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Abstract and Keywords

Online gaming provides sociologists with a valuable site for exploring the complex rela
tionship between masculinity and racism. After reviewing the ways masculinity and 
racism have been studied in sociology and in the interdisciplinary research on online 
gaming, this chapter proposes incorporating sociological approaches to masculinity and 
everyday racism into the study of gaming through two analytic shifts. First, the chapter 
centers on Whiteness in the examination of masculinity, exploring how emotions, man
hood acts, and peer socialization contribute to everyday racism in a gaming context. Se
cond, it broadens the study of experiences of racism in gaming by including an analysis of 
masculinity as a set of practices used as resistance against racism. The chapter suggests 
that White masculinity is key to understanding the often-overlooked ways that racism is 
reproduced and tolerated by men navigating a world where hegemonic masculinity is the 
gold standard.

Keywords: White masculinity, everyday racism, online gaming, sociology, intersectional internet

The literature on video games and gaming spans multiple disciplines and covers a wide 
range of issues. A significant portion of this work is centered on reading representations 
of race, gender, and sexuality in video games and assessing the impact of these represen
tations (Gray and Leonard 2018; Gray, Voorhees, and Vossen 2018; Nakamura 2012; 
Brock 2011). Related, researchers have examined gaming spaces as sites where players 
form communities, enact violence toward other players, and resist oppressions (Gray and 
Leonard 2018; Gray, Voorhees, and Vossen 2018; Nakamura 2013, 2017; Ortiz 2019a; 
Cote 2017, 2020; Fox and Tang 2014, 2017). Gendered and racialized interactions that oc
cur while gaming have an impact on participants, in addition to the ways those from mar
ginalized groups are represented. As Gray, Buyukozturk, and Hill (2017) persuasively 
demonstrated, violence in gaming includes a symbolic dimension in the form of hate 
speech and harassment of marginalized players. Symbolic violence is a concept that at
tends to how social control is achieved through coercive, non-physical methods. Words, 
actions, and images that negate the worth and humanity of marginalized groups are 
forms of symbolic violence because they function to maintain a dominant group’s power 
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(Thapar-Björkert, Samelius, and Sanghera 2016). It is therefore necessary to move be
yond content analysis and consider the structural implications of harassment. Sociology 
provides ways to explore how this racialized and gendered violence within the social 
world of gamers sustains racism and sexism as systems more broadly.

Racist and sexist harassment is a defining characteristic of what the literature refers to 
as the “toxicity” of gaming culture (Cote 2017, 2020; Gray 2012b, 2014, 2016; Massanari 
2017; Ortiz 2019a, 2019b). This toxicity manifests as sexism through representations of 
women (Ivory 2006) and the harassment of women gamers (Condis 2018; Cote 2017, 
2020). Likewise, racism within gaming has been noted in the racist representations of 
people of color (Brock 2011; Daniels and LaLone 2012; Leonard 2006; Nakamura 2013) 
and the harassment of gamers of color, where Whites enact symbolic violence to reassert 
their domination (Gray, Buyukozturk, and Hill 2017; Gray 2012a; Ortiz 2019b). Notably, 
Cote (2017, 2020) and Gray (2020) have placed these literatures into conversation, ex
ploring how women of color experience compounded forms of discrimination and develop 
strategies to resist this mistreatment.

This chapter builds on that foundation. I begin with a brief overview of how sociologists 
conceptualize masculinity and racism. I then show that the present study of masculinity 
and racism in gaming inadvertently downplays the role of race and gender in shaping 
forms of domination and resistance in gaming. I offer two analytic shifts to address this 
issue. First, I center Whiteness in the examination of masculinity, exploring how emo
tions, manhood acts, and peer socialization contribute to everyday racism in gaming. Se
cond, I broaden the study of experiences of racism in gaming through an analysis of mas
culinity as a set of practices used as resistance against racism.

Sociological Literature on Masculinities and 
Racism
Rather than see gender as an innate, fixed, and stable category, sociologists understand 
gender as a social construct, shaped by political, economic, and historical processes (Pas
coe and Bridges 2016). This runs counter to the ideology of gender essentialism, which is 
the notion that gender is a dichotomous social category and a biological trait. Gender es
sentialism purports that there are only two genders and that each gender has distinct in
clinations, emotions, attitudes, and behaviors (Fausto-Sterling 2000). The belief in dis
tinct and innate gender categories is used to explain away inequalities. If there are differ
ences in occupational mobility, health outcomes, and sexual assault victimization between 
men and women, gender essentialism focuses our attention to supposedly immutable gen
der traits, which, we are told, create those differences. Gender essentialism as an ideolo
gy thereby legitimizes sexism by suggesting that unequal outcomes and domination are 
natural. But gender as a social construct reorients our focus to the values assigned to 
particular behaviors and how traits, attitudes, and practices become linked to those un
derstood to be women and those understood to be men. In doing so, this approach ques
tions the legitimacy of gender inequality. That is, if gender is the basis of these differ
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ences and gender is instead created through policy, interactions, and cultural norms, then 
there is nothing normal, natural, or just about these arrangements.

