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Introduction: Tracing Paths in Networked Landscapes

GamerGate began with an act of intimate partner violence. It was not a physical attack, a
secret manipulation, gaslighting, verbal abuse, or whispered discouragements. It was a
transmitted attack online, a rambling letter of hurt feelings aimed at completely
destroying its intended target’s career and personal life. This singular act of socially-
mediated abuse became a flashpoint for the destabilization of an industry, the formation
of a hate group, and the coalescence of disparate groups of white supremacists, racists,
misogynists, and extreme-right ideologues into an organized front against any and all
forms of inclusion, representation, and equality in American culture and society. Above
all, this act illustrates the way singular events online, however small, connect to and
transform larger discourses in American society and beyond. This dissertation will trace
the unfolding narratives of GamerGate that branch off from this singular act to gain an
understanding of how online networks perpetuate structures of inequality.

The central question driving this dissertation, and my research overall, is how
does power manifest online? How power operates is a central question in American
Studies, and the aim of this dissertation is to apply that organizing question to everyday
interactions online. To accomplish this I have developed an approach to online
interactions that go beyond singular platforms like Facebook or Twitter because that is
not how we use our technologies in everyday life. Gamergate-as-case-study perfectly
encapsulates the cross-platform interactions of everyday use we all encounter online, and
its central organizing role in uniting disparate forms of hegemonic power and control into

networks of harassment helps to illustrate how power manifests in networked space.



GamerGate highlighted and amplified the misogyny and racism that ran rampant
in the undercurrents of gamer culture to the forefront of society while simultaneously
espousing a goal of taking on ethics in games journalism. The dissonance between
ideology and actions within GamerGate would define the movement and what Deadspin
would call “the future of the culture wars”.! While self-defined as a movement concerned
with ethics in journalism, GamerGate became a rally point for misogynists, white
supremacists, men’s rights activists, and a burgeoning right-wing online media presence
that attacked any and all groups supporting inclusivity in video games. The long-tail of
GamerGate can be found in the alt-right movement, current debates on movies and comic
culture, and into the White House, making this analysis of its rise critical to
understanding the current social realities the United States is facing.

This dissertation is focused on answering why disparate groups of gamers,
misogynists, white supremacists, men’s rights activists, and the far-right coalesced
around GamerGate by exploring the space in which this born-digital movement grew and
interrogating the identity category of “gamer” as it relates to consumer culture in the 21*
century. GamerGate raises many troubling questions not just about what gamer culture is,
but also how the structuring of networked publics provided the tools for a motley
collection of angry young men, white supremacists, men’s rights activists, and
conservative media to produce a unified movement of disparate agendas. What role do
online platforms play in supporting toxic technocultures and how does GamerGate

exploit the political economy of online platforms to foster the organized abuse and

! Kyle Wagner, “The Future Of The Culture Wars Is Here, And It’s GamerGate,” Deadspin, October 14,
2014, https://deadspin.com/the-future-of-the-culture-wars-is-here-and-its-gamerga-1646145844.
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harassment of users on those platforms? > How do platforms affect discourse via their
design and how does that discourse change and evolve as it moves across and between
platforms? What processes occur to allow supporters of GamerGate to simultaneously
champion the movement while disavowing its principle tactics of harassments and threats
to women in gaming?

To answer these questions, I develop an approach to the internet that is holistic
while simultaneously providing me the tools for a close reading of the discourse
occurring across platforms. I utilize a mixed-methodological approach that combines
Actor Network Theory and Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis to map the
various participants, targets, platforms, and media involved in the creation and spread of
GamerGate with an awareness of the contextual space where these interactions occur. |
apply a critical feminist lens in reading the mapping of GamerGate I created, focusing
particularly on the framework of oppositional consciousness as developed by bell hooks
and Chela Sandoval.

This approach functions as a methodological scaffold, providing me with a tracing
of associations and mapping interactions across platforms that I can follow up with an
additional application of further theoretical lenses to analyze specific processes that
emerge from the map. I call this multidisciplinary refraction, where I pull from a broad
survey of disciplines and theoretical frameworks to focus on specific processes operating

during GamerGate. These additional lenses provided a theoretical focus in each chapter

2 This question engages the work of Adrienne Massanari, “#GamerGate and the Fappening: How Reddit’s
Algorithm, Governance, and Culture Support Toxic Technocultures,” New Media & Society 19, no. 3
(2015): 32946, https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815608807.
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that builds an understanding towards the multiple processes that occur in fostering hate
and harassment online.

I argue that GamerGate should be viewed as a reactionary consumer activist
movement against an industry becoming more inclusive. Central to this narrative are the
communities that arose through social media, blogs, open source game engines, and
crowdsourcing sites that facilitated the connection of disparate groups of gamers that
weren’t the primary (white, male, straight) demographic of the game industry.
GamerGate coalesced as a reaction to the visible critiques to gamer culture and the games
industry as these oft ignored communities produced critical media and alternative
independent games that GamerGate saw as a direct attack on their identity as gamers.
GamerGate has become a cultural flashpoint in the 21 century knowledge industry; a
microcosm of the larger issues of visibility and challenges to dominant notions of
American society and culture that networked publics are producing on a daily basis. The
same technologies that provided the tools to broadcast, distribute, and connect the lives of
marginalized identities, communities, and cultures across the United States also support
the unification of reactionary conservative movements across the spectrum.

GamerGate, and the subsequent rise of Trump and the alt-right, illustrate the
underlying racism and misogyny that underpinned American ideology following the Civil
Rights movement. Their reaction to the always already present diverse cultures and
identities’ enhanced visibility via networked publics makes previous tactics of
marginalizing counter and subcultural forms no longer effective in bracketing off non-
normative identity from dominant culture, exposing the underlying structures of

domination in American culture. In a culture and society based on capitalist principles



espousing a winner-take-all mentality, the presence of alternative viewpoints and
experiences on a mass communication scale via networked publics and platforms that
afford a one-to-many transmission of experience without the gatekeeping function of
traditional media triggers a reaction against those differences. In the reactionary view of
the war on culture, any gains by marginalized communities are a loss in a zero-sum

game.

GamerGate: A Primer

The following is a summary of events that provides context for the references, callbacks,
and expanding cast of characters that the rest of my dissertation will engage with. It all
begins with a single post. On August 16, 2014, thezoepost appeared. Created by Eron
Gjoni to house his “cringe-worthy break up story” originally posted on the forums of
Penny Arcade and Something Awful, but deleted for the harassing nature, thezoepost
details Gjoni’s relationship with game developer Zo¢ Quinn and their breakup. In seven
“acts,” Gjoni goes into intimate details of his relationship with Quinn and the fallout from
her alleged affairs with multiple men in the video game industry. Utilizing a combination
of screen grabs of chat logs and a scrawling narrative that is one part conspiracy, one part
hard-boiled detective noir, and one part love note, Gjoni appeals to an imaginary
audience arguing that he was abused by Quinn’s lying, cheating, and continued contact
with him when he would reach out or mention her in social media posts. He ultimately
outs three of the five guys he suspects cheated on him with Quinn, including one with ties
to the video game website Kotaku. Immediately, readers started to claim that the
connection between Quinn and this reporter were used to gain favorable coverage of

Quinn’s independent game, Depression Quest. From that, the “Quinnspiracy” was born.
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Over the next seven days, a growing number of gamers began posting theories
surrounding thezoepost and how it was a smoking gun that showed corruption in games
journalism. On August 20, 2014, after multiple inquiries from readers, Kotaku posted a
response to the allegations noting that the reporter-in-question had only written one
article that mentioned Quinn and only in relation to a failed reality television show that
she had participated in. However, that didn’t stop multiple people from spreading the
conspiracy surrounding Quinn and ethics in games journalism. A vocal supporter of this
was “Internet Aristocrat,” a YouTube creator and conspiracy theorist that began posting a
series of videos on the Quinnspiracy, beginning on August 19™. After Internet
Aristocrat’s second video was posted on August 26™, he was given a boost in signal via a
tweet by Adam Baldwin on August 27" linking to the two videos with a single hashtag,
#GamerGate. While the initial harassment campaign against Zo€¢ Quinn had begun
minutes after Gjoni made his post, the endorsement and visibility of a D-List actor re-
branding the campaign into “ethics in games journalism” birthed a movement.

As Quinn was inundated with death threats, including changes to her Wikipedia
page which listed date of death as “soon,” anyone who stood up to defend her on Twitter
also became targets of GamerGate’s harassment. This included feminist game critic Anita
Sarkeesian, whom years before had been the target of a harassment campaign aimed at
stopping her Kickstarter project Tropes v. Women in Video Games — a series of YouTube
videos critiquing video games through a feminist lens; and game developer Brianna W,
whom shortly after defending Quinn was doxed — the act of posting personal information
of someone online including telephone, address, and other identifying information — and

sent enough death threats to force her and her family into hiding.



Concurrently, days after the posting of the #GamerGate tweet, multiple video
game news sites posted op-eds detailing the “death” of the gamer as an identity, noting
that a majority of game players aren’t teenaged white boys and the industry needs to shift
its creative energy towards more inclusive creations. This led to a large outcry from
#GamerGate, stating this wave of negative articles aimed at them illustrated a cabal of
game journalists who were practicing unethical forms of journalism including exchanging
favorable coverage for sex. As more people joined the fray, lines were drawn between
those that supported #GamerGate on the merits of its argument for ethics in games
journalism — of which there wasn’t any — and those that were astonished at the lengths to
which gamers would go to threaten women in games and silence marginalized voices in
gaming. Very quickly the #GamerGate controversy spun out beyond the confines of
gaming culture into broader culture. In October, Sarkeesian was invited onto The Colbert
Report, CSI would have an episode on GamerGate in February 2015, and hundreds of
think pieces and blogs would sprout up discussing the merits of #GamerGate and whether
or not their tactics were justified.

As GamerGate spread out into broader American culture, GamerGate the group
began to coalesce into an organized hate campaign, producing a logo and a mascot that
were used to legitimize their campaign for ethics in games journalism. The mascot, a red-
headed gamer girl, was used to counter claims that they were a misogynistic hate group
by their detractors. On top of this, they also created the hashtag campaign
#NotYourShield to counter diversity and inclusion claims in games criticism by setting
up “sockpuppet” accounts on Twitter — accounts that are made to look like a certain

identity but are ran by an entirely different person — to flood the hashtag with fake



accounts of people of color and women in the avatar stating they weren’t a shield for
“Social Justice Warriors” (SJW) to harm the video game industry. GamerGate organized
their attacks and strategies on backchannel internet relay chats (IRC) from the beginning,
and these were being monitored by those that they terrorized, especially Quinn. As she
mentioned in multiple interviews and her book, Quinn was just like the people that were
tormenting her, and if it had happened years prior, she would be one more soldier in the
GamerGate militia.

Quinn’s knowledge of the backchannels and spaces where the people behind the
harassment campaign congregated produced multiple screenshots of chat logs from
multiple Internet Relay Chats® (the quinnspiracy and #burgersandfries) and 4Chan*
discussing ways to weaponize #GamerGate and the creation of #NotYourShield in order
to discredit Quinn, Sarkeesian, and the movement against GamerGate. > These logs also
showed Gjoni joining in and were used as evidence in Quinn’s request for a restraining
order from Gjoni, who had ultimately planned to use his initial postings as a way to get
revenge on Quinn and destroy her life and career. With the filing of this restraining order
against Gjoni, First Amendment lawyer Mike Cernovich joined the fray. Using racist and
misogynistic language to sell workout supplements, Cernovich become an initial

spokesman for GamerGate through his representation of Gjoni and his title of “based

3 Internet Relay Chat (IRC) is networks of servers dedicated to facilitating communication between large
groups of users. It was developed in 1988 as a replacement to Bulletin Board Systems to allow for real time
discussions between users.

4 4chan is an imageboard website that was created in 2003. Imageboards are similar to forums, but place a
focus on posting images rather than text. Its intentional embrace of anonymity and inability for user to
register quickly led to a reputation of social lawlessness that has been credited with the creation of many
popular memes as well as online activist movements like “anonymous.”

5 Casey Johnston, “Chat Logs Show How 4chan Users Created #GamerGate Controversy,” Ars Technica,
September 19, 2014, https://arstechnica.com/gaming/2014/09/new-chat-logs-show-how-4chan-users-
pushed-GamerGate-into-the-national-spotlight/.

8



lawyer” among the supporters of GamerGate. Cernovich would go on to be a primary
contributor to the #pizzagate conspiracy and work with Alex Jones in creating right wing
conspiracy theories. Another key figure of the future alt-right that jumped into the initial
GamerGate fray was Milo Yiannopoulos, who utilized his positive coverage of
GamerGate on Breitbart to produce a massive following. These connections gave
GamerGate higher visibility into additional political groups and also connected those
within the GamerGate movement to broader right-wing outlets.

Beyond the personal threats and harassments, GamerGate began to threaten any
venue in which Sarkeesian or Quinn may appear. In October 2014, Sarkeesian was forced
to cancel a talk at Utah State University after an email was sent in threatening the
“deadliest school shooting in American history” if Sarkeesian gave her talk. While she
had been threatened before, Utah’s concealed carry laws and the university’s decision not
to enforce a no gun policy at the event forced her to cancel. This became a trend at
various conferences for and against GamerGate, with most being cancelled due to bomb
threats. As the movement spread, their conspiracy theories also reached into the realm of
academia, with GamerGaters getting a link to a previous DiIGRA® Google Doc from a
fishbowl session on diversity in gaming in August 2014. From Quinn’s chat logs,
GamerGaters were also using “sleeper cells” in game conferences to proselytize and stalk
Quinn. Engagements in various conferences would happen over a year following the
initial explosion of GamerGate, with formal organizations like the Honey Badger Brigade

going to conferences as legitimate businesses only to use their spaces to try to harass

¢ Digital Games Research Association. “An Association for academics and professionals who research
digital games and associated phenomena.” http://www.digra.org/.
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GamerGate targets or panels. Eventually they were kicked out of conferences, but would
register with different names until organizers would have to remove them from
conferences when they showed up. These territorial battles came to a head in the panel
selection for the 2016 South by Southwest (SXSW) conference in August 2015, where a
panel on combating online harassment was brigaded’ on Reddit by GamerGaters from the
KotakuinAction subreddit and a late panel was submitted to provide the GamerGate side
of harassing people online. This ultimately led to the organizers of SXSW cancelling a
different panel on women in gaming and the GamerGate panel, as the combatting
harassment panel was not accepted. The outrage was immediate. By this time in 2015,
GamerGate as a movement had died down to something of a constant in the background,
a group made to be controlled by ignoring their outrageous behavior and marshalling
defenses if someone new got caught up in their crosshairs. Besides, a new target had
arisen in the year since the rise of GamerGate. Donald Trump had announced his
campaign for president in June 2015 and the trolls and harassers of GamerGate had a new
project to promote through misinformation and misdirection.®

In the years following GamerGate’s explosion into American culture, the means
to address the issues underlying GamerGate’s rise have seen little traction in the industry
as a whole. The dismal employment and leadership numbers in the games industry when

it comes to diversity hires that include women, people of color, queer, and the disabled

7 The act of marshalling mass downvoting and toxic comments on a particular post.

8 In an analysis of the subreddit r/The Donald, FiveThirtyEight’s Trevor Martin explored the animating
forces behind the subreddit. In the statistical analysis looking at shared user comments between subreddits,
Martin found subreddits like r/4chan and r/TheRedPill were some of the key non-political subreddits
participating in celebrating Trump. Similarly, when engaging with the “gamer” subreddits, the central
organizing subreddit r/KotakulnAction was the top contributor to r/The Donald. The same networks of
hate groups and shitposters that fueled the GamerGate controversy similarly played an important role in the
waging of the “meme war” during the 2016 election.
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have barely risen. A recent article, stating that the most recent Electronic Entertainment
Expo (E3) illustrates that the gaming bigots have lost, mentions the rise of female
protagonists staring in games as something to celebrate. ° However, analysis by
Sarkeesian’s Feminist Frequency notes that there has been no change in the visibility of
women as the main protagonist of games.!'? They also note that there were nearly no
women on the stages giving presentations from any of the developers, with only one
major presentation featuring a woman. Ultimately, however, Quinn’s take on the article is
the one that resonates with the contemporary space in which game culture finds itself in
the wake of GamerGate when she notes: “This...is kind of something I worried about
when journalists started whitewashing GG’s origin — my ex’s abuse — out of their
reporting. It’s a bit premature to say GG ‘lost’ during €3 when Nick Robinson was in
attendance like nothing happened. Esp in light of #MeToo0.”!! There is little
acknowledgement of the intimate nature through which this cultural seismic event
occurred, and the way that we can move forward as a society should be through
examining the tools of violence that were utilized to draw in a cadre of participants that
entered through multiple channels of engagement and harassment in order to get at the

ways that online platforms encourage and allow for these kinds of behaviors.

 Dave Lee, “At E3, Video Gaming’s Bigots Have Lost,” BBC, June 16, 2018,
https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-44504344.

19 Carolyn Petit and Anita Sarkeesian, “Gender Breakdown of Games Featured at E3 2018,” Feminist
Frequency, June 14, 2018, https://feministfrequency.com/2018/06/14/gender-breakdown-of-games-
featured-at-e3-2018/.

11 Zoe Quinn (@UnburntWitch), “This...is kind of something I worried about when journalists started
whitewashing GG’s origin — my ex’s abuse — out of their reporting. It’s a bit premature to,” Twitter, June
16, 2018, https://twitter.com/UnburntWitch/status/1008176813778993152.
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Video Games: The Neoliberal Media

Video games sit at the intersection of consumption, cultural expression, and hobbyist
craft. The development and subsequent crash of gaming in the 70s and into the early 80s
occurs during the time of the United States’ transition from mass consumer economy
towards neoliberal policies focused on individualism and deregulation. The initial mass
cultural phenomenon of gaming gave way to a niche cultural product aimed squarely at
the white male demographic, cultivating a particular identity and market segment the
industry built itself around. It’s this construction of “gamer” that informs my reading of
GamerGate as a reactionary consumer movement towards the changing demographics in
the games industry, both producers and consumers.

I position video games as the mediated form of neoliberal principles. In A Brief
History of Neoliberalism, David Harvey notes that Information technology is the
“privileged technology of neoliberalism.”!? Harvey goes on to state that “the main areas
of production that gained were the emergent cultural industries (film, videos, video
games, music, advertising, art shows), which use IT as a basis for innovation and the
marketing of new products.”!* Video games as an industry developed during and within
the rise of neoliberalism and it is imperative that we read games within this larger global
economic development. Indeed, as contemporary labor issues crop up across the industry
and the long shadow of GamerGate continues to impact video game culture, exploring the
entwined history of video games and neoliberal policies becomes a means to understand

the actions of the larger ecology of the industry, culture, and individuals.'*

12 David Harvey, 4 Brief History of Neoliberalism (New York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 2005), 159.
13 Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, 159.

14 Insert links to RDR 2 Overwork, TellTale Games, Labor Union Movement. Link to GamerGate and
Minecraft, E3 thing, Something else but I can’t think of it right now.

12



Moreover, Gamergate highlights the economic shifts that have been pushing back
against strides made during the civil rights era. As I detail in chapter 4, GamerGate is a
culminating force responding to the liberatory potential of networked publics and the
amplified voices of marginalized communities encouraged by social media and other
online platforms. This framework is influenced by the work of Lizabeth Cohen in 4
Consumers’ Republic. Cohen’s book traces the tactics African American consumers
practiced in the fight for civil rights, using strategies that exploited post-war mass
consumer culture to demand equal rights through mobilized purchasing power. Cohen
ends on a downward note as the 1970s mark the beginning of market segmentation in
order to destabilize the power of African American consumers and consequently any
future power through mass consumer mobilization. '* Video games as a consumer good
rise as these “specters of inequality” begin haunting America, and this is a key aspect not
only of video games, but the development of personal computers and consumer
technologies as Harvey notes above. Video games rise as a targeted product towards a
consumer oriented around the constructed “gamer” identity. The technology needed to
create and consume games on personal computers or consoles excluded many
demographics already economically disenfranchised from the previous decade’s harmful
policies towards non-white, non-male individuals.

Celia Lury’s Consumer Culture outlines key processes at work in the construction
of gamers as an identity within neoliberal frameworks of financialization and hyper-

individualism: (1) The organized interpenetration of economic and everyday life, (2) the

15 Lizabeth Cohen, 4 Consumers’ Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America (New
York: Vintage Books, 2003), 403-404.
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growth of a range of different forms of consumer politics, which seek to mobilize
consumers to influence the state, producers, and other consumers, (3) The use of goods in
contemporary societies by specific social groups or cultural intermediaries leading to
forms of expertise and the creation of subcultures or lifestyles, and (4) The political
identification of freedom with individual choice.!'® These processes figure heavily in the
construction of the “gamer” as identity and allow video games to cultivate a loyal
audience through the use of marketing and a creation of a consumer and producer myth
that saw consumers of games turning into the producers of the games.!” One of the key
early forms of consumer identity construction in gaming was the production of fan and
“official” magazines around gaming. Learning to talk about and internalizing their
activities as gamers, consumers constructed a new subcultural identity based around their
shared interest in games.'® Much as imagined communities of nations can be formed
through the printed word, so too can subcultures based around consumption. !

The role of information technology in fostering the growth of neoliberal
production and ideology led to the emergence of the knowledge economy as detailed by
Yochai Benkler.?® This also had the effect of amplifying the voices of the marginalized
consumers of games that weren’t directly reflected in the games or marketing themselves,

but were always there. Women, people of color, differently abled, LGBT+ all began

16 Celia Lury, Consumer Culture, 2nd ed. (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2011), 6-7.

17 One famous anecdote surrounds game designer Cliff Bleszinski, who sent in a high score to Nintendo
Power in the early 90s that got published who subsequently become one of the most famous game
designers in the mid-00s, creating the Gears of War franchise and also living a “rock star” life based on his
success in video games.

18 Graeme Kirkpatrick, Computer Games and the Social Imaginary (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013).

19 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, rev.
ed. (London: Verso, 2006).

20 Yochai Benkler, The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets and Freedom
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000).
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contributing through these new platforms and helped in co-producing the industry that,
until the rise of accessible platforms and technologies, were mainly ignored in the games
industry.?! With diverse consumers of gaming making space for themselves, regardless of
the industry as a whole, the challenges the gaming industry confronted became a
battleground not just for profits, but for a sense of identity for gamers. I see this issue not
as a justification for the existence of GamerGate, but as an indicator of the “endgame” of
neoliberal policies of individual consumer choice and freedom and the rise of the
information economy around similar techno-libertarian principles of free markets and
speech that only hold until challenged by the use of the same tactics by marginalized
groups in the United States to gain cultural capital.

Games are deeply embedded within the larger military industrial complex that
drove many of the technological advances from the mid-20" century into the 21 century
and helped to secure the neoliberal global order as detailed in Games of Empire by Nick
Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter. They point to the “militainment” of America’s
Army and the “ludocapitalism” of Second Life as illustrative of gaming’s position of and
implication in actual power in the context of Empire.??> Echoing my own positioning of
games-as-neoliberal-media, Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter sum up video gaming’s
position within larger trends of global media:

Virtual games are exemplary media of Empire. They crystallize in a

paradigmatic way its constitution and its conflicts. Just as the eighteenth

century novel was a textual apparatus generating the bourgeois personality

2 For a particularly egregious example of this, see Nichols et al., Brands & Gaming: The Computer
Gaming Phenomenon and Its Impact on Brands and Business.

22 Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter, Games of Empire: Global Capitalism and Video Games
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009), xiv.
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required by mercantile colonialism (but also capable of criticizing it), and just

as twentieth-century cinema and television were integral to industrial

consumerism (yet screened some of its darkest depictions, so virtual games

are media constitutive of twenty-first-century global hypercapitalism and,

perhaps, also lines of exodus from it.?
Games of Empire builds off of the work done by Aphra Kerr and T.L. Taylor in the mid-
00s on labor in video games. Taylor’s Play Between Worlds offers a reading of player
labor in helping to produce the product that was created by game developers.?* It reflects
the hypercapitalism mentioned by Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter in the creation of a
space in which player interaction and character building enrich the experience and
produce a better product, while simultaneously challenging the dominance of ownership
the developer of a game like Everquest may have in the larger scheme of things. Aphra
Kerr’s work on global game development since the early 2000s has focused on the
discursive construction of a global workforce on a local level.?® The global industry
thrives on a young, precarious workforce that is primarily white and male.?® This
workforce is directly sourced from the consumers of the product, gaining knowledge and
experience through their modifications of and exploration in games as described by
Taylor. This all circles back into the intensely focused marketing effort towards the

remasculinization of white, male players as described in Games of Empire. The

23 Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter, Games of Empire, Xxix.

24 T.L. Taylor, Play Between Worlds: Exploring Online Game Culture (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2006),
147.

25 Aphra Kerr, Global Games: Production, Circulation and Policy in the Networked Era (New York,
Routledge, 2017), 194.

26 Kerr, Global Games, 17.

16



individual, precarious nature of video game industry labor echoes the techno-libertarian
principles embedded within larger frameworks of technology and culture.

Another key to analyzing GamerGate is platform studies. It’s origins in an
exploration of the Atari 2600 connect indelibly to the larger impact that video games
have on the contemporary neoliberal system the United States is in. Platform studies is a
relatively new field established in 2009 when Ian Bogost and Nick Montfort coined the
term starting with their book Racing the Beam and the MIT Platform Studies series that
came after it.>” Bogost and Montfort defined platform studies as “a set of approaches
which investigate the underlying computer systems that support creative work.” In their
conception of platform, it is the hardware and certain software that allow for creative
expression that meet the criteria for naming something a platform. There is a certain
amount of flexibility that Bogost and Montfort offer scholars for conceptualizing
platforms, noting that platforms can include anything that is related as a “platform” by
the creator, allowing for scholars to expand platform studies beyond its materialist focus
into platforms on platforms, such as social media.

Tarleton Gillespie frames platforms in much the same way as Bogost and
Montfort stating, “‘Platforms’ are ‘platforms’ not necessarily because they allow code to
be written or run, but because they afford an opportunity to communicate, interact or
sell.”?® This framing builds on top of platform studies, locating the creativity in
communication and interactions, and not just the coding that goes on top of a particular

system. Gillespie’s larger argument is the framing of platforms by their creators as a

27 Ian Bogost and Nick Montfort, “Platform Studies: Frequently Questioned Answers” (Paper presented at
Digital Arts and Culture, Irvine, CA, December 12, 2009).
28 Tarleton Gillespie, “The Politics of ‘Platforms,”” New Media & Society 12, no. 3 (2010): 351,
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444809342738.
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“persuasive token in legal environments, positing their service in a familiar metaphoric
framework as merely the neutral provision of content, a vehicle for art rather than its
producer or patron, where liability should fall to the users themselves.”?° This creates a
mystique around the platforms as neutral entities, but as Gillespie’s notes in a later work,
social media platforms guide, distort, facilitate, and delete social activity.>® Adrienne
Massanari explores design of platforms through the use of “personas” which are defined
as “narrative descriptions of user ‘types’ for whom a product is designed.”*! Much like
the use of game marketing and in game creation discussed above, the use of personas are
rooted in market segmentation analysis that is focused on target audiences a product is
designed for and not necessarily for a universal, neutral platform for online interaction.
Gillespie, Massanari, and Bogost/Montfort provide the theoretical framing for deep dives
into the work that platforms do online, and a growing field of literature has begun to take
on the issues of platforms and their design in the context of social and cultural issues.
André Brock has examined the Blackbird web browser and its design focusing
specifically on Black internet users and the discourse that surrounded its release,>>
Brittany Fiore-Silfvast explored the rise of user-generated wartime information networks
on YouTube,* and Kate Crawford and Tarleton Gillespie have catalogued the flagging

process on multiple platforms to unpack the working of the flag within online public

2 Gillespie, “The Politics of Platforms,” 358.

30 Tarleton Gillespie, “Platforms Intervene,” Social Media + Society 1, no. 1 (April-June 2015): 1-2,
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305115580479.

