marked with negative values due to external indicators such as 

gender (Moi, 1991:1036). Capital is generally confined to fields but can also overlap (aiming 

skill is transferrable between FPS-games for example) (Webb et al:23). The amount of capital 

one possesses as well as the position a person has within a specific field (or game) defines the 

amount of power the person has in that field (and hierarchy). As the object of struggle, capital 

has an essential role in online toxicity related to in-game socialization and competition.  

1.5.2. Doxa, symbolic violence and cultural domination 

Another important concept used by Bourdieu is doxa, which can be understood as a set of core 

values and discourses articulated within a field – these form fundamental principles often 
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viewed as true or essential (ibid:xi). A clear example of doxa within online games is the 

assumption of how players should strive for dominance in hierarchically designed games. In 

the introductory pages to his book Masculine Domination (2001), Bourdieu confers his 

astonishment by what he calls the paradox of doxa; how “the established order of the world, 

with its rights and prerogatives, privileges and injustices, ultimately perpetuates itself so easily 

(…) and that the most intolerable conditions of existence can so often be perceived as acceptable 

and even natural” (Bourdieu, 2001:1). What is puzzling about pervasive toxicity in online 

games could be seen as a paradox of doxa; how can the established order of online games 

reproduce itself when distinct components are omnipresent hostility and social hierarchies of 

players based on their gender, ethnicity, skill-level, sexuality et cetera (cf. Gray et al., 2017; 

Fahlström and Matson, 2014; Kwak and Blackburn, 2014; Consalvo, 2012)? At the level of 

common-sense, one can think that online games should be inclusive due to anonymity and the 

“levelled playing field” that the internet could provide. One could also believe internet toxicity 

and hostility should not be desirable for anyone when playing online games, and actively 

counteracted. Yet, several researchers have shown many popular games to sometimes be all but 

inclusive.  

Bourdieu sees masculine domination as the prime example of this paradoxical submission and 

views it as an effect of symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 2001). That is, violence which is exercised 

in a symbolic rather than physical way, and that is imperceptible to its victims and thus 

exercised upon a social agent with his or her complicity (Webb et al., 2002:25), exerted mostly 

through “symbolic channels of communication and cognition (more precisely, misrecognition) 

[my emphasis], recognition, or even feeling” (Bourdieu, 2001:2). Symbolic violence in the 

cultural fields of online gaming could be exemplified as casual discrimination that serves to 

isolate and exclude groups of people, “othering” them from the norm and allowing for more 

tangible forms of violence (Gray et al., 2017). The arbitrary nature of hierarchies is disguised 

through symbolic violence, by making connections to where these divisions are presented as 

essential to the “health of the culture” (Webb et al., 2002:118). As one of my participants stated: 

“if you would be able to ban everyone who acts like that [toxic], there wouldn’t be a single 

gaming community remaining”. Misrecognition is important in understanding how symbolic 

violence functions; the violence is misrecognized not as violence, but as a result of the way 

things are (it is the orthodox) (Webb et al., 2002:25). As respondent 1 noted regarding toxicity: 

“it is inevitable in online games”. Women being treated as symbolically inferior to men can be 

understood as an example of symbolic violence facilitated through male domination or 
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misrecognized as “the natural order of things” (ibid). By enforcing dominant masculinity 

through symbolic violence (not recognized as violence) and by dominating women, men (or 

boys) might increase their social status, forge bonds with other men and defend themselves 

against being demasculinized (Pascoe, 2007:73, 86). However, there is also the aspect of 

continuous change within cultures; for example, some performances of masculinity that certain 

individuals ascribe to might stop being deemed as acceptable or functional, and therefore result 

in being counterproductive in establishing domination (Webb et al., 2002:25).  

To understand the fields of online games as structured by power, I will combine Bourdieu’s 

concepts with what feminist philosopher Iris Marion Young (1988) described as cultural 

dominance. Influenced by (black) feminist theory and activism, she saw cultural dominance as 

when vulnerable groups are oppressed by being made invisible and simultaneously portrayed 

through stereotypes, made different and “othered” from the culture (and the identities) that are 

constructed as universal (Young, 1988:79). I will also use Julia Serano’s (2007) conceptions of 

sexism and its different forms to nuance the concept.  

1.5.3. Masculinities  

Though the field of masculinity studies often refers to certain texts deemed foundational, such 

as Connell's (2005) concept of hegemonic masculinities, I have chosen to avoid relying on 

hegemonic masculinity as a tool – partly due to how I wish to conceptualize power in the 

fields of online gaming and masculinity through Bourdieu’s concepts of symbolic violence, 

orthodoxy/heterodoxy rather than through Gramsci’s concept of hegemony. Connell’s theory 

has also drawn criticism as reifying masculine typologies (e.g., Beasley, 2012), and while 

typologies may seem alluring to apply to the case of online gaming toxicity (geek masculinity 

perhaps particularly), I rather wish follow my informants views on toxicity as a (masculine) 

practice, being widespread and normalized (beyond that of “geeks”), and that gamers 

furthermore may not be deemed that “geeky” (and stigmatized) nowadays due to gaming 

gaining social legitimacy.  

When discussing masculinity, I will draw on Michael Kimmel’s (1998) concept of masculinity 

as a homosocial enactment, and as further developed by Jonathan Allan (2018), masculinity as 

something seldom achievable and rather being an obstacle to men’s flourishing. I further see 

masculinities and femininities as collective human projects, and vary in how they are 

understood, experienced and lived out (Coles, 2009:33). Tony Coles (2009) has demonstrated 

that Bourdieu’s terms of heterodoxy and orthodoxy may be utilized in conceptualizing how 
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subjects may construct (or aspire) towards either changing (heterodoxy) or stabilizing 

(orthodoxy) the field (of cultural domains such as masculinity, or gaming), and that plural 

“dominating” masculinities may coexist in the same cultural field. In the context of toxicity, I 

see this as either actively counteracting the doxic status of toxicity - or legitimizing the 

behaviour (perhaps even behaving toxic oneself) thus promoting its doxic character. Many 

subjects probably do both through their practices, they may act toxic (orthodox), they may 

sometimes question others who act toxic (heterodox) and sometimes they may ignore toxicity, 

take it for granted or even miss it occurring at all (doxic). When discussing masculinity, I will 

also use Burrill’s (2008) concept of expanded boyhood, combined with differing conceptions 

of “laddish” discourse such as detailed by Malin Sveningsson (2012) and Megan Condis (2018). 

I will follow Berggren (2020) in the post-structural understanding of masculinity formulated 

by Pascoe and Bridges, as: “the practices, behaviors, attitudes, sexualities, emotions, 

positions, bodies, organizations, institutions, and all manner of expectations culturally 

associated with (though not limited to) people understood to be male” (Pascoe & Bridges, 

2016:4). Scholars of feminism, intersectionality and critical studies on men and masculinity 

have noted factors such as class, age, ethnicity (et cetera) as important to plural formations of 

masculinity and femininity. Important to understanding concepts of masculinity and 

femininity is that they may be understood as cultural enactments that are not exclusively 

connected to bodies normatively associated with the concepts – as masculinity for example is 

not essentially linked to men and is also performed by non-male identifying subjects 

(Halberstam, 1998). Concepts as masculinity and femininity are further not monolithic 

entities, but rather a collection of heterogenous traits that may be exhibited to a greater or 

lesser degree irrespectively of the person’s gender (Serano, 2007:320). I furthermore talk 

about (cis) men and women in this thesis and adhere to what Leslie McCall calls the 

intercategorical approach (McCall, 2005). I thus adopt existing analytical categories to 

analyse unequal relationships among social groups, using them strategically and being wary 

of assigning them binary, dichotomic and essential values or traits. 

Chapter 2 Analysis 
 

Disposition 

 

The sections of analysis in this thesis are formulated around discourses I have identified when 

coding the interview transcripts. Section 2.1 will detail descriptions of toxicity as a mode of 
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“masculine” banter and how toxicity might be perceived differently depending on how it is 

conveyed and who conveys it. Section 2.2 and its subsection, I detail how online gaming and 

gamers might normatively be understood as “male”, and that this might be understood as 

associated to cultural dominance in the field. The informants also point to political tensions 

within the cultural fields of gaming. In section 2.3 I discuss informants talk regarding the 

positionality of female gamers, and that this might be associated to symbolic violence and 

systematic othering. In section 2.4 and its subsection, I further discuss symbolic violence 

through “laddish” jokes based on heteronormativity, masculinity, and how informants 

perceived toxicity to in some respects be aligned with age and associated social conventions. 

In section 2.5, the act of distinguishing oneself from the “toxic other” is discussed, and how 

locating toxicity elsewhere might function as positioning oneself as heterodox in regards to 

toxicity. I also here suggest toxicity might be conceptualized through “taste”. In section 2.6 and 

its subsections, I use masculinity as a lens to understands emotions (and the suppression of 

emotions) as ways to navigate, inhabit and reproduce toxic fields. 

2.1 General toxicity, competition and “masculine” banter 

In this section I will examine toxicity as a masculine mode of banter in online gaming, which 

might be read more or less hostile depending on its character and on who conveys it. 

Why people generally act hostile in online games could be explained with the statement of 

feminist game scholar Adrienne Shaw: “the internet is full of jerks, because the world is full of 

jerks” (Shaw, 2014). Added to this is the anonymity of the internet and the online disinhibition 

effect – users may act on their emotional impulses or malicious intentions without facing real-

life consequences (Suler, 2004). This might explain why scholars such as Christensen (2006) 

have suggested that masculinity online may tend to be reproduced as more stereotypical 

(aggressive, violent, misogynist, homophobic) than when performed in “real life”. Studies have 

shown how multiplayer games enable players to perform masculinity through emotions 

stereotypically coded as masculine (Jansz, 2005; Christensen, 2006).  All participants in this 

study perceived toxicity in online gaming as doxic or heterodox - as an established, natural or 

more or less unavoidable element of the games – an interpretation which works to stabilize the 

cultural field of online gaming. Nevertheless, they all positioned themselves as critical towards 

this toxicity when it was perceived as too hostile. That they all perceived it as a problem further 

signalled the instability of the doxa. In our interview, Alexander noted that he “definitely has 

an image of the gaming-community” as “making a thing out of being very toxic” – suggesting 
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toxicity as deeply entrenched into the “gaming community” as a whole. Jonathan stated that 

toxicity is a “large problem” (for gaming in general) and that common hostility is “ruining 

games for people”. Max contended that “misogyny is really common” in gaming. Erik also 

contended video game cultures are “very toxic” and that there are “people who just try to be as 

profane as possible”. Fanny suggested the “majority, or at least a damn big part” perform 

toxicity when gaming. Filip understood video “game culture” as “somewhat xenophobic” and 

that many “flame and are toxic just to be toxic”.  

Common hostility was recognized by all participants in this study, but whether it was deemed 

as friendly or toxic banter depended on how it was conveyed and how offensive it was 

perceived. While toxicity was not deemed inherently good or bad, it was often associated to 

competition or team-based activities where stakes were high (such as when players compete 

with each other in teams, or when striving to accomplish goals through teamplay). Max, 

Jonathan and several other participants especially associated toxicity to certain competitive 

games such as CS:GO and Dota 2, and further suggested that it is deeply engrained in the 

games’ respective communities. Research has affirmed that some games, especially 

competitive ones, are especially pervaded by hostility (Fox and Tang, 2016; Shores et al, 2014). 

Christopher A. Paul (2018) even suggests that popularization of the term toxicity may be 

associated to game developer Riot and their efforts in stamping out offensive behaviors in their 

competitive game League of Legends (a game known for its notoriously toxic player base) 

(Paul, 2018:69).  

The participants in this study did not understand competition and competitive hostility as 

inherently bad. Eric described male dominance in gaming through the understanding of 

competitive games in particular as an outlet for men and boys to compete with one another and 

practice their “inner” urges to “fight”. He stated: 

Erik: [..] I think it is much stronger in guys or men. Girls may have a bigger interest in 

creating something, maybe having interactions with one another, friendship, I don’t 

know… We guys are a bit more like that, we need to fight (laughs). But there are different 

personalities as well, not all guys are like that. 

While I argue against this form of gender essentialism and stereotypical conceptions of 

masculinity and femininity as essentially male/female, Erik’s assertion illuminates how online 

games may serve as fields enabling social interactions, but also gender/identity construction 

and reproduction. As scholar Derek Burrill (2008) suggests, to participate in competition and 
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to “beat the game” (or the other player) can serve to prove one’s manhood (Burrill, 2008:2). 

Comparably, when researching men’s intimacy, Scott Swain (1989) noted that competition 

might provide men with the overt goal of demonstrating dominance over one another, but also 

providing commonality and functioning to demonstrate closeness with others (Swain:139). This 

understanding nuances competition (and competitive games) as allowing players (regardless of 

their gender) to compete and “fight” one another, or co-operate as a team striving for (virtual, 

symbolic) dominance, but simultaneously create and solidify bonds of friendship. Competitive 

hostility could further be read as fun when enacted between friends, Erik noted: 

Erik: I mean, this whole… I mean everything has a limit. But regarding flaming or when 

you, you know, trash talk each other, you do that mostly as friends too in some games. 

Like, my buddy and I can sit and play FPS-games against each other and flame each 

other but with a funny undertone.  (…) 

Erik deemed flaming (or trash-talking) friends as an integral part of playing with them, 

instigating as to stimulate affect. Alexander also deemed this type of banter to potentially have 

a humorous or bonding function if sensibly conveyed. Swain likewise found in his study that 

joking or trash talking could be understood as expressions of attachment, a covert way for 

friends to perform intimacy, sometimes in the midst of competition (Swain, 1989:139, 142). He 

further suggested language patterned through crudity served to legitimize masculinity by 

roughening up the tone of statements - the public tone of aggression and humiliation 

camouflaging the “hidden agenda of closeness” (of being sensible towards another). Fanny and 

Filip argued that this type of sensible, “lesser” or “fun” type of toxic banter also could take 

place between strangers and have a humorous function, Filip stating: 

Filip: It is one thing to say… if there haven’t been any comments, no one has written 

anything in the chat during the entire game, and then a team win. And someone [on the 

winning side] writes “easy game” – that is toxic, but what the hell, come on haha.. It’s 

funny toxic sometimes too. 

Writing “easy game” to the losing team was to Filip culturally sanctioned banter, a slightly 

toxic way of demonstrating one’s dominance to the opposing team. Using cultural jargon in this 

manner might also demonstrate one’s belonging to the group (of gamers) or knowledge about 

how to normatively conduct oneself in the games, how to speak and what to say (which is a 

form of knowledge or skill that is valued in the field of gaming, and thus a form of cultural 

capital (Webb et al., 2002:x)). Max also described how he deemed some banter acceptable, and 

said: 
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Max: I have a tolerance for… banter that is quite memey. In CS [Counter-Strike] when 

you play together with or against a Russian and say “cyka blyat”, even though it is really 

uncivil, but... it is a damn meme, I think it is okay. But… having said that, I don’t think 

all memes are okay, eh I don’t know… It is very much depends on the case [..] But there 

is a difference in being mean and being provocative. I mean provoking someone. 

Max deemed provoking people as acceptable if the player is not mean. He further described 

himself as tolerant towards banter that is “memey”. A meme could be described as an internet 

catchphrase or concept which takes the shape of an image, video and/or text, and that is 

circulated and often humorous in tone (NE, 2021). “Cyka blyat” is a Russian expletive that 

roughly can be translated to “fucking shit” or “bitch whore”, and is often used in games 

(prominently Counter-Strike) by Russian players, or English speaking players who troll or 

mock the speech of Russian opponents (Dictionary, 2021). Even though Max considered it 

“uncivil”, he deemed the invective acceptable to use due to its status as a meme (repetitioned 

to the point that it has lost offensive value). However, he also suggested not all memes are 

acceptable and that it varies from case to case. This type of banter might also be deemed racist 

and/or sexist, but is acceptable according to Max due to its culture-specific humorous function. 

Fanny similarly suggested toxicity at a distance (which is deemed lesser, or not directed towards 

you) might be alluring, she said: 

Fanny: I’ve been watching, hehe guilty pleasure, I’ve been watching some of these 

“toxic fight Overwatch” [videos], and you see it’s the Playstation community. 

And there, there’s also loads of it [toxicity], girls name calling each other, being 

rude and bitchy. So… I mean it goes in all directions in some way or another. 

Watching toxicity was described as a “guilty pleasure” – it is recognized as morally wrong but 

nonetheless entertaining to watch at a distance. This might be a reason for toxicity being socially 

“allowed” in online gaming, and Fanny further noted that the problem is normalized to the point 

that everyone is toxic, nuancing the image of the sole perpetrators of toxicity being men. I will 

further discuss toxicity and humour in sections 2.3-2.5. While the boundaries between harmless, 

fun and hostile toxicity remained somewhat vague, all participants agreed on that toxicity could 

serve as humorous when statements were not read as overtly aggressive. In his study, Swain 

found that understanding was important, and that language usage considered acceptable among 

friends could be deemed hostile when the coming from someone you do not know (Swain, 

1989:142). Comparably, Erik suggested: 
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Erik: (…) Then there can be flaming when there are two people who play against each 

other mostly but who may not know each other. Then the flaming might take a more 

aggressive or serious tone and like, you do not like that guy because you don’t know him 

and he trash-talks you and then like, you want to shut him up.  

Erik deemed toxic trash-talk as potentially unpredictable due to the subjective nature of toxicity 

- strangers being unfamiliar with each other’s understandings of what constitutes acceptable 

banter. Accordingly, scholars have understood and defined toxicity as a concept dependent on 

social norms and subjective understandings (Blackburn and Kwak, 2014; 2015). Toxic behavior 

may commonly be read as the behavior which disrupts other users’ gameplay experience, and 

is understood as hostile within a given community or field (Märten et al., 2015; Eloi et al., 

2018). Problems may then arise when different communities or players meet and their jargon 

clash. Jonathan similarly perceived understanding others as important when performing 

toxicity, I asked: 

Ruben: What do you believe is the limit for acceptable, funny flaming and…  

Jonathan: I don’t know, it probably has to do with how well you know the person that 

you play with. Because with strangers, then you should… I mean you can’t help it 

sometimes if people take offence, we are all not perfect people, so… 

Jonathan emphasized difficulties in communicating with strangers online due to how players 

might offend each other. Alexander similarly suggested that sarcasm rarely translates well to 

in-game text and that this might cause misunderstandings or escalate banter into conflicts. 

