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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The aim of this study is to demonstrate how game cultural agency can and should be
conceptually separated from gamer identity, especially when studying players who are
marginalised in the hegemonic digital game culture, such as women. This is important
because game cultural participation of these groups still often remains hidden or
marginalised in mainstream digital game culture, and they do not easily identify with
the stereotypical idea of a ‘gamer’ — imagined as a White, young, heterosexual,
cisgender man (Cote 2017; Richard and Gray 2018). This leads to these groups’ further
marginalisation in game culture, game research, and game industry alike. Many voices,
including game creators, game journalists, and game researchers, have suggested
critically examining or letting go of the idea and identity of a gamer (Shaw 2013;
Alexander 2014; Golding 2014; Houe 2020). Gamer identity is seen as inseparable
from the norms of the hegemonic core game culture and, as such, too limiting (Houe
2020). As digital gaming is growing more common and many interesting and important
new forms of digital play continue to emerge, it is getting increasingly guestionable to
evaluate the value and authenticity of a person’s gaming through the narrow idea of a
gamer. At the same time, trying to expand the idea of a gamer to cover all different
types of players and forms of play does not seem useful either (Shaw 2013). Focusing
on game cultural agency instead of the narrow lens of gamer identity allows us to
examine the great variety of practices and meanings related to gaming in people’s lives
—and to deconstruct the barriers limiting their opportunities for participation.

In the context of game studies, Mayra (2019) has described player agency in digital
game cultures as subjectivity emerging from involvement with the contents, cultures,
and technologies of games, manifesting on two levels: the micro level containing
elements such as individual choices and actions, and the macro level containing
elements such as cultural history and cultural expression. In game cultural agency, the
focus is on the latter: on all the ways in which we participate in game culture beyond
the act of gaming. Importantly, we also need to understand game cultural agency as
situated, embodied, and relational to specific social and cultural contexts (McNay
2016), and consider how a player’s intersecting subject positions come to play in their
game cultural activities and related social environments. In the case of women gamers,
while they are actively participating in game culture on many levels, their game cultural
agency is still enabled and limited by the cultural expectations regarding their gender
in these contexts. As such, it is crucial to note that women players’ subjectivity and
agency in the field of game culture does not emerge only from their involvement with
games and their culture, but also from how they are perceived as women inhabiting this
field.
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This study is a continuation of a doctoral dissertation (Friman 2022) based on
interviews with 20 and online questionnaire responses from 737 adult women who play
digital games. Based on this material, | will describe how women gamers negotiate
their game cultural agency while actively rejecting — and being rejected from — the idea
and identity of a ‘gamer’. Women who participated in the study were generally very
active players and played a great variety of game genres on different platforms. They
also actively participated in game culture in other ways beyond gaming as an activity,
by for example following game media, watching esports, and participating in gaming
events. In many ways, these women were very active members at the core of
mainstream digital game culture. However, as we have learned from earlier studies
(e.g., Duggan 2015; Shaw 2014), being a ‘gamer’ does not directly or necessarily
follow from the activity of playing games — or other forms of game cultural
participation — especially in the case of players who are marginalised in game culture.

When asked to define a ‘gamer’ in their own words, women who participated in the
study described cultural aspects generally attached to gamer identity. They saw a
‘gamer’ as someone who does not ‘just’ play but plays specific types of games on
certain platforms (team-based, competitive, online games on a device specifically built
for gaming), plays skillfully and in a goal-oriented manner, possesses wide expertise
regarding games and their culture, participates in gaming communities, and may even
have professional aspirations regarding gaming. Their responses reflected what
Consalvo and Paul (2019) have described as games and gaming practices that are
considered ‘real’ or legitimate in contemporary game culture.

In their responses, participants communicated that they are well aware of the cultural
status and power attached to gamer identity. Furthermore, they demonstrated filling its
cultural conditions through their active gaming, versatile game cultural participation,
and vast game cultural expertise. However, when asked if they would define themselves
as a ‘gamer’, they often declined. Importantly, this was not because these women would
not view themselves ‘sufficiently’ gamers — on the contrary — but rather because they
chose to reject this cultural position and its implications. Instead, these women chose
to take active control over their own game cultural agency and to define it in their own
terms, separate from gamer identity.

To understand players, particularly from the perspective of game culture studies, we
should not only investigate gaming practices, different forms of game cultural
participation, and the question of who ‘count’ as gamers through gamer identity (Shaw
2010), but the wider sphere of game cultural agency, and how its opportunities and
limitations manifest differently to different player groups. Due to the central role of
digital games and play in today’s world, game cultural agency also impacts individual’s
positions and possibilities in many areas of life — far beyond gaming.
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