31 Adrienne Massanari, “Designing for Imaginary Friends: Information Architecture, Personas and the
Politics of User-Centered Design,” New Media & Society 12, no. 3 (2010): 407,
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444809346722.

32 André Brock, “Beyond the Pale: The Blackbird Web Browser’s Critical Reception,” New Media &
Society 13, no0. 7 (2011): 1085-1103, https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444810397031.

33 Brittany Fiore-Silfvast, “User-Generated Warfare: A Case of Converging Wartime Information Networks
and Coproductive Regulation on YouTube,” International Journal of Communication 6 (2012): 1965-1988.
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discourse.** Other scholars have focused on the underlying economic principles driving
online platforms. Robert Gehl’s case for alternative social media focuses on the capitalist
structuring logics of popular social media sites and the need for an alternative social
media that is not reliant upon ad-revenue and consumption.®> Nick Srnicek’s Platform
Capitalism moves beyond online platforms into the larger world of multinational
conglomerates and their race to control the means of production in various industry,
including the creation of platform-specific online interfaces that force consumer buy-in to
their product ecosystem.>® These concerns are echoed in Sarah Roberts’s introduction to
Pix or it Didn’t Happen: Images Banned from Instagram when she describes Instagram
as a “liminal space” between public and private, functioning as for-profit companies that
avoid the responsibilities to the public that the institutions they are supplanting, like
newspapers, have taken on in the past. >’ The emergence of social media platforms as the
places that people turn to in the shrinking of public space and institutions has become a
focus of digital cultural scholarship. But which platforms are filling this void? Are they a
singular public space, or multiple publics and spaces separated via the platforms that
mediate their construction?

It’s fitting that video game platforms set the framework for the contemporary
moment. The indelible mark platforms have made on the social, cultural, economic, and

political landscape of the United States in the 21 century is palpable. GamerGates origin

34 Kate Crawford and Tarleton Gillespie, “What Is a Flag for? Social Media Reporting Tools and the
Vocabulary of Complaint,” New Media & Society 18, no. 3 (2014): 410-428,
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444814543163.
35 Robert W. Gehl, “The Case for Alternative Social Media,” Social Media + Society 1, no. 2 (July-
December 2015): 1-12, https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305115604338.
36 Nick Srnicek, Platform Capitalism (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2017).
37 Sarah Roberts, “Aggregating the Unseen,” in Pix or It Didn’t Happen: Images Banned from Instagram,
ed. Arvida Bystrom and Molly Soda (Munich: Prestel, 2017), 17-21.
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in, exploitation of, and expansion beyond online platforms illustrates the interweaving of
video games into the larger neoliberal frameworks that structure everyday life. Video
games are one manifestation of the interweaving of consumption and identity begun in
the post-civil rights era as a means of weakening the “consumer’s republic.”
Technology’s subsumption of white supremacist heteropatriarchy through this process of
consumer subcultural development via racial and gender economic inequality created a
foundation of exclusion in the very frameworks of the platforms that shape our everyday
lives in this moment. The intimate connections we all share with these technologies
influence our identities in many ways and shape our interactions on and offline.
GamerGate’s evolution from intimate partner violence to a coalition of hate groups shows
how hate spreads across platforms precisely because the design of those platforms and
consumer identities are based within a white supremacist heteropatriarchy that denies

alternative subjectivities.

Embodied Privilege: Tensions in Tracing Toxic Technocultures and Analyzing

Networked Hate

It would be disingenuous of me not to note and examine the privileged position which I
inhabit in the scholarship and general controversy of GamerGate. I am a white, cis-
heterosexual male and embody the constructed audience of gamer as defined throughout
this dissertation. During my research and writing, I have become acutely aware of my
position as a scholar that is taking the work and ideas from targets of GamerGate and
white heteropatriarchy to construct my own reading and analysis of GamerGate. My
scholarship is deeply influenced by women of color feminists, in particular bell hooks’s

concept of the oppositional gaze and Chela Sandoval’s “science of oppositional
20



ideology” through a construction of feminist thought outside feminist history of
consciousness in which women of color sit as a liminal “third woman.”* Oppositional
consciousness is based upon a topography of consciousness that takes four types of
oppositional politics (equal rights, revolutionary, supremacist, and separatist) and adds a
fifth, differential consciousness, that provides a space of imagining the previous four
types as geographies along a continuum in which each encounter is traversed via a
mapping of the subjectivity through which differential consciousness can shift between
and within those types of oppositional politics.

I utilize these methods as a means to read critique of hegemonic gamer culture at
face value from those marginalized by that culture. I note the obvious to point out the
banality of the radical notion that different folks outside of dominant constructions of
gamer identity have valuable critiques to make and, furthermore, must be engaged with
from their positionality and own experiences as the baseline to approach that critique.
This simultaneously influences my reading of GamerGate and the attacks made by
straight, white men. Researchers that have written on GamerGate have struggled with
defining proper terms for the types of discursive attacks and constructions GamerGate
have made in defense of their identity. Shira Chess and Adrienne Shaw have suggested
reading the conspiracy theories constructed by GamerGate as a form of

counterknowledge while noting that GamerGate didn’t qualify as “persecuted,” if only

38 bell hooks, “The Oppositional Gaze: Black Female Spectators,” in Critical Theory: A Reader for Literary
and Cultural Studies, ed. Robert Dale Parker (New York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 2012); Chela
Sandoval, “U.S. Third World Feminism: The Theory and Practice of Oppositional Consciousness in a
Postmodern World,” Genders 10 (Spring 1991).
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because they were entirely represented by the power structures within game culture.*”
Instead, they recommended approaching it as “perceived persecution,” which dovetails
nicely with Andrea Braithwaite’s deployment of Michael Kimmel’s concept of
“aggrieved entitlement” in which men use violence to reclaim privileges seen as
belonging to men.*’ Through my education in interdisciplinary research and my own
embodied privilege as the “gamer,” | simultaneously read the oppositional consciousness
raising critiques and hegemonic reactionary tactics of resistance and dominance to trace
the multiplicitous engagements occurring during GamerGate.

I approach my research into GamerGate as affective practice. This involves
focusing on the emotional as it appears in social life and following the actions of all those
involved. Coined by Margaret Wetherell, affective practice has three lines of approach:
(1) affect is a flowing activity, (2) affect is the study of patterns, (3) the roles of power,

value, and capital within affect.*!

GamerGate’s intense affect throughout gaming culture
and society in general provides a rich terrain to explore issues of identity, inclusion,
access, and power in gaming specifically, and networked publics and new media broadly.
I employ two methods in my analysis of GamerGate: Actor-Network Theory (ANT) to
help me map the landscape of cultural positioning in networked publics via a tracing of

the movement of GamerGate-as-controversy within and across platforms followed by

Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis (CTDA) to analyze the platforms on which

39 Shira Chess and Adrienne Shaw, “A Conspiracy of Fishes, or, How we Learned to Stop Worrying About
#GamerGate and Embrace Hegemonic Masculinity,” Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media 59, no.
1 (March 11, 2015): 216-217, https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2014.999917.

40 Andrea Braithwaite, “It’s About Ethics in Games Journalism? Gamergates and Geek Masculinity,”
Social Media + Society 2, no. 4 (October 2016): 7, https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305116672484.

41 Margaret Wetherell, Affect and Emotion: A New Social Science Understanding (London: SAGE
Publications, Inc., 2012).
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GamerGate appears and contextualize the discursive formations on those platforms. By
combining these two methods, I will analyze the discursive flows within and across
platforms to illustrate the impact that GamerGate’s reverberations across culture have had
on contemporary U.S. society.

Bruno Latour’s ANT starts at a principle of “sociology not as a ‘science of the
social,” but as a tracing of associations.”** Latour approaches the construction of
scientific thought as interweaving networks of objective accounts that are produced by
subjective scientists. Objectivity, the argument being, extends only insofar as the
subjective position of the scientists preparing the experiments, equipment, data analysis,
and interpretation can afford. In order to trace the associations surrounding issues in the
field of science — what Latour terms controversies — Latour expands out from the initial
controversy the various associations that led to and occurred because of that issue. Latour
notes that ANT is a “writing down of accounts™*’ that provides the researcher a map of
the controversy to clearly articulate the matters of concern that are built over time in
order to construct an agreed upon reading of the subjectively produced, objective
scientific fact. From there, the researcher deploying ANT can begin to critically evaluate
the controversy and find new ways of interpreting the construction of scientific ideology
that privileges not only the human actors involved, but also the tools and discourse that
surround their discussions of scientific principles and theories.

In the case of GamerGate, while it isn’t a scientific controversy and the building

of consensus, it is an articulation of a toxic ideology that has always already existed

42 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005), 5.
43 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 122.
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within the term “gamer.” The controversy is the articulation of the taken-for-grantedness
of the racist, sexist, ableist identity category that is “gamer.” GamerGate is constructed
via a complex network of people, media, online platforms, and structures of inequality
that all map onto the reactionary campaign. By creating an actor-network map through
the tracing of associations via links, cross-platform postings, singular platform discourse,
screenshots, and “real world” actions, I will produce a “cartography of controversy”**
that provides the necessary framework for a thorough analysis of GamerGate and its
impact on U.S. society and culture (See Appendix for example of GamerGate map).

To analyze the controversy I employ André Brock’s CTDA which combines
interface analysis and critical discourse analysis with the chosen frameworks of theory in
which to critique, in this case primarily feminist critique. Brock’s “CTDA offers a critical
approach to technology artifacts that reorients technocultural practice to the cultural
context in which the artifact is being used.”*> Much like ANT provides space for and
requires researchers to engage with objects as well as people, CTDA focuses on the
interfaces and their uses as a way of deeply engaging with the work of information and
communication technologies (ICTs) that goes deeper than broad generalizations of the
internet and its workings. Daily users are not faced with the larger structures of the
internet, but the interfaces of their favorite social media sites or news sources. These

interfaces need to be analyzed and contextualized alongside the discourse that researchers

are reading on them.

4 Tommaso Venturini, “Diving in Magma: How to Explore Controversies with Actor-Network Theory,”
Public Understanding of Science 19, no. 3 (2010): 258, https://doi.org/10.1177/0963662509102694.

4 André Brock, “Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis,” New Media & Society (2016): 5,
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816677532.
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CTDA is a valuable approach to platform-specific analysis, and GamerGate
requires that I utilize CTDA to properly contextualize the nuances of the discourse
occurring on various platforms. Simultaneously, my work extends that analysis to include
a broader conceptualization of the cross-platform meta-discursive formations occurring
with regards to the GamerGate movement across networks.*® User interface can be
extended to operating systems and browsers,*’ among others, so I expand my application
of CTDA to the ways that the controversy surrounding GamerGate is propagated beyond
specific platforms through hyperlinks, screenshots, and manipulated media transferring
across platforms. Through this application of CTDA my work simultaneously privileges
specific user experiences through a platform interface while engaging with a meta-
analysis of user experiences on digital media.

GamerGate moves across platforms and even beyond ICT-mediated publics into
conventions, public speaking engagements, and traditional media. It is informed and
informs American culture, and my approach to GamerGate through ANT and CTDA
provide me with the tools to trace and contextualize its diffusion across the internet and
beyond. Online discourse occurs in spaces of multivalent recursive temporalities, where
harassment campaigns from 2012 can inform talking points in 2014 and contemporary
movies like Ready Player One are affected by their connection to a geek power fantasy

that underpins the violent reactions to inclusion and diversity in gaming that GamerGate

6 The weakness of CTDA is its (designed) focus on a single interface to analyze and contextualize the
discourse occurring on that platform. This requires a deep reading of discursive formations and a thick
description of the platform in order to properly apply CTDA, leaving little room to move beyond that
specific platform. However, CTDA is designed to be a loosely defined structure that is applicable to any
user interface; it doesn’t cut CTDA off from expanding to other forms of interaction across networks via
platforms beyond the social.

47 Brock, “Beyond the Pale."
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has come to represent. The larger history of gaming and its targeted marketing of young,
white, males informs the rhetoric deployed by leaders of GamerGate and its subsequent
harassment campaign, as well as their enablers and apologists. The built-in structural
inequalities that have produced what Adrienne Massanari has called toxic technocultures
are replicated through conventions like South by Southwest’s reliance on online,
crowdsourced panel approvals that served to legitimate harassment and remove
responsibility from the organizers of the conference.*® All of these various instances
surrounding GamerGate inform it, and I take a deep look at these disparate connections to
produce an understanding of GamerGate as a new and continuing trend in the reaction to
the gains of the civil rights movement.

This process illustrates the larger intervention my work is making in critical
internet studies, building off previous scholarship privileging either large data sets and
broad conceptualizations or narrowly focused platform and community-specific close
analysis. The combination of ANT and CTDA with a critical feminist lens functions as a
methodological scaffold, providing me with a tracing of associations mapping
interactions across platforms that allow for additional application of further theoretical
lenses to analyze specific processes that emerge from the map.

Each chapter develops a theoretical framework to explore questions that emerged
from the actor network map: how did video games come to be understood as exclusively
male products? What process led to an actor tweeting a YouTube video about a
conspiracy theory based on a WordPress blog? How does GamerGate continually sustain

itself when reality contradicts every claim they make? As I worked to answer my

48 Massanari, “#GamerGate and the Fappening.”
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overarching questions about discourse across platforms and the creation of hate networks,
these refractive frameworks added an additional lens to focus on background-processes at
work during the rise and spread of GamerGate.

The additional theories I apply are technicity, ecology of social media, and
phenomenology of information. Technicity is the interconnectedness of identity and
technological competence that, in the case of GamerGate, is produced through a
conflation of masculinity with mastery over video games. Technicity produces
hegemonic dominance through making technicities that don’t fit invisible. Ecology of
social media is the system of content creation, sharing, and distribution that is
decentralized, additive, and beyond the moderation of the platforms they appear on. This
is reliant upon a definition of social media I develop as individual digital expression of
communally produced text/audio/image via digitally networked publics. Phenomenology
of information is the process through which embodied interactions are mediated via
information communication technologies broadcasting subjectivities. It is the application
of a phenomenological framework to the everyday lived realities of interaction in a
networked information society. Lastly, I take a deeper dive into consumer culture through
a neoliberal lens — influenced by the previous three theoretical lenses — to examine the
work GamerGate does to build and sustain its movement even as it aligns with ever more
extreme forms of hate and harassment online.

Finally, while my actor network map takes into account the vast landscape of
interactions that occur throughout the GamerGate controversy, only a snapshot of those
events appear in this dissertation. I believe strongly in the need to document GamerGate

fully in order to provide the clearest picture of the morass of actors and events that
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produce the grand narrative of GamerGate, if only because understanding of the
arguments put forward by GamerGate involves an orientation to a particular way of
knowing that connects disparate, tangential events into massive conspiracies. I have cut
away most of the tangential asides and where I felt more context was needed I applied a
liberal use of footnotes. The dissertation is in a relatively chronological order of events,
but at points I allude to events discussed in more detail in other chapters or people that
may not play a significant role in the overarching chronology detailed in the dissertation.
It’s an unfortunate effect of the effort I am making to take an account of the controversy
that is historically accurate to all of the interwoven parts while simultaneously providing

a useable methodology and analysis for scholars to work with in the future.

Literature Review: GamerGate

GamerGate is a recent event, and the scholarship and writing that has been produced thus
far has been deeply influenced by GamerGate’s ongoing effects online and beyond. For
Shira Chess and Adrienne Shaw, their article on GamerGate’s efforts to attack their open
Google Doc after a DiGRA fishbowl session illustrated the looming threat of
GamerGate’s presence effectively. This effort to vandalize the document led Chess and
Shaw to reflect on the effects academic study has on their chosen population.*® While
focusing their analysis on the role of the academy in game culture, the larger thematic arc
that Chess and Shaw point to is repeated throughout the scholarship on GamerGate; the
white, straight, male gamer’s perceived persecution at a rapidly changing industry in

which their identity is intimately linked.

4 Chess and Shaw, “A Conspiracy of Fishes.”
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Adrienne Massanari’s work on toxic technocultures frames a large part of my
analysis of GamerGate as it relates to the construction of gendered identity. Massanari
points out that “to discuss geek and nerd culture is to discuss masculinity — in particular,

»30 and this formulation is nearly universal in the scholarship that

white male masculinity,
examines GamerGate. Andrea Braithwaite’s work exploring the argument that
GamerGate is about ethics in games journalism finds the issues GamerGaters are fighting
for are grounded in geek masculinity challenged by changing industry demographics
which produce violent acts of aggrieved entitlement based off the construction of gamer
identity as male identity.’! Frameworks of aggrieved entitlement and perceived
persecution around a technologically determined identity coalesce into Michael Salter’s
work analyzing the technological rationality of GamerGate’s tactics of harassment and
violence against their perceived attackers.>? Salter, writing from a farther removed
position in the timeline of GamerGate sums it up well:

The possibility of online abuse only appears natural if it is seen as inevitable:

the product of male aggression and the particular qualities and capabilities of

online technology. However, without the underlying misogyny of geek

masculinity and the technological rationality that sustains it, Gjoni’s article

would likely have been another obscure, if hurtful, blog post. It was the

lifeworld of geek masculinity and its correspondence with online

50 Massanari, “Gamergate and the Fappening,” 332.

3! Braithwaite, “It’s About Ethics,” 7.

52 Michael Salter, “From Geek Masculinity to Gamergate: The Technological Rationality of Online
Abuse,” Crime Media Culture (2017): 11, https://doi.org/10.1177/1741659017690893.
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technological architecture and administration that formed the condition of

possibility for the abuse campaign that followed.>
Each of these works detail the ways toxic masculinity is bound up within online
technological cultures and how they manifest through GamerGate. Whether through the
platforms and capitalist logics that underpin networked publics, or the decades of
gendered construction of masculinity through technology and fear of misunderstood
academic cabals, GamerGate produces a technological rationality for their harassment
and abuse of what they perceive as a direct attack on their identity, the “Social Justice
Warrior.”

André Brock’s paper at AolR 2015, “Whiteness as Digital Imaginary,” illustrates
this trend through his focus on the video game Social Justice Warriors to explore
discursive construction of the term Social Justice Warrior (SJW) within the Steam forums
of the game. Brock notes that hashtag campaigns can be an “unwieldy corpus” of
discourse and that the debates around SJW on the Steam forums allow for an analysis of
the “technical, racial, social, and age implications of SJW” rather than the typical debate
of gameplay, graphics, and mechanics.>* Brock argues that SJW is a boundary object that
marks the target as hating straight, white, males. SJW-as-boundary-object produces the
other through which gamer’s aggrieved entitlement can act upon. Similarly, Torill
Mortensen’s comparison of GamerGate’s organization and attacks to football hooligans is

based around an organization into groups to attack the other team.” In the case of
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GamerGate, it was gamers versus SJWs. This categorization of GamerGate hooliganism
is useful in the expression of violent reactions by GamerGate both online and off as
detailed by Kishonna Gray, Bertan Buyukozturk, and Zarchary Hill. They argue that the
symbolic violence enacted in games can and indeed does turn into real violence that
women in gaming experience as players, developers, and critics. This violence has
become normalized to the extent that victims have learned to simple endure the impact
and effects of that violence.>® The violence against women in gaming and the othering of
anyone through the SJW label produced an explicit form of “us versus them” framing that
GamerGate capitalized on.

GamerGate as a movement is one explicitly defined through its hashtag
namesake, and some researchers have looked towards analyzing hashtag spread and
networks as a means to analyze GamerGate. Jean Burgess and Ariadna Matamoros-
Fernandez’s mapping of #GamerGate on Twitter, YouTube, and Tumblr noted the active
engagement that GamerGaters had in shaping the issue to the public.’ Spreading the
hashtag and the position of GamerGate was important to those participants, and much
like the above creation of boundary objects, it was important for them to define the
parameters of the gamer’s victimhood at the hands of SJWs. In particular, feminist game
scholars and activists were the ultimate boogey-(wo)men. This led Sarah Evans and Elyse
Janish to explore the creation of #INeedDiverseGames and the nonbinary coalition that

formed to protest their own exclusion from the games industry. According to Evans and
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Janish, GamerGate’s obsession with feminists would reify the invisibility of other
identities and groups within game culture.’® #INeedDiverseGames produced a coalition
of anti-GamerGate groups in solidarity against hate spread through #GamerGate.

This solidarity and coalition building is reflected through Zo€ Quinn’s own book
on her experiences during GamerGate. In Crash Override, Quinn’s autobiographical
account of her abuse at the hands of the online hate mob offers a firsthand glimpse at the
storm as it raged around her. However, Quinn takes time out of the narrative to frame the
larger contexts operating around GamerGate such as the use of similar (and sometimes
the same) sock puppet accounts used during a 4chan attack against black feminists
through #EndFathersDay>® and taking time to note the higher cases of harassment faced
by women of color. The book also spends as much space discussing tactics of resistance
and organization as it does on GamerQGate itself, creating a document that is as much
about the movement of resisting online harassment as it is on documenting that abuse.

Taken together, the literature on GamerGate produces a foundational reading that
sees GamerGate as a product of decade’s investment of masculine values within the
technological landscape. Geek and nerd culture are emotionally invested within toxic
masculinity that underpins technocultures. The creation of boundary objects via SJW and
the othering of non-white, straight, male participants in gaming led to the violent

reactions that typify GamerGate.
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Holistic Histories of Internet Hate-Machines

In a call to action in 2006, Lisa Nakamura ended her chapter on cyberculture studies by
stating frankly that, “Internet studies needs to meld close interface analysis with issues of
identity and to match considerations of form, the user, and the interface with an attention
to the ideologies that underlie them.”®® Since this challenge, a growing body of research
on specific online platforms and the communities that form on them has answered the
call. Brock’s CTDA is a critical component of my own analyses of the platforms that
GamerGate utilize across the internet, but its singular focus leaves a blind-spot to the
network of actors and platforms that can influence discourse on the platform without
directly engaging within its space. The majority of work coming out of critical internet
studies and research on social media have had similar shortcomings; laying the
foundation for thoughtful analysis of online interactions that includes platforms and
users, but not their networked interactions across the internet.

These studies have focused primarily on the formation of specific communities of
practice on particular platforms. Jessalynn Marie Keller’s work on girl’s blogging
communities and Catherine Knight Steele’s work on Black blogs and oral culture each
focus on blogging platforms as a way of fostering community and connection online. In
Keller’s work, blogs become a means of connecting girls interested in feminist activism
with other girls, fostering an interest in activism and politics through networked

connections that their offline communities may not nurture. °' In Steele’s piece, blogs
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function as connection to community, but also a historically situated mode of
communication that draws from African American oral traditions and rhetorical strategies
that produce an in-group and out-group within a public-facing discourse. % This is similar
to work done by André Brock and Sarah Florini on “Black Twitter” and the ways that
users manifest their identity though culturally specific forms of communication on the
platform. 6 Steele’s work, however, moves towards a larger view of the internet and the
platforms that reside on it, focusing analysis on blogs because of their unique affordances
that foster “narratives, storytelling, extended metaphors, and other features of oral culture
to preserve Black culture and challenge the dominant culture,”®* but not discounting
other platforms like Twitter from the larger conversation. Utilizing the trend of
#byefelicia on Twitter, its adoption within the blogosphere illustrates the larger discourse
occurring across and between platforms and communities, and where I see critical
internet studies heading in the future.

I position my work in the uncomfortable space between platform specificity and
broad cultural constructs reflected within networked publics. Just as much has been
written on the broader implications of our social and cultural shifts to online mediated
publics, but rarely have the specifics of those implications been explored. Alice Marwick
and danah boyd’s work on context collapse on Twitter illustrates this uncomfortable

space between platform specificity and broader implications, while maintaining a tie to a
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single platform, Twitter. Marwick and boyd state that Twitter is, “A heavily-appropriated
technology, which participants contextualize differently and use with diverse networks.
The networked audience is an abstract concept and varies among Twitter users, in part
because it is so difficult to ascertain who is actually there.”®* They note that the diversity
of uses produces an issue for users trying to communicate to their various friend groups,
articulated through a singular profile which connects them all. This reflects boyd’s
previous work on context collapse, a phenomenon which occurs when a user’s multiple
social identities collide on their online profiles. This article makes important in-roads into
conceptualizing digitally mediated networked publics, but falls short in its examination of
the publicness of these publics. Context collapse in particular is framed around specific
users and their communities, fundamentally changing the way people conceive of their
face-to-face identities when confronted with the multiplicity of networks coalescing on
their profiles, but while boyd is concerned primarily with the widened “publicness” of a
user’s interconnected networks, I’m interested in the opposite formation of unknown
networks and actants in the broadest conception of a monolithic Public. Zizi Papacharissi
provides a starting framework, “Information communication technologies are driven by a
confluence of services and platforms...which does not inherently democratize societal
congregations of time and space, but it does render them more interconnected.”®® Shira
Chess and Adrienne Shaw were surprised that their conference fishbowl was turned into
ground zero for #GamerGate conspiracy theories, the act of posting online — even on a

shared Google Doc — can lead to appropriation and misuse via its connection to the larger
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networked public. ® The larger implications of these networked publics — beyond user
effects on their own social networks — requires a deeper engagement and articulation via
specific events that move across and beyond networked publics.

I’d be remiss not to include the large body of work that has examined the other
end of the discomfort chasm I’'m jumping into, the broader cultural implications of
networked publics. David Beer’s “Power Through the Algorithm?” looks at constructions
of the liberation of people via networked publics as a rhetoric of democratization.®® His
larger argument is that we need to keep the Web 2.0 bandwagon in check by doing the
work to examine the, “commercial underpinnings, new hierarchies, and rules of
engagement, as well as the power plays that are occurring through and within Web 2.0
applications.”®® This statement echoes other calls for critical engagements into the
structure of digital networks such as Juliette De Maeyer’s call to ask, “When do we stop
to purely describe the structure of links as technical objects and when do we start to
relevantly exploit links to make sense of social phenomenon?”’® And Elaine Yuan’s
critique, “A culturalist perspective is needed to reckon the interplay of materiality and
sociality into the production and reproduction of social order in particular contexts.””!

This is all summarized in Dutton, Carius and Peltu’s piece in which they state that “More

studies of the use of assemblages of emerging and established technologies across a range
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of contexts are therefore needed in the future.”’* There have been massive strides towards
this kind of work through the application of intersectional analysis and feminist
frameworks to the study on networked publics.