Despite how co-operation, competition and banter in online games potentially may serve to 

solidify relationships and establish new social bonds between players, several of my informants 

understood the intimate or friendly aspects of online gaming as often contrasted to common 

toxicity that could be hostile or aggressive, provocative in tenor and sometimes directed towards 

specific subjects and/or players’ individual characteristics. 

2.2 White men’s cultural dominance (and political tensions) in games and 

gaming  

As Jonathan stated, when playing with strangers online, it may be hard to know what will be 

perceived as offending. However, problems of inclusivity arise when some subjects are 

systematically harassed when gaming. In this section I will examine how gaming as an activity 

may be perceived normatively gendered male, how online games are commonly perceived as 
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male spaces, that and that “gamers” often are understood as men. I will also show that gamers 

may be perceived as being white, and therefore that games are seen as white spaces and gaming 

a white activity, all in all contributing to the production of an exclusive space. I will explore 

this by describing my participants perceptions of gamers, games and gaming.  

All participants in this study related to online games as male spaces, more or less depending on 

what game they played. Alexander presupposed his strategy game Company of Heroes to be 

predominantly played by men due to its “masculine” design – being a World War 2 strategy 

game. Fanny also understood games to be differently branded and stated that she had 

encountered many more girls in Overwatch than in Rainbow Six, but overall, she perceived 

them as mostly played by men. Erik understood video games in general, primarily competitive 

FPS-games, to be dominated by male players. He also understood the activity of gaming overall 

as gendered due to how “games have been focused on guys, because that’s where the market 

is”. 

“The market” has played a historical role in structuring the medium of video games. While male 

players may have been the dominant group to first to adopt computer games (Sveningsson, 

2012:96), this would perhaps not too surprising since many games have been made by and for 

young middle-aged, white and Asian heterosexual men (Clark, 2017:3; Kafai et al., 2016; 

McQuivey, 2001). There have been early exceptions (such as Nintento’s Knitting Machine, 

supposed to cater to women), and in recent years games have been made increasingly diverse 

to appeal to a broader consumer-base (Chess, 2017:4). However, when games are designed in 

stereotypical manners and tailored for women and men, developers often assume and reproduce 

gendered stereotypes of players and their desire to engage with leisure and play (ibid:2, 4, 5).  

Despite women approximately making up for half of the gaming public (ibid:5), several 

participants assumed the large group of “gamers” to primarily consist of men, or stated that 

they primarily encounter men in their main games. Although frequently playing with some 

women in his gaming communities, Erik “absolutely” believed “more guys than girls” play 

games in general. Jonathan similarly stated that he perceives women to constitute a minority in 

his primary games, and that gamers in general suppose other gamers to be men. Confirming 

this, Alexander asserted that when playing his online games, he “absolutely think[s] that it’s a 

guy on the other side” of the computer screen. Max reiterated perceptions of male dominance 

in his main game, the popular MMORPG World of Warcraft, but also took a critical stance 

towards the widespread belief of there being few women who play. Max said: 
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Max: I think there’s a common belief in that there’s not many women who play World of 

Warcraft. I don’t think that’s correct, I think there’s much more women [in WoW] than 

you would think, or what everyone believes. You also notice that if you get to know people 

and hang out in the voice com [voice communication channel], if you are in a guild, I 

almost always believe you are surprised by how many women there are, rather than how 

few there are.  

Fanny acknowledged she “still thinks guys are a majority” in online gaming, but she also 

recognized that she has met many women while playing, and experienced that “it has gotten 

more normalized” to play as a girl, and that “you expect girls to also play”. Despite this, she 

stated: 

Fanny: But in voice chat in competitive [games], I mostly hear guys talk. Then I might 

actually react [when encountering a female player]. 

Fanny recognized online games, especially competitive ones, as dominated by “guys” and that 

encountering anyone who is not perceived as male makes her react.  

Overall, gaming as a cultural field is apparently still often perceived as closely tied to that of 

maleness, even though several participants saw women as increasingly participating. As 

technological fields of computing transformed from being feminized to masculinized, they have 

given rise to technologically fused forms of masculine subjectivities such as “geek masculinity” 

– of which a core tenet is gendered stereotypes regarding male technological expertise and 

female incompetence (Salter, 2017:250).While the gendering of both computing technology, 

associated identities (such as “geeks”) and the gendering of the medium of video games might 

somewhat explain men’s dominance in online gaming, scholars such as Amanda Cote (2015) 

further suggest that online gaming is (and has been) unappealing to women due to the 

prevalence of gender- based harassment and threats. As previously discussed, all  participants 

in my study perceived hostile toxicity as a persistent problem in games and gaming 

communities. This toxicity was both conceived in a more general sense (hostile expressions are 

common and directed towards anyone) and in a more discriminatory manner (directed towards 

particular people, such as gamers identifying as women).  

Some informants also disclosed that they perceived online games (and online gaming) as 

racially structured. Feminist research has observed that women and people of colour are 

marginalized in different ways in video game cultures. To further understand this issue of 

oppression in online gaming, we might turn to feminist philosopher Iris Marion Young (1988) 
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and how she described cultural dominance. Norms, customs, and symbols which remain 

unquestioned may form systematic obstacles and limitations that affect particular groups in 

society, thus forming oppression (Young, 1988:53). Symbols in this case might be racialized 

and gendered stereotypes that have been common elements of game design (Gray, 2014:18). 

These symbols have also flourished in game cultures, as Scholar Lisa Nakamura (2009) for 

example found the culture surrounding World of Warcraft abound with anti-Asian racial 

discourses and derogatory sinophobic stereotypes. Customs that form obstacles for the 

culturally dominated subjects may for example be conceptualized as pervasive neoliberal 

discourses of colour-blindness - that “seeing race” is racist and that players rather should behave 

in colour-less or sex-less ways to take identity out of play (Nakamura, 2009:139). This is 

especially an obstacle in conjunction with norm of trash-talk jargon, that can be deeply 

characterized by sexism and racism (Nakamura, 2013:4), but thus impossible to question. 

Adrienne Shaw similarly remarks that “usually the assumption is that “everyone is 

heterosexual, white, and cisgendered male - gender, race, and sexuality are considered 

unimportant only to those people who have the privilege of never being confronted with 

violence based on them” (Shaw, 2014:189). 

Young further described how cultural dominance entails that the vulnerable group is made 

invisible, but also portrayed in stereotypical ways and made different, othered (Young, 

1988:79). In gaming, othering of people of colour has been apparent both in game design and 

the marketing of games, even though games have been made increasingly diverse as of lately 

(Chess, 2017:4). Scholars have pointed out that absent from the intended video game market 

have been young black and Latino youths who early contributed to propel the growth of the 

gaming industry (Everett, 2009), and thus the white male “elite” has excluded the minority 

players who have constituted the numerical majority of gamers (Fron et al., 2007; Gray, 

2014:xii). Rather, games have been marketed towards white men (McQuivey, 2001), and those 

invested in gaming industries have tended to portray the “typical” gamer as a white male 

(Everett, 2009). Likewise, Young contended that cultural oppression is a consequence of 

dominant groups representing themselves, their experiences and culture as universal (Young, 

1988:79). This can be associated to how whiteness in general has been described as a 

contradictory construction that is unmarked yet privileged (King, 2005). It has been understood 

as institutionalized discourses and exclusionary practices pursuing advantages (social, cultural 

etc.) for bodies marked as white (McDonald, 2009).  
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Inclusive game design was a topic that often was brought up by the informants when discussing 

norms about gaming and gamers. When talking about the game Apex Legends (released in 2019) 

with Erik, he said: 

Erik: That game probably would not have looked the same if it were made in the early 

2000’s. 

Ruben: How do you think it would have looked like then?  

Erik: Well there probably would have been considerably less girls at least. And eh… 

Perhaps more European avatars.  

Erik suggested the dominance of white men had somewhat lessened in game design, 

exemplifying this with the popular game Apex Legends. Max further had seen “positive 

developments”: 

Max: I think you see a development towards the positive, but it is very slow…. But if you 

take like Overwatch, then you see that… it is Blizzard [game developer] who made 

Overwatch and WoW, with its first gay couple, but Overwatch also has characters that 

are not according to the stereotype. So, there’s a development at least. 

Overwatch (while somewhat relying on exaggerated caricatures) is another blockbuster game 

that has been noted for its diverse representation (Lin, 2017). Evidently, the dominant status of 

white maleness in game design might be fading somewhat, and there is a perceived (albeit slow) 

progress in diversified representation in gaming. Nevertheless, Shaw notes that “digital games 

are lagging” (Shaw, 2014b:7), and games may still be filled with racial and gendered 

stereotypes despite representation getting more inclusive. Yet some gamers are not too positive 

towards games becoming more diverse in terms of representation. Several informants discussed 

this. Max for instance mentioned:  

Max: Lately in Wow, they introduced their first gay couple ever, and there was a backlash 

to that, because “they [Blizzard, developers] retconned how the world was like” and that 

“there are no gay couples in Azeroth [main world in Warcraft], because if that were the 

case, they would have existed before!”. It’s a fantasy world, there are literally space 

goats that you can play as, but it is completely unimaginable that anyone would be gay, 

like what the hell what do you mean. 

Positioning himself as highly critical towards those propagating “traditional” game design, Max 

reiterated what has been discussed intensively by feminist game scholars, that the changing 
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nature of games and increasingly inclusive game design elicits conservative backlash (e.g., 

Consalvo, 2012; Gray et al., 2017). Whether the subject topic was gender- or sexual inclusivity, 

it seemed to aggravate some players. Jonathan similarly brought up a trans character in WoW 

whose inclusion was a subject for community backlash. He said: 

Jonathan: And online games are so global too. And you have very different views on like, 

homosexuality here and in Poland. WoW added a character who was a girl when alive, 

and then she died, and in the afterlife, she is a guy. And he says like “this is my real body, 

I’ve always felt that I was in the wrong body”. If you look at North America’s forum, 

there’s no one who is mentioning it. But if you go to the forum for Europe, then there’s 

post after post saying, “this is wrong, I think this is bad” and bla bla bla… 

Jonathan specifically pointed out Europe, and Poland in particular, as a bastion for conservative 

views on homosexuality (though conflated with trans experience). Erik also perceived a similar 

dissonance in his gaming communities, and recalled that when the developers of Apex Legends 

recently gave all players a Black Lives Matter “badge” (a symbol that players can display on 

their character profile), a Polish player in his community had reacted. Erik said: 

Erik: And then there was this Polish guy in the group, who pasted it (a screenshot of the 

the BLM-badge) and said “now it’s getting political”, and then he had a screenshot on 

the uninstall-button, and was like “why should they impose their values on me”. Like, 

“Uninstall”.  

Erik’s acquaintance from his discord-community openly exhibited frustration about the game 

developers including a badge he deemed political. Developer’s attempts at diversifying 

representation or promoting inclusivity in games is likely to be met with some backlash, 

illuminating how individuals support the traditional othering in game design. Also interesting 

is how both participants here attributed inequality and conservative views to that of “the other” 

(European, Polish) white guy. Contending we have different views here and in Poland serves 

to elevate Swedes as open-minded and reifying a national self-image of progressiveness 

(Hübinette and Lundström 2014), locating the problem elsewhere. We may thus discern what 

Catrin Lundström (2018) (when discussing Swedes in Spain) calls intra-European racial 

divisions, which “are mediated through discourses of cultural differences” (Lundström, 

2018:799). This also illuminates how in certain fields (such as the interview situation and/or 

when discussing inequality), the what R.W. Connell (2005) would call hegemonic mode of 

masculinity is not the dominating and power-assuming (that often has been associated with the 

hegemonic position), but rather the heterodox, the one who acts towards inclusivity and 
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progressive change (and questions one’s own identity as legitimately, culturally dominant in 

the field). This way of assuming hegemonic status is however dominant in a more covert 

manner, accomplished through casting the other as culturally regressive and homogenizing the 

attitudes of entire nationalities, disregarding conservative forces in Sweden (which I will 

discuss in section 2.6) and progressive forces in Poland. That attitudes towards specific 

nationalities flourish in online gaming cultures was further exemplified by Max, who stated that 

Counter-Strike was known for having “screaming Russians”. Evidently, the cultural dominance 

of white men in gaming is both fluid and rigid - while you may be represented through game 

design and shielded from sexism, other aspects of your identity (such as your nationality, age, 

skill et cetera.) might put you in a less dominant (or less invisibly dominant/hegemonic) 

position as a gamer. 

If returning to cultural dominance and oppression, othering may also be enacted through 

symbolic acts such as when players use racist or sexist vocabulary and frame it as common 

jargon. Erik exemplified this: 

Erik: [..] today, I feel like you often encounter people openly… that openly say racist stuff 

when you play and things like that, and then you get to… when it gets too much you got 

to say like “shut up, seriously”.  

Erik deemed racism an increasingly common element of online gaming and described that he 

perceived gamers as increasingly being openly racist. Max did not believe spontaneous racism 

to be that common in WoW, and rather pointed to a more ironic form of racism as most 

common. He said: 

Max: I don’t think racism is that common in World of Warcraft. Of course, there 

might be somebody every now and then, but I think that people are quite quick to 

call bullshit [..] For example, almost everyone hates people who play gnomes, 

and there can be someone who might say “that’s racism”, but you don’t really 

know whether it is intended as a joke or for real. But… that is like the level of 

racism that is most common, the pretend-racism [..] I think it’s wrong too, 

because it makes it more okay, or it normalizes the concept of racism [..]  

Talking or joking about the cultural hatred of the fictional race gnomes in WoW as a form of 

racism was to Max a way of (intentionally or not) normalizing racism, devaluing the concept 

of its actual serosity. Fanny similarly described overt racism as rare, but detailed how she 

recently witnessed an extreme instance of it. She said: 
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Fanny: I do remember something recently… It was the worst thing I’ve ever seen anyone 

write in a chat, or even say in a game. There was this guy who sat and flamed our team 

and the opposing team, he threw a lot of insults, curses towards this other guy, so when 

the other team confronted him he started attacking the guy with slavery terms… I don’t 

remember it precisely, like in terms of ”go back and pick cotton on the field”. Like [he] 

said something about belt whipping. There was something about the way he formulated 

it… In a way I’ve never seen anyone do. 

Ruben: Graphic? 

Fanny: He said it in such an appalling manner, it was next level. At the same time, it felt 

like it was kind of “hehe we say whatever we want”. Without there not really being much 

anger behind it. 

While this example was described as unusually graphic, the player was perceived as formulating 

it like rather carelessly, if anything perhaps devoting a bit of effort to creating an exceptionally 

provocative insult. Discriminatory insults like this, that are racist in character and aimed at 

anyone, may act as symbolic “othering”. Filip also noted that racism in particular could be take 

shape through this manner in online games, he said: 

Filip: Of course, there’s some racism too, but you don’t see the other person behind the 

screen if you don’t post a profile picture or whatever, so then there’s automatically less 

of that. At least directed towards a specific person. You might add a crappy comment, 

towards the world.  

Anonymity was a recurring theme throughout the interviews in relation to toxicity. I will not 

develop it further, but anonymity has both been understood as facilitating online toxicity (Suler, 

2004) (in Jonathan’s words: “you can say whatever you like. People spew so much bullshit”) 

but also as described by Filip, sometimes preventing discrimination towards individuals. Max 

similarly suggested:  

Max: If you would not be anonymous as a girl, then I promise… I’m convinced that girl 

will get really many stalkers. But… that also makes it… being anonymous enables you to 

be as toxic as you like without there really being a risk involved. 

These statements reinforce the disinhibition theory’s account of anonymity being both 

inherently toxic and benign. However, when toxicity takes the shape of sexism, racism or 

homophobia in online games, it may obviously be deemed more of a problem to some than it is 

to others. Filip regarded racism as a given element of gaming (“of course, there’s some 
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racism”). Young noted that cultural oppression also may take shape through violence which is 

systematic when being directed towards members of a particular group, simply for them being 

part of that group (Young, 1988:83). Researchers have observed patterns of this in-game and 

suggested that individuals (such as women and people of colour) may be specifically targeted 

with discrimination when gaming (see e.g., Gray, 2014; Kasumovic and Kuznekoff, 2015; 

Nakamura, 2013). I will in subsequent sections discuss this systematic violence in gaming, and 

how it may take shape through what Bourdieu would call symbolic violence. Scholars like 

Nakamura has emphasized the problem “trash-talk” in online gaming cultures as it can take 

form through racist, sexist and heteronormative bullying, and she suggested that “the discursive 

environment of sexism, racism, and homophobia deserves critical attention because it is central 

to game culture” (Nakamura, 2013:4). In her intersectional study, Gray similarly found black 

gamers as being constructed deviant by other players in Xbox-live, and that this marginalization 

had become highly normalized (Gray, 2014:48). White, but also black men were understood as 

oppressive by interviewed black women (ibid:53), and Gray thus argues that “online gaming 

spaces deploy and maintain whiteness and masculinity as a privilege” (ibid). 

2.2.1. Gamers as white men 

Whiteness and maleness has been privileged in the industries of video games through game 

design and marketing, but as Gray suggested, privilege is also extended to the players playing 

online games. And as feminist game scholar Mia Consalvo (2012) asks: “If game content is 

sexist or marketing materials feature booth babes, is it a surprise that male gamers feel entitled 

to echo sexist remarks in their own gameplay? (Consalvo, 2012:5). Discussing discriminatory 

language use in-game with Erik, he located it primarily to “white guys”: 

Erik: I think that that there are a lot of young, white guys who play (laughs).  

When I similarly discussed toxicity and sexism in gaming with Jonathan, I asked him if he had 

thought about the roots to the prevalence of racism and homophobia. He replied: 

Jonathan: I don’t know… I think most just assume that they are talking to a white 

guy on the other side of the screen. I think that it’s everybody’s’ default because 

it has been so for so very long. They do not think that it can be different.  