Another important aspect of the social construction of gender is that it is performed and 
achieved through everyday actions (West and Zimmerman 1987). While gender certainly 
involves roles—or bundles of social expectations for “how to be” a man or woman—gen
der is enacted through actions. The effort and actions that construct gender in everyday 
interactions ultimately reaffirm the “natural” differences those very actions created—for 
example, when parents provide fighting video games to their son and then perceive their 
son’s enjoyment of fighting as evidence that their son is a boy who enjoys “boy’s games.” 
Similarly, discouraging the use of (or not providing access to) games considered to be “for 
girls” shapes what they perceive as their son’s “natural” preference.

Broadly, masculinity refers to the “practices, behaviors, attitudes, sexualities, emotions, 
positions, bodies, organizations, institutions, and all manner of expectations culturally as
sociated with (though not limited to) people understood to be male” (Pascoe and Bridges 
2016, 4). Hegemonic masculinity describes a form of masculinity that upholds gender 
domination and legitimates the subordination of women. It is the “currently most honored 
way of being a man” in a given society (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005) and represents 
an ideal most men will never be able to achieve, be it due to their race, sexuality, religion, 
body shape/size, personality traits, emotional expressiveness, or even leisure preferences. 
Men are assessed by these ideals and may police each other for deviating from hegemon
ic ideals. Hegemonic masculinity exists in relation to subordinate masculinities, which fall 
short because of their deviant behaviors, attributes, or abilities. For instance, men of col
or, queer men, Muslim men, and, as I will describe in this chapter, White gamers can oc
cupy subordinate masculinities.

While the concept of hegemonic masculinity was created to account for power and domi
nation within the gender order, Collins (2002) reminds us that the domination of women 
and of men who occupy subordinate masculinities is also an issue of racism, capitalism, 
and heteronormativity. Hegemonic masculinity in the United States is not raceless; rather, 
it idealizes, rewards, and reproduces Whiteness (Chou, Lee, and Ho 2012), though not all 
White men have equal access to material and symbolic rewards. White men and men of 
color activate differential power relations in relation to women but also in relation to each 
other (Collins 2002). For example, controlling images of men of color defines hegemonic 
masculinity in opposition to White men. Men of color are represented as buffoons, thugs, 
rapists, savages, and dangerous foreigners who operate in relation to the hegemonic ide
al of Whiteness, defining everything White men are not (Golash-Boza 2016). Thus, the op
pressive actions of White men and the experiences of oppression of men of color in gam
ing must be understood not solely as issues of gender but also as issues of racism. It is 
this point that the next section explores within the gaming literature.

As this chapter will also make the case that White masculinity and racism are intercon
nected in gaming, a brief discussion of racism is also appropriate here. Sociologists con
ceptualize racism as systemic, with a structural component in addition to ideological and 
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attitudinal ones (Essed 1991; Jung 2015; Bonilla-Silva 1997; Feagin 2006; Golash-Boza 
2016). This means social, political, economic, cultural, and psychological rewards are al
located—though not exclusively—along racial lines (Bonilla-Silva 2021). To be sure, ide
ologies do heavy lifting in justifying and obscuring the structural nature and enduring 
character of this system. In fact, many sociologists show that racism has a cultural, hege
monic dimension that organizes symbols and meanings, reifying and naturalizing struc
tural inequalities (Collins 2002; Omi and Winant 2014; Feagin 2020; Doane 2017). Howev
er, differences in outcomes among groups cannot exclusively be explained by attitudes or 
ideologies. A definition of racism as merely ideological might encourage scholars to con
ceptualize racism in gaming as rooted in White gamer’s attitudes toward people of color. 
But racism in gaming is not just an issue of Whites believing themselves to be superior or 
Whites feeling hatred toward people of color. These attitudes and belief systems become 
institutionalized in structures and reproduced through everyday actions.

Masculinity and Gaming: Whiteness by any 
Other Name
Many scholars studying masculinity in gaming undertake a social constructionist perspec
tive, focusing on the practices which constitute masculinities in specific contexts. Recall 
that this constructionist perspective challenges gender essentialism, which would posit 
that “man” is a fixed category determined by biology or evolution. The social construc
tionist perspective examines how what we label as “man” has been created as such 
through social processes across time. What it means to be a man changes depending on 
the historical period, region, and social context, such as work, the family, sports, and reli
gious spaces. Studies exploring men and masculinity in gaming from this perspective take 
interest in issues such as violent behavior and aggression, men’s attitudes toward 
women, the way they form community with other men, and how masculinities are con
structed through interactions in online social spaces (Buyukozturk 2021; Ging 2019; Fox 
and Tang 2014, 2017; Todd 2015).