The work of feminist and intersectional analysis on networked publics are present
in many of the works that I previously cited such as Keller, Steele, Brock, Florini,
Nakamura, Massanari and Gray, but there are others also influencing my approaches to
networked publics. Safiya Noble states that “Intersectionality is a critical analytical
framework that brings more nuance to the racialized and gendered dimensions of the
political economy of the Internet.””* This statement is illustrated in Noble’s edited
collection with Brendesah Tynes that gathers leading scholars in the field to explore
various intersectional approaches to networked publics. Jessie Daniels notes that “The era
of digital activism presents new opportunities for digital feminism; at the same time the
intersectional Internet makes challenging hegemonic White feminism easier and more
effective.”’* The cultural domination of whiteness in feminist discourse online that
Daniels discusses is echoed in the structures of the internet itself, as Miriam Sweeney
points out. In a critique of previous scholarship on racial stereotypes as “natural”
occurrences in all ethnic groups, Sweeney posits that, “By using the language of
prejudice, rather than acknowledging that the racist framing of Whiteness forms the

benchmark for trust and credibility, they obscure the foundational ways that power
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becomes operationalized in agent design.””® Other works include Daniels’s critique of
race and racism in Internet Studies, the “glitches” of racism online, gendered practices in
new media, and practices of resistance by Women of Color on Xbox Live.”® The work of
these scholars illustrates the ways intersectional approaches can be utilized for deeper
engagement with the communities and platforms operating online and provide valuable
insights into how to approach both macro-level structural issues and micro-level analysis
of discourse occurring on specific platforms.

As indicated above, GamerGate has had many articles written about it in a
relatively short timeframe. They’ve covered geek masculinity, toxicity, nonbinary
coalitions, algorithms and governance, class, and more. What hasn’t been produced is a
work that takes all of these disparate topics that GamerGate touches on into one study.
There are books that have featured or touched on GamerGate,”” but even Zoé& Quinn’s
book on her experience focused more on her advocacy following GamerGate than the
event itself.”® I am adding a needed long-form analysis of GamerGate and its myriad

impacts on society and culture. This will be the first dissertation to specifically focus on
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GamerGate itself and its impact on American culture. Scholarship on digitally networked
cultural events needs to move beyond platform and group specificity to embrace the
impossibility of a “full account” of its movement online. While I make no claim to a
comprehensive examination of GamerGate as it occurs on and offline, this dissertation
traces the connections and develops an analysis of the digressions, referents, callbacks,
creations, rhetorics, and changing landscapes of GamerGate as it moves between and
within platforms and grows as a looming presence in larger discussions around
representation, inclusion, culture, and society in the American zeitgeist.

I am attempting the difficult act of balancing the requirements of deep reading a
specific event online with the context of an exponentially expanding networked
landscape. A recent tweet thread by Aimée Morrison notes that there are two types of
online scholarship; (1) a “wild ride across vast swaths of the internet” that looks at
disparate things online and their relations,”” and (2) “very close reading” of a little thing
on the internet that is extremely complex.®® She states that she can’t do both at the same
time and has to pick, but I believe that larger flows around particular movements and
trends online necessitate an approach that does both. Most scholarship discounts this
approach because of its unfeasibility, but when thinking through an event like
GamerGate, [ don’t see any other way to properly analyze it without privileging a deep
reading of specific acts online combined with a view from 30,000 feet in order to see how

everything is related and important to larger questions around American society and
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culture. This then, is an attempt to address the impossibilities of a critical reading of the
internet that is granular in its tracing of the complex and ever-shifting meanings of

discourse online with an engagement with the larger flows of networked public discourse.

Adding Up to Zero: Dissertation Overview

Chapter 1 utilizes the concept of the gamer technicity to examine the means through
which identity practices through video game consumption reclaim masculinity through
technical mastery of video games. The gamer technicity produces a devastating cycle of
invisibility of tangential demographics beyond the core white, male gamer via the
industry marketing of games to white men and developmental practices that excluded
representation of other identities within the games consumed. The mere existence of
female gamers was a challenge to gamers’ core identity construction of their masculinity
through mastery of games. Quinn’s expertise as a developer and Sarkeesian’s expertise as
a critic became boundary objects gamers defined themselves in opposition to,
constructing techno-rationalities for their attacks against Sarkeesian and Quinn within the
practice of games themselves.

Chapter 2 applies an ecology of social media to understand the process of
spreading conspiracy and harassment through social media channels that actively shift
and amplify the message in exponential ways through the unique form of social media
itself. Gjoni’s boldfaced declarations of his intention to destroy Quinn’s life and career in
thezoepost were subsumed into socially mediated interpretations of the blog post through
YouTube commentary, IRC backchannels, Twitter hashtags, and countless other
reinterpretations of the text via online platforms. The emerging “Quinnspiracy” was

predicated on a perceived persecution via an internalized white supremacist
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heteropatriarchy contained within the gamer technicity and emerging critiques of game
culture from rising voices outside of dominant constructions the gamer identity. This
produced an amplification and distortion network that simultaneously sourced all issues
in the industry to the “smoking gun” of Gjoni’s near instantly debunked revenge blog and
imagined a larger conspiracy to silence their movement by the very industry that
constructed their identity. Platforms lent themselves to the spread of these conspiracies
by their very design principles based in a technolibertarian ideology that viewed freedom
of speech as nearly sacred, fostering communities of toxic misogyny and racism that was
rarely moderated on a community level, let alone platform level. As the explicit targeting
and harassment of Quinn and others violated community rules and platform terms of
service, the limited moderation and fear of user loss simultaneously strengthened
imagined conspiracy and emboldened abusive actors.

Chapter 3 explores a phenomenology of information to work through the process
of delegitimization and alternative information network creation that went into the
abdication of responsibility for the actions of the broad coalition of reactionary hate
groups that were attracted to and supported GamerGate. Framing phenomenology of
information as the process through which embodied interactions are mediated via
information communication technologies broadcasting everyday lived realities, I examine
how white supremacist heteropatriarchy — embedded within the gamer technicity and
toxic technocultures supported by technolibertarian platform economies — short circuits
the utopian promise of networked publics and mediated interactions to multiplicitous
embodied experiences via the ideological position of white supremacist heteropatriarchy

denying subjectivity and agency to others. These process simultaneously exploit the
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weakness of technolibertarian principles of rational subjects and good faith in speech.
Framing free speech as tantamount to a functioning internet while protecting the right of
abusers and hate groups to silence speech through violence and intimidation becomes the
standard technocratic response to an abdication of responsibility for the effective
moderation of platforms, strengthening GamerGate’s position immediately through their
positioning to harm targets without fear of consequence.

Lastly, chapter 4 establishes a consumer choice model of online harassment that
combines the previous three chapter’s conceptions of technicity, platform economics, and
ideological orientations to examine the tactics and arguments employed by GamerGate to
justify their harassment and simultaneously recruit new supporters to fight for “ethics in
games journalism.” GamerGate appropriates tactics of consumer advocacy from the past
and employs new forms of targeted violence to wage a multi-tiered ideological war that
permits participants abdication of responsibility via their own definitions of who is and is
not part of the GamerGate movement. At the same time, GamerGate projects their own
harassment onto their opponents, claiming similar attacks they are blamed for occurred to
them in order to delegitimize their critics and justify further harassment. GamerGate’s
reactionary movement against the “ethics” of games journalists is couched in a perceived
persecution of their identity as consumers of video games by the critical discussions
occurring around representation and inclusion in video games. Positioning social justice
warriors as boundary objects to the rights of consumers to buy any game they want (and
ostensibly create those games when they complete the industry cycle from consumer to
producer core to the technicity of gamers), GamerGate provided a means to remove

identity and “politics” from the “apolitical” act of purchasing video games. The
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irreproachable consumer right to demand accountability to those they pay for services
allowed GamerGate to conceal its harassment as public disclosure and technocratic
community governance that provided a means for any participant to ignore consequences

and abdicate responsibility for their actions or support for GamerGate at large.
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Chapter 1: Technology, Masculinity, and Consumption

GamerGate as an online harassment movement has a long string of predecessors, many of
which factored directly into the rallying cries of the disparate groups that joined up under
the GamerGate banner. To understand GamerGate one must also understand gamer
culture and its history leading up to the controversy. This chapter will begin with a brief
history of video game culture through an analysis of the scholarship prior to GamerGate.
Following that I will analyze two foundational harassment events in gaming: Anita
Sarkeesian’s harassment following her Kickstarter for a video series applying feminist
critique to video games titled Tropes v. Women in Games and the second harassment
campaign against Zo€ Quinn’s Depression Quest after it was submitted to Steam
Greenlight. Each event illustrates different issues within gaming’s toxic culture; who can
speak about games and who can make games.

I frame the question of who can speak about and make games around the
commercial construction of gamers via the concept of Technicity: the interconnectedness
of identity and technological competence. The explicit pursuit of young, white, male
game players by the video game industry during the 1980s and 90s constructed an
exclusive culture of toxic masculinity in which marginal groups and players were made
invisible by the industry and community. With the increase of visibility through online
platforms for communication and creation, game players and creators outside the gamer
technicity challenged that identity by merely existing, spurring reactionary campaigns by
‘gamers’ against non-white, non-male games and criticism. These campaigns and
counter-campaigns occur within and across various platforms, defined by the terms of

engagement each platform presents the user, framing the discursive constructions for and
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against Sarkeesian and Quinn’s work as well as the actions the participants in these
campaigns take. In both cases explored below, their positions as both within the culture
of gaming as experts and socially constructed outside the culture of gaming via the gamer
technicity created a dissonance and challenge to the dominant hegemony of white, cis-

male, hetero culture that produced organized and violent reactions.

Creating the Boys Club

The history of the video game industry is one of silences and a willful disregard towards
the diversity of the gaming community. Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter make
an important point in Games of Empire stating, “First-wave video games and second-
wave feminism were contemporaries. From the start of virtual games, there were women
game makers and girl players. Yet despite this, the history of hackers, manga artists, and
game developers is mainly a tale of men and boys.”! After the video game crash of the
mid-1980s, the video game industry sought to cultivate a particular consuming public that
was young, white, and male, rendering women who participated in gaming virtually
invisible.? This transformation of gaming into a male-centric space illustrates Deleuze
and Guattari’s concept of becoming sexual subjectivities through bodies, social codes,
and technology.?® Video games became the technology of male subjectivity through a
combination of their creation, marketing, and consumption by a primarily young, male

audience. Jon Dovey and Helen Kennedy define this becoming through the term,
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technicity; the interconnectedness of identity and technological competence.* The
construction of a gamer technicity included the grammar of interface, gameplay,
graphics, and technological specs linked to masculinity and a ‘value neutral’ consumer
entertainment product aimed at boys and men.’

Indeed, as the industry grew, so too did the entrenchment of the male-centric
ideas of what it means to be a gamer; even for those who weren’t men. Laralyn
McWilliams, one of the most accomplished game developers in the industry, recalled a
moment when confronted with the sexism inherent within the game industry:

At one point, I was told directly that any discussion of women’s

experiences in game development was like debating religion and politics —

it wasn’t just divisive, it was “off topic” in a game development group. I

said in response that I thought of myself as a game developer first and a

woman second. When those words left my mouth, I was stunned. Not just

because I’d said them, but because in that moment, I meant them. I felt

gutted by the clear exclusion of my colleagues and awareness of my own

complicity.®
To discuss anything that had to do with women was the same as debating religion and
politics and something that wasn’t useful in game development. Dan Golding, writing on

the end of gamers, echoes Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter by arguing that gendered gamer
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identity helped make gamers a targetable demographic for business, “Only a few traits
defined the gamer. The most immovable of these was that he was a man.”” Golding goes
so far as to state that the entire concept of a community-driven gamer identity was
created by marketing departments,® but that ignores the hobbyist nature of many
foundational game companies such as Sierra Entertainment. However, even Sierra
illustrates the male-focused nature of early game development, as relayed by co-founder
and game designer Roberta Williams:

I purposely “greased the skis” of using Princess Rosella as a major

character in King’s Quest IV by including her at the end of King’s Quest

111.. .Still, in spite of all of my careful preparations, there was still some

doubt as to the wisdom of having her be the main character in King'’s

Quest IV. Interestingly, though, the doubts were with people in the

company, not with the computer gamers themselves.’
Even Williams, the co-founder of Sierra Entertainment and the main writer/designer of
the King’s Quest series was questioned as to the wisdom of making a woman the central
protagonist of the series. The standard wisdom of video game development and
marketing was to base it entirely around young men during the 80s and into the 90s. This
standard practice began to be questioned by scholars during the 90s and into the 00s.

One of the first studies of games and gender, From Barbie to Mortal Kombat,

comes from Justine Cassell and Henry Jenkins who note that the conversations around,

7 Dan Golding, “The End of Gamers,” in The State of Play: Creators and Critics on Video Game Culture,
ed. Daniel Goldberg and Linus Larsson (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2015), 135.

8 Golding, “The End of Gamers,” 130.

% Nina B. Huntemann, “Pixel Pinups: Images of Women in Video Games,” in Race/Gender/Media:
Considering Diversity Across Audiences, Content, and Producers, ed. Rebecca Ann Lind (Boston: Pearson
Education, Inc., 2004), 256.
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and the content within games, was nearly entirely based on games being for boys. Indeed,
one of the most telling interviews highlighted within the book was with Sega’s Vice
President of Corporate and Consumer Communications, Lee McEnany Caraher, who
states flatly:

There are a lot of poor games, you know? There’s tons of worthless games

out there. But if it’s a good game, it will sell on both sides. Maybe we

should spend time marketing to girls. We just haven’t chosen to, because

the bigger part of the market is boys. The girls are secondary, they come

after.
McEnany Caraher’s complete disregard for girls as a viable market is predicated on the
decade before, where Williams’s experience of developers questioning her inclusion of a
female lead in King’s Quest manifests as the entire conceit of the industry; girls are
secondary because there isn’t a market for them, and if there is, it’s only through quality
games will they become an audience. Marsha Kinder takes note of this tendency,
“everything about these games — their player-positioning, content, and packaging, and the
way they are advertised and sold in stores — everything is saying, ‘THIS WAS
DEISNGED FOR BOYS, NOT GIRLS...but maybe a few of you girls can use them, too,
if you are bold enough to act like one of the boys!’”!! Girls are only a viable market if
they begin to consume products designed and advertised as explicitly for boys. The main
arc of Cassell and Jenkins’s argument, then, is figuring out what, if anything, does a

“girls game” look like?

10 Justine Cassell and Henry Jenkins, eds., From Barbie to Mortal Kombat: Gender and Computer Games
(Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1998), 197.
! Cassell and Jenkins, From Barbie to Mortal Kombat, 225.
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Cassell and Jenkins acknowledge the gender essentialist nature of the question
they pose, and the book works diligently to examine the multiple approaches to gaming
and gender that were being considered during that time. Much of the work explores the
girl’s game movement, taking a consumer-testing-focused approach through focus groups
of girls asking for input on games in development and their own designs for games they
would play. Questions around nature or nurture arise, as girls prefer much less action-
oriented games but researchers question whether or not that’s their preference or what
they’ve been acculturated into particular gender norms.'? Ultimately, From Barbie to
Mortal Kombat is less a corrective than a taking of accounts of the roll gender plays in
producing the dominant hegemony of masculinity in gaming.

What follows this period is a devastating cycle of invisibility that renders the
entire female demographic as tangential to the core demographic of the male “gamer.”!?
Nearly a decade later, T.L. Taylor’s Play Between Worlds marked a shift away from
celebratory histories of big events and men in gaming'* and into concerns around labor

practices, global flows of capital, gender, race, and sexuality. By shifting the concern

from games as the central focus into the social spaces being created in and around games,

12 See Kaveri Subrahmanyam and Patricia M. Greenfield, “Computer Games for Girls: What Makes Them
Play?” 46-71, Suzanne de Castell and Mary Bryson, “Retooling Play: Dystopia, Dysphoria, and
Difference,” 232-261, and Justine Cassell, “Storytelling as a Nexus of Change in the Relationship between
Gender and Technology: A Feminist Approach to Software Design.” 298-326.

13 T.L. Taylor, Play Between Worlds: Exploring Online Game Culture (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2006),
113.

14 Rusel DeMaria and Johnny L. Wilson, High Score!: The Illustrated History of Electronic Games, 2nd ed.
(New York: McGraw-Hill/Osborne, 2004); Tristan Donovan, Replay: The History of Video Games (East
Sussex: Yellow Ant, 2010); J. C. Herz, Joystick Nation: How Videogames Ate Our Quarters, Won Our
Hearts, and Rewired Our Minds (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1997); Steve L. Kent, The Ultimate
History of Video Games: From Pong to Pokémon and beyond : The Story behind the Craze That Touched
Our Lives and Changed the World (Roseville: Prima Pub., 2001); Steven Poole, Trigger Happy:
Videogames and the Entertainment Revolution (New York: Arcade Pub., 2004); Tom Bissell, Extra Lives:
Why Video Games Matter (New York: Pantheon Books, 2010).
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Taylor moves beyond the idealized, market-segmented “gamer” into the lived
experiences of users. Taylor is explicit in challenging the dominant conception of who
was and is a gamer:

By focusing on the historical pattern of these arguments, and the

variability of gender as it intersect with other factors, we can begin to

unpack the apparent invisibility of women gamers. For far too long,

researchers have overlooked the broader structural and social influences

on how the category of “gamer” (something women do not always feel

authorized to occupy) has been shaped. The overreliance on fairly narrow

psychological understandings of femininity has tended to foster

diminished examination of the role of marketing, social networks,

technical proficiency, and the actual configuration of game devices as

artifacts. !
Taylor’s focus on this invisibility is a marked shift from gaming research and discussions
up until that point. Even in the previously mentioned From Barbie to Mortal Kombat,
Cassell and Jenkins are more preoccupied with the growing knowledge gap between boys
and girls in exposure to computer technologies and for their future careers working with
computers rather than games and the industry as a completely male space. Their work in
inclusion is a means outside of the games industry as it stood in the 90s, Taylor, on the
other hand, is noting the cultural markers of exclusion and invisibility that make it

difficult for anyone other than white males to identify with games.

15 Taylor, Play Between Worlds, 101.
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What the participants of Everquest illustrate, and what Taylor makes clear, is that
players are working within the hegemonic dominance of the white, heterosexual gamer
and are willing to speak out about the issues of representation in gaming. In a forum post
on eqwomen talking about the impracticality of chain-mail bikinis in embodying a fierce
elf-warrior,'® the community of women Taylor engages with echo similar sentiments that
the women of GamerGirlz interviewed at the end of From Barbie to Mortal Kombat
discuss: “Respecting the female characters is hard when they look like strippers with
guns and seem to be nothing more than an erection waiting to happen. Believing that the
industry respects females in general is hard when you see ads with women tied up on
beds.”!” Taylor is quick to point out that even with the rising critiques of games like
Everquest, it’s still difficult to gain a foothold in that conversation:

There is a dual system often at work in representational design. On the one

hand the “fact” of the existing market is constructed and maintained

through images that support a (very particular) imagined heterosexual

male user. On the other hand, the color-blind language often makes it quite

difficult to talk about the ways representations...may in fact contribute to

the nature of the market because it sets up a rhetorical ideal not actually

supported either organizationally or in practice. But because we are

always working around, through, and with notions of race and gender,

only by acknowledging how they circulate and the meanings they hold can

critical practice be achieved.'®

16 Taylor, Play Between Worlds, 112.
17 Cassell and Jenkins, From Barbie to Mortal Kombat, 341.
18 Taylor, Play Between Worlds, 113.
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The devastating cycle of invisibility that Taylor’s research illustrates creates a kind of
“double invisibility” of the tangential demographics outside the core-gamer, and the
construction of the “core-gamer” themselves. This, beyond anything else in the creation
of the gamer identity, is critical to understanding the way gamers process critique and the
inclusion of other identities that aren’t white, straight, or male. Returning to Dovey and
Kennedy’s technicity, they are explicit in this move, stating that the power of hegemonic
dominance is in making technicities that do not fit the dominant model invisible by those
dominant technicities, and then making those that do not belong in the dominant group
internalize that power, rendering themselves invisible.!” In both of the cited cases above,
the complaints about oversexualized female avatars are appended with an “I’m not saying
change everything, but an option here or there would be nice.”

In the same year that Play Between Worlds was released, David Leonard’s “Not a
Hater, Just Keepin’ It Real” argued for the importance of a shift in critical lenses to race-
and gender-based game studies. Beyond Barbie and Mortal Kombat was a ten year
revisiting of the initial premise of From Barbie to Mortal Kombat, Derek Burrill tried to
make a case for the usefulness of games as a way to express masculinity in Die Tryin’,
and the previously discussed Games of Empire made sure to zoom out game studies to
look beyond U.S. game industry and the global impact of games as both a technology
born out of the military industrial complex, imperialism, and masculinity and a global

form of technology production that grew in divergent ways in Japan and Europe. By the

1 Dovey and Kennedy, Game Cultures, 80. Return also to Laralyn McWilliams quote at the beginning of
this section.
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end of the decade, depictions of LGBT content were being surveyed to begin analysis of
queer representation in gaming.’

The majority of these scholarly analysis were performed by women, and as the
2010s began, feminist game studies became the bedrock in which a sustained critique of
the industry could be mounted. With the creation of the Fembot Collective in 2011 and
launch of its journal, Ada, in 2012, feminist new media criticism had a space to grow, and
feminist game studies had a journal that didn’t require pointing out the taken-for-
grantedness of the “gamer” demographic. In that first issue, Mia Consalvo lays out the
terrain for confronting toxic gamer culture and the role feminist game studies scholars
need to play through documentation and research of the rage exhibited by gamers through
their sexists, racist, homophobic, and ageist beliefs about who a gamer is and what the
game industry should be.?! Indeed, Consalvo’s piece is in part inspired by the harassment
campaign that had just recently begun around Anita Sarkeesian’s Tropes v. Women in
Games Kickstarter campaign detailed below. This, combined with Lisa Nakamura’s
“Queer Female of Color: The Highest Difficult Setting There Is?” in which Nakamura
points out the furor over science fiction writer John Scalzi’s blog post, “Straight White
Male: The Lowest Difficulty Setting That There Is,” misses how Scalzi’s argument still

“perpetuates the notion that men are automatically members of geek and gamer culture”?

20 Adrienne Shaw, “Putting the Gay in Games: Cultural Production and GLBT Content in Video Games,”
Games and Culture 4, no. 3 (2009): 228-253, https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412009339729.

2l Mia Consalvo, “Confronting Toxic Gamer Culture: A Challenge for Feminist Game Studies Scholars,”
Ada: A Journal of Gender, New Media, and Technology, no. 1 (2012),
http://dx.doi.org/10.7264/N33X84KH.

22 Lisa Nakamura, “Queer Female of Color: The Highest Difficulty Setting There Is? Gaming Rhetoric as
Gender Capital,” Ada: A Journal of Gender, New Media, and Technology, no. 1 (2012),
http://dx.doi.org/10.7264/N37P8§WIV.
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set a tone and approach to game studies that centers race, gender, and sexuality followed
by the second issue of Ada based entirely around feminist game studies.

This second issue is a response to the challenge set forth by Consalvo and the
issues that rose to the forefront around the attacks raised against Anita Sarkeesian.?
Adrienne Shaw raises the question around moving beyond the constructed audience of
gamer, echoing the past research discussed above. Shaw talks with self-identified gamers
and non-gamers to explore means of identity construction with people who play games,
how they are hailed (or not) through the social constructions of gamers in culture.?* This
was similarly explored by Shira Chess in an article detailing the way advertising plays an
important role in designing women gamers. % In the book length follow up, Ready
Player Two, Chess examines a decade of women’s games coming out from the release of
the Nintendo DS to the explosion of mobile gaming; reading the content and mechanics
of these “pink games” as a reflection of dominant cultural expectations of gendered labor
and work. From Cooking Mama to Diner Dash, management sims of cooking and
hospitality echo dominant gender constructs. Returning to Shaw’s piece, the main goal of
moving away from “gamer” as a construct is to begin to take seriously those that play but
may not identify with this commercial construct, “we must be careful as scholars to not

assume that people play because they love games, or do not play because they do not

understand them. It is those at the precarious edge of gaming...who are often lost in

23 Nina Huntemann, “Introduction: Feminist Game Studies,” Ada: A Journal of Gender, New Media, and
Technology, no. 2 (2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.7264/N37D2S2F.

24 Adrienne Shaw, “On Not Becoming Gamers: Moving Beyond the Constructed Audience,” Ada: A
Journal of Gender, New Media, and Technology, no. 2 (2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.7264/N33N21B3.

25 Shira Chess, “A 36-24-36 Cerebrum: Productivity, Gender, and Video Game Advertising,” Critical
Studies in Media Communication 28, no. 3 (2011): 230-252,
https://doi.org/10.1080/15295036.2010.515234.
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attempts to locate gaming solely within the bounds of gamer identity and dominant forms
of commerce.”?®

The contemporary world of gaming reflects the issues of those at the precarious
edge of gaming. Prior to the release of Assassin’s Creed: Unity in 2014, developers at
Ubisoft explained that they cut out female assassins from the game because it was too
much work.?” Never mind that a previous game in the series had a female protagonist so
art and animation assets were already present in some form, or that the other aspects of
the game were being expanded and entire game modes cut to focus on those areas. This
type of secondary worth reflects the attitudes towards women in games quoted above by
the Sega executive nearly 20 years before. Feminist Frequency ran a report detailing the
number of female protagonists featured in games at the Electronic Entertainment Expo
(E3) since 2015. Their report in 2018 revealed that only 8% of games featured
exclusively female protagonists, with 24% exclusively male and 50% multi-gendered
protagonists (choose your avatar gender, basically).?® The importance of female
protagonists in games, they explain, “work to normalize the notion that male players
should be able to project themselves onto and identify with female protagonists just as

female players have always projected ourselves onto and identifies with male

protagonists.”?’ Being able to connect to and identify with female protagonists can go a

26 Shaw, “On Not Becoming Gamers.”

27 Megan Farokhmanesh, “Ubisoft Abandoned Women Assassins in Co-Op Because of the Additional
Work,” Polygon, June 10, 2014, https://www.polygon.com/e3-2014/2014/6/10/5798592/assassins-creed-
unity-female-assassins.

28 Carolyn Petit and Anita Sarkeesian, “Gender Breakdown of Games Featured at E3 2018,” Feminist
Frequency, June 14, 2018, https://feministfrequency.com/2018/06/14/gender-breakdown-of-games-
featured-at-e3-2018/.

29 Petit and Sarkeesian, “Gender Breakdown of Games.”
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long way towards normalizing the idea that women in games and playing games is just as
normal an occurrence as the default male protagonist/consumer construction.

The work Shaw is advocating for is done in depth by Kishonna Gray in
“Collective Organizing, Individual Resistance, or Asshole Griefers?”” by performing an
ethnographic analysis of women of color in Xbox Live. Building off of previous
ethnographic work on African-American experience on Xbox Live, Gray zooms into
women of color resisting racist, sexist acts online through online trolling. ** By gaming
with a few clans of women of color, Gray explores the way online resistance is deployed,
whether by disrupting rounds of games by killing members of their own team or glitching
through the map and being in a spot their opponents can’t shoot them, or writing online
blogs and organizing outside of the game.>! These groups and their resistance are all
centered around acts of oppression that occur in game through linguistic profiling via
voice communications on Xbox Live. Both their gender and ethnicities become fodder
for white, male gamers reproducing dominant constructions of gamer identity through
their racist and sexist attacks against the women through voice chat. Their collective
organizing into clans that execute acts of resistance within the space of the game world
become a powerful means of subverting expectations of women not knowing how to
“game” through their troll tactics and game breaking glitch exploitations.