Jonathan frankly divulged that he believes “most” gamers suppose other gamers to be white 

and male, due to his understanding of white men as the group that long has been dominant in 

gaming. Erik and Jonathan suggested that the perceived dominance of white men was a reason 

for sexism and racism being prevalent in online gaming. Erik understood racism and sexism as 
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enacted by white men, and Jonathan understood white male players to perform sexism and 

racism due to understanding other players to be white men. In extension, one can wonder if 

these types of discriminatory insults are common and tolerated since women and people of color 

are (made) invisible in gaming (those who are not perceived to be there, may not feel 

discriminated)? Or is it due to that the intended target of hostility is imagined as being a white 

man, and that it then is more acceptable to use racist and sexist insults since they “miss” the 

target? Or perhaps, these are just old racist and sexist practices of everyday domination merely 

reproduced in digital spaces as Shaw (2014a) might argue? That is, hierarchies are transposed 

from the “real world” to the online, ingrained in the habitus of players and carried into the field 

of online gaming. Are white men actively clinging to their previously unchallenged spaces of 

privilege, to reassert their dominance (Consalvo, 2012)? Nevertheless, if one follows the 

statements by Erik and Jonathan, whiteness can apparently be perceived as still having similar 

ubiquitous status as the male gender in normative conceptions of “gamer identity”, even deemed 

to be a cause for the prevalence of discriminatory language. Thus, white men are the identity 

represented as universal, and other groups (women, people of colour, trans etc.) are made 

invisible. That the hostile jargon in gaming seems riddled with racism and sexism, but rarely 

attacks white maleness further highlights the group as dominant in gaming.  

Consequently, following how (white) men seem to have a particularly dominant position in 

games in general and within gaming, a reasonable conclusion then would be that symbolic 

capital may be perceived as unevenly distributed in several cultural fields of gaming. The field 

being a domain of social life (Coles, 2009:35), a “competitive system of social relations which 

functions according to its own specific logic or rules” as described by feminist scholar Toril 

Moi (Moi, 1991:1020). The habitus, the subject’s system of dispositions adjusted to the field, 

makes the subject know and recognize the laws and stakes of the game (ibid:1021). Moi further 

describes that (generally) the stake of the competition is that of obtaining maximum power and 

dominance within the field, to rule it and become the party with power to grant or withdraw 

other participants legitimacy (ibid:1021). This position of dominance is achieved by obtaining 

the maximum amount of symbolic capital (ibid). As whiteness and maleness carries privilege 

in gaming (as Gray, 2014 suggests) and is culturally dominant, it may be imbued with symbolic 

capital. Men as culturally dominant is illuminated in how several participants in this study noted 

commonly viewing other players to be men, and that men often perform online violence. I 

further read that being “othered” as a player, due to having one’s identity questioned, made 

invisible, stereotyped, or even attacked signifies that bodies perceived as non-normative may 
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carry negative symbolic capital. The doxa may help to stabilize social limits and agent’s sense 

of belonging (or not belonging) (Bourdieu, 1979:549) – the doxa of gaming being for men 

reinforces certain subjects’ belonging and others’ othering in the field. 

Dissonance is however evidence of, and produces, change (McLeod, 2005:3). In cultural fields, 

various agents with different habitus meet, and the habitus of agents might not correspond to 

that of the field, leading to the opportunity for questioning the nature of the field (Bourdieu, 

2000:157, 158). This challenge to the nature of the field and its doxa (the self-evident 

arrangements), is called heterodoxy (Moi, 1991:1026). Efforts to defending the doxa is 

orthodoxy (ibid). One-dimensional and discriminatory representation in online gaming has been 

questioned, and is evidently (slowly) changing. Fields might transform gradually or 

dramatically, and certain sub-sections of a field might embrace change more rapidly, something 

that results in the field being fractured by disagreements, primarily over what most truly 

represents the field and its values (Webb et al., 2002:30). This fracturing is apparent when 

exclusionary game design is subjected to e.g., feminist critique, and therefore triggering 

orthodox backlash (such as informants noted). 

When fields transform, identities too are modified – they might support or resist the change, or 

perhaps change stance without trouble (ibid). The normative “geek” (as a masculine identity) 

has been a subjectivity based on stereotypes of gendered technological expertise (Salter, 

2017:250). While Jonathan noted in our interview that  he perceives gaming today as not being 

deemed “nerdy” as it has been before, the traditional geek figure may contribute to why several 

of my informants still preconceive players they encounter in-game to be men. The normative 

gamer identity may evidently also be racialized, white and male as mentioned by Filip and 

Jonathan. However, the fields of gaming culture and the gamer identity are changing again and 

have been for some time, as noted by several of my informants, and by feminist game scholars 

(Nakamura, 2012; Salter and Blodgett, 2017:197; Ochsner, 2017:145). Evidently, many men 

identifying as gamers have had a hard time reconciling with these changes and calls for more 

inclusive gaming spheres, as evidenced by Gamergate (Nakamura, 2012; Richard, 2018; Gray 

and Buyukozturk, 2017). Developments have illuminated the cultural tensions in these fields, 

bringing inequities integral to these fields into the mainstream. A notable example of tensions 

between orthodoxy and heterodoxy in the cultural fields of gaming is the online abuse campaign 

Gamergate which clearly illustrated the congruence between masculinity, technology (games) 

and persistent online abuse of women and people of colour (Salter, 2017; Salter and Blodgett, 

2017). 
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In the following section, I will look at how the informants discussed the hierarchical structuring 

of their fields of online gaming, through the role of gender and (symbolic) violence. 

2.3 Unveiling the invisibility cloak: symbolic violence and systematic 

othering of women in-game 

Game scholars have understood traditional constructions of masculinity (and dominance) as 

plenty abound in online games, both established through game design and player behaviour. 

This often reifies binary hierarchical dichotomies of masculinity and femininity (and of men 

and women) (Burrill, 2008; Taylor and Voorhees, 2018). This can be understood in having 

central importance as to why systematic violence in the form of sexual harassment in game has 

been identified as a huge problem for female gamers (Fox and Tang, 2017), or why women 

seem to be targeted with discursive hostility while men are met with compliance and submission 

in the same scenario (Kasumovic and Kuznekoff, 2015). Scholar Michael Kimmel noted that 

masculinity in general has been based on a “politics of exclusion” that is directed towards those 

deemed less than manly, part of a manhood so insecure that it trembles at the idea of women in 

masculine spaces, and thus must “ensure that the playing field of male competition remains 

stacked against all newcomers to the game” (Kimmel, 1997:41).  

The doxa of white men’s cultural domination in online gaming demands that some bodies are 

constructed as emblems of inferiority and stigmatized through symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 

2001:1-2) – they are imbued with negative symbolic capital (Moi, 1991) while others are 

infused with symbolic capital. White men are due to their social positioning in the field resistant 

to symbolic violence due to functioning as the universalized norm, and rather suggested as the 

ones predominantly performing the symbolic violence (Herring, 2002). Further solidifying the 

doxic conception of online games as male-gendered and male-dominated fields, several 

participants in this study discussed how outing oneself as a woman in gaming was equated to 

“standing out”, or even as submitting oneself to potential persecution by other players. 

Misogynist practices female-identifying gamers are targeted with (and subsequent strategies to 

negotiate these) have been observed and discussed by scholars doing research on women in 

online games (e.g., Cote, 2015; Kasumovic and Kuznekoff, 2015; Sveningsson, 2012). 

Feminist scholar Jenny Sundén suggests that “as long as the fantasy of ‘the player’ is intact, the 

game works smoothly”, but “once revealed a female player, ‘she’ can no longer play along and 

be a player among other players, but will have her performance measured in gendered terms” 

(Sundén, 2012:176). In the study by Cote, camouflaging one’s gender was a strategy that 
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women employed in order to prevent being harassed online (Cote, 2015:144, 145). Fanny also 

mentioned reading about the topic:  

Fanny: A few years ago, I read about girls who couldn’t stand talking in voice chat 

because they couldn’t deal with all the extra attention. But I also think it varies a lot from 

game to game, it depends on the community. I’ve felt some are more toxic than others. 

In our interview, Fanny stated that she was not too bothered by gender-based toxicity herself 

and maintained that she nonetheless actively participates in voice chat channels when gaming 

with strangers. However, she acknowledged that her gender occasionally could make her stand 

out and that “sometimes you just want to be one in the crowd. And then, even if people don’t 

mean to offend, it can be like yeah I’m a girl, get over it”. I probed about people reacting to her 

gender, and she said that other players sometimes attempt to guess her gender: 

Ruben: Is it when you talk in voice chat? 

Fanny: Mostly voice chat. Now people notice it due to my name: it’s girly. People guess 

that I’m a girl. Sometimes people ask if I’m a girl. Then I can say “no I’m not”, and 

sometimes:“no I’m a twelve year old boy”, haha. 

Fanny’s feminine appearance in-game (through her voice and/or her in-game name) could 

sometimes garner attention, in the form of people guessing or asking whether she is female, 

which she then could deflect by sarcasm. This “extra attention” as she calls it might not be read 

as sexist, but the deflecting behavior suggests sarcasm functions as a strategy for dealing with 

gender-based attention (and she might be understood as flipping the gaze towards the one 

gazing). Employing sarcasm rather than expressing discontent has been described by other 

female players as a strategy for earning respect in online games dominated by men (Cote, 

2017:147). Fanny also detailed that she could get “attacked” due to her gender, but stated that 

overt gender-based attacks were “extremely rare”. Fanny resolutely refuted the thought of 

victimizing female gamers, and rather suggested that people “attack whatever they can”, (as 

similarly mentioned by Erik). She contended that the gender of female gamers might grant them 

perks such as “attention”, which she argued some female players actively took advantage of 

(even using it to make careers on streaming platforms such as Twitch), while other female 

players rather avoided the attention. She also recalled how she had played with a group of five 

men “from some Arabic country”, who were very eager to “please” her. She said: 

Fanny: [..] and they were all like “OMG we are gonna carry you, we are gonna play so 

well for you, look at what I’m doing, oh do you have Snapchat, do you have this…”, and 
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then they started talking about that they believed I was fat because all girls who played 

[games] must be big. And then there was one of the guys who stayed until the end [of the 

game] and were like “I’m so sorry for my friends, they don’t know what they are talking 

about”. 

Interesting in this quote is how it illustrates Fanny being “othered” due to her gender, but that 

her gender both was imbued with positive and negative capital. She recalled the men saying 

they would “play well for her” or “carry her” (“carry” her to victory – a common expression in 

online gaming) which insinuates that she is put in a privileged and elevated position. At the 

same time, she was sexualized due to her gender and due to being a gamer – and subjected to 

traditional sexism through (hypothetical) weight-shaming (discussed by Richard, 2016:80) and 

a geek stereotype (being a geek may mean being skinny or fat, see e.g., Salter and Blodgett, 

2017:65). Fanny ascribed the men’s fascination with her (being a female gamer) to them 

culturally “not being accustomed” to friendship with women due to their “Arabic” origins. This 

might be read as a questionable way of reproducing homogenizing discourses of cultural 

differences (and racial divisions) and attributing toxicity to “the cultural other”, however, she 

also noted that many players who she understands are (culturally) accustomed to friendship 

with women nonetheless also get silly due to women being present in the spheres of gaming. 

This contradiction may be deemed problematic, but perhaps primarily points to how men 

(irrespectively of their culture) may perceive (and contribute) to women as others in games. 

Sundén’s informant Agnes mentioned a similar scenario of the ambivalent positionality as a 

female gamer; that when playing with groups of male players, she perceived that they could 

give her a hard time when underperforming as a girl, but also giving her “perhaps too much 

praise” due to her gender when doing a good job (Sundén, 2012:175). 

I would argue this is an apparent example of symbolic violence (the men fostering compliance 

to the othering by first elevating Fanny, and then subjecting her to gendered stereotyping to the 

point that one of the men felt he had to excuse his friends). However, Fanny did not perceive 

the situation as such and was very reluctant to view herself as oppressed due to her gender when 

gaming, so it might be questionable to simply portray her as such. While Fanny’s skepticism of 

acknowledging women as a vulnerable group in gaming may underplay the effects of cultural 

domination and systematic symbolic violence towards specific groups like women, she makes 

an important point in the dangers of homogenizing large groups of people (such as women) and 

ignoring how individual women may be privileged due to their gender (and other aspects of 

their identity, that always mutually construct each other). The female gender may thus be 
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imbued with symbolic capital in fields of online gaming, as it is in other contexts. Fanny was 

also keen to note that women (despite being exposed to systematic violence in certain cultures) 

may help sustain cultures of oppression and may perform toxicity and violence themselves. I 

will return to discuss Fanny’s approach to the subject more in detail in section 2.7. Since I 

primarily look at cultural domination and oppression in online gaming in this thesis, it would 

be an omission to disregard her very strong attitude towards the subject, which is in clear 

conflict with that of the other informants. And although it is important to recognize that power 

is not a simple top-down process but rather circulatory (and that female gamers do inhabit 

positions of power in gaming cultures, and certainly may be privileged and oppressed at the 

same time due to their gender when gaming), it would be somewhat odd for me (as a man 

moreover) to follow her emphasis on female gamers as structurally privileged, equally to men, 

and as profiting on the attention granted to them - especially when most of my informants rather 

posited the opposite (and commonly discussed women as a vulnerable group in gaming). To 

see women (as a broad group) in gaming as equally structurally advantaged as men would risk 

discarding the effects of gender (at least when working with this framework). I accordingly 

rather place focus on thinking about the group Fanny suggested did not want attention, they 

who rather wished to be seen as “anyone else”. Nevertheless, it would be interesting to study 

and nuance women’s (and other identities) positionalities in online gaming more in detail. This 

is however hard to accomplish with my sample and data. I rather proceed from the fact that 

feminist game scholars (such as Gray, 2014) have identified white (heterosexual) men as more 

often than not associated to privilege in spheres of online gaming pervaded by toxicity. Also, I 

proceed from how women, due to their gender, often have to resort to coping strategies to handle 

harassment, despite comprising half of the gaming population (Lopez-Fernandez et al., 2019; 

Cote, 2017) and that discriminatory trash-talk may be systematically directed towards subjects 

such as women or people of color due to aspects of their identity, perhaps especially when 

speaking out about injustices (Kafai et al., 2016:3).  

The men interviewed were often less optimistic regarding women’s positions in the social 

orders of online gaming, and several informants brought up the topic of “extra attention” when 

discussing the topic. Max unambiguously stated that “misogyny is really common” in online 

games, and he suggested that being identified as female in online games is associated with the 

risk of being subjected to severe harassment. Max said: 

Max: But also, it isn’t like you go and demonstrate your female gender online, there’s a 

history of very severe sexual harassment as soon as anyone has presented themselves as 
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a woman, so… I really understand that you don’t demonstrate it, but it also results in 

that there is a picture of “lol, everyone who plays WoW are men, and… they are all 

neckbeards”, and… I think that isn’t correct at all. 

The normative conception of “gamers being men” was understood by Max as reinforced by 

how women might conceal their gender to avoid harassment in the masculinized spheres of 

online gaming. Fanny supported this by noting that due to hearing fewer female players speak 

in voice chat, it reinforced the notion of most players being men. She stated: 

Fanny: I can add that even I get a bit like, “oh”, when there is like a girl who talks in 

voice chat, I’m not beyond that [..] But in voice chat in competitive [game modes], I 

mostly hear guys talk. Then I might actually react, like I’m not really chocked, but it’s 

still like I note somewhere in the back of my head that there is a girl on the team. 

That women get “noticed” in certain games or game-modes due to their gender proves their 

place as the “other” in gaming. Like Max, Filip contended that he had witnessed female-

identifying players getting harassed when being exposed as female. He said: 

Filip: And not to be that person, but if a girl comes in and plays a CS-game, almost every 

game, there will immediately be someone who takes a stab at them. It’s so damn 

disheartening, and how the hell are you supposed to enter, as a girl who is interested in 

playing, when you every game get absolutely trashed just because you are a girl? 

Filip echoed Cote’s (2015) concern – that women may be discouraged from gaming due to the 

frequency of gender-based harassment. Somewhat interesting is also how Filip started his 

statement with “not to be that person”, perhaps connoting that if one problematizes sexism in 

gaming, one might be derided by others. Filip also recalled having witnessed friends being 

“forced” to utilize the avoidance-strategies observed in Cote’s study. He asserted: 

Filip: I do have many [female] friends who’ve done it as well, they changed nick 

[nickname], they have to use this macho picture. 

Alexander likewise understood players with feminine voices as tending to avoid voice chat in-

game to not be identified as female by other players:  

Alexander: well, it is relatively common that if you have a feminine voice you tend to 

avoid using voice chat because players get so creepy if like they believe you are a girl. 

Alexander suggested that when (male) players believe they encounter a girl in-game, they “get 

creepy”. Like Alexander, participants recurringly used the terms “players” and “gamers” when 
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implying male players which further signifies men as the dominant group in gaming, the (often) 

taken for granted gamer. Jonathan also pondered upon the issue of prevalent sexism in online 

gaming, and said: 

Jonathan: There are many that are extremely sexist. Specifically, in WoW. And in 

CS, because CS is a game… we can talk about CS, where you always speak in 

voice [chat]. You talk in-game and you do it in CS because it’s just natural. And 

if it’s a girl, when she speaks, immediately there’s always some asshole who’s 

gonna say something just because she is a girl. 

Ruben: How is it expressed? Is it hostile… 

Jonathan: Incredibly hostile and I don’t understand any of it. Yeah… because 

there are more girls who play nowadays, so you experience that stuff more often. 

Evidently, several participants in this study understood how being identified as a woman in 

gaming is connected to being exposed to violence. The statements by both Jonathan, Alexander, 

Filip and Max suggest that women’s marginalized status in-game (and the associated risk of 

being subjected to harassment) primarily is due to strangers identifying the player as a woman, 

rather than that the female-identifying player performs femininity which conflicts with the 

masculinized field of gaming (notwithstanding that performing femininity evidently also may 

pose trouble when interacting with masculinized fields). The violence is thus systematic, being 

directed at women for them being identified as women (Young, 1988:83). This understanding 

serves to illuminate how bodies read as female may carry negative symbolic capital due to the 

cultural field’s dominant doxa.  

Regarding systematic violence in online games, scholar Bonnie Nardi (2010) found in her 

ethnographic study on WoW a common jargon that was sexist and homophobic, similar to the 

laddish jargon Sveningsson and Sundén (2012) experienced in their studies on WoW. When I 

discussed discriminatory discourse in-game with Jonathan, he initially asserted that WoW in 

specific was populated by many “extremely sexist” players (as illustrated in the quote above). 