Across the research, geek masculinity has emerged as key to understanding gaming cul
ture. Geek masculinity is a dominant form of masculinity in gaming spaces. Ging (2019) 
argues that participation in geek masculinity involves a simultaneous distancing from 
hegemonic masculinity and frequent engagement in racist and sexist practices, such as 
doxxing and harassment. That is, geeks may be subordinate to jocks, but in online spaces, 
White men build community and dignity through both nontoxic practices (e.g., bonding 
over games, breaking conventional rules) and the establishment and reinforcement of hi
erarchical distinctions between themselves and men of color.

Despite these revelations about the connections between masculinity and race online, 
game researchers rarely address Whiteness. This has created a seemingly color-blind 
body of work that purports to be representative of all men who play video games. Re
searchers primarily sample White individuals, but Whiteness as a sociopolitical category 
that co-constructs hegemonic masculinity is not a concern. This is an oversight. In con
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trast, sociologists have argued that gender relations and the gender order are themselves 
organized by class, race, and sexuality. That is, while hegemonic masculinity provides a 
cultural definition of what it means to be a man, scholars can overlook how this definition 
is racialized as White (Chou, Lee, and Ho 2012). In the context of gaming, White mas
culinity includes the imperative to enact racism against men of color; even if some indi
vidual White men do not engage in this behavior, they recognize their ability to engage if 
they so choose (Ortiz, 2021a).

Some scholars have focused on more benign and pro-social practices of (White) male 
gamers, such as cheating in the game, caring about competition, resisting authority, de
veloping a specialized knowledge, and bonding with other men over a love of a game 
(DiSalvo 2017; Frostling-Henningsson 2009; Sanford and Madill 2006; Trepte, Reinecke, 
and Juechems 2012). Maloney, Roberts, and Graham (2019) note that while scholars ac
knowledge the existence of gamers who do not engage in toxic racist and sexist behavior, 
most gloss over them as exceptions. They argue that inclusive masculinity, such as the 
way men’s attitudes and practices can delegitimize homophobia and domination of 
women, has been overlooked. Inclusive masculinity can be esteemed and valued by peers, 
without being reliant on the subordination of women or gay men (Anderson 2008). For 
Maloney, Roberts, and Graham, ignoring the possibility of inclusive masculinities in gam
ing essentializes an entire subculture as toxic. To gain a fuller picture of how masculinity 
is constructed in r/gaming, a subreddit about gaming, these collaborators sought to bring 
out the contradictions and capture the less sensational aspects of the gaming community, 
such as those discourses that signal openness and inclusion. In the r/gaming community, 
they observed contestations around the discourses and practices of what it means to be a 
man in gaming. That is, some participant comments suggest a base for pro-equality 
stances within gaming, which the authors argue signal a process of positive social 
change.

These findings should not be downplayed, but studying practices of domination does not 
necessarily essentialize gaming culture. Uncovering the mechanisms that discourage in
clusivity is a critical piece to the complex puzzle of how everyday people challenge domi
nation in the face of repression. For instance, men of color have been discussed as by
standers to women’s harassment, and they report remaining silent in response, out of 
self-preservation (Ortiz 2019b). Understanding the possibilities of anti-racist and feminist 
interventions among White men requires understanding these perceived social costs and 
structural barriers which impede rigorous and widespread inclusive practices. Indeed, 
scholars have highlighted how inclusionary practices can and do exist alongside exclu
sionary practices. These exclusionary practices have come to define what scholars, jour
nalists, and marginalized gamers understand as a toxic gaming culture (Massanari 2017; 
Salter and Blodgett 2017; Gray, Buyukozturk, and Hill 2017; Ortiz 2019a). This culture is 
bound to collective practices, behaviors, and attitudes which provide the rationale for 
misogyny and racism (Ortiz 2019a).
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White male gaming practices within this culture are dynamic and complex (DiSalvo 
2017). Gaming is a site where young White men can develop conceptualizations of, and 
refine, what it means to be a man. DiSalvo’s respondents were hesitant to admit that they 
engaged in trash talk because they saw it as negative, but they also recognized these ex
changes as central to being a man in gaming. DiSalvo concluded that White male gamers’ 
choosing distinct genres and playing among themselves are self-regulating acts that rein
force these gamers’ own “culture” (p. 171). While trash talk is not always racist or sexist, 
it has emerged as a form of gaming capital for White men to be able to harass marginal
ized gamers during gameplay (Consalvo 2007; Nakamura 2012; Ortiz 2019b). Gaming 
capital is an offshoot of the sociological concept of cultural capital, which refers to the 
cultural knowledge, competencies, skills, and assets that we can acquire to gain the ad
vantage in social reproduction. One requires a particular knowledge to participate in a 
culture, and different knowledge and skills in turn provide different access to symbolic 
and material rewards (Bourdieu 1986). What it means to be a White man in gaming is re
lated to the symbolic rewards that gaming capital (in the form of racist trash talk and 
maintaining toxic environments) provides. A study of masculinity in gaming must there
fore grapple with Whiteness because racism, as I will show next, is endemic to gaming.