The acts of resistance outlined by Gray and other contributors to Ada issue 2 and

the existence of that special issue illustrate the growing awareness and critique of game

30 Kishonna Gray, “Deviant Bodies, Stigmatized Identities, and Racist Acts: Examining the Experiences of
African-American Gamers in Xbox Live,” New Review of Hypermedia and Multimedia 18, no. 4 (2012):
261-276, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13614568.2012.746740.

31 Kishonna Gray, “Collective Organizing, Individual Resistance, or Asshole Griefers? An Ethnographic
Analysis of Women of Color in Xbox Live,” Ada: A Journal of Gender, New Media, and Technology, no. 2
(2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.7264/N3KK98PS.
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culture in the time leading up to the rise of GamerGate.** While this brief overview of
gaming history concentrates on the scholarship that questioned and challenged the lack of
gender (and racial, sexual, etc.) diversity, these same conversations were also happening
within and around the industry to varying degrees. Of particular note to the larger arc of
GamerGate and games journalism is Kieron Gillen’s “The New Games Journalism”3?
which argued for a re-appraisal of games journalism to move beyond the simple
consumer-focused “is it a good product” towards a more subjective, introspective
exploration of what games can do culturally and their value to society. Stephen Totilo of
Kotaku wrote a long piece on games journalism scandals that were popping up and the
issue between the gamer projection of corruption versus the reality of the profession and
the different ways of approaching the work of games criticism in 2012.3* These and more
reflect an openness and reflexivity towards gaming as a pastime in larger forums than
academia. Here, between the market-constructed identity of gamer and the opening of
platforms of communication beyond specific media entities lay the challenges to
dominant constructions of gender and inclusion through community formation and
networked platform interactions that are innocuous to the industry at large, but a threat to
the very nature of what it means to identify as a gamer.

The following attacks on Anita Sarkeesian and Zo€ Quinn illustrate the two sides
of marginalized identities in gaming producing a threat: who is qualified to speak as a

gamer and who is qualified to make games. Utilizing ANT to map the controversies of

32 Particularly Alex Layne and Samantha Blackmon’s “Self-Saving Princess.”
33 Kieron Gillen, “The New Games Journalism,” Kieron Gillen’s Workblog (blog), March 23, 2004,
http://gillen.cream.org/wordpress html/assorted-essays/the-new-games-journalism/.
34 Stephen Totilo, “The Contemptible Games Journalist: Why So Many People Don’t Trust the Gaming
Press (And Why They’re Sometimes Wrong,” Kotaku, November 5, 2012, https://kotaku.com/the-
contemptible-games-journalist-why-so-many-people-d-5957810.

57



Sarkeesian’s Tropes vs. Women in Video Games and Quinn’s Depression Quest on Steam
Greenlight provides smaller frameworks within which to apply CTDA to understand the
ways gamer identity was deployed in opposition to the experiences and expressions of
Sarkeesian and Quinn. In Sarkeesian’s Tropes, the mere suggestion of a female critique
of games elicits an immediate violent reaction by male gamers. These reactions mirror
the fears of violent reaction alluded to in bell hooks’s essay on oppositional gaze, noting
that black women had relegated their critical commentary on film to conversation was
due to the violence perpetuated and advocated by discourses of mass media.>
Sarkeesian’s critical commentary was immediately met with a violent reaction to that
critique, even prior to its manifestation in YouTube form. Similarly, Quinn’s Depression
Quest was met with violent reaction to its inclusion on the game platform Steam due to
its oppositional position to what a “normal” video game was considered to be. Reading
from the construction of oppositional consciousness as described by Chela Sandoval,

2 ¢

Depression Quest is simultaneously within the “equal rights,” “revolutionary,” and
“separatism” modes of oppositional consciousness, at once proving Quinn’s mastery of
code in her brilliant uses of Twine, embrace of difference in approach and understanding
of game mechanics and narratives in the exploration of mental illness through game
mechanics, and the alternative funding model of free software and solicitation of
donations that aren’t for the creators of the game but to aid in raising awareness for

depression. In the topographical positioning of oppositional ideologies, Depression Quest

weaves in and out of these different positionalities and produces an affect in the gamer

33 bell hooks, “The Oppositional Gaze: Black Female Spectators,” in Critical Theory: A Reader for Literary
and Cultural Studies, ed. Robert Dale Parker (New York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 2012), 277.
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identity that is reacting to all three in different ways that function as a means of
producing boundaries that are simultaneously exclusionary of the form and content of
Depression Quest but also the history of gaming; illustrating the lack of a cohesive
identity based on an “apolitical” reading of games as technology and one that is explicitly
centered on a gendered reading of games and their production.

Both instances are disruptions of the gamer technicity; one via the technological
competence of game playing and analysis that comes from a feminist critique of video
games, the other the technological competence of coding and design that goes into the
creation of a game. Each are made inherently invisible via the abuse campaigns, with
harassers electing to make it all about identity rather than competence, forcing
discussions to focus on minutia and proving genuine “mastery” over the subject material,
and, being found outside that narrowly defined technicity, to deny any legitimacy to the
projects outside of a cynical cash grab and exploitation of the maligned “gamer.” A
combination of the toxic technocultures that support harassment campaigns and the logics
of platform capitalism seasoned with a dash of good old-fashioned consumer culture

create a potent mixture of culturally ingrained gendered abuse against these creators.

Cash Is Louder Than Comments: Kickstarting Critique

When Anita Sarkeesian launched Feminist Frequency in 2009, she wanted to “create a
space where feminism was easy to engage with in an accessible way.”*® She concentrated
on creating short-form video essays that engaged with popular culture. Feminist

Frequency’s “About” section states that these early videos were made with “the belief

36 feministfrequency, “Feminism in Focus — Anita Sarkeesian,” YouTube Video, 3:10, March 20, 2011,
https://youtu.be/efA1IPGMAG6sY.
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that media has the power to change the world” and their mission statement is to
“advocate for an inclusive and representative media landscape and the eradication of
online harassment.”*” The initial videos Sarkeesian posted were similar to many early
YouTube media critics; a talking-head format on a particular piece of media or issue
supplemented with still and video images that lasted around five to ten minutes. In 2010,
Sarkeesian became a guest blogger for Bitch Media and over two years produced two
video series; Mad World, a feminist critique of advertising, and Tropes vs. Women, a
look at the dominant tropes in media that stereotype women. Following those two series,
Sarkeesian turned to Kickstarter to fund the next project, a continuation of Tropes vs.
Women focused on Video Games.

Kickstarter and YouTube are two platforms that attract vastly different
communities. Their platform positions as crowdfunded project support and ‘free’ video
hosting influences the other and additional platforms as issues of gender and
representation in video games are contested and debated on each. By following the
Kickstarter funding progress of Tropes vs. Women in Video Games, a sense of the way
networked publics operate within and across platforms during a cultural controversy can
be developed.

On May 17, 2012, Sarkeesian launched the campaign with a modest goal of
$6,000 to produce a five video series on female character stereotypes through the history

of the gaming industry.*® Within 24 hours the project had been funded and Sarkeesian

37 “About,” Feminist Frequency, accessed October 9, 2019, https://feministfrequency.com/about/.
38 “Tropes vs. Women in Video Games”, Kickstarter, accessed October 9, 2019,
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/566429325/tropes-vs-women-in-video-games.
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proposed added videos as stretch goals.?® In one week the stretch goal had been funded
and in two weeks their expanded goals of higher video production and an additional

video had also been met.*°

The idea of taking feminist criticism and applying it to sexist
stereotypes in gaming in an accessible format for free was something that many people
felt they could get behind. By week three, however, a different type of response unfolded
as documented by Sarkeesian on the fourth update for the project. Noting an expectation
of a certain level of harassment when discussing gender issues online, Sarkeesian admits
never experiencing the sort of organized and sustained harassment against her and the
project. These tactics included misogyny and hate speech on her YouTube video
discussing the project, vandalizing of her Wikipedia page, efforts to flag YouTube videos
as “terrorism”, and waves of threatening messages sent through Twitter, Facebook,
Kickstarter, email, and her website.*! What changed? How did a fully funded Kickstarter
with little fanfare for the first two weeks incite such outrage? By mapping the
controversy that arises, and when it arises, YouTube becomes the primary catalyst for the
explosion of harassment aimed at Sarkeesian.

While the Kickstarter campaign had been a success, reaching its goal within 24
hours and surpassing the first two sets of stretch goals that Sarkeesian had set forth, the

middle of the campaign had relatively stalled out which is standard fare for most

Kickstarter campaigns. On June 4, 2012, Sarkeesian posted the Kickstarter video onto the

3 Feminist Frequency, “FUNDED in the First 24 Hours! New Stretch Goals,” Tropes vs. Women in Video
Games (project), Kickstarter, May 18, 2012, https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/566429325/tropes-vs-
women-in-video-games/posts/229803.

40 Feminist Frequency, “Project Evolving with Classroom Curriculum and Bonus Video #2,” Tropes vs.
Women in Video Games (project), Kickstarter, May 30, 2012,
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/566429325/tropes-vs-women-in-video-games/posts/237083.

4! Feminist Frequency, “OMG! 1000 Backers! (And About That Harassment Stuff),” Tropes vs. Women in
Video Games (project), Kickstarter, June 7, 2012, https://www kickstarter.com/projects/566429325/tropes-
vs-women-in-video-games/posts/242547.
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Feminist Frequency YouTube channel with an appended section asking for donations to

achieve the final stretch goals that had been laid out.*?

The responses to the video were
swift and brutal. A torrent of sexist and anti-Semitic comments began to flood the page,
and Sarkeesian began documenting the abuse, posting about it on June 7, 2012.** The
post itself is pretty simple, an introduction that made a point to note that all of these
harassing comments were in response to a video about critiques she hadn’t even made
yet. The image that followed after a trigger warning and post break included over 100
comments within a two hour period that gave supporters an idea of the stream of
harassment Sarkeesian had been receiving. Most of the comments were the standard,
benign forms of sexist and racist trolling that Lisa Nakamura has outlined as indicative of
information networks working as intended, not a glitch. Viewing these acts “normal” and
inescapable robs researchers of the ability to view internet racism as “neither a barometer
of sincerely held opinions, nor the act of evil and lawless users who want to destroy
communities. It is a discursive act in itself, not an obstruction of that act.”* The sexist
and misogynist comments wishing Sarkeesian physical trauma, questioning her
intelligence, and asking her to return to the kitchen perform the very sexism she was

trying to create an educational series on; reinforcing dominant discourse around a

woman’s place in society. The anti-Semitic comments around her money grubbing,

4 feministfrequency, “Support My Kickstarter Project — Tropes vs Women in Video Games,” YouTube
Video, 4:01, June 4, 2012, https://youtu.be/I8SI0Wy58adM.

43 Anita Sarkeesian, “Harassment, Misogyny and Silencing on YouTube,” Feminist Frequency, June 7,
2012, https://feministfrequency.com/2012/06/07/harassment-misogyny-and-silencing-on-youtube/.

4 Lisa Nakamura, “Glitch Racism: Networks as Actors within Vernacular Internet Theory,” Culture
Digitally. http://culturedigitally.org/2013/12/glitch-racism-networks-as-actors-within-vernacular-internet-
theory/.
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comments on her physical attributes, and conspiracy theories performed similar work
through racist tropes.

The comments that went beyond these “normal” forms of harassment, however,
would consistently attempt to delegitimize Sarkeesian’s claims to being a gamer.
Sarkeesian’s authority to speak as an expert on games to educate about sexist stereotypes
is predicated on her claims to loving and playing games. The attacks against her making
that claim are a means of reasserting the dominance of the gamer technicity to the white
male, as indicative of a handful of comments that question her basic technological
competency when operating games. YouTube commenter imalexx attempts to question
Sarkeesian’s knowledge surreptitiously, “How she uses the controller in 0:02 looks so..
awkward...”* blingfire03’s attempt at levity at Sarkeesian’s apparent ineptitude
infantilizes, “Lol, the controller wasn’t even on.”*® Finally, Ken Krucier’s comment hits
both the gamer technicity and everyday misogyny with their comment: “THE XBOX
CONTROLLER WASN’T EVEN ON YOU STUPID CUNT.”* Each of these comments
is trying to discredit Sarkeesian by pointing out her lack of technical knowhow in the
simple act of operating a controller. Even more, and a precursor to a larger trend in any
online harassment, all the controllers are on throughout the video. There are points where
the viewer is either unable to see the power indicator, or it is obscured due to lighting, but

there’s always some angle that shows it on. There is a complete disregard for any form of

4 Imalexx, June 5, 2012, comment on feministfrequency, “Support My Kickstarter Project,”
https://web.archive.org/web/20150421132143/https://feministfrequency.com/2012/06/07/harassment-
misogyny-and-silencing-on-youtube/.

46 blingfire03, June 5, 2012, comment on feministfrequency, “Support My Kickstarter Project,”
https://web.archive.org/web/20150421132143/https://feministfrequency.com/2012/06/07/harassment-
misogyny-and-silencing-on-youtube/.

47 Ken Krucier, June 5, 2012, comment on feministfrequency, “Support My Kickstarter Project,”
https://web.archive.org/web/20150421132143/https://feministfrequency.com/2012/06/07/harassment-
misogyny-and-silencing-on-youtube/.
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reality when it’s Sarkeesian’s mere existence that is what’s wrong with the concept of a
feminist critique of video games.

Indeed, one comment in particular sums up the problems with game culture and
the constructed identity of gamer by laying the whole project out:

This is fucking cringe-worthy. I'm all about equality, but this is idiocy.

Games are, in general, marketed towards males, as most avid gamers are,

indeed, males. It makes complete sense that in this scenario female roles

are oversexualized, especially from a marketing perspective. Young teens

going through puberty will jump all over that shit, and there's nothing you

can do to stop them. Just when you think kickstarter projects couldn't get

any more annoying, the hardcore feminists arrive.*s
The commenter’s “common sense” response to Sarkeesian’s critique is that everyone
knows that games are for men. All of the previously mentioned scholars talking about the
lack of female representation working on, playing, or in games had become industry
dogma. This argument, presented by many, was that games were obviously sexist, but
that’s because they’re for men. All of this is missing the point of Feminist Frequency and
Sarkeesian’s critique to make media better by being cognizant of and designing games
without sexist tropes. When the entire identity of gamers and the game industry is tied up
within notions of toxic masculinity there is little reception to an idea so anathema to their

constructed identity. The comments and harassment that accompanied Sarkeesian’s video

48 The Keeavin, June 5, 2012, comment on feministfrequency, “Support My Kickstarter Project,”
https://web.archive.org/web/20150421132143/https://feministfrequency.com/2012/06/07/harassment-
misogyny-and-silencing-on-youtube/.
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laid bare the toxicity of gamer culture that had only had, to this point, little exposure to
critique.

This is reflected in comments on the Feminist Frequency blog post and the
Kickstarter campaign page as well:

Me ten minutes ago: "Sexism in videogames? Well, like, duh. Obviously

sexism in videogames is a problem. I'm sure Anita's deconstruction will be

top notch, but still - this isn't exactly controversial. How can anyone

question that?"

Me five minutes ago: *reading comments, mouth agape*

Me now: "Well, that just goes to show how much I know. Derp derp."

+1 Backer.*
In this comment, Daniel is echoing similar sentiments expressed by the YouTube
commenter, but rather than as a means to diminish and silence Sarkeesian, Daniel is
bemoaning the state of games and whether or not the accessible videos based on basic
feminist critiques applied to standard gaming tropes would really be effective. However,
the massive harassment campaign launched against Sarkeesian illustrated just how
entrenched the gamer identity was in toxic masculinity. Similarly, Ben drops into the
Kickstarter comments section a day after the YouTube video was posted to proclaim,

“Upping my pledge because of the lovely commenters on youtube.”>’ From that point on,

4 Daniel Schealler, June 7, 2012, comment on Anita Sarkeesian, "Harassment, Misogyny and Silencing on
YouTube,”
https://web.archive.org/web/20150421132143/https://feministfrequency.com/2012/06/07/harassment-
misogyny-and-silencing-on-youtube/.

30 Ben, June 5, 2012, comment on Feminist Frequency, “Tropes vs. Women in Video Games” (project),
https://www kickstarter.com/projects/566429325/tropes-vs-women-in-video-
games/comments?comment=UHJvamVjdENvbW 11bnQtODYwNzUw.
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the comments on the Kickstarter page were near-universally made as indications of
support and solidarity through monetary donations.>! YouTube’s effect on Tropes vs.
Women in Video Games was to train an online mob onto Anita Sarkeesian, but it also

became an amplifier for a monetary crusade for the soul of the gamer.

Funding Progress: Tropes vs. Women in Video Games Closed at: 1583817/ 6,000 (2648%)
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Figure 1. Funding Progress for Tropes vs. Women in Video Games

(http://www kicktraq.com/projects/566429325/tropes-vs-women-in-video-games/dailychart.png)

Figure 1 illustrates the funding progress of the entire Kickstarter campaign for
Tropes vs. Women in Video Games. While the massive spike in the end draws the eye
first, the most telling piece of data on this chart is the goal marker. Whatever intentions
Sarkeesian had for her modest open access five part series on sexist video game tropes,
the internet took it to an entirely different level of meaning and impact.>> As mentioned

in the comments quoted above, people began to back or increase their contribution to the

51 This is primarily because of the backer only comments. If you were someone that wanted to voice your
displeasure for the project or for Anita Sarkeesian on the Kickstarter, you would have to contribute. That
being said, some users did pay for the privilege of abuse there, but the abuser couldn’t stick around long
before either being talked down via other backers or banned from the comments by Sarkeesian.

32 This is not to diminish Sarkeesian’s agency, Tropes vs. Women in Video Games and her previous work
on Feminist Frequency reflects a public scholarship through new media praxis. Her Tropes vs. Women and
MadWorld series were in partnership with Bitch Media, and I read Tropes vs. Women in Video Games and
the Kickstarter Campaign to support it as an experimental approach to funding non-institutional,
independent research with public service in mind. Sarkeesian’s previous media savvy, blogging, and
professionalism in video production already led to a successfully funded campaign within 24 hours of
launching. Her web presence and multiple social media outlets also lend a means to respond to the
harassment campaign others would not have had.
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Kickstarter campaign as a show of support for Sarkeesian and creating a more inclusive
space for women in games. Much as sexist and racist comments overwhelming a post
online should be seen as a discursive act, the support given to Tropes vs. Women in Video
Games through monetary donations speaks as well through the increasing monetary total
and the number of supporters displayed on the page. This in addition to the fact that the
only way you can speak on Kickstarter is through the act of backing as comments are
closed to those that have not become a backer of the project. Taken as separate spaces,
Kickstarter and YouTube illustrate two vastly different reactions to Sarkeesian and
Tropes vs. Women in Videogames. However, each influences the other and additional
platforms as issues of gender and representation in video games are contested and
debated across platforms. Breaking down the timeline of funding progress illustrated
above from the posting of the YouTube video to the closing of the project gives a sense
of the way networked publics operate within and across platforms during a cultural
controversy.

A day after the posting of the YouTube video and subsequent attacks, an increase
in funding can be seen. Users like Ben above began donating because of the vitriol and
attacks levied against Sarkeesian in the comments. At the same time, however,
Sarkeesian’s Wikipedia page was being vandalized with changed text, page categories,
external referral links, and a pornographic image.> By the time the page was locked
down, multiple IP addresses had contributed to the vandalism.’* Much in the same way

YouTube comments aimed at diminishing Sarkeesian’s identification as a gamer through

33 Anita Sarkeesian, “Harassment via Wikipedia Vandalism,” Feminist Frequency, June 10, 2012,
https://feministfrequency.com/2012/06/10/harassment-and-misogyny-via-wikipedia/.

4 «“Anita Sarkeesian: Revision History,” Wikipedia, accessed on October 9, 2019,
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Anita Sarkeesian&dir=prev&action=history.
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a critique of her technological knowledge in operating a controller, the attacks on
Sarkeesian’s Wikipedia were a means of delegitimizing Sarkeesian’s claim to expertise
as a feminist scholar. Wikipedia’s presence as the go-to resource for quick information on
a topic makes it a powerful platform for controlling public narratives. This plays out in
future attacks, and becomes an especially contested battleground during GamerGate in
defining the narrative of what GamerGate was.

Both the YouTube comments and the Wikipedia vandalism were documented and
posted to separate blogs on the Feminist Frequency blog. These become key points of
engagement for other platforms, particularly journalists, as the stories of harassment
begin to gain traction beyond the niche audiences of feminist gamers and online
harassment mobs. Sarkeesian’s reasoning behind these posts is an important intervention
in fighting these types of campaigns that become more popular as online platforms like
YouTube and Twitter become ever-present in society and culture:

I went back and forth about whether or not to share this publicly because I

don’t want to inadvertently encourage this kind of behavior or scare other

women into staying silent out of fear something similar may happen to

them. But ultimately I’ve decided I'm going to document and strategically

share what is happening to me because these types of online harassment

tactics are used against women, feminists and people from oppressed and

marginalized groups every day.>’

By documenting her harassment, Sarkeesian was able to utilize her website as a platform

to forge a narrative that illustrated the multiple ways online harassment takes place while

55 Anita Sarkeesian, “Harassment via Wikipedia Vandalism.”
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simultaneously discussing its frequency against marginalized groups. The documentation
and blogs became the starting point for gaming websites and other forums to pick up the
story and amplify it even more.

On June 11, 2012, when The Escapist ran its story on Sarkeesian’s fight against
online harassment, the Kickstarter funding was already picking up steam and on an
upward slope. Other gaming outlets like Rock, Paper, Shotgun and Kotaku would also
pick up the story, with other outlets not focused on gaming but very much in the feminist
wheelhouse like New Statesman and The Mary Sue also highlighting the harassment. By
the time Wired was running a story on June 14, 2012 detailing high profile backers like
Anil Dash and Yancey Strickler while linking to Roger Ebert’s tweet of the above
mentioned The Escapist article,>® the Kickstarter campaign was nearing $150,000; a
backer-funded rebuke of the hate-filled campaign to silence Sarkeesian. By the
campaigns close, 6,968 people had pledged $158,922 for a five-part (now twelve with
stretch goals!) web series on sexist tropes in video games. As one backer put it: “cash is
louder than comments.”>” But was it?

Kickstarter’s position as a crowdfunding platform lends itself to particular cultural
readings, and the success of Tropes vs. Women in Video Games lent a reading to many of
the reactive harassers that Sarkeesian was abusing people by soliciting funds for this
project. From a feminist game studies perspective, the reactions to Sarkeesian’s success

are in line with white male gamer’s own perceptions of who is a valid gamer. To see a

6 Angela Watercutter, “Feminist Take on Games Draws Crude Ridicule, Massive Support,” Wired, June
14, 2012, https://www.wired.com/2012/06/anita-sarkeesian-feminist-games/.

57 Caitlin O’Sullivan, June 12, 2012, comment on Feminist Frequency, “Tropes vs. Women in Video
Games” (project), https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/566429325/tropes-vs-women-in-video-
games/comments?comment=UHJvamVjdENvbW 11bnQtOTA3NDcx.
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woman not only playing and critiquing video games, but also being validated through a
successful monetary campaign created a break between the created technicity of gamer as
an identity and the successful feminist gamer on YouTube. More so, Kickstarter’s
mission to “help bring creative projects to life”>® is a lot less consumer-focused than what
much of Kickstarter video game campaigns turn out to be. Kickstarter’s success in the
gaming world to that point had been massive campaigns for beloved games and studios
like a new Double Fine title or a new sequel to Wasteland. Both of these were product-
oriented campaigns that were consumer-focused software aimed squarely at gamers.
Even beyond gaming, the most successful Kickstarters were almost always consumer-
focused products, a far cry from getting DJs to perform at a jazz festival in New
Orleans.”’

While Kickstarter’s charter is around fostering creativity and creating a platform
to facilitate supporters of that, the popular imaginary surrounding Kickstarter as a dream-
product factory, particularly in the gamer-imaginary of 2012, was too powerful an idea to
separate from Tropes vs. Women in Video Games as a creative project in accessible
feminist criticism. This is illustrated by one of the YouTube commenters:

This has the potential to be an interesting, but I have a question: Most

people on the internet would do this series free of charge. People like the

Game Overthinker have touched on women in video games and I assume

one could do something like he does, except focus the entire show on the

38 «“Our Mission,” Kickstarter, accessed on October 9, 2019, https://www.kickstarter.com/about?ref=global-
footer.

3 “Our Story,” Kickstarter, accessed on October 9, 2019, https://www kickstarter.com/about?ref=global-
footer#the-full-story.

70



subject, not just one episode. So why are you taking money from people
for something lots of other people could do for free?%°
This comment erases all of the labor that goes into creating online video content.
Particularly in the case of YouTube, there is a distinct lack of knowledge about the work
that goes into the content that users consume for “free.” While Sarkeesian lays out the
need for money to take the time to do research, buy some better equipment, and hire
production staff, she also explicitly points out the project’s non-profit, non-advertising
supported work. Beyond YouTube add revenue, the Game Overthinker mentioned above,
Bob “MovieBob” Chipman, was employed by The Escapist while he was producing
those videos. A fundamental misunderstanding of how media is produced fueled much of
the vitriol aimed at Sarkeesian for starting the campaign in the first place.

Zoé& Quinn outlines a standard narrative in online harassment in Crash Override:
“the rhythm of how their harassment unfolded was always the same. Some original ‘sin’
was attributed to them, a mob seized on it, strangers profited off it, things escalated,
family members got dragged in, culture warriors used them as talking points, and their
lives were destroyed.”®! In the case of Sarkeesian, her original sin was receiving more
money than she asked for on a project. Regardless of the modest $6,000 that was
requested at the beginning of the campaign, Sarkeesian’s success marked her not only as

someone whose viewpoint was legitimate and supported by others that would back her up

monetarily, but as a direct threat to the dominant construction of gamer as both an

0 Mavrickindigo, June 5, 2012, comment on feministfrequency, “Support My Kickstarter Project,”
https://web.archive.org/web/20150421132143/https://feministfrequency.com/2012/06/07/harassment-
misogyny-and-silencing-on-youtube/.

61 Zoé Quinn, Crash Override: How GamerGate (Nearly) Destroyed My Life, and How We Can Win the
Fight against Online Hate (New York: PublicAffairs, 2017), 120.
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embodied identity as a white male and the only identity that games should be made for.
The fact that her project was a radical departure from the consumer-focused product-
based imaginary construction of Kickstarter in its delivery of free video content further
enraged the mob who could only see a scam where media for public good stood.