I asked him if the situation for women in CS:GO (often being subjected to sexism) also was 

applicable to that of WoW. To this he replied that he believes there to be somewhat less sexism 

in WoW due to the game not being as based on voice chatting with strangers as CS is. If you do 

voice chat, it is usually with people in your “guild”, a group of people who you choose to long-

term align yourself with in the game.  
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Selecting who you play with may evidently be a way to partially avoid toxicity, something also 

suggested by Max and Fanny. “Avoiding strangers” was similarly one of the prevalent strategies 

employed by female gamers participating in the study by Cote (2015:144). Participants further 

felt that when met with toxicity while playing with strangers, friends could help them ignore or 

dismiss online harassers (ibid), illustrating the importance of social capital in online games. 

Sveningsson noted that she herself employed the strategy of seeking out guilds less dominated 

by men (and thus expectedly, less dominated by the laddish, heteronormative male-favouring 

jargon), even evading competition with men and participating in raids and dungeons (group-

based team events) altogether (Sveningsson:107-108). She also observed that female players 

could also employ strategies of becoming “one of the girls” – taking advantage of their female 

gender capital through participating in female-only guilds (ibid). As Young noted, by 

communicating and confirming each other’s similar experiences, members of culturally 

dominated groups may maintain positive definitions of themselves despite oppression (Young, 

1988:81).  

Despite how the strategy of consciously avoiding strangers (and thus “laddish” gamers) may be 

successful to prevent being met with toxicity, Jonathan stated that he had heard stories of girls 

in WoW repeatedly getting either “flirty messages, or the straight opposite: people just being 

crude”, even in guilds. Young proposed that culturally dominated subjects might question the 

stereotypes applied to them and affirm themselves as capable as anyone else, but that others (or 

their own internalized views) might counter this by deeming them different and inferior (Young, 

1988:80). This reasoning might be applicable to Fanny, as she stated that “you don’t have to 

take it really personal; he said I’m a girl and because of that I suck” – in effect denying the 

female gender as imbued with negative symbolic capital and consequently refusing to identify 

with attempts at making her different or inferior. Young further acknowledged that violence 

often is a social and collective action, and that its regularity may make it be perceived as a 

social routine (ibid:83). The statements by several of my participants hint at this. Ethnographic 

observations by Sveningsson also confirmed sexism as a collective social routine, as she 

observed that even in somewhat close-knit guilds, sexism (through gender-based crudity and 

sexual advances) could be a more or less a given element. She notes that the “hegemonic 

discourse” or “dominant pattern” in WoW included recurring sexual advances towards female 

players/characters, and habitual gender exclusionary practices such as players speaking to other 

players as “guys” or “chaps” (“gubbar”) until provoked to do otherwise (similarly noticed by 

Sundén) (Sveningson and Sundén, 2012:97-98, 176).  
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Unveiling the cloak of anonymity in-game when having characteristics connoting femaleness 

might not just result in harassment or “players getting creepy”, but may also result in becoming 

the target of gender-based jokes. When we discussed discrimination in gaming, Jonathan 

maintained that he lately increasingly had witnessed casual sexism conveyed through jokes in 

games such as CS:GO. This was somewhat interesting in relation to Erik’s notion that overt 

racism in online games has become more prevalent over the latest years. Both statements recall 

statements by scholar Mia Consalvo (2012), who has stated that toxicity in online- and game 

cultures has gotten worse, and Emma Jane (2015) who suggests online vitriol in general is 

increasingly commonplace. Jonathan detailed his stance on gender-based jokes, and said: 

Jonathan: I think it is extremely toxic. I don’t think people understand that… it 

exaggerates it, everyone sits around and jokes about it all the time, “women in kitchen, 

women in kitchen”, like that. They think they are joking, but then when there’s a girl 

they’re all like: “you belong in the kitchen!”. And they think that they are very funny, but 

they do not think about the person they are saying it to. It is not so damn funny to… 

because this girl who plays, every time she lets her voice be heard in a Discord channel, 

then there’s always going to be someone who pulls one of these stupid jokes. Every time. 

It must be extremely exhausting. 

Jonathan discussed the misogynist trope of women “belonging to the kitchen” as an example of 

a sexist repertoire repeatedly drawn upon by players attempting to make jokes in games and in 

their respective communities. This could be read as (male) players’ attempts at humor, trying 

to amuse other (male) players at the expense of the targeted female player. In other words, men 

attempting to gain social capital by performing symbolic violence towards women, “playing” 

at women’s symbolically unfavored position in the cultural field of gaming. This type of 

violence is covert and is according to Bourdieu the “essential aspect of masculine domination 

(Bourdieu, 2001:11). Jonathan himself deemed the imagery “extremely toxic”. This type of 

sexism might be characterized as traditional sexism – serving to “make femaleness and 

femininity appear subordinate to maleness and masculinity” as understood by scholar Julia 

Serano (2007:326). When I brought up sexist jokes with Max, he asserted:  

Max: It’s the same with this “waman”-thing, that you… like “woman” but you spell it 

with an a. From being… I don’t even know how it started, but it became an expression 

used against women who were whiny and glib, because “wah”, you cry. So that’s also 

something that you write for meme-purposes, but that is super toxic but like, indirectly. 

Ruben: Right, so it is a kind of covert sexism maybe? 
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Max: Yeah exactly, just because a woman stands up for herself, she “cries” about it. 

Max had similar experiences with misogyny conveyed through jokes and discussed “waman” 

as a covertly sexist and “super toxic” expression, acceptable due to its status as a meme 

repetitively being uttered by players, and thus losing affective (provocative) value. While 

“women in the kitchen” reproduces the stereotype of women “belonging” to the private, 

domestic sphere (and as supposed to be nurturing, or existing for the benefit of men), the trope 

of reading women as “whiny” when standing up for themselves rather invokes the stereotype 

of women being “too” in touch with their emotions, even deemed hysteric (a word with a 

misogynist underpinning) (Plummer, 2014). As Young noted, oppression may be maintained 

by associating heterogenous groups to a certain inferior and essential nature (Young, 1988:63). 

Expressing emotions has regularly been derided in western societies historically and 

emotionality has often read been tied to femininity (Serano, 2007:326, 327). It also recalls the 

common internet trope of the “social justice warrior”, who is read not as an advocate for justice 

but merely as a “politically correct” killer of joy (Condis, 2018:105). 

The misogynist phenomenon of women being targeted by gender-based jokes is certainly not 

unique to online gaming, but it has been noted by several scholars as a particular type of sexism 

that tends to be especially prevalent in online cultures. An example could be the ubiquity of 

rape-jokes or gendered trolling with sexist character (gendered taunts, or allusions to domestic 

violence etc.), often deployed towards women in specific (Jane, 2015; Condis, 2018). 

Moreover, humour has been understood to be able to conceal sexist bias and is suggested to 

make sexist messages more dangerous and difficult to confront, in comparison to remarks with 

more serious tonality (Mallett et al., 2016). In this section I have recounted how my participants 

spoke about women’s symbolic position in laddish cultural fields of online gaming, through 

looking at the informants’ perceptions of systematic othering of female players in their 

respective online games and bringing this to conversation with feminist game studies. I have 

also examined symbolic violence that is perceived as systematically deployed towards women, 

assuming form through in-culture jokes. 

In the following section I will discuss how heteronormative, masculine jargon and symbolic 

violence further might be disguised through in-culture jokes or memes. 
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2.4 Pushing buttons: heteronormativity and “laddish” jargon 

Despite how being perceived as a female gamer seemed to carry symbolic significance when 

gaming online, Fanny was reluctant to subscribe to the notion of sexism as a pervasive problem 

in online video games (something that the other participants were rather undivided in pointing 

out). Rather, she suggested some people as “just more reasonable” than others. Upon me 

querying whether it was worse to get attacked due to gender or skill-level when gaming, Fanny 

responded: 

Fanny: I think it depends on… Because I understand that you might express other insults 

to girls than to guys, but the meaning is the same. Like I talked about, it is unavoidable 

that people who are assholes will choose to attack people, they will just push the buttons 

of that individual. So of course, it is hard to attack guys for being girls, because they’re 

not. At the same time, it might be more common for a guy to be called gay, like so.  

Although Fanny conveyed that she often takes equal offence regardless of it being her skill or 

gender that gets attacked, she depicts her gender as a “button” that “people who are assholes” 

can push when attempting to annoy or troll her. At the same time, she stated that “of course” 

men’s gender does not get attacked in online games because they are “not girls”. This somewhat 

illuminates the dominant culture of online gaming described by other participants; how 

(heterosexual, white) maleness is symbolically privileged, and aspects of men (and masculinity) 

are imbued with symbolic capital in relation to traditional conceptions of femaleness and 

femininity that rather carries negative symbolic capital (Moi, 1991:1046). The expression stuck 

with me and later in the interview I further queried Fanny about what she had said previously: 

Ruben: But it was interesting how you said one might call another guy, like, gay. Is it an 

easier way to attack the male gender? 

Fanny: Yeah, as far as I know, I’ve only seen guys being called gay. But then again, I’ve 

never seen anyone really take offense, haha. It’s just something you blurt out, and then 

it’s over. 

Ruben: Is it a way to diminish the other’s maleness?  

Fanny: Yeah… Perhaps that’s what someone could be going for? I’ve actually never 

thought about it, I’m just like, okay people call each other gay as an insult. But yeah, 

likely… I think you should be careful in thinking people put too much weight in what they 

say. I think that is the core, that people don’t think too much. They just blurt out what 

they’re thinking in the moment, the first thing that comes to mind. And I think that if 
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you’re caught trying to understand what people are saying, then I think you might quickly 

end up taking things too seriously and take offence. But if looking from a research 

perspective, then it’s interesting to think what or why people say that. But I’ve never 

thought of why anyone calls someone gay, because I’m so used to people calling others 

that.  

Fanny stated that she is so used to players calling each other gay that she has not thought about 

if it actually could be derogatory, since she deemed it (and perceived others to deem it) a lesser 

toxic (and more of a habitual) insult. This clearly illustrates the doxic character of certain modes 

of toxicity, as not being questioned but rather legitimized due to its cultural meme-status. 

Calling someone gay to signal discontent could thus be read as a form of symbolic violence, 

imperceptible due to expressions ubiquity. Fanny’s quote might be further understood by 

utilizing Michael Kimmel’s discussion about masculinity as a homosocial enactment and a fear 

of men. Scholars have noted that destructive or dominant conceptions of heterosexual 

masculinity often hinge upon being defined by what they are not. Scholar Michael Kimmel 

(1997) argues that the idealized form of (heterosexual, white) masculinity has historically not 

only been defined in opposition to (white) women and their assumed femininity (and respective 

supposed traits such as excessive emotionality), but also to different “othered” groups; gay men, 

black men and women et cetera.; groups that simultaneously have been understood as “less 

manly” (feminine) and “too manly” (carnal, sexually insatiable etc.) (Kimmel, 1997:38). The 

social construction of “manhood” (and the adequate level of manhood) becomes evident when 

looking at this historical perspective, masculinity is a term that has been policed and constructed 

as available to an absolute minority. Sexism, racism, heterosexism and homophobia can be seen 

as integral to this definition of masculinity. Kimmel notably describes homophobia as a 

disciplinary mechanism, men’s fear of other men; of being dominated, emasculated and shamed 

by other men, and thus becoming the homosexual “sissy” (ibid:39; c.f. Pascoe, 2007. Kimmel 

calls this the homosocial enactment, men exhibit their manhood for other men’s approval in 

homosocial contexts, in which women tend to be reduced to a currency to be conquered in order 

to reify one’s heterosexual standing (and one can argue: gay men are reduced to a symbol of 

fear) (ibid:33). Masculinity scholar Jonathan A. Allan (2018) further suggest that this 

masculinity is predicated on overriding paranoia; “men seem to fail a lot at being masculine” 

(Allan, 2018:181), leading to the constant fear of being read as not masculine enough, even 

feminine (and thus a fear being ridiculed, which leads to shame). This paranoia can reside in 
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the potential and futural moment – and we as men are thus on the lookout for these instances, 

we work to avoid them (Allan, 2018: 180).  

If returning to the statement by Fanny, her suggestion echoes the notion that women (and 

femininity) is that of the “other”, that which is devalued/devaluing. Her gender is reduced to a 

symbolic currency, something male players make “jokes” about, perhaps for other (supposedly) 

male players enjoyment. In extension, jokes like these function to maintain or bolster the 

symbolic capital of the male gender, while simultaneously enabling individuals to accrue social 

capital (in strengthening bonds with other male players). As Fanny contended, in order to attack 

men, you are relegated to questioning their heterosexuality and effeminising them by calling 

them gay; deeming them the not-man, the feminine sissy (Kimmel, 1997:35) rather than trying 

to impose the fact that “being male” is a bad thing. This is contrasted to how “girls” are 

“attacked” due to them being girls. Why Fanny did not deem the gay-calling to be a problem 

can be understood by considering her opinion of acceptable trolling; “that which is said without 

malicious intent” or that “isn’t aggressive”. Calling someone “gay” is to her deemed neither; it 

is “just a thing you say”, a something that quickly “comes to mind” when one is to perform a 

lesser provocation. “Gay” is likewise a word that been argued as highly used in the gaming 

world to describe anything uncool, unmasculine or non-normative (Condis, 2018:75). Fanny 

raised the topic of memes in relation to calling people gay, remarking that the expression “your 

mom’s gay” is a common internet-meme, devoid of provocative value. She further described 

how she does not read players calling other players gay in-game as an insult, rather a way to 

signal discontent. Fanny said:   

Fanny: Yeah, but at the same time it feels like in society now, it is not an insult, I mean 

I’ve never seen anyone take offence from it, people are just like “okay”. So that’s it, I 

don’t know if people even still really want to insult anyone or if… It feels like someone 

just says that to mark that they are discontent, rather than actively insulting someone, do 

you get what I mean? It feels like it’s on that level. That if someone were like “can I 

have” say McCree [character in Overwatch], and the other one is like “No I’m playing 

him”. And the other would just be like “you’re gay”. No but it feels like it is on that level, 

that you are like “I don’t get what I want”. But not like, “now I’m really gonna insult 

you and you will take offence”, because then it feels like you would use something else. 

Fanny suggested that if a player was intent on actually insulting another player, they would use 

more provocative terminology than calling someone gay. Fanny further suggested that the act 

clearly functions as a gendered provocation, to be directed at other men, but it is also understood 
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as somewhat harmless due to it functioning as a seemingly commonplace expression (perhaps 

even a meme) and thus normalized– the phrase is not meant to be taken seriously, and it is not 

(commonly) perceived as such. Is it because the targets do not identify with the insult? Merely 

a part of the homosocial “flame game” between men, they do not perceive themselves as gay 

and thus they do not feel attacked for real? Perhaps – considering how Sveningsson also noted 

that you must not joke about the male gender, but that homophobic jokes were tolerated or an 

integrated part of common discourse. And likewise, perhaps you should not perceive the gay-

calling as an insult, because if you as a (heterosexual) man took offence and demonstrated it, it 

would expose you to the risk of appearing gay (or effeminate, not masculine), or at least not in 

control of your emotions (feminine) (Kimmel, 1997; Brannon and David, 1976). In this case 

the joke could turn into humiliation – and to prevent this, the best strategy to avoid further 

ridicule would be to play along. Or is perhaps the gay-calling an inside-joke about the 

ridiculousness of being homophobic, an ironic homosocial symbolic game between straights 

(where only sensitive gay players might take offence)? With strangers online, it can be hard to 

know. 

Nonetheless, the symbolism illuminates hierarchical relations in the cultural field of gaming; 

what is devalued is male homosexuality, women and femininity, since “hetero” or “men” are 

not the epithets that are thrown as insults or signs of discontent. Sundén similarly suggest 

recurring usage of the word “gay” as a derogatory expression in gaming is a way of reinforcing 

hegemonic heteronormativity, and that it additionally signifies players as assumed to be straight 

(Sundén, 2012:123). Scholar Megan Condis makes a similar argument, contending gamers 

“monitor” their own and others behaviour by exhibiting disdain for anything remotely 

considered feminine or gay (Condis, 2018:15). Condis describes gamers as working to repudiate 

“the spectre of failed masculinity”, repeatedly proclaiming heterosexuality through 

(re)production of homophobic discourse” (Condis:15). As will be discussed in section 2.5, she 

refers to trolling and the laddish discourse of masculine policing in gaming as a (gendered) 

meta-game in its own right, where the goal may be to solicit emotional (read: feminine) 

responses in others (c.f.: Jane, 2015). However, one can argue that the “game” is rigged since 

the privileged participants likely are not the ones submitted to real, symbolic harm.  

Memes or cultural common expressions are clearly integral to gaming, sometimes even 

appearing as a game within the game, wherein players may demonstrate their cultural capital in 

order to maintain or accumulate social capital. Yet, some of the memes or expressions, such as 

those discussed regarding sexist tropes or calling someone gay, can be read as closely associated 
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to an instrumental jargon maintaining the rigid state of cultural domination which might be 

observed. Similar to Fanny, Alexander suggested that homophobic expressions in online games 

could be argued to not regard actual homosexuality, rather a way of suggesting other players 

are bad: 

Alexander: There are many who use the argument that “I don’t use this homophobic 

expression because I think it is wrong to be homosexual, I use it because I think this 

player is bad”, like. But I think that argument doesn’t hold water. 

Even if the definition described by Alexander stands, the discursive violence through 

symbolism is nonetheless withstanding. Calling someone gay to signal discontent (as Fanny 

argued), or that the person is bad at playing the game both function as attaching negative 

connotations to being gay. That the expression then would not be homophobic is a non-logic 

chain of arguments. Alexander’s critical stance also illustrates how jargon might not function 

as doxic at all times. Similarly, the informants discussed sexist jokes as disrespectful, shining 

light on their heterodox positionality (in thought however, not necessarily in practice). The 

symbolically violent mode of toxicity may evidently be perceived as intimately aligned with 

dominant (white, heterosexual) masculinity, covertly or less so. Similar to the obstacles 

discussed by Sveningsson, Fanny described personal experiences of strangers attempting to 

provoke her through practices such as asking for her Snapchat-account (image-based social 

media): 

Fanny: [..] sometimes I think it’s hard to decide whether they ask specifically to make 

you uncomfortable, because they still know that you will ignore them and say no. But like 

that’s kind of what I talked about, that you want to provoke because it’s fun. Sometimes 

it feels like they already know that you won’t even respond. But they still like asking the 

question. And sometimes it may be because they genuinely want to [ask]. But I’ve never 

really understood it as such.   

