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INTRODUCTION

The present paper proposes to analyse the role of transgender bodies in games, and
trans embodiment beyond character customisation options or scripted characters. In
doing so, we look at the ways in which transgender players perceive and employ their
virtual bodies within video game worlds, from their avatars’ aesthetics to their
movements.

STATE OF THE ART

Despite the material turn (Apperley and Jayemanne 2012), game studies have only
seldom considered the role of the player’s body within video games. This appears
instead foundational in the field of queer studies and queer game studies. Among
others, Burrill points out (2017, 32) how: “Our bodies are prime sites of
disidentification; they are objects, subjects, and spaces where we can break up our
binary patterns”. Video games in particular can be seen as primary sites for bodies
explorations and dis/identifications, given their medium specific affordances. In
particular, players in video games inhabit a different navigable dimension than the
one of their ordinary world, which allows them to temporarily undertake different
skills, capabilities, and goals (Klevjer 2022). Research on the use of character
customisation affordances among transgender players would suggest that this is
particularly relevant for trans folks, who, at least in character customisation, do
employ their virtual bodies to explore idealised versions of themselves or to ease
gender dysphoria (Griffiths et al 2016; Baldwin 2018; McKenna et al. 2022).
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Nevertheless, especially after orienting itself away from representation (Dalby 2024),
gueer game studies has not yet extensively discussed bodily features in relation to
transgender and gender diverse (TGD) characters. For instance, one of the most vastly
used databases for LGBTQ analysis, LGBTQ Video Game Archive (About.. 2017)
contains separate tags for gender identities, some images of characters, and presents
human, non-human, monstrous-looking and robotic characters. Those, however, are
usually united under umbrellas like “nonbinary” or “agender” without much attention
paid to their bodily features and the ways they embody specific gender identities. The
same can be said about articles analysing TGD representation. In their analysis of the
Archive content, Shaw and Friesem (2016) briefly mention bodily traits of TGD
characters. At the same time, self-presentation of non-heterosexual characters is
described there in more detail. Utsch et al. (2017) only briefly mention TGD bodies in
the context of a visible move from abstract gender non-conforming characters to
visibly non-binary characters and a clear distinction of them from binary (transgender)
representation. Studying players’ views on LGBTQIA+ representation, Latal (2022)
does not discuss anything related to the perception of characters’ bodies or
embodiment either. Representation there is once again tied to image, narrative, or
both, and is discussed on a more abstract level.

Articles on trans/nonbinary characters and representation have paid more attention
to characters’ aesthetics specifically in relation to the various ways in which non-
binary genders and gender ambiguity is portrayed (Thach 2021; Lacey 2023).
Moreover, studies on non-digital games that pay attention to bodily experiences often
discuss live-action roleplaying games (larps) and look primarily at players’ bodies
(Baird 2022; Zabala et al. 2025). It appears crucial to bring this reflection further that
has been only marginally touched upon.

The body is the site of change, transformation and transition, experiences and
emotions (Burrill 2017). While it is important to tackle such a topic with care, as, a lot
of instances of TGD representation have too much focus on unhealthy curiosity
towards TGD bodies (McLaren 2023), its omission in queer games studies limits space
for critique. Therefore, the primary goal of this paper is centering the importance of
the body and the virtual body as a queer site of dis/identification, exploration, and
transformation; and the second is to look at ways in which TGD players are engaging
with their virtual bodies that represent how this site is explored.

To do so, we first situate the topic of the body and its omission in queer games studies,
and lack of connections with embodiment in the call for trans game studies (Ruberg
2022). Second, this research arises from two different qualitative interventions on
TGD players: a data set containing responses to several qualitative online surveys on
TGD players from different countries (n=198: 82 responses from Brazil collected by
Thais Weiller and analysed by Mark Maletska and Thais Weiller, 45 from Ukraine and
71 from an English-language mixed sample collected and analysed by Mark Maletska),
and a series of 12 semi-structured interviews with transgender players based in the
UK, collected and analysed by Robin Zingarelli. In our analysis, we consider also the
cultural backgrounds of our participants that shape angles from which they
experience in-game embodiment.

Participants pointed out the variety of ways in which they employ their virtual body.
Some players in particular reported employing video games as a means to almost
transcend their gender, focusing on concepts such as speed and movement as the
primary motivator to be engaged with games. Others reported to put a lot of effort



into crafting characters that not only appear and look in a certain way, but that, within
the video game affordances, choose to move in a specific way that is consistent with
the image of the character that players crafted - e.g., spending several times close to
a specific NPC if it is meaningful for the player. For some, a virtual body became not
just a visual reflection, but an extension of their own body able to perform what a
‘real’ body was not. Among all data sets, embodiment was a read thread connecting
otherwise different approaches to finding space for TGD identities in video games.

In turn, this reasserts the centrality of the body within queer games studies and
specifically in the experience of TGD players, not only limited to gender choices and
scripted representations, but foregrounding the virtual body as a site of exploration,
affirmation, and experimentation.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

We would like to thank Thais Weiller who handled data production in Brazil and
translation from Brazilian Portuguese for allowing us to include the data into our
analysis.