The organized attacks were designed to stop Sarkeesian from even speaking to
issues of sexism in gaming, and her follow up blog posts that detailed the harassment
were focused on the attempts to silence the work she had yet to do. Sarkeesian’s
harassment based on this Kickstarter campaign illustrates the multiple networks and
platforms that can be leveraged to silence and reassert hegemonic norms. The (white,
male) gamer technicity is moved to silence and make invisible Sarkeesian’s marginalized
critique of the sexist stereotypes that construct the standards of gender and identity within
gamer space. In addition, the monetary support of backers through Kickstarter lends a
credibility to the project and critique that becomes a direct threat to gamer identity. The
tactics that Sarkeesian’s harassers and supporters utilize in the fight over Tropes vs.
Women in Video Games provides a brief case study in how platform capitalist logics,
toxic technocultures, and gamer technicity combine in defining who is allowed to identify

and speak as a gamer.

Platforms and Form as Boundary

Depression Quest quietly released on Valentine’s Day 2013. Developed by Zoé Quinn
and co-written with Patrick Lindsey with compositions by Isaac Schankler, the Twine-
based interactive fiction explores what it feels like to suffer from depression. The makers
state at the onset that Depression Quest is not meant as entertainment, but as a means to

illustrate the condition for those that don’t have it while simultaneously creating a
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simulation that provides sufferers with the knowledge that they are not alone in their
struggles with depression.®? The game also includes links to the National Suicide
Prevention Hotline and the promise that portions of the proceeds from the sales of the
game would go to the Hotline.

Like most independently developed video games, Depression Quest initially
received limited coverage from gaming enthusiast press. Those that did cover Depression
Quest on release remarked upon its effective expression of the experience of depression
through its minimal mechanics and text-based interface. As the player moves through the
days and weeks of the narrative, they are given a list of decisions, some of which are un-
selectable depending on your state at that moment. A list of three “character states” is at
the bottom of the screen at all times telling you how depress you feel, whether you are
getting therapy and how you feel about it, and whether you are on medication and how
you feel about it. The player’s choices change the narrative, character state, and what
selections they have access to at any one time. The feeling of helplessness as the player
processes the “healthy” selection while simultaneously being unable to select it and
choose the next best option (which is very rarely the “best” in most understandings of the
term) is palpable throughout the game.

The combination of thoughtful mechanics and narrative with high-production
value through the Twine game engine led to Depression Quest picking up steam through
word-of-mouth by players and press alike. As bloggers, games journalists, and even the

Wall Street Journal® began to cover Depression Quest, Quinn worked to make the game

62 Zoé Quinn, Patrick Lindsey, and Isaac Schankler, Depression Quest, 2013.
63 Conor Dougherty, “Videogames About Alcoholism, Depression and Cancer,” The Wall Street Journal,
August 15, 2013, https://www.wsj.com/articles/videogames-about-alcoholism-depression-and-cancer-
1376605817 ?tesla=y.
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accessible to greater audiences through the recently launched Steam Greenlight on Valve
Corporation’s Steam game distribution platform.

Steam, launched in 2003, is the largest distribution platform for PC games online.
Steam’s creators, Valve, needed a means to distribute and execute their games without
relying on Microsoft’s proprietary software to run on Windows. After the success of their
own games, Valve began offering the service to other video game developers for a price.
As the popularity (and domination) of the service grew, more developers wanted onto the
platform, but Valve’s system of curation and verification began to take too long and cost
too much. Steam Greenlight, began in 2012, was Valve’s first attempt at creating a new
avenue for developers to get their games onto the Steam Platform through submission of
their games to the community for them to rate and recommend whether or not the games
should be placed on Steam. The combination of Valve’s clout as leader of digital games
distribution and the massive community of game players would, ideally, create a means
to distribute new, quality games from developers that were independent or smaller than
the larger game studios that dominated the market. With the submission of Depression
Quest to Steam Greenlight in late 2013, however, the flaws of the system and the toxic
issues just beneath the surface of the gaming community came to the fore.

When Quinn posted Depression Quest to Steam Greenlight on December 4, 2013,
it was the second attempt. The first led to a series of harassing messages and rape threats
that led to Quinn pulling the game quickly from Greenlight. This time, however, Quinn

was ready and willing to push through the process if it meant getting the game to a larger
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audience.® The attacks began almost immediately. Quinn was tipped off that a group of
users at the imageboard Wizardchan had decided that she was not qualified to talk about
depression or make a game because she was a woman.® Wizardchan, an imageboard that
was dedicated exclusively to men over thirty (and those over 18 approaching the
milestone) who were still virgins, had a history of creating threads dogpiling on women
for all of their problems. When this harassment campaign began, they linked to Quinn’s
website on the /games/ forum and asked users to “tell her what you think of the game.”
After coverage began, they updated their forum policy to include a rule forbidding
“generic venting threads about women.”®¢ Quinn’s response was to post the screengrabs
on Twitter and talk about harassing calls she was receiving. As the story gained traction,
the Greenlight page for Depression Quest was inundated with comments disparaging her
and the game. In much the same way coverage of Sarkeesian’s harassment led to a
swelling of support for her project, Depression Quest was given a boost in voting
approval after the documentation and reporting on the abuse.®” Quinn’s experience of

gendered harassment, particularly in the comments online, are similar, but the tactics

64 Zoé& Quinn (@UnburntWitch), “Thanks to all of you for your support with Greenlight. Hoping this time
it's a bit less rape-threat-y. Even if it isn't I think I can deal,” Twitter, December, 4, 2013, 3:28 p.m.,
https://twitter.com/UnburntWitch/status/408331995991650304.

65 Zoé& Quinn (@UnburntWitch), “(2/2) happening while people say "oh it's not REALLY sexist here..."
makes me sick with rage,” Twitter, December, 12, 2013, 3:44 p.m.,
https://twitter.com/UnburntWitch/status/411235215277715456.

% Amanda Wallace, “Depression Quest Dev Faces Extreme Harassment Because She’s a Woman,” Game
Skinny, December 16, 2013, https://www.gameskinny.com/03t09/depression-quest-dev-faces-extreme-
harassment-because-shes-a-woman.

67 Carly Smith, “Depression Quest Dev Faces Harassment After Steam Submission — Update,” The
Escapist, December 13, 2013, https://www.escapistmagazine.com/news/view/130525-Depression-Quest-
Dev-Faces-Harassment-after-Steam-Submission-Update; Zack Kotzer, “The Sexist BS Women Who Make
Video Games Have to Deal With,” Vice, January 24, 2014,
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/exmxvm/female-game-designers-are-being-threatened-with-rape.
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opponents deployed to divest her of gamer technicity as a developer were focused on
platforms and meanings.

Steam as a gaming platform fits into Nick Srnicek’s definition of platforms as a
new type of firm; it provides infrastructure to intermediate between different users and
groups (game makers and game consumers), displays monopoly tendencies driven by
network effects (at this time, Steam was believed to have over 70% market share in
digital downloads), ® employs cross-subsidization to draw in different user groups
(Greenlight was aimed at growing games on the platforms through community curation
and gain new users), and has a designed core architecture that governs the interaction

).% By submitting Depression

possibilities (buying, reviewing, and approving games
Quest to Steam Greenlight, Quinn was looking to gain a larger audience and exposure
through Steam’s game curation algorithms and the clout that comes with appearing on the
premier digital software distribution platform. But, by appearing on Steam, Depression
Quest’s unique composition as a Twine game (and the first to appear on Steam) led to a
bevy of criticism levied against Depression Quest for not being a game. As a means to
discredit and make invisible Quinn as a gamer, accusations were made against her
technical knowledge of what a game actually was. This tactic simultaneously removed
her claims to expertise as a gamer to declare her creation as a game and laid the

groundwork for disqualifying the game on definitional grounds from appearing on Steam

at all.

% Greg Lockley, “Breaking the Steam Monopoly,” MCV, November 8, 2013,
https://web.archive.org/web/20160306205538/http://www.mcvuk.com/news/read/breaking-the-steam-
monopoly/0123983.
% Nick Srnicek, Platform Capitalism (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2017), 48.
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These tactics are visible in two discussion posts created on the Greenlight page
for Depression Quest. The first post is a volatile screed about trends in indie game
development that veers off into pure misogyny by the end:

It seems like the current trend among indie devs is to put out stories with

minimal interactive content and call it a "game"...the trend began with

David...Cage, but caught fire with Bioware and Jennifer Hepler, who

quickly proved that even Bioware's dumbed-down casual gameplay is too

complex for women, who are now magically a crucial part of the video
game audience... Depression Quest only continues this trend. There is
zero gameplay. There is zero challenge... Wow, I just finished playing
through a simulation of my daily life. And I'm sure people are going to say
that it's for other people to learn about depression... Games are meant to
be fun. That's the nature of a game. They aren't "art", they're something
people do to have fun. Pretending to have depression isn't fun. It's
pointless. It's like if I repeatedly rammed my head into a brick wall: Sure,
the brain damage will give me an accurate simulation of how women's
minds work...

Oh, and on a final note? The "harassment" campaign is clearly faked. We

have no evidence other than the dev's word (Because women never lie for

easy attention and sympathy, just ask Brian Banks, George Zimmerman,

and the Duke Lacrosse Team.)...even if there was a massive raid, after
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playing through this shitpile of a game I'm starting to have wished I joined

in on it to actually fight my depression by doing something FUN.”°
There is a lot to unpack in this post. The reaction against narrative-based games, the
casual misogyny thrown in throughout the post, and defining games as only challenging
and rewards-based. This post also echoes the harassment of Sarkeesian in its equation of
women “magically” being a part of the video game audience. That same line mentioning
Jennifer Hepler relates to a previous harassment campaign before Sarkeesian’s episode
where an interview with Hepler, a writer at BioWare, from 2006 where she admitted she
didn’t like the game part of gaming as a writer was used as a justification for blaming
Hepler for everything wrong with BioWare games.”! The subsequent harassment
campaign would end up with death threats and threats towards her children. Hepler,
popping up here, was also added to Sarkeesian’s Wikipedia page as a means of linking
them together to form a kind of “women’s cabal” inside the gaming industry looking to
take it away from “true” gamers. This tactic of casual linkage in harassing posts is used
extensively within the GamerGate conspiracy theories detailed in the following chapters.
This post illustrates the vitriol and misogyny that blew up around Depression Quest as a
game.

The second post is a more measured response, but the tone and justifications for

denying Depression Quest a seat at the table on gaming’s largest digital distribution

70 Mutant, December 13, 2013, comment on Zoé Quinn and Patrick Lindsey, “Depression Quest,”
https://steamcommunity.com/workshop/filedetails/discussion/200770535/630799997270829819/.

I Brian Crecente, “Plague of Game Dev Harassment Erodes Industry, Spurs Support Groups,” Polygon,
August 15, 2013, https://www.polygon.com/2013/8/15/4622252/plague-of-game-dev-harassment-erodes-
industry-spurs-support-groups.
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platform narrow the definition of video games to such a subjective degree that the
gatekeeping the user is performing is easily apparent:
What is a game? The shallowest definition I can have here is interactivity
beyond that offered by other mediums. I like the idea of this project and
support it 100% but to call it a game streches it a bit too much for me. |
see the apparent interactivity going on but I also see what it amounts to:
turning a page. This is a - for the lack of a better word - "choose your own
adventure" book. A rather amazing and heartfelt one at that, but that is
what it amounts to.
I see the apparent irony of me calling a game not a game; [ mean in the
end a choose your own adventure book is as much a game as a tabletop
game. What I aim for here is the possibility of the developer looking to
reach the wrong demographic. I can see this being successful, really I can,
but on Steam?
Theres a reason why you don't think Steam first when you want to get
Risk for your living room. I think most can agree that when we go to
Steam we think of games that require a computer to play. Require here
being not just owning a computer but owning the right computer.’
This comment invokes a “tradition” of gaming that is ahistorical and based around the
platform logics of 2012. Indeed, as commenters would note, many foundational video

games are text-based adventures. To say a traditional game can’t be text-based is to erase

2 Spydah, December 21, 2013, comment on Zoé Quinn and Patrick Lindsey, “Depression
Quest,”https://steamcommunity.com/workshop/filedetails/discussion/200770535/630800443560101575/.
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the history of gaming. Beyond the lack of gaming history that this person displays, the
gamer technicity is used to frame Depression Quest as unqualified with the concluding
sentence about the “right” computer. The poster is alluding to the need for a high-end
gaming PC to run graphic intensive programs like the “real” games they are trying to
defend. By questioning Depression Quest’s place on Steam because of it not requiring a
technically demanding rig, we are meant to infer that Depression Quest would not be a
good fit on Steam. As the comments play out, there’s a paternalism that plays out in
worrying about the “fit” of the game on a platform that’s exclusively catering to gaming.
In both these interactions, the poster is fundamentally questioning the fitness of
Depression Quest as a game, and one, more importantly, that deserves to be on Steam.
The platforms themselves become the means of gatekeeping, but these ‘gaming
traditionalists’ definition of games constrain what a game can be so much that they begin
to exclude the very fundamentals of games.” Anna Anthropy’s approach to game design
asks, “What are games best suited for? Since games are composed of rules, they’re
uniquely suited to exploring systems and dynamics...digital games are most immediately
about the direct relationship between the player’s actions or choices and their
consequences.”’* Through Twine, Depression Quest tasks players to navigate a life with
depression where each choice in the narrative produces immediate consequences via the
advancing of the narrative on the one hand, and a limitation of the choices a player has

based on that decision and the current state of their depression based off that choice.

3 The second post featured in this section was swiftly checked by other Steam users when they pointed out
that the historical lineage of gaming basically begins with text-based gaming.

4 Anna Anthropy, Rise of the Videogame Zinesters: How Freaks, Normals, Amateurs, Artists, Dreamers,
Dropouts, Queers, Housewives, and People Like You Are Taking Back an Art Form (New York: Seven
Stories Press, 2012), 20.
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Where Depression Quest fails in the eyes of pure gamer technicity is in its aesthetic
choices: text instead of polygons, open source platform instead of licensed game engine,
free instead of $59.99. Whereas Sarkeesian’s detractors took up an economically situated
position against requesting money for ‘free’ content, Quinn’s detractors were arguing on
pure ideological grounds.

Indeed, it may be even more accurate to split ideology into ideologies at this
point, as the gamer identity, explicitly defined in the tropes of toxic masculinity, is called
forth through the machinations of the explicitly misogynistic Wizard community: hailing
gamers via their shared othering of women via hatred and objectification. A gamer using
Quinn’s exposure of Wizardchan’s harassment as a justification for harassing her and
attacking Depression Quest on Steam Greenlight is simply a screen to justify the defense
of their identity as a gamer. The story of Depression Quest on Steam illustrates the ways
platforms interact with one another via organizing campaigns of harassment on one
platform to be performed on another, exposure via social platforms, and reactions for and
against the initial attacks and counterattacks on those platforms and others. All of these

feed into and magnify the controversy as it unfolds within and across platforms.

The Misogyny Rorschach

In much the same way that Sarkeesian gained support through monetary pledges after the
breaking of her harassment, Quinn and Depression Quest had a wave of support for
greenlighting the game to appear on Steam. On January 7, 2014, Depression Quest was

approved by Valve to be included on the platform, becoming the first Twine game to
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appear on Steam.”” The story of Depression Quest and its inclusion on Steam echoes
much of the experience of Sarkeesian. The reaction to an accomplished female media
producer asking for support begins with general acceptance of that project by games
media and players in the progressive demographics that pay attention to those projects;
however, once the project appears on a high profile platform — YouTube in Sarkeesian’s
case, and Steam in Quinn’s — the enhanced visibility mobilizes the reactionary gamer to
respond forcefully.

These gamers are responding to a challenge to their constructed identity based
around a technicity rooted in video games. Returning to Anthropy’s Videogame
Zinesters:

The culture that this audience creates and exists within is one of in-jokes

and brand worship, rituals to establish whether the participants are in or

out of the tribe. It’s an exclusive culture, an alienating environment that

speaks only of itself. Its interactions with the outside world are decidedly

hostile.”

By not remaining invisible, by not catering to the culture previously established in
gaming, Sarkeesian and Quinn became targets of this exclusive culture. Their attempts at
helping video games to grow up through critique and alternative approaches to games
each faced harsh backlash and threats. Their positions as both within the culture of

gaming as experts (in critique for Sarkeesian, and game development for Quinn) and

5 Daniel Nye Griffiths, “Stream Greenlight Passes 50 Games, ‘Depression Quest’ First Twine Game Lined
Up For Steam Launch,” Forbes, January 8, 2014,
https://www.forbes.com/sites/danielnyegriffiths/2014/01/08/steam-greenlight-passes-50-games-depression-
quest-first-twine-game-lined-up-for-steam-launch/#2614{66774e1.
76 Anthropy, Rise of the Video Game Zinesters, 15.
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socially constructed as outside the culture of gaming via the gamer technicity created a
dissonance and challenge to the dominant hegemony of white, cis-male, hetero culture
that produced organized and violent reactions. As these reactions become publicized,
those that hue towards the constructed identity they’ve identified with for much of their
lives are forced to make a choice that becomes a kind of Rorschach test for internalized
toxic masculinity.

In Quinn’s case, the screenshotting and documentation of less well known forums
and how those users discuss and mobilize against inclusive gaming created a crisis of
conscious for gamers who “weren’t that bad, but still, Steam?”” While Quinn’s story
continues in the next chapter, the ways that ideas travel and change across platforms
begins to take on a clearer image in the minds of those that are dealing with organized
harassment. As the crash takes hold after Quinn’s life is turned upside-down,
documenting these open discussions of harassment and discursive construction becomes
key in tracing the means with which GamerGate coalesced into a centerless hate-

machine.
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Chapter 2: Co-Creating Conspiracy

The creation of GamerGate in August 2014 marks a critical moment in internet history,
one where the network effects of online platforms were weaponized against the
possibilities and promises of the utopian vision of networked publics. GamerGate is by
no means the first major movement to rise from the internet. The Arab Spring is one of
the most prominent examples, spurred by the documentation and broadcasting of protest
via cell phone cameras and organization through decentralized networks and social
media. The Arab Spring illustrated the speed at which common cause can be generated
through the broadcasting of suffering and protest.! The following year’s Occupy Wall
Street movement illustrated how network effects can spur action from a blog post to
massive, decentralized global protests against the corrupting influence of money in
politics.?

Events like Sarkeesian and Quinn’s harassment outlined in chapter 1 had started
occurring frequently, with astroturfing® campaigns to discredit women of color feminists
through #EndFathersDay,* and the reaction to #CancelColbert as both critique of white

liberal racism and hashtag activism that led to Suey Park’s ouster from Twitter

! Luc Boltanski’s Distant Suffering: Morality, Media, and Politics frames speech acts in support of aiding
marginalized and suffering groups abroad through a “coordination of affects,” but with documentation via
mobile phones and ad hoc networks, facts become broadcast action that demands attention and support that
removes itself from politics of perception to the reality of on-the-ground action.

2 Bill Chappell, “Occupy Wall Street: From a Blog Post to a Movement,” NPR, October 20, 2011,
https://www.npr.org/2011/10/20/141530025/occupy-wall-street-from-a-blog-post-to-a-movement.

3 Astroturfing is the act of sponsoring a campaign to make a certain idea or message appear as if it’s
supported by a grassroots movement. In the case of #EndFathersDay, the hashtag was spread by accounts
with stock images of women of color that only tweeted about the hashtag to make it appear as if the hashtag
was widely supported by actual WoC feminists.

4 Rachelle Hampton, “The Black Feminists Who Saw the Alt-Right Threat Coming,” Slate, April 23, 2019,
https://slate.com/technology/2019/04/black-feminists-alt-right-twitter-gamergate.html.
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prominence.’ These events illustrate the trend of the visibility of critique and the
reactionary impulse of structures of power that fueled harassment and attacks like those
that came following the “donglegate” controversy spurred by sexism in the technology
industry.®

While these social transformations occurred, so too were the fundamental
structures of the internet changing. The rise of blogging, social networking, and
accessible forms of digital media sharing in the rise of sites like Flickr, YouTube, and
MySpace led to an evolution of the internet from interest-based networks of decentralized
websites and platforms, to an ego-centric network of linked profiles and users
algorithmically generating engagement and an uninterrupted flow of content. Within the
first few years of the 2010s, the major platforms that had survived the 2000’s investor-
fueled startup culture were focused on creating sustainable (and profitable) business
models. Facebook’s shift to advertising and centralization of the newsfeed was in
preparation for their massive IPO in 2012.7 YouTube executives shifted their algorithms
and advertising distribution to focus on engagement rather than video views,

fundamentally shifting the amateur, spur-of-the-moment nature of many of the first viral

5 Jay Caspian Kang, “The Campaign to ‘Cancel’ Colbert,” The New Yorker, March 30, 2014,
https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/the-campaign-to-cancel-colbert.

® Tasneem Raja and Dana Liebelson, “Donglegate: How One Brogrammer’s Sexist Joke Led to Death
Threats and Firings,” Mother Jones, March 22, 2013,
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2013/03/pycon-2013-sexism-dongle-richards/.

" Emil Protalinski, “Facebook Starts Displaying Ads in the News Feed,” ZDNet, January 10, 2012,
https://web.archive.org/web/20141226072713/https://www.zdnet.com/article/facebook-starts-displaying-
ads-in-the-news-feed/; Olivia Oran and Alistair Barr, “Facebook Prices at Top of Range in Landmark IPO,”
Reuters, May 17, 2012, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-facebook/facebook-prices-at-top-of-range-in-
landmark-ipo-idUSBRE84G14Q20120517.
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videos to longer-form videos and outrage content that fuels continued viewer
engagement. 8

These shifts also affected how traditional media engaged with online content
creation and distribution. The creation of Upworthy in 2012 to produce viral campaigns
for serious news exploited new platform logics and content presentation that
fundamentally changed how news headlines are delivered on social media platforms.® As
all of these developments occurred, platforms evolved to display content from outside of
their platform in dynamic, engaging ways to keep users and eyes on their pages and
advertisers. These updated forms of engagement and hyperlink delivery formed an
ecosystem of platforms that relied upon and fed off of one another to exploit and amplify
the content created by their users and the rest of the internet.

Central to the success of these changes is an extension of the technolibertarian
ethos that underpinned the creation of the internet into platform capitalism that exploits
the concept of freedom of speech as a means to abdicate responsibility for the
maintenance of a marketplace of ideas that is open to diverse views. These platform
holders valued a freedom of speech that privileges quantity over quality and engagement
over safety, producing environments in which toxic technocultures could thrive.'°

The combination of most platform holder’s reticence to moderate content and the

ability of that content to travel beyond a single platform in dynamic, transformative ways

8 Mark Bergen, “YouTube Executives Ignored Warnings, Letting Toxic Videos Run Rampant,”
Bloomberg, April 2, 2019, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2019-04-02/youtube-executives-
ignored-warnings-letting-toxic-videos-run-rampant.

° Ed Pilkington, “New Media Gurus Launch Upworthy — Their ‘Super-Basic’ Internet Start-Up," The
Guardian, March 26, 2012, https://www.theguardian.com/media/us-news-blog/2012/mar/26/upworthy-
new-media-website-facebook-moveon.

10 Adrienne Massanari, “#GamerGate and the Fappening: How Reddit’s Algorithm, Governance, and
Culture Support Toxic Technocultures,” New Media & Society 19, no. 3 (2015): 329-46,
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815608807.
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created the conditions for technologically mediated, socially produced and distributed
forms of communication that are both singular and collective. This environment produces
conditions for collective action spurred on by individual acts as well as echo chambers of
ideology curated by users and the algorithms supporting them. Exposure and visibility to
collective publics via networked platforms is always present and a share away. This was
the fundamental possibility and promise of the internet, the great equalizer for many-to-
many communication and a means to broadcast the lived experience of marginalized
groups beyond the dominant hegemony traditional capital-intensive forms of media like
radio, television, and film favored. However, the approaches to online culture,
expression, and community building developed by these groups could also be
appropriated by the very structures of power they challenged. In the case of GamerGate,
the same approaches that propelled revolution, global protest, and collective organizing
to challenge power were exploited to produce a confusing mélange of activist rhetoric,
explicit misogyny, and malicious ignorance to attack the growing inclusivity of gaming
and the visibility of those outside the gamer technicity.

The following pages outline the evolution of GamerGate from its inception from a
WordPress blog to the coinage of a hashtag via celebrity tweet. Utilizing Actor Network
Theory, I trace the threads and connections that contributed to the formation of a hate
group. With the actors mapped, I apply Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis to
examine the way that GamerGate is discursively formed through the linking, referencing,
screen grabbing, and relating of disparate online discourse into a cohesive whole,

reframing the debate of representation in gaming outlined in the previous chapter into a
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call to arms against the persecution of Gamers; the white, straight males and key
consumers of the medium.

By framing a revenge blog as proof of a conspiracy by critics of gaming to seize
game culture and profit off the established industry, GamerGate collapses the
multifaceted discourse arising over the previous years about inclusive gaming into a
reactionary consumer movement to reclaim lost gamer culture. These threads and
connections that led to Baldwin’s Tweet illustrate what I call the ecology of social media,
the ways online platforms intertwine with and add to one another, producing new

discursive structures and social organizing that goes beyond each singular platform.

Ecology of Social Media

The evolution of GamerGate from an act of intimate partner violence and a harassment
campaign to a public-figure supported revolt against “ethics in game journalism” is
predicated on the nature of networked publics and the platforms that afford the spread
and transformation of information. I refer to this as social media ecology, the system of
content creation, sharing, and distribution that is decentralized, additive, and beyond the
moderation of the platforms they appear on.

Ecology, the interrelationship between any system and its environment and the
products of that relationship,'! is a way to signal the complex layers of interaction that
occur between networked platforms. As I detail below, social media is a catchall term for
the shift in networked publics from interest-based, decentralized communities to ego-

centric, user-generated content distribution platforms. Social media as a system is

" Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “ecology (n.),” accessed October 9, 2019, https://www-oed-com.proxy-
um.researchport.umd.edu/view/Entry/59380?redirectedFrom=ecology#eid.
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predicated on the individual, centering services and extraction of value on user
engagement and a steady feed of content. These platforms exist within the environment
of the internet. Utilizing the networked nature of the internet, social media platforms
function as information clearing houses, mediating the experience of internet users by
algorithmically sorted content created by users of the platform as well as dynamically,
socially linked content from across the information network.

The interrelation between social media and the internet is illustrated through the
shift of the fundamental interaction of users from the hyperlink to sharing. The hyperlink
is the bedrock of the internet, allowing users to link to any information on the internet.
Any user that clicked on a link was taken to the information and could read more about
the source the previous link connected to. Sharing is the fundamental interaction on social
media platforms. Whereas links are mechanical, creating or facilitating connection,
sharing is a participatory act. The ubiquity of the share button on most websites and its
ties to platforms rather than a means to link to that content shifts the nature of interactions
over the internet. The platforms themselves mediate the content, creating dynamic links
with titles, ledes, and photos pulled from the article. These buttons can also produce user
content in the form of automated text for the post before the article, tagging, and
hyperlink inclusion. The share is an invitation to participate in the performance of
engagement with the content generated on the platform, rather than as a link to follow
elsewhere.