Whereas Fanny had experiences of men asking for her Snapchat-account in-game specifically 

in order to provoke her, she believed that “there are equal downsides to being a guy and a girl, 

it just depends on what buttons people push”. What Fanny described may be contrasted to how 

Jonathan noted that when getting to know strangers in-game and playing with them for long-

term, “you become buddies and then you add each other on Snapchat and then you go from 

there”. Since asking for someone’s Snapchat-account might not be inherently hostile or 

flirtatious, I asked Fanny to expand on whether she perceived the action to be gendered: 
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Ruben: But do you mean that is the way they can get a reaction from a girl, to allude to 

something like that? Or do you like believe it is connected to your gender, that someone 

acts that way? 

Fanny: Yeah well I don’t think I’ve ever seen or heard anyone ask a guy for Snapchat, 

but that is hard for me to say because I’m not a guy, but I’ve never understood men to 

having been asked. Has someone asked for your Snapchat [in games]?  

Ruben: Actually not, that’s kind of why I was curious.  

Fanny: I’ve not been asked too many times either, but there’s occasionally been like… 

but most often it feels like its ridiculous guys who get a bit like “hehe it’s a girl hehe, can 

I have your Snapchat? Oh give your Snapchat to my friend, he looks really good”.. That 

they start messing around. Either they want a reaction, or there’s people who genuinely 

get a bit silly when there is a girl nearby.  

Strangers asking players for their Snapchat-account was understood by Fanny as something 

male players commonly did when attempting to make female players uncomfortable, provoking 

them, or when “getting silly” about them being present. This is reminiscent to how Sveningsson 

noted that (male) players recurringly made sexual advances towards female-identifying players 

in WoW, and that female players may be sexualized and/or objectified due to their gender 

(Sveningsson:100). Fanny’s perception of the male players as often not actually wanting her 

Snapchat furthers an understanding of the act as symbolic, recalling how heterosexual men 

might vie for women’s attention to increase their own status on the masculine social scale in 

homosocial contexts, overtly demonstrating sexual interest in women so no one gets the wrong 

idea (Kimmel, 1997:33, 36, 37). In the following section, I will look at toxicity as a “laddish” 

game.  

2.4.1. The orthodox subgame of (laddish) toxicity 

Toxicity in the form of discrimination can be perceived as deeply entrenched in certain fields 

of online gaming. Filip, deeming “gaming culture” to be “somewhat xenophobic”, openly 

attributed the problem of player discrimination to “macho” aspects of gaming culture: 

 Filip: [..] it’s completely deranged how… the gaming culture is a very macho culture 

when it comes to that point at least. 

Filip further read macho (“snubbigt”, “grabbigt” in Swedish) behavior as harassing or being 

sexist towards women. Traditional sexism in Serano’s terms, treating women (and femininity 

in general) as inferior, has often been understood a characteristic of traditional dominant or 
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macho masculinity (e.g., Mirandé, 1997:46; Kimmel, 1997:38). Alexander similarly located 

”destructive masculinity” as a probable cause for the homophobic, racist and sexist jargon in 

the fields of online gaming:  

Alexander: By now I think that in most cases it is just a part of a jargon. “Just”. [..] but 

then it has been remained for what, twenty years now. [..] It is probably a part of the 

broader very destructive masculinity that exists, due to how games have been very male 

dominated, at least certain types of games. 

Male dominance and “destructive” masculinity, having constituted a doxa of online games, was 

connected by Alexander to the toxic, symbolically violent jargon and its reproduction. Young 

stated that an important aspect of systematic (cultural) violence is how it randomly targets 

victims from specific social groups, and is irrational in character (Young, 1988:84). It is hard 

to justify spontaneous discrimination such as racism or sexism as rational, perhaps this is the 

role of cultural “jokes” in legitimizing violence. Furthermore, violence can be motivated by 

xenophobia, or it can be repressive violence with a more rational motive, the violence is then a 

tool for the dominant group to maintain or reinforce their power (orthodoxy in Bourdieu’s 

terms) (ibid; Bourdieu, 1993:73). Feminists have argued toxicity in gaming may be rooted in 

both. On one hand it is a response to the previously male-gendered space and industry of gaming 

as it is changing - “patriarchal privilege attempting to (re)assert its position”, but it is also rooted 

in racist, sexist, ageist and homophobic beliefs about the abilities (and the proper place of) 

(female) players (Consalvo, 2012). Consalvo noted in 2012 that this “rage” exhibited by 

threatened individuals and groups seemed to have become more virulent during the recent years, 

and also suggested hate speech as accepted, tolerated and sometimes barely recognized in daily 

play, the sign of an enduring atmosphere (ibid). Several participants in this study seemed to 

repeat this omnipresent hostility as still enduring. Comparing the present with his experiences 

of online gaming in the early 20’s, Erik understood explicit racism in-game to have gotten more 

prevalent. He partly attributed this to how the behaviour has gained provocative value in 

western societies in general, increasingly having been regarded as socially unacceptable and 

taboo. He also primarily attributed the discriminatory toxicity to young white male allies of the 

Swedish nationalist political party Sweden Democrats. Erik said: 

Erik: [..] While today there’s people who want to say loads of racist stuff just because 

they can’t [socially unacceptable]. Just because you can’t say the n-word, for example, 

then you have to say it all the time. 
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While he recurringly discussed “political fracturing” as a cause for online hostility, Erik also 

hinted at the widespread character of toxicity and that “it doesn’t have to be political”. He stated: 

Erik: It doesn’t have to be political, there can be people that are just toxic in general. 

People that ruin the mood in chat just because… just because they just have a very large 

ego, they start yelling at people who are not as good as them and stuff… 

Using this understanding, discrimination conveyed through flaming can be understood as 

discussed by scholar Emma Jane; a “pleasurable – albeit competitive – game, in which players 

joust to produce the most creative venom, break the largest number of taboos, and elicit the 

largest emotional response in targets” (Jane, 2014:534). The privileged “players” in this game 

are perhaps those of the “dominant” cultural identity, they who get to dictate the rules and can 

perform symbolic violence towards other identities, while having their own identity constitute 

the doxa, the “universalized” (Young, 1988:79) or symbolically privileged.  

As Erik, several participants in this study also discussed age as somewhat important in relation 

to toxicity. Scholar Derek Burrill has theorized gaming as an expanded boyhood (Burrill, 2008). 

That is, men have been allowed to rectify unstable masculine identities via technology; digital 

spaces such as video games have allowed for performances of (traditional) masculinity and the 

establishing of (virtual) power and dominance through violence and competition (ibid). The 

expanded boyhood further provides the escape from constraints of everyday life and duties. 

This includes the duty to act civil and respectful towards other people. Fanny understood toxic 

jargon in online games as intimately connected to teenage boys: 

Fanny: But the fact is that there also are a lot of teenage guys who play, and with a large 

part of that age group, it feels hard to get away from it. If you were to say to a gang of 

teenage guys on the internet that “you can’t say this”, it wouldn’t work, they would laugh 

in your face and call you what you said they may not say. 

Due to the dominance of teenage boys and rebelliousness attitudes in gaming, Fanny understood 

online games as inescapably toxic, a to Bourdieu doxic understanding through its inevitability 

(Bourdieu, 1993:51). Like Fanny, several other participants repeatedly referred to “guys” or 

“teenage guys” as the common perpetrators of toxicity in games. Flip stated: 

Filip: I think it has a lot to do with age. If it’s a sixteen year old guy who sees a sexist 

comment, then its like… then they [sic] will laugh, if it is a really macho sixteen year old. 
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[..] I think the younger audience likes to trigger reactions [..] I think it has a lot to do 

with maturity. 

Filip connected laughing at sexism to the “macho” and “immature” behavior of some young 

male players. Toxicity does however seem somewhat conditioned by age. Feminist scholar 

Betsy DiSalvo observed that some behaviour (as one of her informants discussed, bragging) 

was deemed socially acceptable for younger players, while less so for older ones (DiSalvo, 

2016). Gaming as an activity has furthermore historically often been understood as trivial (and 

thus childish) (Myers, 2019). We might thus assume that as players grow old, it might be less 

culturally sanctioned to participate in gaming at all, and perhaps even less so to be toxic in-

game. Alexander similarly deemed toxic behaviours more acceptable, or at least explainable 

when performed by younger gamers. He said: 

Alexander: If I had like two people who are very toxic in games, presented to me face to 

face, and we say that one is a teenager and the other is like 40+, then I probably would’ve 

thought much worse of the one who’s 40+. Because it feels like then you should not… Its 

kind of acceptable with a teenager, not really but… it feels like they are, it feels a bit 

more explainable somehow, but with a 40-year old, it feels like then you should not be 

like, cyberbullying. 

Alexander’s statement brings to light how cultural beliefs relating to age might legitimize or 

vilify toxicity. Filip and Jonathan both discussed age in relation to toxicity. Jonathan stated 

that he does not care about losing games anymore and that he rarely gets angry and toxic 

when gaming. When I asked him why he has changed, he responded: “I dunno, maybe I just 

grew up”. Filip similarly stated: 

Filip: [..] I think it’s [sic] grown from being somewhat toxic to becoming somewhat 

neutral, or actually being good and like, contributing to something positive to 

[gaming] communities. 

Clearly, age (and the associated social conventions) might affect whether individuals perform 

(and may perform) toxicity. I will further discuss the habitus and the role of emotions in relation 

to toxicity in section 2.9. Masculinity (through “laddish” and crude jargon) may sometimes be 

the dominant mode of being when gaming, and thus Burrill’s “boyhood” of online gaming is 

extended to some (such as teenage boys) more easily than to others (Sveningsson, 2012:96). 

“To play with the boys”, female (and other) players must accept and adopt to (or attempt to 
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navigate away from) a dominant, competitive jargon which often including putdowns of gay 

men and women, something that has been observed by other feminist game scholars 

(Sveningsson, 2012:96; Delamere and Shaw, 2008; Nardi, 2010). 

Correspondingly, Swain found similarly laddish jargon in his study, and observed how a 

distinguishing behavioural element of young American college men’s homosocial friendships 

was how language often was reliant on the usage of profanity, bluntness, crudity and being 

explicitly sexual (Swain, 1989:134). Moreover, Swain’s respondents suggested this crudity was 

related to all-male contexts such as sports and military service, and one informant maintained 

that “crude or harsh humor” was used at the baseball field, but rarely translated well to when 

he was in company of female friends (ibid). Likewise, participants in my study found gaming 

spheres to commonly be perceived as “all male” contexts, and that their respective jargon was 

confined to spaces of gaming (or certain forums on the internet) due to its provocative (and 

sometimes discriminatory) character that would not pass outside the spheres of gaming. 

Sveningsson contemplated on the subject of femininity in WoW, and recognized that “you’re 

not supposed to be too ‘girly’ yourself, meaning sensitive and dapper, but it’s a good thing if 

you use a bad language yourself” (ibid:99). “Femininity” (in its traditional conceptions) is here 

conditioned as undesirable and irreconcilable with certain online fields of gaming, where crude 

(and more or less provocative/discriminatory) jargon is a condition for assimilation. 

If coarse language is doxa in laddish or masculinized fields of online gaming, it might be 

inscribed into the player’s habitus, even understood as necessarily used to demonstrate cultural 

belonging (c.f. Sveningsson, 2012). Adhering to a learned repertoire constitutes participation 

in the field’s game, and positions a person in the social field (Scheer, 2012:202). Using crude 

language can thus be expected as functioning to reify one’s own social position and gendered 

identity, and as a bonding mechanism for players enabling them to demonstrate sensibility 

towards cultural trends, inside jokes or memes. Performing crudity could thus be understood as 

demonstrating knowledge of the common lingo (signaling cultural capital and one’s habitus as 

aligned with the doxa of the field), and crudity additionally serving to humor other players to 

establish or maintain relationships with them. Thus, players may accumulate and/or maintain 

social capital through crudity in the fields of online gaming where this is accepted or the norm. 

When discussing women’s positionalities in online gaming, Sveningsson noted that in game 

cultures, many female gamers might not want to be perceived as “real women” but rather “one 

of the boys” (and in extension – genderless) (Sveningsson, 2012:100). Hence, female gamers 

might attempt to accumulate respect and cultural capital through aligning one’s habitus with 
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the dominant masculinity, to make up for the negative symbolic capital their gender may carry. 

Sveningsson nonetheless notes that neither position (of being read as a woman online, or of 

being approximate to but not quite one of the guys) is compatible with resisting or criticizing 

sexism, because it results in you being relegated to the position of the killjoy or “meddling 

mom”, threatening other players’ state of boyhood (in Burrill’s terms) (ibid). This was similar 

to how Swain’s participants suggested crude language use connoted a “relaxed” environment 

where you did not have to “watch your tongue” or act a gentleman – women were thus implicitly 

constructed as killjoys (Swain, 1989:136). Reading the woman as the killjoy, the “negation of 

fun” has historically been a way for men to “other” women and relegate them to private spheres 

of the home, workplace and family (Kimmel, 1997:37). Female players are evidently in an 

unfavourable position to merge with male game cultures due to their gender. However, like 

boys and men do, they may attempt to gain entrance to the state of boyhood when gaming 

through enacting a (dominant) masculine habitus to gain symbolic capital. Nevertheless, being 

identified as a female player implies the constant risk being exposed to sexism (such as through 

objectification and sexualization) by male players, an obstacle signalling you are not one of 

them, questioning your position as an authentic gamer (Sveningsson:100). If you protest against 

the sexism you are subjected to, you are the killjoy or “mom”, thus moved further from the 

desirable state of boyhood (ibid). Sveningsson herself clearly perceived the mischievous and 

playful position of “boyhood” as the fun and desirable, favourable in relation to that of orderly 

“motherhood”, being the one who had to restrain other players. She thus chose to keep quiet 

about inequalities, misogyny and exclusionary practices, something she (and her informants) 

suggested other female-identifying players also may tend to do (ibid).   

While there seems to exist somewhat of a “boys will be boys”-attitude towards young teenage 

men and toxicity in gaming, Fanny (like Erik) also suggested that toxicity is widespread and 

normalized to a high degree in general, and not a behavior simply confined to that of teenage 

boys. I asked: 

Ruben: Is this something you perceive happens often, that people attack each other or 

cross the limit? 

Fanny: Yes, I would say so. But I would say it’s pretty much unavoidable in [online] 

games [..] it is impossible to be rid of everyone that say stupid shit online, because I 

would say that the majority, or at least a damn big part do it [..] If you were to ban all 

who say like this, people would find ways around it with new accounts et cetera… And if 
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you actually would be able to ban all who act like that, there would not remain a single 

gaming community. 

Ruben: So it’s that integrated into gaming-spheres? 

Fanny: Yeah, I actually believe so. 

This resigned conception of toxicity in gaming was most strongly conveyed by Fanny, but was 

somewhat echoed by some of the other participants. That Fanny was the one who most clearly 

emphasized the widespread character of toxicity may perhaps be understood due to that she 

may have less to gain in localizing toxicity elsewhere (she is not part of the identity 

predominantly located as the perpetrator of toxicity). If rather seeing it everywhere, it may be 

easier to comprehend oneself as less of a specific target of toxicity and rather a target among 

others (something which also may reinforce her notions of women not as helpless victims and 

rather as just gamers). Further, the stance may somewhat nuance the image of the toxic man to 

incorporate toxic gamers as a collective. 

Evidently toxicity might not be perceived as a desirable phenomenon, but often unavoidable. 

Fanny, as well as several other informants, suggested that the “reporting function” can be 

utilized to ban players (temporarily), suspending them from playing the game for a certain 

amount of time, and eventually making them feel that their behaviour was morally wrong. 

However, she (and other informants) also indicated that people who “just want to be toxic” 

probably will not change their behaviour just by being reported. “Reporting” is a mechanic 

highly ineffective in combating toxicity due to its systematic character, you may report someone 

but there will most likely be someone else who will behave toxic, according to Fanny. She also 

suggested that “if you would ban everyone who says” toxic things, “they would go around it, 

with new accounts” – something also stated by the informants in the study by Cote (Cote, 

2015:148). As Young suggested, the violence in cultural oppression is legitimized through how 

the perpetrators rarely get caught or are punished (Young, 1988:83). Also, reporting or muting 

does not challenge the roots of toxicity. Nakamura suggests that it is likened to ”telling African 

Americans to cover their ears” when being exposed to racism – one has already been submitted 

to the discriminatory behaviour and most likely already felt the effects of the message 

(Nakamura, 2013:9). 

 Toxicity in-game may not always relate to the (sometimes provocative) laddish jargon - but 

can also be more aggressive and overtly dominance-oriented in tone. Trash-talk in the form of 

bullying has similarly been understood by scholars as a practice for boys to construct and 
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reinforce dominating masculinities (see e.g. Pascoe, 2007). Fanny described an instance when 

she experienced aggressive toxicity when playing World of Warcraft as a kid. She said: 

Fanny: Because I remember one time I that played WoW, and I was like eleven or twelve 

[years old]. I don’t remember the context. The only thing I remember was that I was in 

like the place outside Ironforge, the snow zone… 

Ruben: The starting zone? [a place for beginners, where player-versus-player combat is 

restricted by default] 

Fanny: Yeah exactly, and somehow, I had encountered a Norwegian [player], I don’t 

remember if I met the character or if we were just chatting, but for some reason - I do 

not know how it resulted in this because I only remember some parts - he wrote that he 

was going to find me, I think. And that he would shoot me with a… what’s it called, an 

Ak47 [assault rifle], haha. Logically, he wouldn’t find me, and I remember that my 

response was that I went to my mother and was like: “he says that he will shoot me with 

an Ak47”, haha. And mom was like “What?!”. 

People acting hostile in this manner (just for the sake of it) was described by some participants 

as not too uncommon when online gaming. Erik stated: 

Erik: Then there can be people who just try to be as profane as possible [..] then, if that 

person is black, gay or someone they’ve seen on a photo or can exploit, call fat or 

whatever. 

Filip echoed Erik and stated: 

Filip: [..] then there are many who flame still, and are toxic just to be toxic. 