Everyday Racism and Gaming: A Shift from 
Racist Representations to Interactions
As Daniels (2013) points out, studies of race on the internet have predominantly under
taken a racial formation perspective, focusing on how race is created and transformed 
through racial projects. Racial projects are sociohistorical processes that assign meaning 
to racial categories and link those meaning-laden categories to social structures and the 
distribution of resources. Racial categories, like gender categories, are not fixed or sta
ble; rather, they are socially constructed through negotiations between and across social 
actors. That is, racial projects involve actions, interpretations, and representations by 
everyday people and by the state, all of which imbue race with particular meanings. For 
example, a police officer racially profiling a Black citizen, stop-and-frisk policies, and a 
teenager wearing a #BLM T-shirt all draw upon and reproduce race. Under this frame
work, video games can be racist racial projects. As Leonard (2006, 3) states,

Video games are not just games, or sites of stereotypes, but a space to engage 
American discourses, ideologies, and racial dynamics... video games offer inter
pretations, representations and explanations of black athleticism, female sexuality, 
and inner city America. They provide cues as to reality and explanations for its or
ganization.

Video games “keep it real,” employing representations to construct worlds that players 
can believe in (Leonard 2006), and, as such, produce images and storylines which ulti
mately reassert Whiteness as superior (Brock 2011; Daniels and LaLone 2012). These 
games provide a “virtual museum of culture,” where the assumed White gamer can expe
rience, through “performances” of, for instance, Black masculinity, an urban landscape 
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(Miller 2008). Games can also prompt dominance and aggression toward others players 
(Tang and Fox 2016). Yet representations of people of color are only one dimension of 
racism in gaming; there is a vibrant literature documenting racist violence toward 
gamers of color through trash-talking. Led by Kishonna Gray, whose groundbreaking 
studies and theoretical innovations explore the experiences of racism in gaming among 
people of color, this literature marks an important shift. Reorienting the focus from the 
representations of people of color and the psychological predictors of aggression, Gray 
(2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2020) demonstrates that games are not merely imaginary worlds 
through which gamers confront and navigate neutral representations; they are very im
portant social settings through which Whites target, harass, and harm people of color. 
Gray’s body of work also highlights how people of color navigate and resist this overt 
racism.

While overt racism has been conceptualized as prejudice and microaggressions within the 
literature (Glaser and Kahn 2005; Williams et al. 2019; Senter and Ling 2017), I would ar
gue that the framework of everyday racism is a more effective lens. While everyday 
racism can be similar to microaggressions in certain contexts, the two are conceptually 
distinct (Bourabain and Verhaeghe 2021). As Domínguez and Embrick (2020) explain, the 
formulation of microaggressions by Pierce and of everyday racism by Essed bear some 
similarities; both concepts were developed by studying the subjective lived experiences of 
Black people, and both consider the cumulative effects of daily race-based violence. Mi
croaggressions deal with events in everyday life, such as racist insults, invalidations, and 
assaults. Part of the negative cognitive and emotional implications of microaggressions is 
in the energy and effort expelled in anticipating and determining if events constituted 
identity-based mistreatment. Overt racism in the form of hate speech online requires no 
cognitive energy to determine if the event was about one’s race (Ortiz 2021b). While 
overt racism online is interpreted as stressful and emotionally harmful by victims (Es
chmann 2020; Ortiz 2021b; Sobieraj 2020), the stress itself does not emerge from the ap
praisal process. This is why everyday racism is more appropriate in the case of racist 
trash talk in gaming.

Everyday racism refers to the forms of racism that are recurrent, repetitive, and familiar; 
these are forms of racism that people find mundane and describe as “just the way it is.” 
Structural theorists tell us racisms are fluid (Bonilla-Silva 1997; Jung 2015). It follows 
that the lived experiences of racism would not be constant across time and space, either 
in specific social settings or by region. Thus, the particular contours of everyday racism 
depend on the racial ideologies and political and social context at any given point in time. 
Importantly, everyday racism exposes how recurrent and familiar practices enact the 
rules and procedures of the racial structure, all of which come to be understood by racial 
actors as normal. The analytic focus of everyday racism is not necessarily on the stress 
that it causes but, rather, on how the routines and interactions that people take for grant
ed activate and reproduce the racial order on the macro-level. This is because, for Essed 
(1991), an exploration of the everyday is at the same time an analysis of racism as a sys
tem, a system that comprises the ligatures of our everyday world.
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An everyday racism framework tells us how racism is reproduced and sustained in ways 
amplified by the particular features of the online gaming setting, as well as in other social 
domains (Ortiz 2019b). In the context of gaming, vicarious and firsthand racism via trash 
talk constitute everyday racism. This overt racism is a form of everyday racism not mere
ly because of its frequency but because it is understood as a normal, expected part of so
cial life (Gray 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2020; Ortiz 2019a, 2020). Gamers of color expect to 
hear and witness harassment, they anticipate being victimized, they understand these 
arrangements as normal, and these experiences align with their treatment in other social 
domains (Passmore and Mandryk 2020; Ortiz 2019a). In the next section, I will suggest 
that if scholars want to understand how racism is produced in the everyday social context 
of gaming, the practices of White masculinity should be of concern.