How people and communities interact within the ecology of social media has
shifted dramatically with the change from communities of interest to ego-centric

platforms. Rather than utilizing links to explore connections to a vast network of different
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communities and interests, the shift to platforms and ego-centric networks produces a
curated experience where the environment, a vast information network, is systematized to
a mediated, performative experience of shared content. Each platform has unique
affordances and constraints that produce native forms of media and interaction (Twitter’s
140 characters and hashtags, YouTube as video distribution platforms, Reddit crowd-
sourced content aggregator, etc.) while also restructuring engagement with other media
platform’s content to their native structure. Media is also filtered through the user’s social
media network via follows, friends, likes, and advertising pushes that also shift meaning
and context via the ideological subtext of both the user sharing the content and the user
encountering the content in their feed.

The ecology of social media is predicated on a fierce adherence to freedom of
speech and platform reluctance to enforce moderation. Whether it’s WordPress (...the
team behind WordPress.com strongly believes in freedom of speech...our service is
designed to let internet users freely express any ideas and opinions without us censoring
or endorsing them),'? YouTube (four essential freedoms: freedom of expression, freedom
of information, freedom of opportunity, and freedom to belong),'* or Twitter (We believe
in free expression and think every voice has the power to impact the world),* the core
value at the heart of the platform is freedom of expression and an aversion to enforcing

what can or cannot be said.

12 “Report a Site,” Support, WordPress, accessed October 9, 2019, https://en.support.wordpress.com/report-
blogs/

13 “About YouTube,” YouTube, accessed October 9, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/intl/en/yt/about/.

14 «“Values,” About, Twitter, accessed October 9, 2019, https://about.twitter.com/content/about-
twitter/en_us/values.html.
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Tarleton Gillespie points out the contradiction in this fundamental principle of
contemporary platforms: “Moderation is there from the beginning, and always; yet it
must be largely disavowed, hidden, in part to maintain the illusion of an open platform
and in part to avoid legal and cultural responsibility.”!*> This echoes Sarah Robert’s
description of Instagram as a “liminal space” between public and private, functioning as
for-profit companies that avoid the responsibilities to the public that the institutions they
are supplanting have taken on in the past.'¢ As Gillespie notes, however, platforms do
moderate the content and activity of users, but as a means to balance the pressures of
economic and institutional demands on the platform.!” While platforms are indeed
predicated on the need and act of moderation, the interconnection of platforms and lack
of community oversight or social sanctioning within a specific platform’s communities of
practice afford platforms a level of leeway in an abdication of their responsibilities.

The ecology of social media is a system of content creation, sharing, and
distribution that is decentralized and always beyond the moderation of the platforms they
appear on. The ability of users to take content from one platform and repackage it
through the affordances of another platform provide platforms and users the illusion of
deniability of responsibility for the context in which the content was originally produced.
As thezoepost was transmitted via hyperlink on image boards and forums, to video

summary and commentary, to conspiracy theory, and finally reactionary hashtag, each

15 Tarleton Gillespie, Custodians of the Internet: Platforms, Content Moderation, and the Hidden Decisions
That Shape Social Media (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018), 21.

16 Sarah Roberts, “Aggregating the Unseen,” in Pix or It Didn’t Happen: Images Banned from Instagram,
ed. Arvida Bystrom and Molly Soda (Munich: Prestel, 2017), 17-21.

17 Gillespie, Custodians of the Internet, 11-12.
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movement pulled it further from its original meaning and context while allowing the
abdication of responsibility for platforms where it didn’t originate.

These transformations also produce an amplification of the content, both in
distribution and ideological weight. The political economy of platforms is based within
their distribution and engagement with user-generated content, itself singular expressions
of individual thought, endlessly shared, commented upon, recontextualized, and
transformed. To understand GamerGate as an outcome of the ecology of social media a
definition of social media needs to be developed that separates it from the catchall term
of “social media” as platform technologies. The distributed expressions of individual
thought that are shared across platforms are themselves a form of media that is not simply
the sharing of traditional media through information communication technologies. Social
media is a form of mediated social interaction and community engagement.

Social media is a slippery term that has become a container for countless ways of
approach to the interaction of networked publics.'® Most scholars agree on the basics of
“social media” as digital, accessible, networked, and “spreadable.”!® However, as I
analyzed the discourse and media that arose around GamerGate, the taken-for-granted
nature of most scholars using social media as an all-encompassing term left me wanting
for a definition that got at the unique ways GamerGate was mediated through a complex
process of additive riffing and continual reference in the content created, shared, and

commented upon on social media platforms. What I argue for is a definition of the term

8 In The Social Media Reader (2012) Michael Mandiberg frames social media as a larger phenomenon that
is encapsulated by previous scholarship that has had narrower definitions like “user-generated content”,
convergence culture”, “the people formally known as the audience”, “participatory media”, “peer
production”, and “Web 2.0”. These, Mandiberg argues, are perspectives of a larger whole: social media.

19 Henry Jenkins, Sam Ford, and Joshua Green, Spreadable Media: Creating Value and Meaning in a
Networked Culture (New York: NYU Press, 2013).
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social media that focuses on it as a unique expressive form beyond common usage of
social media as the platforms for personal expression and media distribution.?’

I define social media as individual digital expression of communally produced
text/audio/image via digitally networked publics. While all media may be social
according to Zizi Papacharissi,?! social media is defined by its unique formation as a
digitally native, communally constituted form of singular creative expression. Accessible
tools for digital production and manipulation of image, text, and sound coupled with
networked availability and mutability of online media afford users the ability to
participate in a communal transformation of digital media via remix, ripping, splicing,
mashups and more that constitute a unique form of expression and mediated
communication.

The internet has almost always been social. From The WELL and American
Online chat rooms, to forums, blogs, and social network profiles, there has always been
space online to socialize and converse over topics of interest. After the collapse of the
corporate-centered dot com boom in 2001, a return to user-centered participatory
platforms like blogs and wikis spurred the growth of Web 2.0.22 Blogs in particular
provided the space for individual expression and community building that went beyond
an email or forum name. Catherine Knight Steele describes the unique form of writing

produced by blogs: “The attempt to compare blogging to standard practices of journalism

20 C.W. Anderson, “From Indymedia to Demand Media,” in The Social Media Reader, ed. Michael
Mandiberg (New York: New York University Press, 2012), 80.
21 Zizi Papacharissi, “We Have Always Been Social,” Social Media + Society 1, no. 1 (April 2015),
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305115581185.
22 Andreas M. Kaplan and Michael Haenlein, “Users of the World, Unite! The Challenges and
Opportunities of Social Media,” Business Horizons 53, no. 1 (January-February 2010): 60-61,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2009.09.003.
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obscures the creation of a new category of writing that is personal and professional,
simultaneously individual and communal.”?* In defining blogging, a definition of social
media begins to take shape; media that is singular in its personal creation, professional in
the quality of the media produced, individual in its form of expression through singular
creation, and communal through its function as response to image, text, sound, and other
media. Blogs are, in many ways, the first social networking sites,?* but their long(er)-
form media and decentralized “blogosphere” did not facilitate the ease of connection that
everyday users online were interested in. It would take the rise of Social Networks and
content sharing to reframe online participation and community building.

The rise of social network sites in the 00s is documented effectively by danah
boyd and Nicole B. Ellison in their 2008 article on the definition, history, and scholarship
of social network sites. They define social network sites as

Web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or

semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other

users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their

list of connections and those made by others within the system.?

23 Catherine Knight Steele, “The Digital Barbershop: Blogs and Online Oral Culture within the African
American Community,” Social Media + Society (2016): 8, https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305116683205.

24 This is an explicitly narrow definition of social network within the framework of a “personal” internet.
The internet has indeed always been social, and networks of connection via the sociality of users on BBS,
Forums, and AOL chat can be argued for prior social networking, but the key factors of social network sites
as defined by boyd and Ellison below help to frame social and personal that describes the fundamental shift
to “Web 2.0” as a means of explicitly producing the environment that connects the personal networks via
profile systems, explicit connections via lists, and the networking of those connections via the platform.
Blogging platforms flirt with this definition as sites producing a public profile through authorship and
linking via blog rolls and eventually profile creation through newer platforms like Blogger, Xenga, and
LiveJournal. In the case of BBS and Forums, while usernames were present and connections made, the
explicit linking of participants through the platform itself wasn’t there or was supplemented outside the
board itself like AOL Instant Messenger.

25 danah m. boyd and Nicole B. Ellison, “Social Network Sites: Definition, History, and Scholarship,”
Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 13, no. 1 (October 2007): 211,
https://doi.org/10.1111/1.1083-6101.2007.00393.x.
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The initial intent of social network sites was to create systems that would provide users
the opportunity to create a space for themselves online that would allow them to connect
with others. However, as user-generated content began to grow in the mid-00s, social
network sites began incorporating media sharing and interaction while social media sites
like Flickr, Last.FM and YouTube would incorporate user profiles and network
curation.?® Ultimately, boyd and Ellison note that social network sites marked a shift in
the organization of online communities from interests to people. These “egocentric” sites
put the individual at the center of their community, mirroring unmediated social
structures.?’ This shift from communities of interest to bounded systems of individual
profiles helped shape the dynamic of the creation of social media.

The most succinct definition of social media comes from Axel Bruns and Mark
Bahnisch in a commissioned report on social media from 2009. They define social media
as “websites which build on Web 2.0 technologies to provide space for in-depth social
interaction, community formation, and the tackling of collaborative projects.”? Bruns
and Bahnisch agree with boyd and Ellison that social media encompasses forms of media
and exchange via sharing on a specific platform; however, they subsume social
networking into social media while also producing a differentiation between them. There
is a slipperiness to “social media” that is evident in this example, and I agree with boyd
and Ellison’s work in defining Social Networking Sites separate from social media for

this exact reason.

26 boyd and Ellison, “Social Network Sites,” 216.

27 boyd and Ellison, “Social Network Sites,” 219.

28 Axel Bruns and Mark Bahnisch, Social Media Volume I — State of the Art (Sydney: Smart Services,
2009), 7.
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What I need for the purposes of understanding GamerGate is a definition for
social media that separates it from the catchall term of “social media” as platform
technologies. In this sense, I am advocating for a definition that looks at social media as a
particular form of media that is not only based around the act of sharing traditional media
like radio, photographs, and film; but a format based in social interaction and community
engagement that is fundamental to the form that it takes.

A good place to start for defining this form is Lev Manovich’s work on 7he
Language of New Media, specifically in the construction of new media as interactive.
Manovich is explicit in defining new media as interactive, and that “in the process of
interaction the user can choose which elements to display or which paths to follow, thus
generating a unique work. In this way the user becomes the co-author of the work.”%’
Manovich is working within a media paradigm privileging the conversion of analogue
media like film into digital media. Hyperlinking is key to this conception, a way for users
to work outside of the textual reference by clicking on links to sources within the text that
transform the experience of an audience taking in the media to an active construction of
the experience via following (or not) the links within the new media. In this sense, users
interacting within new media co-author the piece through their decision to follow (or not)
the references provided. Manovich argues that this is a trend to externalize and objectify
the mind’s operation:

The very principle of hyperlinking, which forms the basis of interactive

media, objectifies the process of association, often taken to be central to

human thinking. Mental processes of reflection, problem solving, recall,

2 Lev Manovich, The Language of New Media (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2001), 49.
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and association are externalized, equated with following a link, moving to

a new page, choosing a new image, or a new scene.>’
Building off of Althusser’s “interpellation,” Manovich argues that we are “asked to
mistake the structure of somebody’s else mind for our own.” This configuration is a step
away from the death of the author, wherein the unknowability of authorial intention and
reader perception is mediated via hyperlinked sources of inspiration, interpretation, and
referents. Authorial intent becomes a roadmap to reading that the user of new media can
choose to follow, becoming co-author through their editorial choice. However, the
evolution of digital media and access to production has evolved this mediated
interactivity to a degree that moves beyond this initial construction of new media.

Elizabeth Stark termed this evolution semiotic democracy, the ability of users to
produce and disseminate new creations and to take part in public cultural discourse. !
Stark focuses on the cultural communication revolution of the internet rising out of the
unrealistic potential of the internet as a medium for commerce. The rise of platforms that
allow for the dissemination of original content produced by anyone created a new form of
cultural discourse of near instant publication and access. Comments can be seen as the
most basic form of this, but as sites like YouTube provided users the ability to upload
remixes, mashups, and more, user expression evolved into original creations and
creations in conversation with those creations. Returning to Steele’s description of
blogging beyond standard journalistic practices, videos posted to YouTube go beyond

film or television into personal vlogging, reaction videos, essays and more, melding

30 Manovich, The Language of New Media, 61.
31 Elizabeth Stark, “Free Culture and the Internet: A New Semiotic Democracy,” Open Democracy (blog),
June 19, 2006, https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/semiotic_3662jsp/.
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professional quality production with personal insights. Traditional media, as forms of
communication socially produced are transformed into a new mode of communication as
internet mediated media, social media.

Returning to boyd and Ellison’s contention of social network sites marking a shift
from interest-based communities to “egocentric” communities, social media becomes the
unique form of communication that marks this change. When boyd and Ellison discuss
the addition of profiles to social media sites like Flickr and YouTube, the pre-profile
social media denotes the framing of Manovich’s new media as digitized analogue media,
shared and interacted with via links and co-authorship. However, with the incorporation
of egocentric community into an interest-based community (i.e. interest in photography
for Flickr or video for YouTube) via profiles, comments, etc., the use of those platforms
fundamentally shifted. Instead of sharing individual work within a community interested
in photography, journalism, etc., the impetus shifts to user-centered interactions through
forms of media that are shareable, malleable, and accessible. This is reflected in Michael
Wesch’s talk to the Library of Congress discussing an anthropological approach to
YouTube.** Wesch posits that media are not only content or tools of communication, but
that media mediate human relationships. This shift to user-centered design and social
networkification of social media platforms provides new forms of human relationships
mediated via online platforms that privilege the user and profile beyond particular
interests or communities. The platforms and their mediated affordances and constraints

become the bedrock of identity: in expression and community.

32 Michael Wesch, “An Anthropological Introduction to YouTube,” YouTube Video, 55:33, July 26, 2008,
https://youtu.be/TPAO-1Z4 hU.
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By 2014 and the rise of GamerGate, the what-ifs of Web 2.0 communities and
slippery definitions of social media as both/and/also in theories of participatory,
convergent, user-generated production had given way to major platforms like Reddit,
Twitter, and YouTube that have defined forms and grammar that are both platform
specific and universal in their sharable, remixable, commentable nature. We can think of
all media as social because of their mediation of communication, but media become
social media when they are deconstructed, deformed, remixed, reconstructed, and
reformed into digitally networked communication practices. Social media has its own
genres and forms; blogs, vlogs, memes, gifs, quizzes, web comics and more are all forms
predicated on a participatory riffing that is also in conversation and influenced by the
creative forms of expression surrounding it. These forms of social media differ from
traditional media in their recombinant anarchy of text, image, and sound that is also
infinitely remixable; an exponentially expanding form of individual and community
expression.

Returning to thezoepost and its evolution into a conspiracy spread and branded by
a C-list celebrity, understanding social media as singular expression within networked
communities provides a way to peel back the layers and actors that utilize the ecology of
social media to exploit platform economies and designs to rally disparate groups around
the GamerGate movement. The digital nature of networked publics and platforms - the
malleability of text, image, and sound - allow users to rip and decontextualize sources
into new forms of expression and community building. These mediated relationship are

built on the structural framework of toxic technocultures. Tracing the evolution of
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GamerGate as social media exposes a practice of semiotic democracy within the gamer

community deeply rooted within the gamer technicity as explored in chapter 1.

Mapping the Quinnspiracy

To understand the techniques that went into creating GamerGate, I first need to trace the
networks of discourse that form around Gjoni’s thezoepost. By documenting everything
that is brought into orbit of GamerGate, I can analyze the patterns and evidence that is
marshalled to produce an argument for consumer revolt couched in the harassment of
women in gaming. What follows is an accounting of the discursive networks that led to
Baldwin’s GamerGate Tweet.

By tracing the evolution of GamerGate, I can apply CTDA to this map to gain an
understanding of the ways discourse develops as it moves across platforms. These
platforms — WordPress, YouTube, IRC, and Twitter — illustrate the way a
technolibertarian ideology of free speech and rational actors in their terms of service and
design allow these platforms the ability to abdicate any responsibility for the content that
appears on their platform. This in turns provides the environment for misogynist attacks
against Quinn to thrive and evolve, shifting from explicit aims to destroy Quinn’s life
following the accusatory tone of thezoepost to a broader construction of a fight against
corruption in video game journalism predicated on the rising critique of games coming
from people outside of the gamer technicity as described in chapter 1.

This process provides a means of getting at the ecology of social media through
the readings of discursive construction that is at once reifying the underlying white
supremacist heteropatriarchal structures of power in games and online platforms while

simultaneously aware of the critiques and lived experiences of invisibilized identities
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within video game culture. Indeed, understanding the reactionary framework that is
constructed prior to the coining of GamerGate by Adam Baldwin requires a reading of
Gjoni through Baldwin that is cognizant of the “counterknowledge” of white supremacist
heteropatriarchy developed by an aggrieved entitlement and perceived persecution that is
appropriative of the oppositional strategies of critical feminism made accessible through
networked publics. These two weeks provide a microcosm of the techniques and
ideologies of the individuals that would foment the GamerGate movement for months

and years to come.

Thezoepost

On August 16, 2014 a WordPress site was created called thezoepost. On it, Eron Gjoni
outlines his failed relationship with game developer Zo€ Quinn in a nearly 8,000 word
screed with multiple screenshots of text conversations he had with Quinn over Facebook
Messenger, Google Chat, and phone text messages. The tone of the blog mixes the most
derivative tropes of a noir detective novel with the ranting and rampant misogyny of a
man grasping at ways to dehumanize his partner in order to justify his treatment of her.
Gjoni’s prose illustrates his processing of a breakup, but rather than writing it down in a
journal or confiding with friends and moving on he decided to post it online. Thezoepost
wasn’t the first place this screed appeared but was the final destination after the forums of
Something Awful and popular web comic Penny Arcade deleted his posts almost

immediately for their abusive nature and posting personal information.** The moderators

33 In a characteristically pithy response logging the reason for Gjoni’s ban from Something Awful
moderator Cowcaster wrote: “Thank you for joining the Something Awful Forums in order to post a giant
loving psychopathic helldump about your ex-girlfriend in the forum about video games.” This ban occurred
mere hours before Gjoni would shift to WordPress and create thezoepost.
(https://archive.is/J8tos#selection-675.15-679.159)
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of those sites could see the content immediately for what it was; character assassination
and an attempt to ruin Quinn’s life.

Beginning with thezoepost lays a foundation for approaching the entirety of the
GamerGate controversy through the lens of networked platform discourse. Thezoepost is
on the blogging platform WordPress, but the content is not blog native. In a clarifying
TL;DR** post, Gjoni states:

Yes, this is written almost entirely in shitty metaphors and bitter snark. It’s

a post about an ex, and the tone reflects it intentions as the starting post for

forum threads entitled Cringe-Worthy Break Up Stories on Penny Arcade

and Something Awful, because I figured it would be best to announce on

friendly communities in innocuous ways.*’

Gjoni’s insistence on the tone as a reflection of writing for a specific audience also
reflects on the type of community that these forums play to. Thezoepost is the digital
manifestation of the shift from communities of interest to ego-centric networks. Where
the Something Awful forum (for media junkies and humor) and the Penny Arcade forum
(for fans of the video game webcomic) had “off topic” forums that allowed for threads
like “Cringe-Worthy Break Up Stories” to manifest, Gjoni’s screed went far beyond
friendly banter about bad break ups into a targeted attack against Quinn. Forums (and
other online communities before the rise of social media) represent a traditional
interpretation of community transposed online, one in which “face-to-face” (see: avatar-

to-avatar) encounters within bounded spaces (forums/sites/etc.) of identity are secured via

34 Too Long; Didn’t Read
35 Eron Gjoni, “TL;DR,” thezoepost (blog), August 16, 2014,
https://thezoepost.wordpress.com/2014/08/16/tldr-2/.
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disciplinary order.*® These communities are bounded by their interests and social order
defined by the rules users must abide by and the moderators that enforce that order.
Gjoni’s post went well beyond the mores of the “friendly communities” he wrote for and
was subsequently punished via deleted post. Whatever patina of community participation
in break up stories Gjoni attempted to paint, the subsequent transference of his forum
post to WordPress site erased that framing.

WordPress is a free, open-source content management system (CMS) that was
launched in 2003. The WordPress about section notes “the need for an elegant, well-
architected personal publishing system” as the key reason for its creation.?’” What stands
out most about WordPress as a platform is its online ubiquity; according to WordPress,
over 30% of the web runs on WordPress.*® Taking this into consideration with the
previous section outlining social media and Web 2.0 platforms, much of the internet that
isn’t explicitly a social media website is run by one of the initial architects of Web 2.0. In
shifting thezoepost from moderated closed community forums to WordPress, Gjoni
sought to exploit the technolibertarian ethos that is foundational to the structures of
platform economics: freedom of speech. WordPress’s extensive explanation of their
beliefs and understanding of freedom of speech in their site reporting policy illustrates
what becomes a running theme in future struggles over platform moderation:

If you find a site that violates our User Guidelines or Terms of Service, we

want you to let us know about it. Please understand that we don’t always

36 This is a simplification of Miranda Joseph’s work on “Community” located in Keywords for American
Cultural Studies, Second Edition (2014), 53-56.

37 «About,” WordPress, accessed October 9, 2019, https://wordpress.org/about/.

38 “Features,” WordPress, accessed October 9, 2019, https://wordpress.com/features/.
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respond to these reports, but every single one is read (by a real human

being), and the reported site is reviewed accordingly.

More importantly, please note that the team behind WordPress.com

strongly believes in freedom of speech. WordPress.com has a vast

audience spread across many cultures, countries and backgrounds with

varying values and our service is designed to let internet users freely

express any ideas and opinions without us censoring or endorsing them.

We take all reports seriously, but we won’t remove sites just because they

are offensive (even to us!). We think the right response to bad or offensive

ideas is to speak out against them, not to censor them. If a site is

publishing offensive content with which you don’t agree, feel free to

create a site to speak your own mind on the subject — you’ll of course

have the same rights.>’
WordPress takes a stance on speech as nearly sacred, one which must be protected and
nourished through a service like WordPress to allow users to freely express ideas.
Describing moderation is couched within terms of censoring and endorsing, of
disagreement and offense. Indeed, their solution is to create a WordPress site if you
disagree with someone. WordPress lays a case for abdication of responsibility through
limited definition of violation of user guidelines and terms of service. One bullet point on
“abusive content” is outlined in the user guidelines with only “calls to violence” and

“posting private information” as explicit examples of WordPress stepping in to moderate

39 “Report a Site,” Support, WordPress, accessed October 9, 2019, https://en.support.wordpress.com/report-
blogs/.
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or censure.*’ There is nothing in regard to intent to harm personally, professionally, or
otherwise. With thezoepost, Gjoni is well within the guidelines to openly state an
intention to assassinate Quinn’s character.

Gjoni says as much when justifying the sprawling epic he penned of his
experience of being manipulated by Quinn:

That main goal was to warn people about Zoe Quinn. After seven months

of dating her I learned that she is not the paragon of virtue she pretends to

be (I did not even know people could be that self serving or convincing or

cruel before I met her), she does not believe what she claims to believe,

and all I know of what is wrong with the industry, I know from watching

her exploit it.*!
Thezoepost, according to Gjoni, is primarily a vehicle through which he can assassinate
Quinn’s character to make “Everyone...aware that there is at least a thing about Zoe
Quinn which they should read before they invest in her, and that’s all I needed to know to
feel okay.”*? Within the context of WordPress User Guidelines, calls to violence must be
explicit rather than symbolic, denying the real violence perpetrated by these symbolic
forms like Gjoni’s “warning” and allowing for the abdication of responsibility by
WordPress for enforcing guidelines that promote their conceptions of speech. As Gray et.
al. note, within the framing of violence as actions negating another’s value or being,

“violence doesn’t have to be actual harm caused; but rather, the rhetoric alone can

40 “User Guidelines,” Support, WordPress, accessed October 9, 2019,
https://en.support.wordpress.com/user-guidelines/.

41 “About,” thezoepost, accessed October 9, 2019, https://thezoepost.wordpress.com/about/.
42 “About,” thezoepost.
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constitute violence.”* As Gjoni admits, the only way he could move past his
relationship with Quinn was to seed doubt into any future relationship Quinn may have
with anyone else; professional, personal, or otherwise. Doing real violence by negating
Quinn’s value and being as a creator online.

As Quinn points out in Crash Override, there was no recourse or escape from this
violent assault on her character because her life and career were based online.**
WordPress became a container for the spread of conspiracy and discourse that arises from
the media produced about and in response to thezoepost. Where other moderated
platforms and communities may have deleted posts and threads that referenced
thezoepost and the Quinnspiracy, there was always the original document to return to
within the safe harbors of WordPress’s abdication of responsibility. Gjoni utilized the
platforms policies to exploit their ideological leanings to maintain his revenge-blog in
perpetuity. Turning to the content, thezoepost illustrates the subtleties of excess within
the narrative Gjoni produces that provides the materials for others to comment and riff off
of to produce a larger conspiracy through social media.

Gjoni included screenshot images of the conversations he was having with Quinn
as footnotes to support his claims. The majority of Gjoni’s proof is Facebook Message
chat logs stitched together into massive images with additional commentary and
markings with legends for readability. After Quinn cut Gjoni off through Facebook,

Gjoni sourced tweets, texts, and Google Chat for additional citations. All of these images

43 Kishonna L. Gray, Bertan Buyukozturk, and Zachary G. Hill, “Blurring the Boundaries: Using
Gamergate to Examine “Real” and Symbolic Violence Against Women in Contemporary Gaming Culture,”
Sociology Compass 11, no. 3 (March 2017): 3, https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12458.

4 Zo& Quinn, Crash Override: How GamerGate (Nearly) Destroyed My Life, and How We Can Win the
Fight against Online Hate (New York: PublicAffairs, 2017), 16.
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and videos play into the old internet adage “pics or it didn’t happen” and supplement the
text via modified digital images of screenshots from various messaging platforms.

When reading the entirety of thezoepost, there isn’t much within the text or the
screenshots that connects to any of the larger claims made by GamerGate as it
transformed into a massive movement. The central theme that repeats constantly
throughout thezoepost is Gjoni’s insistence on Quinn’s “strong principled stance” which
is underlined repeatedly throughout the blog.** Gjoni returns to these constantly as a
means to discredit Quinn and ultimately the type of figure in the game industry she
represents; the social justice warrior.

Gjoni leans heavily into the trope of the man-hating SJW by painting a picture of
an innocuous, if self-righteous, woman who turns out to be manipulating him the whole
time. Gjoni takes every slight he details as a means to interrogate Quinn as hypocritical in

1*¢ Quinn at every interaction

her posturing, while also using it as means to concern trol
they have following the reveal of the infidelity and their breakup. Thezoepost, while
lacking in any meaningful detail outside the enraged ramblings of a manipulative ex,
paints a picture of Quinn as the quintessential STW boundary object for gamers.*” When
Gjoni’s multiple attempts to maintain contact with Quinn after she blocks him from

Facebook and deletes her accounts fails to gain traction, the only conclusion that Gjoni

can come to is she no longer wants to message him because “she is paranoid I might go

4 These were roughly (1) being honest, (2) not manipulating people, (3) “injustice of being ostracized from
other communities”, (4) cheating as “sex without consent.” Gjoni uses the final point to allude that Quinn’s
affairs and her subsequent sex with Gjoni afterward were nonconsensual, hence rape, which gets taken up
as fact by Internet Aristocrat in “The Quinnspiracy Theory.”