Acting hostile or toxic can however also be intimately associated to performing friendship when 

online gaming, since the two acts may be performed in accord. Player A may act toxic towards 

player B in order to please player C or other present players (be it strangers or friends). Using 

provocative expressions connoting racism and sexism may similarly make some players laugh 

and simultaneously be perceived as toxic and discriminatory by others. Several participants 

spoke of this during our interviews, that some (often young) players relate to toxicity as if it 

were a discursive sub-game within the game (c.f. Condis, 2018; Jane, 2015), sometimes utilized 

to please other players and make themselves appear funny. Triggering other players was also 

something discussed by several participants, Fanny even conceived provocations as an end in 

itself – you provoke just to provoke. Regarding this type of toxicity, Alexander stated: 
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Alexander: I think that during this whole time that you’ve been gaming, there’s been 

these [people] who’ve been very over the top, and those I do not believe have changed, 

they keep throwing very racist and sexist taunts, and make a thing out of being as 

triggering as possible. 

This careless and problematic practice echoes the rhetoric of being discriminatory “for the lulz” 

(for fun), players who revel in prejudiced free speech due to the anonymity of the internet, not 

in order to perform sexism and racism but to “push back political correctness” by triggering 

“SJWers” (“social justice warriors” – in other words proponents of equality and inclusivity) 

(Singal, 2016; Condis, 2018:105). Ironic and sincere bigotry may have the same impact and 

distinguishing the two probably is not meaningful (Cross, 2016). Condis discusses the discourse 

as a pretendedly “apolitical” but contends that it is in matter of fact highly political and part of 

an alt-right rhetoric associated to proponents of Gamergate (ibid:105). I believe it might be read 

as a particularly toxic variant of the neo-liberal discourse of colour-blindness Nakamura discuss 

(Nakamura, 2009:139), or that political colour-blindness at least plays an important role in this 

rhetoric. The connection is in how both discourses target those criticizing racist, sexist and 

heteronormative practices, and deem them “too sensitive”, “unable to take jokes” (Condis, 

2018:105) or even “racist” (Nakamura, 2009:139). That this discriminatory mode of discourse 

is highly masculinized is evident not only due to its sexist content, but also due to its apparent 

goal of eliciting emotions, while simultaneously signalling that the part performing the trolling 

is highly indifferent and does not care about social issues (being emotional is devalued). 

Further, Condis connects provocative “lulz”-trolling to controversial practices such as that of 

US former president Donald Trump – who for example has called women “fat”, “ugly”, “pigs”, 

“dogs” and “slobs” in order to bolster his own masculinity (Condis, 2018:106). One might draw 

a parallel to how Erik described experiencing frequent and overt racism in-game as a populist 

rhetoric of Swedish white nationalists. However, simply reducing problematic aspects of in-

game jargon to this niche group of players is likely reductive, as other informants suggested 

discriminatory toxicity is somewhat widespread in the fields of online gaming.  

In the following sections, I will look at how the participants in this study described their habitus 

in relation to toxic behaviours when gaming online. I will also focus on the aspect of emotions 

(and emotional suppression), since it often is through socially generated emotions that people 

attribute meaning and make sense of what they do (de Boise and Hearn, 2017:783). As de Boise 

and Hearn suggest: “exploring how men’s [and other’s] emotions are shaped by and help to 

reproduce structural inequalities is important for critical sociological perspectives on men and 
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masculinities” (ibid), since emotions may be used to coerce individuals into unequal gender 

relations and inequalities (ibid:788). 

2.5 Distinguishing oneself from- and navigating toxicity 

Participating in the game of toxicity may aggravate other players, and while this might (often) 

be the intention, it could serve to reduce one’s social capital if being too overt or if signifying 

toxicity in the wrong instance. Thinking back to when he was searching for a Swedish guild to 

join in WoW, Max recalled being offput by witnessing a player having an offensive (or 

distasteful) name. Max said: 

Max: It was called… oh what was it. It was called something like “Equalitypatrol” or 

something like that. And I was just like [thinking]… people [probably] calling social-

democrats communists and stuff like that, and it didn’t get better when I saw that the 

guild leader was named “Rawpussyjuice”… haha, yeah so… Perhaps they would’ve been 

really nice, but I know from previous experience that it probably wasn’t the case. So I 

stayed away from them…  

Max saw the guild-name “Equalitypatrol” as most likely ironic, and after observing that the 

guild leader had the vulgar name “Rawpussyjuice”, it furthered his presumptions and 

contributed to him distancing himself from the guild. Once again, the subjective nature of 

toxicity means that it might humour some and drive others away. This brings to mind 

Bourdieu’s conception of the habitus as a classification scheme of taste – contributing to how 

agents make distinctions between right and wrong, vulgar or not (Bourdieu, 1998:8). Evidently, 

Max habitus oriented him away from the guild, he deemed it distasteful, morally questionable 

and politically dubious. Max thus displayed his social values through his habitus by not joining 

the guild, even anticipating that his habitus would conflict with those in the guild. Max’s 

example plainly illustrates that occasion, social position, distinction and taste might intermingle 

when subjects are confronted with toxicity, contributing to whether the subject might deem the 

practice funny, or repulsive (as Fanny did when witnessing graphic racism). 

Toxicity, when of provocative and/or discriminatory character, is clearly frowned upon by 

many, even though they themselves habitually may enact it. It is therefore interesting how the 

participants in this study often related to the phenomenon as that of “the other” guy, the stranger 

and the inevitable “troll” as a primary conveyer of real toxicity. The informants articulated this 

“other” more or less (as observed by feminist game scholars) to be a man - sometimes white, 

often young. All informants distinguished themselves from perpetrators of purposive toxicity 
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through political ideology and/or their “taste” of toxicity (doing it “too much” or in the “wrong” 

situation or manner, racist toxicity being an example). Several informants primarily deemed 

themselves as occasionally becoming toxic as a response to others being toxic. In extension, 

one can assume the toxic enactment of “masculinity” is deemed regressive.  

As previously mentioned, Erik located discriminatory toxicity such as racism, sexism and 

homophobia as primarily performed by “young white guys”. He said: 

Erik: I feel that there are many younger guys, especially Swedish guys. I was a bit 

chocked how… all were Sweden Democrats, it felt like. Everyone you encountered, 

specifically in these gaming contexts, people who had these SD-clans in those games… 

Many FPS-games, many guy-games… [..] there’s quite a lot of populism in younger 

gaming culture I feel, in many games. [..] It often comes down to that it is the people that 

live outside of big cities and, countryside… I feel at least. When I play, maybe they most 

often come from some place far out… 

Erik understood young Swedish, white guys, especially those allying with the populist, 

nationalist, right wing political party the Sweden Democrats (Nationalencyclopedin, 2021) as 

frequent performers of racism in online games. He further suggested the conveyers of racism 

are those who live in the rural countryside (Erik himself lives in the countryside, but he rather 

seems to identify with the attitudes or politics of “those in the city”). It is interesting to note 

how Erik distinguished himself (he is both older and of different political views) from those he 

deemed as the primary perpetuators of toxicity. He thus established that his habitus is differently 

aligned with the fields of online gaming (and politics), and one can understand it as further 

contributing to him harbouring disdain, even occasionally becoming enraged at the “kids” 

performing toxicity (“sometimes you got to shut them up”). This is an example of how some 

forms of toxicity might distinguish groups of players from each other, and that “distinctions 

between ‘people like us’ and ‘people not like us’ can evoke intense affects of disgust and 

contempt” as scholar Margaret Wetherell puts it (Wetherell, 2012:110). One might also argue 

that Erik, by doing this distinction and defining his habitus as different to that of the toxic 

players, is constructing or reinforcing a masculinity that is oppositional to that of the toxic 

players. Several intermingling types of masculinities with different stances towards toxicity 

might coexist in the field of gaming. Erik’s described his practices in a way I read inclining 

towards constructing a heterodox mode of masculinity, one that is I line with the Swedish 

“progressive” self-image (which scholars Tobias Hübinette and Catrin Lundström among 

others have discussed – an image which one may argue conflicts with practices of 
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discrimination) (Hübinette and Lundström 2014:431), Swedish men pro-equality that are 

distinguished from the toxic players who rather may be seen as working towards a more 

regressive, orthodox masculinity. In contrast to the previously mentioned intra-European racial 

divisions (Lundström, 2018) this may rather be understood as intranational divisions also 

founded on cultural (most notably, political) differences. 

These distinctions are however perhaps not always made clear when gaming. Bourdieu asserted 

that the “habitus is the principle of a real autonomy with respect to the immediate 

determinations of the situation” (Bourdieu, 1993:87). Adjustments of the habitus are thus 

constantly required due to the necessities of adaptation to new and unforeseen situations (ibid). 

I thus understand Erik’s habitus as adjusted, perhaps by necessity of the interview situation (and 

the prominent topics we discussed), to convey his disdain for discriminatory toxicity and those 

performing it. However, Erik also noted that when playing, he might overlook that some people 

act toxic. He said:  

Erik: I usually don’t care too damn much, even if people are saying stupid things, I can 

sort it away and consider it to be ignorance or whatever, and sometimes you might 

lecture somebody who doesn’t know what the hell he is talking about. But sometimes 

you just let it be [..] you can keep to yourself that you are a Sweden Democrat and that 

you hate Arabs, you don’t need to talk about it when we are going to play. 

Reading this quote, I understand “not caring too much” or “sorting it away as ignorance” to 

perhaps be the primary strategies employed by Erik to navigate toxicity. Once again, he 

distinguishes himself from the conveyers of toxicity and in terms of cultural capital (they are 

“ignorant”) and it is therefore not worth the effort to debate them, except when being seriously 

provoked. This could be read as a practice reinforcing the doxa of toxicity, in how Erik does 

not actively defend toxicity, but employs strategies to “not care”. In not standing up to toxicity 

or discrimination, he could be understood as allowing injustice and thus performing a more 

doxic mode of masculinity. This interesting disjunction between not engaging or not caring 

about toxicity “too much” when gaming or socializing in gaming communities, but nonetheless 

conveying contempt and distinguishing oneself from the perpetrators of toxicity whilst being 

interviewed, was apparent also in the interview with Jonathan, albeit in a slightly different way. 

He stated:  

Jonathan: But I still think it [toxicity] is interesting to talk about with someone. Because 

I read on forums and places like that all the time, because I get quite invested into games, 
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what’s the problem, what’s the solution and stuff… but there is never anyone who talks 

about it.  

Ruben: Of the people you play with? 

Jonathan: No never, generally. I don’t sit there on my own and just… No, I won’t bring 

it up. I don’t even think about it, but you read about it all the time. 

Ruben: Is it because it is that normalised?  

Jonathan: Probably, yeah.  

Jonathan asserted that ”no-one’s” ever talked about toxicity, neither his friends nor strangers he 

has played with. This illustrates the doxic character of toxicity – it may be perceived as 

inevitable and fundamental to the point of becoming more or less invisible (despite Jonathan 

frequently encountering it in-game, and reading about it outside of the games). This echoes how 

Young describes cultural domination and how it is reproduced; violence against oppressed 

groups is legitimized in how it is tolerated – third parties are rarely chocked or upset because 

of the frequency and omnipresence of violence in the social imaginary (Young, 1988:83). 

Pondering on toxicity as orthodox rather than doxic, Alexander comparably stated: 

Alexander: [..] but the difficulty may be in that you in many ways have grown up in this 

and that it in many aspects is a given part of the culture, so it is hard to pin down where 

it’s from and maybe even what the alternative would’ve been, like it’s hard to imagine. 

Certain aspects of toxicity and performances of masculinity may be perceived as a “given” (like 

how Fanny discussed the discursive gay-calling). Habits (of perceiving toxicity) may stabilize 

over time, becoming so taken for granted that they are obscured from view – this is the world 

and how it has been (or even should be) (Wetherell, 2012:106). Though, toxicity is not entirely 

doxic as it then would be imperceptible - both Alexander and Jonathan actively contemplated 

upon the problem of toxicity and thus signalled that it most often rather may inhabit an orthodox 

(conventional but unstable) position. As Erik, Jonathan adjusted his habitus to the field of the 

interview situation. With a researcher probing about questions of inequality, Jonathan spoke 

about things he has witnessed, problems he has thought about on his own but not discussed with 

others. He suggested that he does not even think about the toxicity when gaming, his habitus 

then so closely aligned to the field that the toxicity is doxa, the taken for granted and questioned 

by none. However, when discussing online gaming communication and friendship, we quickly 

slipped into the topic of hostility and when further questioned about it, the topic of toxicity. The 

interview situation might socially “force” him to question the doxa of toxicity through 
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heterodoxy, due to aspects such as social desirability. He may then comfortably express what 

might be his true values, or maybe he simply does what seems fit for the situation (perhaps for 

maintaining his sense of moral self-value, and/or for my positive evaluation of him) – he aligns 

himself with heterodoxy, questioning (rather than defending) the toxicity. This also functions 

to distinguish himself from the image of the “toxic man” who ritually performs discursive 

symbolical violence towards women and people of colour – Jonathan thus not only aligning his 

habitus with the interview situation but also with the national Swedish self-image of 

progressivity (Hübinette, Lundström 2014:431). The conveyer of discriminatory toxicity is 

made the other, and discriminatory toxicity is distinguished from “habitual” toxicity, or the 

toxicity of “harmless banter” (detailed in 2.1). In the following section, I will discuss toxicity 

as the participants in this study related it to emotions (and the suppression of emotions). 

2.6 Toxicity and emotions 

Sometimes, toxicity may be navigated by assuming distance to it as Erik did, “sorting it away 

as ignorance”. This implies assuming a desensitized attitude rather than standing up to the 

problem. Jonathan rather considered his fear of conflict as that which primarily discouraged 

him from standing up to toxicity when perceived. He said: 

Jonathan: But it kind of is like… it’s rare that anyone speaks up if someone says 

something stupid. I don’t know, I rarely speak up. But I’m extremely afraid of conflict. 

[..] Or like this, “oh it will create such a bad atmosphere if I bring this up now”. If 

someone has said something uncomfortable, then just like “yeah but I don’t want to sit 

and fight, the mood is ruined”. And then you just let it go.  

Jonathan stated that he might distance himself from when people perform toxicity, and that 

“most players” tend to do this. Demonstrating displeasure might escalate the situation and 

further contribute to an argumentation between players and/or a “bad atmosphere”. This is 

interesting in also illuminating privilege associated to whiteness and maleness. Not having “the 

mood ruined” to the point of being able to “let go” of toxicity is arguably a privilege of those 

not being targeted by systematic, individualized discrimination. Witnessing racism or sexism 

being performed towards another or “towards the world” (in Filip’s words) is most likely less 

unsettling and may thus be less compelling to react towards. Whether “most” let go of this 

because they are white men (and are privileged in not feel targeted and systematically abused), 

whether they as Jonathan have a fear of conflict, or whether they cannot be bothered to argue 
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with others when gaming is a question which remains. Filip also understood much toxicity to 

be rather unacknowledged in online gaming, and said: 

Filip: Most probably won’t do much about it, except maybe someone who might speak 

up, like “what the hell are you saying”. But that is kind of rare actually, there’s a lot that 

just passes and you don’t really think a lot about it. 

Because “most” are not understood to stand up to toxicity, what Kimmel (2008) would call the 

“culture of silence” (surrounding toxicity), remains intact, even unperceived as Filip suggested. 

Furthermore, several informants also discussed the “work” implicated in dealing with toxicity 

on a daily basis. Fanny argued that gaming is a way to unwind and relax, and bickering with 

people about what they may or may not say will take a lot of energy rather than provide it. 

Accepting the doxa of toxicity (or being heterodox in silence) is ”more relaxing” than putting 

energy into it debating people’s mannerisms online – illuminating the strategy of suppressing 

emotions based on the rationale of minimizing that which might ruin the game experience. The 

primary function of games (to have fun) is lost when attempting to deal with the constant issue 

of toxicity. Other informants suggested similar attitudes, and Jonathan noted that he plays 

games “to have fun”. Fanny even suggested that arguing with toxic people might make matters 

worse, and that by arguing you “give them what they want” – entertaining them by reacting. 

She furthermore understood it to not help in changing the person’s behaviour. This resignation 

towards toxicity, as an omnipresent and unavoidable problem results in Fanny not putting effort 

into combating the issue – the structure of the games (and the internet in general) often places 

emphasis on individuals to counteract toxicity (by e.g., “reporting” the player) and this can feel 

overwhelming. Erik also noted that toxicity is hard to tackle because harassers “will not stop 

doing it”. The anti-escalatory strategy of “not feeding the troll” which Fanny advocated is 

similar to the strategy of “not ruining the mood” employed by Jonathan – but both required 

some form of distancing from toxicity and emotionality. In the following sub-section I will 

further discuss expectations (or requirements) of suppressing one’s emotions when gaming. 

2.6.1. Stocism as a way to navigate toxicity 

As several participants in this study noted, toxicity can apparently be highly habitual. However, 

as Zagalo and Gonçalves (2014) put it: “any social game is more than just a game; it is a 

community, with all the human relationships and emotions that come with it” (Zagalo and 

Gonçalves, 2014:136). The online disinhibition effect (Suler, 2004) suggests that virtual worlds 

may not be deemed as “real” as the offline world to some players, and aspects such as 
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anonymity and invisibility may make you resilient towards violence you are exposed to online. 

However, sociologist and game studies scholar T.L Taylor argues that “what happens in virtual 

worlds often is just as real, just as meaningful to participants” as events occurring “offline” 

(Taylor, 2006:19). Anthropologist Tom Boellstorff similarly suggests that the “actual” is not a 

privileged ontological status, and that relationships online might be perceived as authentic as 

those offline (Boellestorff, 2008:20-21). Communication and toxicity in online spheres thus 

need to be scrutinized just as communication in non-virtual worlds has been. However, Jane 

(2015) contends that scholars have “underplayed, overlooked, ignored, or otherwise 

marginalised” online hostility and “its prevalence and serious ethical and material 

ramifications” (Jane, 2015:65). 