White Masculinity and the Perpetuation of 
Everyday Racism
One of the issues in using masculinities to understand toxic gaming culture is fixating on 
the attitudes and practices of individual men, in searching for exceptions or for exem
plars of hegemonic masculinity in gaming. Studies examining if and how individual White 
male gamers occupy hegemonic masculinity should not overlook the fact that White male 
gamers have created the conditions of gaming culture in which racist and sexist harass
ment occur (Bulut 2021; Ortiz 2019b). Understanding Whiteness as organizing the con
texts of and interactions within gaming shifts the present focus on attitudes and practices 
toward a structural approach. This is not to suggest that sociologists do not study prac
tices and attitudes of people. A sociological study does so in service of understanding how 
cultures are constructed, how resources are distributed, and how power is defended and 
contested, all of which are bound to both Whiteness and masculinity as inherently hierar
chical identities.

In the existing literature, the connections between racism and masculinity are often im
plied but not explicitly explored. The gender and racial order are upheld by actions and 
ideologies that support domination. Not all White male gamers enact racism through 
overt means, but they all have the ability to do so by virtue of technological cultures and 
their positionality which justifies racism online as normal (Ortiz 2021a). Studies of hege
monic masculinity have been critiqued for not attending to the everyday routines and 
practices that legitimize it. One important site of these practices is the game develop
ment studio. Bulut’s (2021) fieldwork in a predominantly White male game development 
studio demonstrates that White masculinity is central to the reproduction of the racist 
representations that have been critiqued. The study shows that White masculinity 
emerges as a desire to find pleasure in the Other and becomes structurally enacted in 
game design. Developers and designers, most of whom are White, downplay how gaming 
spaces provide new opportunities for racism, instead framing their designs in color-blind 
terms such as “escapism” and a “general freedom to do what you want.” In this way, 
White masculinity denies its position of power while simultaneously being central to the 

https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/page/legal-notice


Masculinity, Everyday Racism, and Gaming

Page 9 of 22

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2022. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 15 February 2022

development of games and gaming culture (Bulut 2021). Bulut’s study makes an impor
tant intervention in contribution to the study of how White masculinities are re-created, 
performed, and rewarded in gaming because it points out how those processes are linked 
to the perpetuation of racism. Racism is a key aspect of the construction of hegemonic 
masculinity in gaming, and this hegemonic masculinity in turn provides White gamers 
tools to practice their domination while gaming. Possible avenues for future research in 
this area can draw from sociological studies that link racism to White masculinity through 
emotions and compensatory manhood acts. Scholars may also explore the key role of peer 
socialization in shaping and disciplining masculinities to model the hegemonic and racist 
mold.

Studies of trolling have made a connection between emotions and racism. Indeed, Cook, 
Schaafsma, and Antheunis (2017) show that male, self-identified trolls in gaming named 
personal enjoyment, pleasure, and thrill-seeking as key motivations to trolling (which in
cluded verbal comments, flaming, and trash-talking). As I show elsewhere, targets and 
self-identified trolls both understand trolling as involving repeated, collective acts of bla
tant sexism and racism (Ortiz 2020). Thus, the pleasure involved in harming others 
through trolling (Buckels, Trapnell, and Paulhus 2014), especially through the symbolic 
violence of racist hate speech while gaming, warrants a closer examination of emotions. 
The relationship among emotions, racism, and masculinity that has been explored in oth
er arenas is relevant to video game spaces. For example, Cabrera’s (2014) work on White 
masculinity on college campuses accounts for how White men feel about racism. Emo
tions such as anger, anxiety, and apathy shape White men’s inclinations to discriminate 
and provide the means to discursively situate themselves as true victims of racism. No
tably, White students who attended a university that was not predominantly White were 
enraged at affirmative action programs, which did not even exist at their institution. 
These students also noted exhaustion from encountering multiculturalism in the spaces 
they deemed their own. Cabrera further suggested that the competitive environment of 
the university provided Whites an effective cover to frame students of color as threaten
ing to their social positions. At the same time, White male students also framed students 
of color as playing the victim and as irrational for their views on race and racism, which 
we see in gaming spaces. Cabrera’s work highlights the emotional dimensions of racism 
that might otherwise be linked to contextual factors of video games such as competition. 
The competitive nature of gameplay may provide some explanation for trash talk (Yip, 
Schweitzer, and Nurmohamed 2018; Ortiz 2019b). However, the reason this trash talk re
lies on racist insults, as opposed to just insulting gamers’ skills, can be further under
stood by also acknowledging the emotional consequences of the perceived harm to White 
men’s social positions. That is, when White men interpret the presence of people of color 
and inclusivity efforts as “infringing” on their “fundamental freedoms” (Cabrera 2014), 
emotions such as anger become a key aspect of the overarching White racial frame under 
which racism is enacted.