46 Google’s definition of “concern trolling” is the simplest: “a person who disingenuously expresses
concern about an issue with the intention of undermining or derailing genuine discussion.”

47 André Brock, “Whiteness as Digital Imaginary: STW as Boundary Object,” (Paper presented at the 16"
Annual Meeting of the Association of Internet Researchers, Phoenix, AZ, October 21-24, 2015).
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public and doesn’t want me to have more logs.”*® Quinn was already under intense
scrutiny as an award winning game creator because she was a woman exploring justice-
oriented serious games. The hunger was already present for a reason to attack Quinn, and
Gjoni’s blog provided the catalyst to justify a massive mobilization against Quinn and
anyone that supported a more inclusive game industry. All it needed was some colorful

commentary, a little bit of outrage, and the hint of a conspiracy.

The YouTube Conspiracy

The same day that thezoepost was posted MundaneMatt would upload “Hell hath no fury
like a lover’s scorn (Zoe Quinn & Eron Gjoni)” to YouTube. The first seven minutes of
the fifteen minute video is MundaneMatt reading the entirety of the “TL;DR” section of
thezoepost prefaced with the “bullshit” of the video game industry and decrying of
sexism in video games, stating that sites like Kotaku and Rock, Paper, Shotgun put

people like Anita Sarkeesian and Zoé Quinn on a pedestal.*’

Following the reading,
MundaneMatt spends the rest of the video discussing “the entire SJTW aspect of
gaming...right now” as writing outrage for ad clicks while the industry itself is
“incestuous.” He immediately makes the leap from infidelity to Quinn getting coverage
for Depression Quest because of the people she’s been sleeping with. While his
“research” turns up only a single article written by one of the “five guys” Quinn was

accused of sleeping with about Depression Quest, he pushes on by saying that “this boils

down to the quality of person that she is, and how she’s represented as a voice for

48 Eron Gjoni, “Act 6: Damage Control,” thezoepost (blog), August 16, 2014,
https://thezoepost.wordpress.com/2014/08/16/act-6-damage-control/.

4 MundaneMatt, “Hell Hath No Fury Like a Lover’s Scorn (Zoe Quinn & Eron Gjoni),” YouTube Video,
15:41, August 16, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=05CXOafuTXM.
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equality in the gaming industry.” ° MundaneMatt points to thezoepost as “fact” and
proof of a larger conspiracy of an “incestuous” industry.>! The video ends with a call to
question the “journalistic integrity” of people in games journalism.

Where Gjoni’s blog makes subtle illusions and tangential references within the
margins>? of his screenshots, MundaneMatt’s video lays out a tangled web of players that
indicate a larger conspiracy where there isn’t one. The video is basically a reaction video,
where the creator discusses their feeling about a particular piece of media, in this case
thezoepost. MundaneMatt’s video recontextualizes thezoepost via reading the “TL;DR”
section out loud and providing commentary and interpretative context for the viewers of
the video. While MundaneMatt provides links to thezoepost and the Wizardchan
conspiracy he references in the video, the most important work he’s doing with the video
is a transposition of thezoepost from static text to audio and from a platform for content
management to a platform for content distribution and algorithmically curated media,
YouTube.

YouTube is a video-sharing website that was founded in 2005. Much like
WordPress, YouTube stresses their commitment to freedom for their users defined in
their mission statement “to give everyone a voice and show them the world,” and their

values based in “four essential freedoms”: freedom of expression, freedom of

50 The article in question was written months before the alleged affair and was just a listing of games that
were greenlit on Steam featuring Depression Quest.

3! While Quinn and Depression Quest reviews are central to MundaneMatt’s argument, his list of
grievances following his explication of Depression Quest positive coverage (of which there wasn’t any...)
included tangentially related events such as Gone Home’s positive review coverage by journalists that
supported the game/studio/employees and the Wizardchan harassment campaign against Depression Quest
Greenlight being a marketing ploy by Quinn.

52 Quite literally in fact. Gjoni’s screenshots have annotations pointing to specific sections that get into
specifics of his reading of Quinn’s actions based off his own associations. MundaneMatt takes Gjoni’s note
in Act 3 regarding Quinn “misleading 19 thousand people” as a sign of Quinn’s hypocrisy as a SJW and
states it outright as a reason for questioning games journalism and the “SJW aspect of gaming.”
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information, freedom of opportunity, and freedom to belong.>* While the surface-level
difference between the two sites can be one’s text-heavy format in blogging with the
other’s visual/audio-based format in video, the platform-level difference is spelled out in
YouTube’s mission not only to provide a way to “give voice” to people, but
simultaneously “show them the world.” WordPress is a personal publishing platform, but
there is very little platform-level promotion of the blogs and websites that are created on
WordPress.com. YouTube, in contrast, is interested as much in showing users new
content that is uploaded to their platform as providing the platform itself. This is explicit
in YouTube’s company overview on their Facebook page which states: “YouTube
provides a forum for people to connect, inform, and inspire others across the globe and
acts as a distribution platform for original content creators and advertisers large and
small.”>* It is one thing to have a location where users can find and engage with an
uploaded video, but YouTube’s platform model is distributed media based on continued
user engagement to serve advertisements and related content to viewers, rather than a
publishing platform that merely holds the content. As Tarleton Gillespie states, the
platform intervenes by actively producing engagement and interaction with online
publics.*

This distribution model is built into how YouTube fosters creator engagement and
buy-in via their defined value in the freedom of opportunity. YouTube specifies: “We

believe everyone should have a chance to be discovered, build a business and succeed on

33 “About YouTube,” YouTube, accessed October 9, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/intl/en/yt/about/.
3 YouTube (@YouTube), “About,” Facebook, accessed October 9, 2019,
https://www.facebook.com/pg/youtube/about/?ref=page_internal.

% Tarleton Gillespie, “Platforms Intervene,” Social Media + Society 1, no. 1 (April-June 2015): 1-2,
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305115580479.
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their own terms, and that people — not gatekeepers — decide what’s popular.”*® YouTube
provides the opportunity for anyone to make a living producing content for YouTube
through Google AdSense integration. In 2014, a modest following and consistent
uploading schedule could provide a creator enough money to make YouTube their full-
time job. However, constant fear of demonetization created a precarious labor situation
for many creators. There developed an entire genre of YouTube video where creators
discuss ways to effectively monetize content, leading to most YouTube communities and
users understanding the complexities of making a life on YouTube.

In particular, the copyright strike system that punishes creators for uploading
copyrighted material flagged by a copyright owner was a well understood system by
creators and communities alike, seen as abused by corporations and malicious actors.
These strikes take a video down for 90 days, and if a content creator gets 3 within those
90 days they will have the channel, and sometimes their livelihoods, deleted. YouTube’s
combination of ad-based revenue, community creation and engagement based on
personality fandoms, and the precarity of earnings based on copyright flagging can
become a powder keg if popular creators get “demonetized” for their content. Much of
this is couched within the power dynamics of large corporations and the technolibertarian
ethos of creator individualism and free-market creative commons media use. In the
YouTube community, it’s seen as a particularly despicable act to file a false copyright
claim to damage a creator’s livelihood. These norms and values, defined by YouTube’s
platform governance, can become key motivators for a creator’s community to attack

users that trigger the copyright claim.

6 “About YouTube,” YouTube, accessed October 9, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/intl/en/yt/about/.
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A little over a day after posting “Hell hath no fury,” the video was taken down.
MundaneMatt would claim in the description of a follow-up video that it was a Digital
Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) request by Quinn due to his use of a Depression
Quest screenshot as the background to his video.>” This claim would be held up as proof
of the “incestuous” nature of the game industry, fueling the conspiracy of an industry
cover-up of Gjoni’s original blog and the silencing of critics of Quinn. This became the
smoking gun for a larger conspiracy concocted by Internet Aristocrat in the first
“Quinnspiracy” video.

The “Quinnspiracy Theory” is a four part series of YouTube videos created by
Internet Aristocrat (IA), a since deleted account that focused on attacking social justice
communities online and inclusive gaming initiatives. The first two videos, linked by
Adam Baldwin in his GamerGate Tweet detailed below, focus on laying out the
conspiracy to promote Zo¢ Quinn’s games (specifically Depression Quest) based off her
relationships with game journalists.

These videos lay out the arguments adopted by GamerGate to justify their
harassment of women in gaming and those that support them. In the first video, posted
two days after thezoepost went live, 1A lays out a conspiracy by game journalists to cover
up their support of Quinn and Depression Quest as a means of taking over the games
industry to further an agenda of inclusion that would destroy the game industry by being
critical of its all white, male, heteronormative hegemony. IA justifies the creation of the

video due to the claims of a DMCA takedown notice received by MundaneMatt. A

57 MundaneMatt, “Has the Video Games Industry Become Too Incestuous?”” YouTube Video, 12:41,
August 18, 2014, https://youtu.be/ypfPxGbg5Pw.
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wastes no time claiming that the copyright takedown of MundaneMatt’s video was a
larger conspiracy to “suppress information from getting out.”>® Within the first two
minutes [A implicates Reddit, NeoGaf, and 4Chan in suppressing “truth” from getting out
with deletions of posts about thezoepost. Much like Something Rotten and Penny Arcade
were moderated forums, these websites also have community guidelines that can lead to
moderation and topic deletion. As detailed above, thezoepost’s release of personal
information and obvious aim of destroying Quinn meant that its content is almost
universally prohibited from being posted on any moderated forum, so any thread linking
to the post and detailing further schemes to reveal personal information or organize
harassment were deleted quickly from all sites. However, according to IA this was a
signal of a larger conspiracy, one that was designed to help Quinn “as an entrepreneur.”
IA’s entire argument is based on MundaneMatt’s reading of the TL:DR section of
thezoepost pointing out the link between alleged partner Nathan Grayson and his work at
Kotaku as a way Quinn exchanged sexual favors for a good review of Depression Quest.
This was a lie. °° Building off the whiff of a cover-up, IA musters a collection of past op-
eds in Kotaku, Polygon, and Gameranx to establish a claim of bias in game journalism
towards white, straight, men. [A then recounts the harassment of Quinn during the Steam

Greenlight process detailed in the previous chapter as Quinn and game journalists

8 GamerGaters on Steam, “Internet Aristocrat — Quinnspiracy Theory [Mirror],” YouTube Video, 1:52:47,
December 6, 2014, https://youtu.be/zz--i3M4PVk. While the original Quinnspiracy Theory videos were
posted by InternetAristocrat during August and September, by November IA would renounce GamerGate
and delete all videos. Each video page can be observed through Internet Archive, but the videos themselves
do not play. I rely on this mirror combining all four videos for my analysis.

% This claim produces the bedrock principle of unreality within which the reactionary mob builds its
justifications for harassment against marginalized groups in gaming. The fact that Depression Quest was
released on February 14, 2013, over a year and a half before these allegations came out and it had already
gone through the review cycles, of which Grayson had no part, speaks to the larger issue of visibility and
evolution games were going through, both in approaches to their mechanics and the narrative content that
went beyond the fantasies of young, white males.
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targeting an innocent group of Hocus Pocus fans on Wizardchan.®® Lumping in previous
targets of gamer-harassment Anita Sarkeesian and Dina Abou Karam for supporting
Depression Quest on Greenlight, IA compares the event to a shift in power away from
gamers towards non-gamers through the actions of “notorious people” and the rise of
non-games like Depression Quest and previous gamer-based ire Gone Home. This all
culminates in IA’s outing of the alleged “five guys” Quinn had affairs with during her
time with Gjoni. Ultimately, IA makes a call for gamers to rise up and fight for their
industry because the conspiracy surrounding the success of Depression Quest is largely a
move to control the future of the game industry.

IA’s video and central thesis echo the talking points of gamer gatekeeping that
were deployed against Anita Sarkeesian and Zo€ Quinn analyzed in chapter 1. Though it
would be more accurate to state that IA directly rips and extends the talking points used
against Sarkeesian and Quinn, raising the specter of “notorious people” like Sarkeesian
supporting Quinn as an indication of a larger conspiracy against gamers, not because they
were targets of harassment and abuse online. This conspiracy against gamers, much like
the previous cases of harassment, are based in an assumption that the only thing driving
this conspiracy is a way to make a quick buck.

Whereas thezoepost made subtle allusions to larger corruption and a cliquish
industry, and MundaneMatt transposed and contextualized the concept of persecuted
gamers, [A is quick to establish a larger trend of game journalism decaying over the

previous five years with a shift to “pieces that had nothing to do with gaming or game

0 A reminder: Wizardchan is an imageboard dedicated exclusively to men over thirty (or those over 18
approaching the milestone) who were still virgins that had a history of creating threads dogpiling on
women for all of their problems.
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reviews” that “travel off into the areas of social justice and feminism...that had nothing
to do with gaming.”®! 1A states that these outlier pieces have become standardized and
targeted at “us as the audience.” This fits within the framework of “perceived
persecution” outlined by Shira Chess and Adrienne Shaw.%? IA’s history of the fall of
gaming journalism is predicated on the rise of a critical examination of the sexism and
racism that underlies much of the video game industry, couched within his perception of
that criticism as articles “condemning the gaming audience as being sexist and
misogynistic, as being racist and bigoted, as being overly violent rapists.” IA’s reading is
based within the gamer technicity described in chapter 1: by critiquing the value neutral
conception of self that games had constructed for straight, white, males, these articles
became a directed attack against their identity as gamers.

In a follow-up to the first video posted five days later, IA shifts tactics which
define the larger scope of GamerGate from that point forward. From the outset, IA notes
the backlash from outlets like Motherboard and The Daily Dot framing the harassment
campaign against Quinn as an anti-feminist movement. IA’s response in this video is to
frame any social justice-based calls as a double standard that takes aim against white,
straight men. The video largely revolves around the connections between developers,
journalists, and moderators on platforms like Reddit that are deleting posts doxing Quinn
and the responses to gamers who are trying to “expose the truth.” IA utilizes these

connections as a means to argue for an investigation in the ethics of games journalists,

¢! GamerGaters on Steam, “Internet Aristocrat — Quinnspiracy Theory [Mirror],” YouTube Video, 1:52:47,
December 6, 2014, https://youtu.be/zz--i3M4PVk.

62 Shira Chess and Adrienne Shaw, “A Conspiracy of Fishes, or, How we Learned to Stop Worrying About
#GamerGate and Embrace Hegemonic Masculinity,” Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media 59, no.
1 (March 11, 2015): 216-217, https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2014.999917.
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stating their connections to developers through sites like Patreon and Twitter tarnish the
objectivity of game journalism and is being used to ruin the games industry.

IA’s argument is supported by two insinuations against Quinn and the journalists
that support her. The first is that thezoepost reveals Quinn committing rape via the
Facebook Message conversations between her and Gjoni and the lack of investigation by
game journalists proves conspiracy. The second is Quinn’s donation links for personal
work and game jam organizing are a single PayPal account used to scam supporters and
the coverage of a disastrous game jam-based reality show Quinn was a part of reveals a
conspiracy to discredit those creators and funnel money into Quinn’s organization. Both
are based on nothing but IA’s interpretation of thezoepost and a smattering of screenshots
to publicly accessible information. IA’s championing of “the fifth estate” of citizen
journalists is predicated on a belief in the infallibility of subjectivity, or at least the
subjectivity of those that support his worldview. Much like MundaneMatt’s reaction to
thezoepost, IA’s video is marked by perceived persecution and an unequivocal need to
justify it.

IA’s first conspiracy thread begins by pulling from previous articles written about
male game creator’s harassment and misogyny. IA uses these as examples of game
journalist double standards due to their unwillingness to delve into questions of rape
raised by a reading of thezoepost Facebook Messenger logs in which Gjoni accuses

Quinn of having sex with him without consent because she cheated on him. %

63 On its face, this claim is ludicrous, but I need to pause here to talk briefly about the ethical challenges of
engaging these arguments in a constructive way. The first thing to note is that these are private chat logs
posted publicly by Gjoni. Regardless of the merits of claims made by Gjoni or any GamerGate supporter
following the creation of thezoepost, these are huge breaches of trust that taint the “evidence” presented by
Gjoni because of the nature of the conversations occurring and their framing within thezoepost. Second,
building off the above, these are incomplete screenshots that only bolster Gjoni’s talking points. Each is

116



In this second video, IA’s allegation is that Quinn admits to raping Gjoni within
the messages, displaying and reading the initial outline of Quinn’s convictions in Act 0
and then following up with a crop of the screenshot of Gjoni’s conversation with Quinn
in which he produces his victimhood via Quinn’s consent definition:

Gjoni: and your spiel about consent?

Quinn: I still agree with that. And I fucked up. And I hate myself for it.

Gjoni: and so you have had sex with me without my consent.

Quinn: I'm going to barf.*
Nowhere in thezoepost or the message screenshots does Quinn admit to rape or Gjoni
expressly say he was raped. Indeed, this all comes down to issues of semantics based
around the framework of consent established by Gjoni’s interpretation of Quinn’s
definition of consent in regard to cheating. It’s a twisted logic played out to maximize
Gjoni’s position as an aggrieved victim in Quinn’s schemes. IA translates the allusions
and narrative framework Gjoni lays out to deny culpability into a direct call to investigate

Quinn for rape. IA’s rape allegation is predicated on a malicious misreading of Quinn’s

arranged in a way to fit the narrative Gjoni built throughout thezoepost, with some of the image threads
actually shifting forward and backwards through time; an atemporal retelling of an actively hostile form of
infidelity and abuse from Gjoni’s viewpoint. Third, and relating to IA’s claims, the logics of creating
perceived persecution and justification of a white patriarchal counterknowledge via the appropriation and
bastardization of justice-based frameworks. There’s a balance that must be maintained between
contextualizing the arguments as they are put forth by Gjoni and IA with the need to maintain some respect
and boundaries for Quinn and others implicated within the revenge blog. I do my best to avoid quoting
directly from the screenshot messages posted by Gjoni, only engaging with those that were “outed” by
MundaneMatt, IA, and others as a means to engage with their evidence for outrage. There is no easy
solution to engaging with the larger formation of GamerGate when it’s predicated upon the fabrication of
abuse by Gjoni, particularly when engaging with the larger corpus of screenshots by Gjoni that illustrate his
constant mistrust, disrespect of boundaries, and abuse of Quinn’s trust while she attempted to be honest
with him. Gjoni’s patronizing paternalism following the initial disclosures feeds into his larger infallibility
and toxic logical interpretation of Quinn’s actions, which feeds into his non-claim of consent violation
fueling IA’s allegation.
% Eron Gjoni, “3,” Citation Images 1-8, thezoepost,
https://thezoepost.files.wordpress.com/2014/08/blue.jpg.
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conversations with Gjoni framed within a narrative of victimhood produced by Gjoni as
revenge and humiliation of Quinn. However, to deny Gjoni’s agency-as-victim falls into
a trap of denying social justice frameworks about believing victims of abuse. [A’s
“double standards” become a self-fulfilling prophecy if defenders of Quinn deny Gjoni’s
victimhood.

Quinn becomes the personification of SJW through her narrative construction at
the hands of Gjoni, MundaneMatt, and IA, each riffing off the previous iteration to
produce the quintessential boundary object through which the gamer can rally against.
Quinn’s previous harassment at the hands of gamers because of Depression Quest
becomes a rallying cry of persecution of Wizardchan et. al. because Gjoni’s “revelations”
speak to some conniving SJW that captures the imagination and fears of gamers. Anyone
who would support Quinn following the rise of GamerGate, or anyone that supported
social justice causes in game culture were automatically discounted as part of a
conspiracy to attack gamers.

This framework provided IA the ability to leap between people and connections,
time and space, to create a web of influence that seems damning at first glance but makes
no sense when you start to investigate any of his claims. IA’s accusations of collusion to
defraud the production of a game jam reality show because two of the men named in
thezoepost were involved in the coverage and production of the show — before the
cheating was said to occur — illustrates the stream-of-consciousness that IA champions as
citizen journalism. The reportage about the implosion of the show becomes a red flag to
IA, but a simple understanding of how news media operates shows a clear line from the

posting of the initial scoop by IndieStatik about the failures of the entire production from
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one of the production company’s own contractors (step 1),% to the participants own blogs
talking about their experiences and contextualizing the initial post (step 2),% to other
gaming outlet’s coverage of the coverage (step 3),%” that happened to include Nathan
Grayson’s write-up of the show.®

When IA closes his rant on this episode, it’s not about the coverage and blogs that
paint the entire show’s failure on the influence of sponsorship money from large
corporations and the loss of control of a show about creating video games to a reality
show about pitting developers against one another and fostering conflict. Instead, IA
thinks the Pepsi rep and loudest voice in the room, Matti Leshem, should sue because
there was a conspiracy to tank the show and get him fired so Quinn could set up her own
game jam and con supporters. This is the only reading that fits into the larger argument
IA had been laying out since the first video, a shift in game journalism to attack the
gamer identity as a means of gaining clicks and revenue. IA claims that Quinn is profiting

off of the controversies she stirs up through her relationships with journalists that cover

65 Jared Rosen, “How the Most Expensive Game Jam in History Crashed and Burned in a Single Day,”
Indie Statik, March 31, 2014,
https://web.archive.org/web/20140331210010/http://indiestatik.com/2014/03/3 1/most-expensive-game-
jam/.

% Robin Arnott, “’ GAME_JAM’ and the Power of Integrity,” Gamasutra (blog), March 31, 2014,
https://gamasutra.com/blogs/RobinArnott/20140331/214349/quotGAMEJAMquot_and the Power of Inte
grity.php; Adriel Wallick, “Let’s Talk About Accountability,” MsMinotaur (blog), March 31, 2014,
http://msminotaur.com/?p=187; Zoé€ Quinn, “Unreality: My Takeaways After Being on and Subsequently
Walking Off a Reality Show About Game Jams,” Zoé Quinn (blog), March 31, 2014,
https://ohdeargodbees.tumblr.com/post/81317416962/unreality-my-takeaways-after-being-on-and.

7 Colin Campbell, “How ‘Game Jam,” an Indie Game Dev Reality Show, Collapsed on its First Day of
Filming,” Polygon, March 31, 2014, https://www.polygon.com/2014/3/31/5568362/game-jam-reality-
show-maker-studios.

% Nathan Grayson, “The Indie Game Reality TV Show That Went to Hell,” Kotaku, March 31, 2014,
https://kotaku.com/the-indie-game-reality-tv-show-that-went-to-hell-1555599284.
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her stories, noting that regardless of the facts,® she is exploiting a larger flaw in the
ethical practices of game journalism.

MundaneMatt and The Quinnspiracy Theory videos create the catalyst and
justification for the larger GamerGate movement through the connection of disparate
networks of game industry insiders and gamer claims of betrayal. They utilized
thezoepost as a smoking gun that said nothing about the topics they professed it revealed,
but by utilizing the revenge blog of an ex-boyfriend they were able to justify their
rampage against a growing contingent of visible marginalized identities in gaming

culture.

The Backchannel

In the two days between thezoepost and MundaneMatt’s video and the first Internet
Aristocrat video, multiple platforms were being inundated with links to the blog and
video with extensive threads discussing Quinn, Gjoni, and the game industry. Reddit’s
r/TumblrIlnAction would become a central organizing platform for GamerGate and was
one of the first to spread MundaneMatt’s video, starting an initial thread with a link to the
Wizardchan conspiracy image with a subsequent comment linking to the video. It was
there that the initial accusation of doxing by Quinn was posted by The Fine Young
Capitalists to draw support and funding from the proto-GamerGate movement, which is

discussed at length in chapter 4.

% This is a popular refrain already, disregard the facts that there are no facts, the truth is there because
Quinn isn’t a “gamer.” Returning to the original lie of Grayson’s coverage of Quinn and Depression Quest,
MundaneMatt’s initial research into Quinn’s connections with Grayson only pulls up two articles that don’t
confirm his hypothesis, but that is only an issue because the point isn’t the action, but the idea of the action.
So MundaneMatt simultaneously notes that there is no proof of actual exchange of sex for coverage but that
only bolsters the larger claim of the incestuous nature of the game industry, regardless of what’s out there.
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Multiple threads would be posted on 4chan linking to thezoepost and many of the
comments following those posts would set the framework for GamerGate going forward.
In one Twitter thread documenting the origins of GamerGate’s arguments by
@EffNOVideoGames, one of the screenshots on the day thezoepost was posted sets the
groundwork:

I think the focus should be more on that this chick is using sex to climb

her way through the ranks of gaming industry, all while spewing an

ideology that she does not believe nor follow...We need to expose her as a

hypocrite and a liar. The cheating part is just a bonus...There is actual

proof that she is getting leverage in her career by using sex and that is a

travesty and a corruption.’®
This documentation illustrates the construction of conspiracy in real time on 4chan,
including requests for IP addresses for hacking Quinn to further the harassment.

Much like the forums Gjoni turned to initially for thezoepost, however, Reddit
and 4chan would begin to heavily moderate these discussions, deleting threads on
multiple boards on 4chan and removing Reddit threads from the front page. This led
harassers to search for a space to organize their abuse that wasn’t moderated or on larger
platforms that would betray the narrative they were beginning to concoct. These users
turned to an older form of networked communication, the Internet Relay Chat.

Internet Relay Chat (IRC) is defined by #irchelp as “a way of communicating in

real time with people from all over the world. It consists of various separate networks of

70 David S. Gallant, “The Origins of #GamerGate,” Storify, archive by Internet Archive on October 22,
2014, https://web.archive.org/web/20141022024826/https://storify.com/davidsgallant/the-origins-of-
GamerGate.
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IRC servers. IRC is very similar to text messaging, but designed around communicating
with large groups of users instead of one on one.”’! Networks host channels (indicated
with a # in front of the name) on specific topics that anyone may enter with an IRC chat
client. In the case of Quinn’s growing harassment network, they chose to create a public
channel under the name #burgersandfries.

While the #burgersandfries IRC ran parallel to the development of GamerGate, it
was used as a backchannel to organize harassment and “ops” and discuss ways to
manipulate public sentiment to support GamerGate. It wouldn’t be until September 6,
2014 that the greater public would hear about the IRC when Quinn began tweeting screen
captures she had created from monitoring the chat, appending the tweets and images with
the hashtag #GameOverGate.”” Soon after, the organizers behind #burgersandfries
claimed Quinn’s screen captures were out of context and released the entire chat log to
the public. The misogyny tracking blog We Hunted the Mammoth took a deep dive into

the 3756 page “doc dump””>

and noted, “You can flip to literally any page in this long,
long document and find evidence of egregious misogyny and outright malice.”’* In doing

some quick keyword searches, the goal was made obvious: “The Name “Zoe” appears

4778 times in the document, more than once per page; by contrast, “Nathan” — the first

"I “Home,” #irchelp, accessed October 9, 2019, http://www.irchelp.org/.

72 Casey Johnston, “Chat Logs Show How 4chan Users Created #GamerGate Controversy,” Ars Technica,
September 19, 2014, https://arstechnica.com/gaming/2014/09/new-chat-logs-show-how-4chan-users-
pushed-GamerGate-into-the-national-spotlight/.