Some fields of online gaming perhaps might be understood as how Condis put it: “online 

environment[s] where caring deeply about issues and responding with emotion is considered 

uncool” (Condis, 2018:105). Sveningsson’s informant Ulrika comparably stated that “as a girl” 

playing World of Warcraft, you must be “thick-skinned”, look away from inequalities and 

assume a detached attitude towards racist, sexist and homophobic jokes - but not joke about 

men (Sveningsson, 2012:98-100). This makes clear how male bodies may carry symbolic 

capital in fields of gaming and that they sometimes may dictate the rules of the field - joking 

about men did not generate social capital in Ulrika’s context. Sveningsson thus emphasized the 

necessity of female players to “discard” some of their “femininity” and rather investing in the 

“masculine culture” (Sveningsson, 2012:101). She herself reflected on the necessity of 

signalling that you do not mind the jargon and that you do not take things personally, which 

resulted in that she could laugh at (sexist) jokes that she normally would not laugh at (ibid:99). 

One can understand this as inscribing the rules of the contextual doxa into the habitus (the 

bodily dispositions); of not getting emotional, not taking offense, even laughing at things you 

might not otherwise laugh at (Sveningsson, 2012:99). The habitus specifies what is “feelable” 

in a specific setting (Scheer, 2012:205). Accordingly, this way of navigating cultural 

conventions - orienting oneself towards being unemotional and/or actively changing one’s 

emotional dispositions - may be understood as incorporating a dominant masculinity into one’s 

habitus when playing. Consequently, this aligned habitus might demonstrate that one is part of 

the culture, enabling the player to accrue social and symbolic capital in the field. Further, it is 

perhaps even necessary to adjust the habitus to the field in order to be able to find gaming fun 

despite omnipresent, hostile toxicity that occasionally may be aimed at you. Fanny’s previous 

statement may here be relevant – that one should not think people “put too much weight in what 
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they say” and that toxicity is habitual. Her stance might be read as a way of (re)negotiating 

one’s position in the cultural field, perhaps because of the surrounding doxa. 

When one’s habitus is not yet accustomed to the fields of gaming, and the subject thus do not 

have a “feel of the game” (Bourdieu, 1990:108), toxicity may make gaming appear highly 

uninviting for newcomers. Filip said: 

Filip: if someone who hasn’t been playing or is new to the game and just gets in and 

hears: “Yeah you suck”, like… Aha. You’ve just started [playing] and you get 

unmotivated. It almost gets a bit xenophobic, gaming culture as a whole. 

A study by Shores and colleagues (2014) has shown that experienced players seem more 

resilient to toxic behaviours than newer, unaccustomed players, who may be discouraged to 

play at all (Shores et al., 2014). All participants in my study demonstrate a resilience towards 

toxicity, which perhaps can be interpreted as that they have been enculturated and “full” 

members of the culture. Filip suggested that one sometimes may have to endure (and distance 

themselves from) toxicity if one is to get better at the game. The perceived necessity of adopting 

an emotionally distanced (masculine) habitus was most clearly emphasized by Fanny, but was 

also mentioned by some of the male-identifying participants in this study, who also discussed 

“being” (or having to become) numbed when participating in online gaming for longer periods 

of time. Alexander stated: 

Alexander: I think the sad reality is that most players have become like numbed by it 

[toxicity] and they just don’t think about it, they’ve learned to shut it out. [..] especially 

if you have played that long [..]  

 

In our interview, Alexander described himself as getting quite disturbed when re-entering a 

game which he had not played for a long time, and then witnessing a player using the term 

“kys” (which his friends told him was an abbreviation for “kill yourself”). When reasoning as 

to why players put up with (or reproduce) with this type of hostile speech, he suggested most 

players may learn to shut out other players’ hostility as a coping-mechanism. It may here once 

again be interesting to question whether subjects may be differentially conditioned to cope with 

toxicity in this manner. Filip also touched upon this subject, describing his own experiences of 

being “numbed”. He said: 

Filip: When you’ve been gaming that much you get numbed, when someone says “go 

suck a dick”, like, yeah… I can laugh at someone who says that to me, but it obviously is 
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received differently from person to person. [..] it gets so repetitive. As many times as 

people have called me this or that, it doesn’t affect me anymore.  

Learning to laugh at hostility and/or absurdity rather than taking offence was one strategy which 

was mentioned by several participants. Having to “learn” to close yourself off (as a man) 

counters the normative conception that men (as a supposedly homogenous group of people) 

naturally would be emotionally incapable or closed off, and exemplifies that men might find 

dominant expectations of masculinity to be restrictive and not as essential as often argued 

(Serano, 2007:331, 339). It further illustrates how aligning one’s habitus to the doxa of toxicity 

is a highly active process (whether conscious and/or unconscious). This way of learning to “shut 

out” toxicity might also explain why toxicity was commonly described as somewhat tolerated 

in gaming spheres, despite informants commonly regarding it as “juvenile”, off-putting, or even 

destructive both to individuals and gaming in general.  

To cope with omnipresent toxicity, Fanny suggested:  

Fanny: As I said before, you might have to choose to not give words so much power. 

That’s what I think. If you are accustomed to the gaming world and how it looks then… 

ehm... I almost believe you should realize that you shouldn’t put too much weight into 

what people say, just ignore it. Both for your own sake and… That’s that, you can’t 

change the world [..] I think you do yourself a disservice if you give it too much 

importance, because it is impossible to be rid of everyone that say stupid shit online, 

because I would say that the majority, or at least a damn big part does at least. 

Countering stereotypes often projected onto female bodies (and femininity) as being fragile, 

helpless or dependent (Serano, 2007:329) and rather embodying a stoic masculinity, Fanny 

propagated emotional resignation when gaming “for your own sake”. That her habitus is aligned 

with the fields of online gaming (and dominant masculinity) and that she therefore masters the 

“game” of toxicity is apparent, she knows how to deflect insults and not take offense. This may 

also imply that she probably does not identify herself as an inferior party in the symbolic order 

– thus being somewhat resistant to symbolic violence, since it can only be exerted on those 

predisposed in their habitus to feel it (Bourdieu, 1991:51). She further said: 

Fanny: I know at the same time that the responsibility is partially mine too, I choose to 

react and how much I’ll take offence. So, the power is to some extent in yourself too. You 

don’t have to take it really personal; he said I’m a girl and because of that I suck.   
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 Fanny’s stance may illustrate Bourdieu’s notion of how the social life might be understood as 

subjective and objective – propelled by human action and ordered rather than randomly 

structured (Wetherell, 2012:105). Fanny has agency (of self-definition, and thus power), but 

she is also constrained by ordering structures (such as sexism conveyed by other players). Social 

agents are free to act differently, but socialization and experiences may drive us towards the 

easiest path – reworking and reproducing what has been done previously (ibid). Fanny perceives 

toxicity (and discrimination) as unavoidable, and it must thus be deflected in the easiest/most 

effective manner - devaluing sexism of both intent and meaning minimizes the effect of 

receiving sexism. She may thus be understood to rewrite the “rules of the game” through not 

being discouraged by other players’ symbolic advances. Her stance also illuminates the 

flexibility of the habitus; how individuals may be in position to choose the disposition which 

best fit their requirements, and that they may choose what can appear as their only alternative 

in order to distance themselves from imposition of objective structures (such as sexism) – to 

“will the inevitable” (Bourdieu, 1990:54). As she argued, to have a good time when gaming, 

one may have to resign certain aspects of emotionality (those emotions less valued in the sphere 

of gaming one might argue) as much as possible due to frequent toxicity, but this can also be a 

way of realizing that “the power is to some extent in yourself” in Fanny’s words. Fanny was 

careful to note that she does not suggest that toxicity should be normalized, and she considered 

it a problem in general, but was sceptical towards being able to prevent discriminatory toxicity, 

and thus advocated for not “granting the words power”.  

While Fanny discourages from placing women in a victimized, passive position in gaming, she 

nevertheless paints a somewhat bleak picture of online gaming, as a stagnant field where the 

situation cannot be changed or improved. While it may lessen the perceived effect of violence 

to see all insults as equal in the manner Fanny does, this over-emphasis on agency omits that 

choosing to not feel (certain emotions) is a privilege – it ignores emotional baggage, micro-

agressions, individual characteristics et cetera, which might have an impact on one’s capacities 

to “deal with” toxicity. It individualizes affect, and it may also reify (historic) attempts at 

discounting other’s feeling-behaviour (de Boise and Hearn, 2017:788). The understanding that 

“people just say things” may also be read as dangerously close to the logic of the colour-

blindness rhetoric observed by Nakamura (2009) or the “apolitical” discourse discussed by 

Condis (2018); toning down the systematic character of toxicity as symbolically and/or directly 

targeting specific subjects, marginalizing them in the field. This also omits a critical challenging 

of how some parties may be symbolically privileged, and that their cultural dominance if not 
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questioned likely may reproduce the current situation (of systematic, symbolic and less 

symbolic violence toward some).  

Furthermore, the attitude privileges the traditionally hegemonic masculine practice of stoicism 

or controlling emotions, further reifying the masculine character of the fields of online gaming. 

This stoicism has been connected to an inability (or unwillingness) to discuss experiences of 

pain, grief, vulnerability (et cetera), understood as linked to men underreporting depression and 

mental health issues (de Boise and Hearn, 2017:782). Further, self-reliance and the need to 

control or suppress emotions indicated to have a connection to shame, stigma and unwillingness 

to use health services (Milner et al. 2-3). Also, advocating for suppressing emotions may further 

the traditionally sexist reasoning of “logic over emotions”, emotionality being something 

devalued and often feminized (de Boise and Hearn, 2017:785). This could be read as playing 

into the hands of the alt-right rhetoric of “social justice warriors” as irrational and overly 

emotional (Nakamura, 2016:37). This rather than embracing social justice as a cause worth 

fighting (or at least caring) for. Because if we take Bourdieu’s notion of the habitus as an 

embodied apparatus seriously, one may speculate that learning to habitually shut out certain 

emotions when being discriminated in online games, might obscure the seriousness of 

discrimination, and thus might we feel less inclined to stand up to injustices, perhaps also to 

those occurring outside the fields of gaming (as previously suggested by Max, regarding 

“pretend-racism”). This is not to say that emotions (or talk about emotions) necessarily leads to 

social action (de Boise and Hearn, 2017:785, 790). Nevertheless, binary models of emotions as 

“on or off” is reductive and may obscure feelings such as fears of being deemed unmanly – 

which might lead to “displays” of rationality (or unemotionality) (ibid; Bourdieu, 2001:52). 

Consequently, rather than simply looking at unemotionality, we may ask what emotions are 

discussed (privileged, and less privileged and how) in relation to toxicity. In the following sub-

section, I will discuss toxicity in gaming as sometimes intimately associated to emotions of 

anger, and how exhibiting or controlling anger might be the “correct” way of performing 

masculinity, depending on the context.. 

2.6.2. Toxicity and (managing) anger 

In Sveningsson’s study, she understood dominant masculinity and crude language use as 

omnipresent, sometimes necessarily adopted by (female) players. To be regarded as an 

authentic gamer one may have to employing or adopt the laddish sexist jargon (Sveningsson, 

2012:99). In other words, to be socially accepted, one may have to accept and internalize a 

dominating masculinity in order to vie for capital in the social field. The female participants in 
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the study by Cote similarly expressed how they frequently and deliberately adopted aggressive 

personality traits as a coping mechanism in-game (Cote, 2015:147). Showing men that they 

could take and dish out insults earned them respect. Yet, in contrast to what was perceived by 

Sveningsson’s participant Ulrika, the female participants in Cote’s study maintained that 

invoking the cultural discourse of toxicity and aiming it towards male players might garner 

them respect. Invoking the dominant doxa of toxicity (demonstrating cultural capital) but 

refuting sexism, or perhaps performing counter-sexism towards the male players may lead to 

acquiring recognition and maintain one’s social status, even elevating one’s (symbolic) position 

(signifying the player as “tough”). This is similar to what Bourdieu suggested, that they who 

are “sure” of their cultural identity are the ones that may play with the rules of the cultural 

game. Fanny stated that she has gotten more resilient to toxicity since she has been gaming for 

a long time, but that she also has a harder time controlling her emotions of anger when someone 

acts toxic towards her. I would further argue that gamers identifying as men also may actively 

adopt aggressive personalities due to cultures of toxicity, rather than them being naturally 

aggressive (as Erik hinted at previously). 

Several informants discussed being “provoked” when gaming and that social or competitive 

aspects of the games could make them angry (increasing the likelihood of acting toxic). 

Alexander discussed how he may have toxic thoughts when losing in online games, but that he 

rarely acted on them because it is a “habit” he never has assumed (but likely could according 

to himself). Both Erik and Jonathan divulged that they could say or write things that are 

“unwise”, not thought through or even hostile in the heat of the moment when gaming. Erik 

noted that “when you are in this… all hyped up, you might say something that you don’t agree 

with at all. But you just do it because, yeah, you don’t think, I don’t know what it is”. Jonathan 

comparably said:  

Jonathan: “I don’t know what it is when you play… CS and games like Dota, and those… 

people get… they do a 180 with their personality, I don’t know what happens haha. I’ve 

grown out of that now, I was like that when I was younger, but I don’t know. You get 

overly invested for some reason, I dunno. 

This “habitual” toxicity when gaming was understood by Jonathan as related to age and 

maturity, whereas Erik rather stated that he still may become toxic in this manner despite being 

in his forties. Jonathan’s understanding of players doing a “180” with their personality is also 

interesting in signalling that players may not actually be toxic players (once again 

distinguishing “toxic” and “not toxic” players), and that they rather just acted toxic in the 
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moment. I see this as illustrating what Fanny previously discussed, toxicity as not only being 

tied to identity but as a normalized behaviour and way of being within cultures of gaming, 

which those who otherwise may distinguish themselves from toxicity also might enact. 

Pertinent was the participants’ uncertainty regarding this behavior, both Erik and Jonathan 

expressed that they “don’t know what it is”. They did not always have immediate answers 

regarding the reasons for behaving in these manners, other than how it was connected to 

impulsivity. Without thinking, they “just did”, either due to being “hyped up” or “overly 

invested”, seemingly acting in affect.  

This is interesting if relating it to how Monique Sheer (2012) discusses emotional practices. 

Drawing on the concept of habitus, she sees the body as “socially situated and adaptive, and 

capable of mobilizing, naming, communicating and regulating emotions” (ibid:193). The 

“practical sense” is partly to learn how to behave according to patterns in the respective 

community and subculture, but not only in the deliberate but also unconscious sense (ibid:202, 

206). Thus, emotional practices adhere to learned repertoires which positions the subject in the 

social field (ibid). Emotions may also “be at odds with conscious wills or desires” (ibid:203) 

(as when doing something “unwise” according to Erik, or a personality “180” according to 

Jonathan). Nevertheless, the emotions may still be conceived not as simple reactions, but as 

oriented towards the goals posited by social scripts (such as performing the “correct” form of 

masculinity) (ibid:203, 206). Jonathan noted the “culture” of toxicity in certain games: 

Jonathan: Then I also feel like it rubs off, how other people around you behave. [..] 

Everyone are so damn toxic, everyone is unkind to each other all the time, and if there’s 

a new person entering, who might be the nicest in the world, then everyone sits around 

and are assholes against everyone and everything all the time, then it rubs off on that 

person eventually.. 

By behaving the same way as others, players support the legitimacy of their emotional 

responses (and in extension, their performances of masculinity and gender). Raging as an 

emotional expression becomes “culturally legible by virtue of repetition” (Reeser, 2009:105). 

This also demonstrates what Allan (2018) noted as the “homosociality not only of masculinity, 

but also the affects that are felt, lived, and performed in being (or trying to be) masculine [..]” 

(Allan, 2018:182). Scheer also mentions emotional contagion and argues we are confronted 

with emotional setups such as when being surrounded by “a crowd expressing emotion loudly” 

– emotions are embodied in social settings (Scheer, 2012:209, 211). I understand the statements 

by Jonathan and Erik in this way, as their emotional practices are stored in their habitus and 
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culturally legitimized in the fields of gaming due to other players’ behaviours. Scheer further 

discuss media use as an emotional practice, and that “playing a video game, or reading a novel, 

for example, can modulate our feelings to a greater or lesser degree” (ibid:210). 

However, different contexts have different emotional scripts. Jonathan described an instance of 

when he “realized” toxicity as immature. His father had been agitated when hearing Jonathan 

shouting at his computer due to his internet-connection malfunctioning. He had threatened with 

throwing him out of the house, which made Jonathan contemplate on his behaviour. He stated:  

Jonathan: Then I was like, wait a minute, I need to think through what I’m doing. And 

then like, eh… I’m doing this to have fun. I don’t have fun if I just scream at the screen 

[..] So now I can like, If I think something is fun then I go in and laugh if it all goes to 

hell. 

“Raging” (exhibiting anger) was described as homosocially conventional behaviour in the 

context of video games, but less so outside of them. His father’s threat might be read as urging 

Jonathan to “grow up” and take control of his emotions (assuming a stoic or “detached” 

masculinity). This once again recalls what was earlier discussed, how some enactments of 

masculinity may be allowed for younger men but less so for older men. This illustrates the 

flexibility of the habitus and bodily dispositions, and Scheer’s suggestion that we may manage 

our moods and discard emotions due to intervening emotional habits (Scheer, 2012:211). 

Jonathan also discussed emotional practices such as when witnessing his football-team lose a 

match. He was disappointed in the moment but translated or managed the emotion into laughter, 

even feeling that “hell I might have gotten over it”. But then when he got home to his parents 

and they asked him how the game went, he started shouting expletives and revisiting the 

emotion of disappointment (and translating it to anger retroactively). He further suggested that 

when “feeling comfortable/safe” (“trygg” in Swedish), then you might act on your emotions. 

He connected the (lack of) emotional management to gaming and suggested that “when you sit 

in your chair and no one is around you, then you might just, because nobody can get to you, 

you can just spew out whatever you want to”. This is interesting in illustrating both the effect 

of the online disinhibition effect (Suler, 2004), but also some cultures of online gaming as 

tolerant towards emotions of anger (and associated toxicity). Emotions may be derided as 

something belonging to the “fragile” and “sensitive” “social justice warriors”, but is evidently 

in some forms highly associated to online gaming. In the following closing sub-section of the 

analysis, I will discuss masculinity in gaming as tied to shame and a fear of losing. 
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2.6.3. Losing games: masculinity, shame and cruel optimism 

Scholar Vic Seidler argued that men often learn to treat emotions and feelings as signs of 

weakness, which may complicate their emotional lives and relationships – displaying weakness 

is difficult since it threatenes the very sense of masculinity (Seidler, 1989:157, 158). This has 

been repeated by other scholars of masculinity such as Kimmel, who contends that men “believe 

that the capacity for empathy and compassion has to be suppressed, early on, in the name of 

achieving masculinity” (Kimmel, 2008:59). Regarding emotionality and the reproduction of 

masculine stoicism in online gaming, Jonathan discussed the social aspects of playing with 

friends online, and collectively ascribing failure to unfamiliar teammates: 

Jonathan: Especially if you are three buddies, and you play Dota. And then you got two 

randoms [on your team], everything that… as soon as anything goes wrong then they 

[the three friends] will all gang up on one of these two randoms [teammates] and be like: 

“it’s this assholes fault”, every time. 