The survey data on experiences of Ukrainian, Brazilian TGD players and a mixed
English-language sample was produced with the support of funding received by Mark
Maletska through the MSCA4Ukraine project, which is funded by the European Union,
as well as the funding granted by Kone Foundation, Finland.

REFERENCES

About (please read first!). 2017, March 21. LGBTQ Video Game Archive.
https://lgbtggamearchive.com/about/about-archive/

Apperley, T. H. and Jayemanne, D. 2012. “Game Studies’ Material Turn.” Westminster
Papers in Communication and Culture. 9 (2). 5-25.
https://doi.org/10.16997/wpcc.145

Baird, J. 2022. “Learning About Ourselves: Communicating, Connecting and
Contemplating Trans Experience Through Play.” gamevironments. Vol. 17. 47-47.

Baldwin, K. 2018. “Virtual Avatars: Trans Experiences of Ideal Selves Through
Gaming.” Markets, Globalization & Development Review. 03 (03).
https://doi.org/10.23860/MGDR-2018-03-03-04

Burrill, D.A. 2017. “Queer Theory, the Body, and Video Games.” In Queer Game
Studies, edited by B. Ruberg and A. Shaw, 25—-34. University of Minnesota Press.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.cttlmtz7kr.6

Dalby, M. 2024. “Orientations in Queer Game Studies.” Transactions of the Digital
Games Research Association. 6(3), 1-30.
https://doi.org/10.26503/todigra.v6i3.2174

Griffiths, M., Arcelus, J. and Bouman, W. P. 2016.” Video Gaming and Gender
Dysphoria: Some Case Study Evidence.” Aloma: Revista de Psicologia, Ciéncies de
I’Educacio i de I’Esport. 34 (2), 59-66.
https://doi.org/10.51698/aloma.2016.34.2.59-66

Klevjer, R. 2022. What is the Avatar? Fiction and Embodiment in Avatar-Based
Singleplayer Computer Games. Revised and Commented Edition. Transcript
Verlag. https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839445792



https://lgbtqgamearchive.com/about/about-archive/
https://doi.org/10.16997/wpcc.145
https://doi.org/10.23860/MGDR-2018-03-03-04
https://doi.org/10.26503/todigra.v6i3.2174
https://doi.org/10.51698/aloma.2016.34.2.59-66
https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839445792

Lacey, L. 2023. ““A Checkbox on a Character Sheet”: Nonbinary Gender
Representations in Video Games.” The iJournal: Student Journal of the University
of Toronto’s Faculty of Information. 8 (2).
https://doi.org/10.33137/ijournal.v8i2.41032

Latal, M. 2022. “LGBTQ+ Representation in Video Games through the Eyes of the
Queer Community.” lluminace. 34(3), 139-163.
https://doi.org/10.58193/ilu.1742

McKenna, J. L., Wang, Y.-C., Williams, C. R., McGregor, K. and Boskey, E. R. 2022.
““You can’t be deadnamed in a video game”: Transgender and gender diverse
adolescents’ use of video game avatar creation for gender-affirmation and
exploration.” Journal of LGBT Youth.
https://doi.org/10.1080/19361653.2022.2144583

MclLaren, J. 2023. “Towards Representational Adequacy: A Critical Analysis of
Transgender Representation in Tell Me Why.” Games and Culture. 19(6), 783-
803. https://doi.org/10.1177/15554120231176634

Ruberg, B. 2022. “Trans Game Studies.” JCMS: Journal of Cinema and Media Studies.
61(2), 200-205. https://dx.doi.org/10.1353/¢j.2022.0006.

Shaw, A., and Friesem, E. 2016. “Where is the Queerness in Games?: Types of Lesbi-
an, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer Content in Digital Games.”
International Journal of Communication. 10, 13.
https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/5449

Thach, H. 2021. A Cross-Game Look at Transgender Representation in Video Games.
Press Start Journal. 7(1). https://press-start.gla.ac.uk/index.php/press-
start/article/view/187

Utsch, S., Braganca, L.C., Ramos, P., Caldeira, P. and Tenorio, J. 2017. “Queer
Identities in Video Games: Data Visualization for a Quantitative Analysis of
Representation.” SBGames 2017.

Zabala, J., Zvelebilova, J., & To, A. 2025. ““I felt like | was them. | just didn’t know it.”:
Exploring Queer Identity through TTRPG Play.” Conference Proceedings of DiGRA
2025: Games at the Crossroads. https://doi.org/10.26503/dl.v2025i2.2455



https://doi.org/10.33137/ijournal.v8i2.41032
https://doi.org/10.58193/ilu.1742
https://doi.org/10.1080/19361653.2022.2144583
https://doi.org/10.1177/15554120231176634
https://dx.doi.org/10.1353/cj.2022.0006
https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/5449
https://press-start.gla.ac.uk/index.php/press-start/article/view/187
https://press-start.gla.ac.uk/index.php/press-start/article/view/187
https://doi.org/10.26503/dl.v2025i2.2455