In addition to highlighting the emotional dimensions of racism, sociologists account for 
the centrality of symbolic violence to White masculinity. Boys and men learn to signify, 
perform, and affirm masculinity through “manhood acts” (Schrock and Schwalbe 2009). 
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Compensatory manhood acts are modified practices men undertake when they cannot 
reach the ideal of hegemonic masculinity. Sumerau (2020) argues that the threat of and 
ability to use violence are central to White masculinity because violence is intertwined 
with compensatory manhood acts. Research on compensatory manhood acts has focused 
on trans men, men of color, queer men, working-class men, and men working in lower-sta
tus job. Combining autoethnography and in-depth interviews with class-advantaged 
White, cisgender, heterosexual men, Sumerau finds that although violence is seen as 
something “other” men use to compensate for their lack of power, even men approximat
ing the hegemonic ideal encounter scenarios where they must negotiate violence. While 
some scholars see hegemonic masculinity and toxic masculinity as conceptually distinct 
(i.e., some characteristics of hegemonic masculinity are not toxic), Sumerau shows how 
even pro-social yearnings involve a proclivity for violence. White men find ways to excuse, 
justify, and enact violence by situating themselves as different from “other men,” whose 
violence is framed as intentional. Sumerau’s participants understand violence as some
thing men are supposed to practice but not something they are responsible for address
ing. In White men’s racism, defense of racist practices, and insistence that racism is “just 
the way it is” and not their responsibility (Ortiz 2021b), we can see racism in gaming as a 
core strategy through which male gamers signify their manhood.

Recognizing racism in gaming as related to White masculinity also opens a line of socio
logical research into the role of gaming in peer socialization of racial violence. Scholars 
have done similar research on peer socialization and homophobia (Pascoe 2013), racism 
(Kimmel 2007), and bullying more broadly (Thornberg 2018) among White boys. A social
ization framework complements the psychological approach that dominates the litera
ture. Psychological explorations search for racism and sexism as sets of gamer attitudes, 
implying that outcomes of identity-based harassment can be predicted by such attitudes. 
Solutions focus on education and remediating prejudice and hatred. However, racism and 
sexism are not simply individual attributes. They also involve cultural elements, shape the 
relations of people, and are embedded in technologies. Peer socialization focuses on the 
broader processes and patterns that contribute to the reproduction of discriminatory and 
oppressive behaviors. This framework introduces new questions: How are young White 
boys socialized by peers to participate in and excuse racist and sexist harassment? What 
are the social rewards and consequences for engaging in these behaviors? How do these 
material and symbolic rewards shape boys’ and men’s relationships to one another and 
marginalized men within gaming?

If peer socialization involves discipline and punishment for deviant masculinities, much 
socialization among White boys and teens likely involves symbolic violence toward people 
of color, racial ignorance, and color-blind racism because targeting people of color is nor
malized and yet predicated upon willful rejection and denial of racism and its persistence 
(Kimmel 2007; Mueller 2020; Bonilla-Silva 2017). I do not argue here that we focus on in
dividual White boys and men to locate “where” racism resides or to what extent they are 
“racist.” Indeed, the figure of “the racist” has been a great distraction in understanding 
how systemic racism persists through the collective actions of social actors (Bonilla-Silva 
2021). Exploring the attitudes and personality traits of White male gamers yields impor
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tant psychological insights useful for predicting behavior (Fox and Tang 2014). These ef
forts might also be paired with peer socialization, which can tell us how those attitudes 
are shaped, encouraged, and rewarded within gaming culture by other White men and, 
importantly, how inclusive masculinity might emerge in spite of these phenomena.