Ruben: So it’s this kind of group-mentality thing? 

Jonathan: Yeah definitely.  

Ruben: Can it cause these flame-battles? 

Jonathan: Yes, it gets people to like blame others and whine on somebody else, and then 

you don’t get any better at playing the game either, you stay at the same level and lose 

at the same place – it’s just a vicious circle. 

This quote shines different light on the homosocial aspect of masculinity and toxicity. Several 

players, such as a group of friends in this instance, may gang up on specific teammates who are 

deemed to perform poorly and thus seen as causing the team to lose the game. Jonathan 

suggested that when gamers play with his friends, they might be more inclined to locate 

problems in (and/or flame) teammates they do not know - the friends will most likely back each 

other up, creating a rift of aggression within the team. Here, friendship is central; the players 

collectively perform a dominant masculinity by dominating their teammates, “weaponizing” 

emotions (Reeser, 2009:107) to detract from their own mistakes in-game. As discussed in 

section 2.1, toxic behaviours might be more commonly performed towards strangers. Having 

friends that back you up can clearly function as social capital when playing games, something 

which might insulate you from strangers’ potential hostility (by beating them to the punch of 

crediting mistakes). One can also comprehend certain intimacy in friends “defending” each 

other and their performances in-game. Being protected by friends can however also keep a 
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player from having to admit their own mistakes, as suggested by Jonathan. He further detailed 

how players might be inclined not to admit their in-game performances as inadequate. He said:  

Jonathan: I don’t know, you also feel… there’s a thing too, if things go bad (in-game), 

everyone has a need to blame it on something, and you rather not have that to be yourself. 

It feels much better if there is someone else who did something wrong. So it’s so damn 

easy to just, like okay say we lost this match in a random game. And then you just look at 

all the other players, and you’re like this player did this wrong, this player did that wrong, 

and then you just say it to them. You yourself have done ten mistakes too, but you are 

totally blind to that, because it is easier to blame someone else. 

Jonathan argued “everyone has a need” to blame their poor performance in-game on something 

(or someone) other than themselves, since it “feels better”. It is understood as “easy” to blame 

others, perhaps due to the unfamiliar teammates not being physically present, once again 

suggesting the online disinhibition effect is at play. This behaviour of refusing to admit to one’s 

own mistakes is commonplace in online games according to several other participants: 

Filip: (…) I think that something that really can grow hate both online and in games is 

that you can’t admit that you’re wrong. Eh… that you always stick with… if you write 

“oh but this is a fact” – no, it’s not a fact, you are wrong, “yeah it is!”. And then you 

quarrel… Just admit you are wrong! And I think that it pretty much can be connected to 

that you lose in a game. Okay, you lost a game, it’s not the end of the world, you don’t 

need to say that your opponent should kill yourself. 

Ruben: So it’s a way of asserting oneself? 

Filip: Yeah, you just got to get it out, like show that you are pissed, put someone down 

just to show, you can’t take that loss and grow from the loss instead. Yeah, no, it’s a 

strange mentality. 

Filip also understood the sore loser-mindset as a “strange mentality” that is commonplace in 

online games, and even understood it to “grow hate”. Like Jonathan, he maintained that players 

often might act in affect by putting others down, rather than accepting and growing from their 

losses. This toxic acting out was in this example phrased as “kill yourself”, wording that 

Alexander also had experienced. As Jonathan and Filip, Alexander likewise noted that he has 

experienced players being sore losers: 

Alexander: And I also think about how many have a hard time admitting that they are 

worse than anyone else… Most people are sore losers, and that makes it so much easier 

to just shout outwards, rather than stepping back and admitting: “that was a nice play”.  
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Once again, appreciating others’ performances in-game was deemed as seemingly challenging. 

Alexander argued that it is easier to shout at them, similar to what the other participants stated. 

Max had similar impressions, relating it the mentality to “arrogance” of specific players: 

Max: I can’t justify it, but I have this image of DotA-players being more arrogant than 

your average gamer. So you don’t say someone else did a good job, because you yourself 

could’ve done it in a better way, that is my impression of it all, but I can’t back it up at 

all as I said. 

Being a “non-loser” has been understood as dominant masculine behavior. Exemplified in 

Mirandés study on Latino men’s conceptions of macho, macho was described as “someone that 

does not back down, especially if they fear they would lose face over the most trivial matters” 

(Mirandé, 1997:46). Additionally, those understood as macho were deemed as self-centered 

and stubborn, wanting to be right whether they were actually right or not, imposing their will 

on others no matter what (ibid:47). Being a sore loser in video games could as such be deemed 

a trait of macho or dominant masculinity. To further conceptualize this pervasive “sore-loser”-

habitus, I will turn to Allan (2018) and how he describes the homosociality of masculinity, 

shame and dread (Allan, 2018:182). Drawing on Kimmel and others, Allan suggests that 

masculinity has become a “site of perpetual desire, but also, and importantly failure”, and he 

argues that to “strive for masculinity is manly; to fail is not” (ibid). Thus, admitting failure is 

to admit that one is less masculine than previously imagined (ibid). Allan here talks about men’s 

persistent failure in performing dominant or normative masculinity and the shame of failing at 

this. Thus, I argue this understanding can inform us regarding the sore-loser habitus, as an 

attempt to hang onto the conception of oneself as the dominant and always successful player. 

This desperately preserved image of oneself as a not-loser might partially be explained in 

Allan’s terms of paranoia: masculinity as predicated upon constant fear, in which men imagine 

that other men are out to get us and reveal our “less-than-masculine reality” (ibid:180). The 

player thus constantly dreads being shamed by others as inadequate (as a player or as a man) - 

shaming which might be understood as commonplace in competitive milieus with high 

expectations on player performance and pervaded by (dominant masculine) toxicity. Fear is 

consequently as an important emotion in relation to toxicity. As Jonathan previously mentioned, 

it might take shape through fear of conflict. It might also take form through a fear of admitting 

mistakes, and thus a fear to be a loser (or not-masculine) – something which might be prevented 

through attacking and/or localizing the problem elsewhere. 
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Allan discusses the “significantly problematic object” of (traditional) masculinity – and he 

claims to attachments to it are cruel due to the optimist belief that masculinity is attainable, 

even though men continually fail at achieving it (ibid:182). If one draws a parallel to 

competitive online team-play gaming, you are as a player destined to fail a lot, where even a 

professional DotA 2 player only has about 70% win ratio (Dotabuff, 2021). In other words, 

players are set up to face losses. Allan further contends (traditional) masculinity is broken and 

sees it as an obstacle to flourishing and refers to Berlant and Edelman in how “the subject who 

dreads is not successful at disavowal [..]” (ibid:183). As the participants suggested; for a player 

to be more successful (both in their performances in game, and perhaps also emotionally), they 

must relinquish their self-image of superiority and their fear for others, and rather learn from 

their own mistakes or from other competitors. However, due to toxicity being as prevalent as it 

often tends to be, giving other players leeway might result in exposing oneself to the risk of 

being shamed and therefore experiencing feelings of inadequacy. Thus, the player might resort 

to the “easier” solution of distancing themselves from the role of the loser, and/or seeking 

problems in other players performances.  

 

Chapter 3 Summary  
 

Through interviews with game enthusiasts, and through analytical lenses of masculinity and 

theories on power and domination, I have in this study attempted deconstruct the phenomenon 

of toxicity, something which I in some respects have perceived as a doxa (that which “goes 

without saying because it comes without saying” (Bourdieu, 1977:167)) of online gaming. The 

interviews shone light on several facets of toxicity, perhaps most importantly that it may be 

perceived as doxic (or less doxic) depending on the context and situation, and that tensions 

within the cultural fields of gaming may aid in positing the mode of communication as 

orthodox, as serving to preserve the character of a field which sometimes has been deemed 

hostile to (perceived) outsiders (and coded masculine, made by and for men). While the 

informants all perceived most players encountered in-game to be men (some imagining other 

players to be white men, when playing), they all acknowledged the growing presence of women 

in gaming and that the fields are becoming more inclusive and diverse, something which may 

generate backlash. I primarily discuss this in section 2.2 and its subsection. Here, I further 

discussed cultural domination through othering, and perceived instances of toxicity as an effect 

of (white) men’s cultural domination. In section 2.1, I discuss the recurring pattern of toxicity 
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being described as behaviour not necessarily hostile and disruptive, and rather having a social 

and bonding (competitive) function when conveyed sensibly between players who are familiar 

with each other, or when alluding to in-cultural jokes deemed non-problematic. I further draw 

parallels to “trash-talk” and crude jargon as a traditionally “masculine”-coded mode of 

expressing intimacy. Järvinen states that to deconstruct the doxa, one may relate it to social 

principles of differentiation, power and dominance relationships which reside in agents’ 

positionings (Järvinen, 1998:15). In section 2.3 I thus ponder on the recurring understandings 

of women in gaming positioned as exposed or vulnerable when gaming, reading this through 

Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence and how Young described othering through cultural 

oppression and domination. Having to conceal one’s gender identity further points to fields of 

online gaming as continually masculinized through social interactions. I further argue that 

inhabiting certain positions (such as when being identified as a woman, especially in more 

“laddish” game cultures) may result in being attributed negative symbolic capital. This might 

be transcended by demonstrating one’s knowledge of how to behave accordingly to the social 

rules (cultural capital) and behaving toxic oneself. I read cultural jokes (and memes) playing 

with stereotypes as potentially facilitating symbolic violence in a highly covert manner, but that 

the aspects of dominance become more visible (and harmful) by virtue of repetition. This is 

detailed in section 2.4 and its subsection, where I read some cultural jokes as forms of masculine 

policing, symbolically demonstrating what is valued in the cultural field (and possible to joke 

about), and what is not. Here, age is also discussed in relation to toxicity – as several participants 

discussed young men as common (and in some respects, more legitimized as) perpetrators of 

toxicity, and that toxicity might be understood as a “laddish” discursive subgame (of 

provocations) within the games. Interestingly, my sole female-identifying informant was less 

keen to posit women as particularly vulnerable in gaming, and rather suggested toxicity is a 

problem affecting everyone. While toxicity surely affects most players negatively, I argue this 

stance may downplay how some subjects experience themselves as systematically marginalized 

in certain spheres of gaming. However, the standpoint also nuances the positionality of female 

gamers and rather sees them as agential, being able to deny symbolic violence and endure some 

forms of othering (also discussed in section 2.6.1). It further provoked me to thinking about 

how all informants most often localized toxicity to somewhere else, to that of the other, while 

simultaneously occasionally describing it as everywhere and unavoidable, this is discussed in 

section 2.5. This serves to nuance the discourse of whiteness as privileged, as subjects deemed 

politically different due to nationality may be homogenized and posited as regressive (and thus 

less legitimate), which in turn serves to reify a simplified Swedish self-image of progressivity 
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(and demonstrating the subject as assuming a heterodox position towards toxicity and cultural 

dominance in gaming). This self-image was however at odds with how one informant 

particularly ascribed toxicity and racism to Swedish, nationalist voters (illuminating intra-

national divisions). I also suggest that toxicity may be defined (and distinguished from) through 

taste – often understood as being “too” hostile or as distasteful. Järvinen argues that the doxa 

may be deconstructed by looking at dominance relationships not only through positions but also 

as residing in agents’ dispositions (Järvinen, 1998:15). At the same time as toxicity often was 

localized as that of “the other gamer”, informants discussed their own occasional practices of 

toxicity, often through their emotions. In section 2.6, I conceptualize this through reworkings 

of Bourdieu’s habitus (bodily dispositions) and through theories of masculinity. On the basis of 

my material, I argue in the first subsection that players may learn to supress their emotions to 

cope with omnipresent and spontaneous hostility. I also argue that it may serve to reproduce 

toxicity as a dominant mode of conduct, and that it is a privilege to be able to remain stoic. In 

the following sub-section, I discuss toxicity often described as closely associated to anger – but 

that impulses also may be managed and translated to other expressions such as laughter when 

anger is socially unacceptable. That emotions, except for traditionally masculine ones, may be 

deemed “out of place” in gaming strengthens the traditionally “masculine” character of the 

field. In the final subsection, I look at the pattern of how informants deemed toxicity to be 

associated to gamers being “sore losers”. Here, I suggest expectations on masculinity, 

homosocial masculine behaviours, fear and shame (of being ridiculed and read as a loser) may 

contribute to toxic practices. While this thesis might depict gaming as solely and inherently 

hostile by discussing pervasive problems in unrestrained communication, it is neither the 

intention or the viewpoint of me or the participants in this study. A theme I would have wanted 

to discuss was that of positive aspects of gaming, something all participants were keen to talk 

about. Toxicity furthermore may be combated through alternate practices of communication - 

as Filip discussed, empathy and positivity may help in fostering prosocial climates that may 

override toxicity. 
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Appendix 1: Gaming specific terms and abbreviations: 

 

X-box: Video game console 

X-box Live: Online service for the video game console X-box 

PlayStation: Video game console 

Guild: an in-game alliance in the game World of Warcraft, in which players might socialize, 

enjoy mutual perks and co-operate. 

Discord: an online application designed to facilitate messaging and voice communication 

through communities or “servers”. 

Game genres: 

Single-player game: A game (mainly) designed to be played by one person. 

Multiplayer game: A game in which several players simultaneously play and often 

communicate, either locally or through online services.  

FPS-game: “First-person shooter” –subgenre of action-oriented video games revolving around 

weapon-based combat in a first-person perspective. 

MOBA-game: “Multiplayer online battle arena” – subgenre of strategy video games, in which 

players are divided into two teams, vying for dominance of the battlefield.  

MMORPG-game: “Massively multiplayer online role-playing game” – a genre of role-playing 

games taking place in large-scale worlds, in which players interact, compete and cooperate with 

each other and with non-player controlled characters (“NPC: s”) 

RTS-game: “Real-time strategy game” – a subgenre of strategy video games, in which players 

commonly build or place structures and command armies to defeat the opponents 

Games:  

Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (CS: GO) – FPS-game  

Overwatch - FPS-game 

Tom Clancy’s Rainbow Six Siege (Rainbow six) - FPS-game 

Call of Duty: Warzone – FPS-game 
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Halo – FPS-game franchise  

Battlefield – FPS-game franchise  

World of Warcraft (WoW) –MMORPG 

Dota 2: MOBA-game 

League of Legends (LoL) – MOBA-game  

Company of Heroes – RTS-game 
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Appendix 2: Informative document 
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Appendix 3: Consent form 

 

Informerat samtycke för intervju 

Detta dokument för digitalt informerat samtycke gäller för informanter som deltar i 

intervjustudien kopplad till mastersarbetet om datorspelande, spelkulturer och speljargong.  

Intervjuer kommer beröra ämnen så som datorspelskulturer och upplevelser av att spela 

samt kommunicera online. Syftet med arbetet är att ge ytterligare kunskap om- och kritiskt 

diskutera uppfattningar av kommunikation inom spel. Intervjuerna kommer ligga till grund 

för att kunna tolka, analysera och problematisera fenomenen internet- och speljargong. 

Intervjun beräknas ta mellan 30-60 minuter och kommer genomföras över Zoom eller 

Discord om möjligt. Främst kommer det ställas öppna frågor som uppmuntrar till diskussion 

och berättande utifrån personliga perspektiv och erfarenheter. Under intervjun kommer det 

ställas allmänna frågor om informantens relation till online-spel, och mer specifika frågor om 

upplevelser och uppfattningar av spelande och kommunikation inom spelen.  

Ingen ekonomisk ersättning utgår i samband med studien. Deltagande är frivilligt och 

informanten kan när som helst dra sig ur studien ifall så önskas. Insamlad data är enbart 

avsedd för forskning och forskningsrelaterade verksamheter vid Uppsala universitet och 

ingen obehörig kommer ta del av insamlad data. Personuppgifter kommer förvaras 

konfidentiellt. Individuella namn kommer pseudonymiseras och transkriberingen/ljudfilerna 

kommer förstöras efter studiens publicering. Masteruppsatsen kommer publiceras på den 

offentliga DiVA-portalen (Digitala Vetenskapliga Arkivet).  

 

Jag har läst ovanstående information om studien och ger således mitt samtycke till 

deltagande i studien. 

Namn: 

Datum: 

 

Om du vill ställa frågor om studien, om ditt deltagande eller om du vill ta del av resultatet så 

nås jag på min mail nedan:  
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Appendix 4: Non-developed patterns  

 

Identified and non/less developed patterns 

Toxicity 

- the role of anonymity in toxicity 

o Preventing toxicity towards individuals 

▪ Enabling strategies of hiding your identity 

o Enabling unrestrained (sometimes discriminatory) toxicity  

▪ towards individuals or towards anyone 

- combating toxicity through positivity 

- the role of algorithms and filter bubbles in discriminatory toxicity 

- toxicity and freedom of speech 

- the relation between player skill and toxicity 

o hostility towards new players 

o less hostility between “skilled” players higher up in hierarchies 

- structural game and console mechanics/elements 

o how they related to toxicity being prevalent (or less prevalent) in the specific game or console 

o the role of game mechanics in setting the stage for tensions, through:  

▪ meritocratic game design – facilitating social and actual hierarchies based on 

objectified (or “avatarial”) cultural capital (player’s skill, ranking or in-game currency) 

• hostility towards new players 

▪ successful or lacking game design which may counteract, prevent or facilitate toxicity 

Gaming as prosocial 

o as providing an important social outlet 

o as potentially inclusive and bridging age, nationality and disability 

o gaming as a refuge from real-life bullying 

o gaming as an important cultural medium 

- Gaming as friendship  

o gaming-friends as close, best, romantic or lasting friends 

o gaming-friends as non-judgmental 

o gaming as apolitical 

o political dissonance with gaming-friends, navigating this 

o gaming-friends as shallow, or friends to pass time with 

 