Masculinity as a Tool: Surviving Everyday 
Racism
There is not enough research on men of color in gaming, and there is a startling lack of 
attention to Asian American, Indigenous, and Latino men in particular. Within news me
dia, popular culture, and much of the scholarly literature, Black and Latino masculinities 
have been demonized as more violent, more homophobic, and more aggressive than 
White masculinity men; Asian masculinities have been feminized; and Indigenous mas
culinities are framed as lawless threats to coloniality (Collins 2002; Ferber 2007; Eng 
2001; Hurtado and Sinha 2016; Innes and Anderson 2015). Even the research on racist 
trash-talking toward men of color in gaming tends to focus on their victimization, without 
acknowledging the gendered aspect of this racism. Focusing exclusively on racism misses 
the role that masculinity plays in framing men of color as deviant, dangerous, and subor
dinate.

Black masculinity in gaming is beginning to attract scholarly attention (Brock 2020; Chan 
and Gray 2021; DiSalvo and Bruckman 2010; Gray 2020; Guins 2006). Research suggests 
that Black male gamers are not necessarily chasing or trying to consume White hegemon
ic masculinity; instead, Black men use their masculinity for collective uplift, standing up 
to toxic cultures (Chan and Gray 2021; Gray 2020). Of course, analyzing race and gender 
requires nuance and an understanding that group social positions are complex and often 
contradictory (Anthias 2012). Because groups may be positioned as both oppressed and 
oppressors depending on the context (Collins and Bilge 2016), scholars need to hold both 
realities at the same time. Men of color are victims of racism in gaming, even as they may 
participate in or act as bystanders to sexist and homophobic trash talk. In these tangled 
matrices are questions of how these relations are managed by men of color and how 
those strategies challenge and sometimes uphold the toxicity.

Passmore and Mandryk (2020) provide a typology of responses to trash talk as a starting 
point for thinking about the race- and gender-based strategies people develop to navigate 
discrimination online. The study not only synthesizes previous findings but, more impor
tantly, breaks down the strategies by race and gender group. While “enduring/ignoring” 
trash talk was the most reported strategy, often as the initial one people used, respon
dents also reported drawing from a large array of strategies. These strategies ranged 
from modifying their digital selves to cognitive reframing of the incidents to confronting 
and calling out their discriminator. Seeking social support was found to be a last-resort 
strategy, particularly for Latino, Black, and Asian men. Emotional social support can 
buffer some of the mental health consequences of discrimination (Jackson 2018), and it 
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can also provide resources to groups to boost their self-concept (Williams and Wiggins 
2010).

Outside of gaming, Davis’ (2019) study of social support among Black women found that 
collective uplift was a significant outcome of emotional support. Validating the experi
ences of everyday discrimination and recentering those experiences as collective (as op
posed to merely individual events) help Black women affirm and love themselves as Black 
women. That is, while emotional support and validation of everyday discrimination focus 
on sustaining individual Black women, this support also translates to conversations of 
racism and sexism as systemic and intersecting issues and the need to actively resist 
these structures. With regard to gaming spaces, Cote (2017) outlines the strategies that 
women use to navigate trash talk and mentions social coping, which is the mobilization of 
emotional support and advice from trusted others. Women gamers adopt social coping by 
choosing to play with friends and avoiding strangers (Cote 2017; Gray 2012b).

The ways men seek and maintain such relations of social support are tied to their ability 
to draw from intimate relationships with family, friends, and community members (Bow
leg et al. 2013; Choi et al. 2011). However, indicators of social support in offline social do
mains do not necessarily capture the ways people support one another in the gaming con
text. For example, my interviews (Ortiz 2019a) suggest that men of color who have been 
victims of racist trash talk find little social support from non-gamers. Family members in 
particular trivialized racist trash-talking because it occurred while gaming. Men of color 
nevertheless noted warning new players of the emotional risks of online gaming because 
they recognized the negative emotional implications of this abuse. This care work, howev
er, is an emotional tightrope. Risking ridicule from other gamers who demanded men of 
color not express sadness or anger in response to racist trash talk, they also risked 
ridicule for checking in on another player who was harmed. This might explain why social 
support was seen as a last-resort strategy for men of color (Passmore and Mandryk 2020), 
but more research is needed in this area. How do they offer emotional support and advice 
that validate others’ experiences of racism in gaming? One way to explore this question is 
to focus on the deep connections men of color form with one another.

Connections with other men have been examined for the extent to which those relation
ships uphold and reinforce hegemonic masculinity. Bird’s (1996) study of homosociality 
concluded that nonsexual attractions between men reproduce gender relations. Men 
learned key social lessons through their relationships with other men, such as emotional 
detachment, competition, and sexual objectification of women. These criteria for how to 
be a man persist despite many men’s own personal dissatisfaction with gender relations 
and despite their desire to subvert the emotional, social, and physical expectations of 
their masculinity. But for men of color, nonsexual relationships with men are not exclu
sively tied to producing the hegemonic ideal. In fact, friendships with other men of color 
can be an important source of love and emotional support (Oware 2011; Way 2011; Way et 
al. 2014; Rogers and Way 2019), especially in the face of racism. The exceptional work of 
Niobe Way shows that men desire deep, intimate friendships with each other but find it 
difficult to find and maintain these relationships because of cultural ideals of men as stoic 
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and uncaring. For men of color, close friendships in adolescence can provide a site to re
sist dominant racist ideologies of themselves as bound to stereotypical and harmful depic
tions. As these adolescents reach high school, the social pressure to avoid behavior that 
could be read as feminine becomes overwhelming (Pascoe 2013; Rogers and Way 2019).

The research on friendships in gaming suggests the capacity for close, intimate friend
ships to re-emerge. For example, boys were more likely than girls to rate the social as
pects of gaming, such as feeling less lonely, having people to compete with, and making 
new friends as motivators for playing video games (Olson 2010). Adult men are also more 
likely to report making close friends through gaming than adult women (Cole and Grif
fiths 2007). Men have also reported discussing sensitive issues with their gamer friends 
(Cole and Griffiths 2007; Ortiz 2019b). Thus, how men of color develop close friendships 
with each other through gaming and fulfill the human need of deep connection and inti
macy, while also buffering the everyday racism they experience more broadly, can help 
sociologists understand how masculinity for men of color is a tool for uplift.

Conclusion
Navigating a society where hegemonic masculinity and White supremacy are woven into 
the social fabric, the oppressive practices and resistance strategies of men in gaming can 
reveal new insights into how structural inequality becomes resisted and reproduced. So
ciologists interested in race and gender as axes of oppression can learn more about how 
these inequalities persist by examining masculinity and everyday racism in online gam
ing. Using tools from the sociological study of gender and race can help scholars develop 
new questions about how broader social processes shape the lives of gamers.

In service of this agenda, I argued that future research should take seriously the ways 
White masculinity reproduces everyday racism in gaming. Scholars could study the rela
tionship between White male gamers’ emotions, gender, and discriminatory practices; the 
role of violence as a compensatory manhood act in gaming; and the role of peer socializa
tion in the toxic practices of gaming culture. Debating whether or not White male gamers 
occupy hegemonic masculinity or a subordinate masculinity should not distract re
searchers from a fuller exploration of Whiteness in this context. Domination is complex; 
oppression does not follow a simple, additive formula (Collins and Bilge 2016). That is, 
White men do not always reap every benefit of their status in all social situations. It is 
possible for White men to be victimized on the basis of other identities. At the same time, 
it is also possible that White male gamers also oppress others in these settings. This 
should create new questions:. How does White male gamers’ domination of other men 
contribute to their group position? How does their racial oppression of others distract 
from or obscure their knowledge of their own subordination? What is more, how does wit
nessing racism against gamers of color contribute to White male gamers’ critical con
sciousness or willingness to identify and seek out anti-racist interventions? How do White 
male gamers challenge racism among other White gamers? How do White men who occu
py positions of power (leaders in guilds, senior developers) or high status (such as 
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streamers) within the gaming community shape the norms around masculinity and 
racism?

Future researchers would also be well served by further exploring how masculinity may 
provide sources of resistance to everyday racism. I highlighted how close friendships 
among men of color can be a coping strategy for managing racism via social support. 
How do men of color validate and empower each other within gaming? Considering the 
important role of the family in socialization, how do family members contribute to resis
tance strategies in gaming for men of color? How are men of color carving out spaces 
where racism is not tolerated? Alternatively, how do anti-Blackness, xenophobia, and Is
lamophobia among men of color who are gamers create deeper divisions? We also need 
research on the barriers to men of color’s interventions and support for women victims of 
racism and sexism in gaming. This is because whether they are bystanders or actively ha
rassing women, when they are present, these actions contribute to the oppression of 
women in gaming. My interviews with men of color found that they do not necessarily un
derstand the raced and gendered nature of online harassment; overhearing Black women 
being referred to as “roaches,” for example, was labeled as a racist attack, and rape 
threats were described as exclusively gendered (Ortiz 2019b; Ortiz 2021a). What factors 
contribute to how men of color conceptualize and respond to gendered racism against 
women of color in these contexts?

Studying masculinity and racism together is key to understanding how structural inequal
ity is enacted and maintained. I have discussed how studying masculinity and racism as 
interactional and structural—as opposed to merely sets of attitudes and predispositions 
held by individuals—allows scholars to account for how inequality in gaming culture per
sists. Racism in gaming is central to the construction of White masculinities, whether in
dividual gamers seek to reach the hegemonic ideal or not. For men of color, their mas
culinities are central to how they would cope with racism in gaming, including the ways 
men affirm and uplift each other. Paired with cultural studies’ critical readings of games, 
communication’s discourse analyses, and psychology’s exploration of attitudes, these sug
gestions for future research can help scholars more deeply analyze barriers to inclusive 
practices, especially among key demographics.
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