3 From the We Hunted the Mammoth article quoting Wikipedia, doc dumping is “the act of responding to
an adversary’s request for information by presenting the adversary with a large quantity of data that is
transferred in a manner that indicates unfriendliness, hostility, or a legal conflict between the transmitter
and the receiver of the information. The shipment of dumped documents is unsorted, or contains a large
quantity of information that is extraneous to the issue under inquiry...”

74 David Futrelle, “Zoe Quinn’s Screenshots of 4chan’s Dirty Tricks Were Just the Appetizer. Here’s the
First Course of the Dinner, Directly from the IRC Log,” We Hunted the Mammoth (blog), September 8,
2014, http://www.wehuntedthemammoth.com/2014/09/08/zoe-quinns-screenshots-of-4chans-dirty-tricks-
were-just-the-appetizer-heres-the-first-course-of-the-dinner-directly-from-the-irc-log/.
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name of the allegedly corrupt game journalist she allegedly slept with — appears only 108
times. The words “ethics” and “ethical” appear, collectively, only 146 times.””> The
participants in #burgersandfries were allied with Gjoni’s goal to destroy Quinn’s life, but
they knew the only way to accomplish that goal was to turn public sentiment against her

and appropriate past activism for women in the game industry.

Aug 18 18.31.02 <Roberts[OPEC]> what is our goal?

Aug 18 18.31.06 <Xempa> Don't bring up the IRC in the /b/ thread, if any

Aug 18 18.31.06 <Roberts[OPEC]> in this thing?

Aug 18 18.31.13 <Cyberserker> Blowing up the story

Aug 18 18.31.16 <dode> I don't think we have many other chances.

Aug 18 18.31.24 <dode> Reddit will censor the story.

Aug 18 18.31.29 <Cyberserker> Reking Kotaku and Zoe

Aug 18 18.31.33 <Roberts[OPEC]> and not having the story be about muh 4chan trolls right?

Aug 18 18.31.34 <dode> Gaming site won't ever report this.

Aug 18 18.31.35 <SaladCream> Personally I'd like the wife to find out and spread the word

Aug 18 18.31.42 <Xempa> We want to showcase, with the current event, the vidya jourlanism state and how fucked it is
Aug 18 18.31.43 <Xempa> ?

Aug 18 18.31.50 <Roberts[OPEC]> its scary how many sites are censoring this shit

Aug 18 18.31.50 <ReptileTina> you could post it on something like /r/tumblrinaction

Aug 18 18.31.52 <Cyberserker> Also informing J. Bogg's wife

Aug 18 18.32.09 <Cyberserker> It was already posted in Tumblr In Action

Aug 18 18.32.10 <dode> Even 4chan's boards are deleting the threads because of the doxing

Aug 18 18.32.11 <Roberts[OPEC]> I think getting this to trend on twitter would be the best bet IMO
Aug 18 18.32.12 <Cyberserker> It was censored

Aug 18 18.32.15 <SaladCream> The wife is the key

Figure 2. Screen Capture of #burgersandfries (http:/puu.sh/boAEC/f072f259b6.txt)

The #burgersandfries IRC was created only a few hours before Internet Aristocrat
would upload his first video, but focusing on the first few hours of its existence is enough
to illustrate the larger arc of the IRC’s evolution before its exposure and dissolution.
Within the first few minutes of its existence, user SweetJBro states “WE’RE CRASHING
HER CAREER WITH NO SURVIVORS.”’® They would also say they were tweeting
Quinn’s defenders nude photos of her and claim they created the Wizardchan conspiracy

imgur after stating simply, “I hate her.””” MundaneMatt would join the channel quickly,

75 Futrelle, “Zoe Quinn’s Screenshots.”

76 Sweet]Bro, “WE'RE CRASHING HER CAREER WITH NO SURVIVORS,” #burgersandfries August
18,2014, 17:23:09, http://puu.sh/boAEC/f072£259b6.txt.

"7 SweetIBro, “lol I'm tweeting Zoe's nudes to some of her defenders.” #burgersandfries August 18, 2014,
17:37:57, http://puu.sh/boAEC/f072£259b6.txt; “I put the wizard chan pictures together into the imgur.”
#burgersandfries August 18, 2014, 17:41:52, http://puu.sh/boAEC/f072£259b6.txt; “I hate her.”
#burgersandfries August 18, 2014, 17:41:40, http://puu.sh/boAEC/f072{259b6.txt.
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and state that Quinn was the one that had his video taken down that morning.”® The
channel also began doxing individuals involved in Gjoni’s accusations almost
immediately, with addresses and numbers for Joshua Boggs posted to imgur within the
first five minutes of the log. They also began creating a list of doxing targets based off
any connection to Quinn or the men Gjoni named, eventually finding someone willing to
sell them a dox of Quinn and soliciting the IRC for money.” As each of their subsequent
posts on 4chan and Reddit were moderated for doxing Quinn and others, the tactic
changed to getting the IRC channel out, with user anonymoose stating simply, “just get
the IRC out there. they can’t shut down the IRC.”%°

They quickly shifted their tactics to spamming 4chan and Reddit with links to
thezoepost, an Internet Aristocrat teaser video, and a Vine by Nathan Grayson along with
some boilerplate misogyny and loose connections to other defenders of Quinn. In all
posts, they weren 't including #burgersandfries. By the time the first “Quinnspiracy
Video” would go live on YouTube, #burgersandfries was the unmoderated haven for
those that wanted nothing more than to ruin the lives of Quinn, her defenders, and Kotaku
(because reasons). The IRC would be used for planning and coordination of various
publicity campaigns, interviews with prominent figures like MundaneMatt and Gjoni
himself, and marshalling counter-programming through hashtag campaigns like

#NotYourShield and mobilization of sock puppet accounts to threaten and harass those

8 MundaneMatt, “@VidyaBro they are defending her by trying to silence all critics...hell even my video
was taken down by her this morning.” #burgersandfries, August 18, 2014 17:28:15,
http:/puu.sh/boAEC/f072f259b6.txt.

7 VidyaBro, “anyone wanna sacrifice cash for dox,” #burgersandfries, August 18, 2014, 17:32:46,
http:/puu.sh/boAEC/f072f259b6.txt.

80 Anonymoose, “just get the IRC out there,” #burgersandfries, August 18, 2014 18:24:34,
http://puu.sh/boAEC/f072f259b6.txt; Anonymoose, “they cant shut down the IRC,” #burgersandfries,
August 18,2014 18:24:39, http://puu.sh/boAEC/f072{259b6.txt.
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that would question the sincerity of GamerGate. Regardless of the merits many thought
inherent in the critique of the game industry’s cliquish nature, many that would come to
support the goals and tactics of GamerGate would do so because of the behind-the-scenes

organizing of members of the #burgersandfries IRC.

The Tweet

When Adam Baldwin tweeted out #GamerGate on August 27, 2014, it came in medias
res, highlighting and amplifying the voices of conspiracy theorists and providing
legitimacy to the two-week campaign to destroy the life and career of Quinn and any of
her supporters. Baldwin’s summoning of the national trauma of Watergate through his
clever portmanteau GamerGate set up followers and viewers to take in a vast conspiracy;
one that promised to unravel a plot in gaming to enrich the cultural critics of the
overwhelmingly white, straight, male space of video games. #GamerGate galvanized the
movement by creating a rallying cry that simultaneously unified disparate groups and
tactics under a single banner while allowing participants to distance themselves from its
origins in misogyny and harassment.

Twitter is designed as a platform for expressing a moment or idea through text,
photos, and videos.®! Twitter has been likened to a “micro-blogging” platform due to its
posting constraints of 140 characters.®? This form of communication trends towards

simple, concise statements that can lead to multiple ways of interpretation and a rapid

81 «“What is a Tweet?” About, Twitter, archive by Internet Archive on July 18, 2014,
https://web.archive.org/web/20140718222241/https://about.twitter.com/what-is-twitter/story-of-a-tweet.
82 At this point in time. Twitter would expand character limits to 280 starting on September 26, 2017 to a
limited group, and officially transition all of Twitter on November 11, 2017. Sarah Perez, “Twitter
Officially Expands its Character Count to 280 Starting Today,” Tech Crunch, November 7, 2017,
https://techcrunch.com/2017/11/07/twitter-officially-expands-its-character-count-to-280-starting-today/.

125



cascade of conversations around a topic or idea. The initial creation of the hashtag (#)
was as a means of making tweets on a specific topic searchable so users of the platform
could gain up-to-date information on stories as they progressed.®?

The hashtag GamerGate takes on multiple forms: (1) a way to centralize discourse
on Twitter; (2) a label disparate groups of users could unify under; and (3) an obfuscation
of the inciting incident through the guise of a conspiracy theory to maintain a corrupt
games journalism status quo. GamerGate doubles as an organizing tool and rhetorical
device, uniting the disparate groups forming around the harassment campaigns against
Quinn and her defenders while simultaneously engaging outsiders in a campaign for
support against alleged scandals in the gaming industry. In ten characters, Baldwin was
able to condense and amplify the harassment of Quinn and others exponentially.

While the hashtag GamerGate became the rallying cry for the toxic cultures of
video gaming, the two YouTube videos following the hashtag are just as integral in
understanding the power of this Tweet. Baldwin’s links to IA’s vast conspiracy of
Gjoni’s thezoepost illustrates the ability Baldwin has to lay out a complex argument in
the span of ten characters and two links through the interconnected relationship Twitter
and YouTube are able to facilitate. #GamerGate is effective because of its distillation of
the vast conspiracy outlined by IA. Users that see Baldwin’s Tweet watch the first video
on Twitter or follow the link to YouTube and can then retweet, comment with the

hashtag, or favorite the Tweet, lending support to the ideas presented.

8 Lexi Pandell, “An Oral History of the #Hashtag,” Wired, May 19, 2017,
https://www.wired.com/2017/05/oral-history-hashtag/.
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The creation of the hashtag GamerGate and its branding and unifying potential are
critical to understanding how the movement erupts from there. Equally important is
Baldwin and celebrity itself in networked discourse. Baldwin’s position as an actor with
clout in geek culture because of his role in the cult-classic television series Firefly lent a
level of legitimacy to the conspiracy that was, to that point, lacking. While various claims
of abuse at the hands of Quinn would be posted across Reddit and Twitter during the first
two weeks, any support from larger personalities in gaming or media were nonexistent.
Within the IRC, organizers would discuss various personalities and commenters they
could contact to spread thezoepost further than 4chan and Reddit with little success
beyond niche YouTube personalities.

GamerGate’s pursuit of personalities that could champion their cause is a key
factor in the spread of GamerGate across platforms and reactionary groups. As chapter 3
will illustrate, GamerGate’s desperation for validation and imagined cabal of social
justice voices in the game industry demanded personalities to counter their perceived
persecution. When Milo Yiannopoulos and Breitbart began championing gamers and
MRA blogger Mike Cernovich offered to be Gjoni’s lawyer, GamerGate embraced and
celebrated them. In turn, these prominent voices amplified and refracted the conspiracy to
various reactionary groups that would rally around GamerGate as a symbol of a larger
fight against progressive ideas.

Baldwin’s tweet illustrates the power of Twitter as a platform of amplification,
simplification, and unification. In 10 characters and two links, Baldwin galvanized a
movement searching for a rally point. The branding of GamerGate produced a container

for the arguments put forth by IA and replicated across online networks of harassment.
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(in)Visibility and the Fifth Estate

Tracing the network of actors that produced GamerGate leads to a revenge blog custom
made to destroy Quinn’s life by constructing the very thing gamers feared the most; a
social justice warrior utilizing their position to turn a profit and prey on men. This fiction
fit into the construction of gamers and SJW boundary objects alike, triggering an instant
rally of the same groups that harassed Quinn and Sarkeesian previously. Gjoni’s
malicious blog became the central point through which the entire GamerGate movement
would launder its complaints, even while organizing behind the scenes to “crash her
career with no survivors.”® GamerGate was custom made to harass Zoé Quinn and
anyone who supported inclusivity in gaming. However, the thread of “ethics in games
journalism” speaks to the larger systems of social media ecology and the creation of
social media as GamerGate moves forward as a cultural force following Baldwin’s tweet.

IA’s first video opened with the abuse of DMCA as a tactic to silence speech tied
to the moderating practices of the forums where thezoepost was being linked and
discussed. IA’s central thesis in these videos is that the issues with game journalism are
in the corruption of the Fifth Estate:

When the Fifth Estate emerged, when we had internet journalism, we felt

like we had something we could believe in. We were going to report to

each other. We were going to be the honest people. We weren’t going to

let other outside factors influence truth.®

8 SweetIBro, “WE'RE CRASHING HER CAREER WITH NO SURVIVORS,” #burgersandfries August
18,2014, 17:23:09, http://puu.sh/boAEC/f072£259b6.txt.
85 GamerGaters on Steam, “Internet Aristocrat — Quinnspiracy Theory [Mirror],” YouTube Video, 1:52:47,
December 6, 2014, https://youtu.be/zz--i3M4PVk.
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IA’s contention that internet journalism would have a purity to it echoes the objective,
logical nature of the rational actor central within the techno-libertarian ethos. However,
the Fifth Estate as practiced and theorized prior to IA’s definition was anything but.3¢

The Fifth Estate is an extension of the concept of feudal societies divided into
estates of the realm: clergy, nobility, and commons, with the fourth estate becoming the
reporters and eventually mass media.®” According to William H. Dutton, the Fifth Estate
emerges through the growing use of ICTs that “enable networked individuals to move
across, undermine and go beyond the boundaries of existing institutions, thereby opening
new ways of increasing the accountability of politicians, press, experts, and other loci of
power and influence.”®® A key point for Dutton is the way digital networks allow for the
reconfiguration of access through greater or lesser control, and, writing during 2009, how
the use and diffusion of technologies have been socially shaped, leading little
development of a singular inevitable platform.®® The use of the term “Fifth Estate” within
academia is rather limited, as even writing a few years later on ostensibly the Fifth Estate,
Yochai Benkler instead chose to label online journalism as the “Networked Fourth
Estate.””

Whereas Dutton and Benkler are focused much more on the development of

alternative media outside of mainstream press (nonprofits and experts for Dutton,

8 Ironically, the first “Fifth Estate” was an “anarchist, anti-capitalist, and anti-authoritarian, anti-profit
project published cooperatively by a volunteer collective of friends and comrades,”

(https://www fifthestate.org/about/) founded in 1965 in Michigan.

87 William H. Dutton, “The Fifth Estate Emerging Through the Network of Networks,” Prometheus 27, no.
1 (March 2009): 1, https://doi.org/10.1080/08109020802657453.

8 Dutton, “The Fifth Estate,” 1.

8 Dutton, “The Fifth Estate,” 4.

% Yochai Benkler, “A Free Irresponsible Press: Wikileaks and the Battle over the soul of the Networked
Fourth Estate,” Harvard Civil Rights-Civil Liberties Law Review 46 (2011): 311-397,
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:10900863.
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WikiLeaks for Benkler), IA’s configuration of the Fifth Estate is pure apolitical
individualism couched within a mythical objectivity. When IA jumps from his initial
framework of conspiracy into a history of the fall of mainstream journalism and the rise
(and fall) of the Fifth Estate, it illustrates a larger conception of the infallibility of a white
supremacist patriarchy embedded within online/gamer culture and their opposition to the
rising visibility of marginalized viewpoints because of rising access to networked publics.
IA’s framework bears a longer highlight in this regard:

Gaming journalism has reached a low point over the last five years. It

started with pieces that had nothing to do with gaming or game

reviews...software or hardware...events or expos. It started to travel off

into the areas of social justice and feminism and opinion pieces and op-eds

that had nothing to do with gaming...pieces condemning the gaming

audience as being sexist and misogynistic, as being racist and bigoted, as

being overly violent rapists...It seems more and more of these outlier

pieces have become the standard and that the narrative put forward in

them has become cohesive and refined, like a talking point targeted at us

as the audience.

Now if you’re like me, you’ve grown up watching mainstream media,

television media, die a death. And it didn’t just die this death because of

the invention of the internet. It died because of its lack of ethical

standards. I’d be surprising no one by telling them that Fox News, and

MSNBC, and CNN, and every other mainstream media source you can

name is corrupt. We’ve seen this happen...Backroom relationships, money
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changing hands, manipulation, elicit acts, have slanted old media to the

point where it’s unreliable and no one trusts it.

So when the Fifth Estate emerged, when we had internet journalism, we

felt like we had something we could believe in. We were going to report to

each other. We were going to be honest people. We weren’t going to let

other outside factors influence truth. But it has not happened that way, and

what took a century to kill old media has taken mere years to undermine

new media.”!
There is a conflation of multiple threads in this quote, some of which I will cover here
and some that will be highlighted in chapter 3, but the key pieces to pull from this Fifth
Estate ideological framework that IA works within is his conception of whom the
audience is and what honesty entails as “we the people” within the Fifth Estate.
Ultimately, IA’s statement illuminates the politics of visibility in a networked public.

Taina Bucher lays out the politics of visibility through an application of
Foucault’s theorization on visibility in Discipline and Punish and the concept of the
panopticon. However, rather than extending networked publics to the threat of permanent
visibility, Bucher argues for a shift to the possibility of disappearing and becoming
obsolete.”? This shift is predicated on what Bucher calls the “regime of visibility,” noting
that “Web 2.0 connects to the notion of empowerment, as it has greatly expanded the

social field of becoming recognized as a subject with a voice.”®> Bucher states that

! GamerGaters on Steam, “Internet Aristocrat — Quinnspiracy Theory [Mirror],” YouTube Video, 1:52:47,
December 6, 2014, https://youtu.be/zz--i3M4PVk.

92 Taina Bucher, “Want to be on the top? Algorithmic Power and the Threat of Invisibility on Facebook,”
New Media & Society 14, 1n0.7 (2012): 1164-1180, https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444812440159.

% Bucher, “Want to be on the top?” 1165.
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“being granted visibility is a highly contested game of power in which the media play a
crucial role...participating in configuring the visible as oscillating between what can and
should be seen and what should not and cannot be seen, between who can and cannot see
whom.””* As an extension of Dutton and Benkler, Bucher’s argument adds to the
conception of the Fifth Estate as a means of accountability through Web 2.0’s ability to
allow users to utilize new media to circumvent the perceived neutrality of media visibility
that kept most marginalized groups invisible.

In IA’s narrative arc on the rise and fall of the Fifth Estate, the visibility of critics
like Sarkeesian and game creators like Quinn directly challenge the perceived neutrality
of games media and become “outside influencers” targeting “us the audience.” IA’s Fifth
Estate is based in a double subjectivity of gamer technicity and the technolibertarian
logics of networked platforms that sustain toxic technocultures. To have both those
subjectivities challenged through alternative experience and critique within the same
Fifth Estate framework produces an ideological schism in which the only recourse is a
retreat into the patriarchal illogic that structures gamer identity transmitted through
platform capitalist logics of all individual expression as revenue generating content. This
provides the catalyst through which TA and GamerGate reclaim toxic masculinity through
the very systems that afford its confrontation. Networked publics, exposing the lived
experience of marginalized groups forming online counter publics, begets a reactionary
movement countering the counter public. GamerGate thrives only because of its ability to
construct a counter narrative to the lived experiences of harassment that Quinn and

Sarkeesian broadcast online. Utilizing the amplification and transformation of discursive

%4 Bucher, “Want to be on the top?” 1165.
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constructions of Quinn, Sarkeesian, and game journalists that the ecology of social media
affords, supporters of GamerGate continually produced new means of outrage to stoke
engagement and generate new support in direct contradiction to the lived experience of
their targets.

The evolution of GamerGate via the participant’s creations based upon their
perceived persecution illustrates how social media can support the weaponization of
aggrieved entitlement. Participants produced their own content that supports a position of
privileged ignorance that appropriates the tactics of resistance, hypocritically asserts the
primacy of their subjectivity while denying the same to those they attack, and collapses
contexts, temporality, and reason in service of defending an identity confronted with
critique. Indeed, rather than refer to these acts as the privilege of ignorance, defined by
Micol Seigel as gleeful reminders of the lack of a need to know as an unarticulated
prerogative of power,”> I refer to these acts as malicious ignorance, the articulated
prerogative of power to confront truth with gleeful disregard for the harm propagated by
their privilege. Returning to thezoepost one last time illustrates this malicious ignorance.

In the opening “act” of thezoepost, Gjoni’s first screenshot of conversations with
Quinn following the revelation of cheating acts as a stinger to the end of the preface, at
once presenting the “facts” of the case through a screenshot of Quinn’s admission of
impropriety and a framework for reading the following narrative through a lens of cynical

violation of beliefs:

9 Micol Seigel, Uneven Encounters: Making Race and Nation in Brazil and the United States (Durham:
Duke University Press, 2009), 84.
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Quinn: This can hurt a lot of people. Which is why I wanted fucking more

than 5 minutes of getting yelled at and treated like a criminal to just

breathe and calm down so I could do it not panicking. Cause games as a

whole can lose one of it’s only strong voices for equality because a

woman’s sexuality at all being public can sink that fucking ship. The

harassment would get worse. (emphasis added) It’s a lot of stuff. Just to

process.

Gjoni: I will ask her to consider those consequences.

Quinn: ugh don’t tell her to go public fuck. Don’t put that thought in her

head. Jesus fuck.”

In Gjoni’s story, Quinn is removed from past harassment and abuse she was subjected to
following Depression Quest’s submission to Steam Greenlight. Taken outside the larger
contexts of Quinn’s experience, the conversation above can be read as Quinn trying to
stop Gjoni from “exposing” the truth through trumped up consequences, but that actively
ignores Quinn’s past and understanding of the impact this could have on her and those
she worked with.

Furthermore, Gjoni’s response is cold and calculating, removing himself from the
implications of the pursuit of exposure by saying he would ask the wife of her former
boss to consider the consequences. This shows the lengths to which Gjoni is willing to go
to ignore the truth of Quinn’s experience and knowledge about the reactions to women’s

sexuality in the industry in order to get revenge on Quinn through this exposure. The only

% Eron Gjoni, “Act 0: Whereof One Cannot Speak, Thereof One Must Be Silent,” thezoepost (blog),
August 16, 2014, https://thezoepost.wordpress.com/2014/08/16/act-0-whereof-one-cannot-speak-thereof-
one-must-be-silent/.
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thing that matters to Gjoni is inflicting maximum damage on Quinn through revealing her
affair, and his complete disregard for her past and the already present mob of harassers
ready to continue their crusade against her.

This is exactly what happens with MundaneMatt’s reading of that message thread
in “hell hath no fury.” After a deadpan reading, MundaneMatt begins with a hypothetical
asking viewers to imagine their girlfriend but immediately stops. He adjusts the
hypothetical to “partner” explaining that he doesn 't think Quinn being a woman matters
in this situation because it will be “brought up.” This immediate erasure plays into the
construction of the gamer technicity and its work at invisibilizing those that do not fit into
its identity construction. MundaneMatt’s reading is predicated on a stripping of context
beyond Gjoni’s initial framework, constructing a narrative based on an ideological
distillation of virtue and exploitation that are far removed from the messiness of everyday
life. This active removal of context provides a means of ignoring the realities of the
situation Quinn would be exposed to in order to produce an affect in viewers that would
encourage acts to harm Quinn. The entire situation is removed from the reality of Quinn’s
life experience and the harassment she faced to scrub any nuance to the situation to
justify any righteous fury viewers feel toward Quinn.

As MundaneMatt concluded this section he connected a previous controversy
based on Gone Home’s review scores to the past harassment campaign waged against
Quinn and Depression Quest, initially conflating the two as friends giving positive
reviews, but then adding on a clarifying statement that it was the coverage of Depression
Quest’s addition to Steam that was the issue. As he finished that weak connection, he

stated:
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You can take that how you will. That’s neither here nor there with this, it

just adds some context to everything going, but it doesn’t really push

what’s going on here. Because that’s all rumor and speculation. There’s no

adequate proof. Here, you have adequate proof of everything that’s going

on.”’

Take that how you will. Indeed, the concept of the Fifth Estate as outlined by IA and
practiced by MundaneMatt is a veritable made to order “journalism” that is only
concerned with information relevant to defending their identity as gamers. The act of
stripping Quinn of her position as a woman in gaming to create a decontextualized
reading of Quinn’s conversation with Gjoni is also supplemented by rumor and
speculation in order to add context to why Quinn is worthy of scorn.

The ecology of social media affords the ability of anyone to create, produce, and
broadcast their own interpretation of reality. The digital nature of these pieces also allows
for iterative riffing and re-broadcasting of that media, at once sharpening the edges and
obfuscating the origin of the ideas presented. The entirety of GamerGate is predicated on
the objectification of Quinn into the quintessential STW boundary object through which
“gamers” could focus their ire. Each new post, share, video, meme, and chat room
amplified and extended the harm Gjoni intended against Quinn. As thezoepost spread
across platforms, appearing in various configurations and interpretations via social
media’s transformative nature, those platform’s devotion to representing a bastion of free

speech via their ideological and capitalist design encouraged engagement and additional

7 MundaneMatt, “Hell Hath No Fury Like a Lover’s Scorn (Zoe Quinn & Eron Gjoni),” YouTube Video,
15:41, August 16, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=05CXOafuTXM.
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production. As defenders of Quinn responded on those platforms with counterpoints, they
became pieces of an ever-expanding puzzle via inclusion by conspiracy osmosis;
enveloped into the expanding GamerGate controversy through any tangentially related
encounter they may have had with Quinn in the game industry.

GamerGate is the result of the ecology of social media working as intended. Each
post in the chain detailed above from WordPress blog to celebrity Tweet removes context
and responsibility from the platforms to act against the sanctity of speech in networked
publics. This is also reflected in the nature of these platforms as ego-centric networks.
GamerGate appropriates the liberatory potential of radical feminist praxis in the creation
of counterknowledge through broadcast personal experience and communities of
resistance to structural violence. Exploiting those frameworks and turning them into an
ambivalent hellscape of aggrieved entitlement and perceived persecution of gamer
technicity. To call out supporters of GamerGate is to prove the fallacy of persecution
produced by GamerGate, even as the social media produced moved further and further
towards a full embrace of toxic masculinity and white supremacy.

While these two weeks illustrate how GamerGate was able to “spread this shit
everywhere,” the increased awareness of the Quinnspiracy and the creation of a rallying
point in GamerGate produced new challenges for the organizers of this harassment
campaign; how do you maintain momentum and legitimacy as the movement evolves
beyond the singular goal of destroying Zo€ Quinn? The answer was to control
information about GamerGate and Quinn by exploiting the political economy of

platforms and the ecology of social media through a barrage of information operations
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and public relations stunts while embracing any ally that would take GamerGate

seriously.
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Chapter 3: Alt-Info and the Phenomenology of Information

GamerGate is not a filter bubble or an echo chamber, but an actively built consensus of
aggrieved entitlement and white supremacist heteropatriarchy. Only a day after the
coining of GamerGate, the overwhelmingly negative reaction to the movement by
established cultural critics and institutions responding to the harassment campaigns to
silence women in the game industry begat a reactionary conspiracy of journalistic
collusion. The basis of those accusations in reality had little to do with their validity as
GamerGate established a separate sphere of subjectivity that privileged the gamer
technicity while violently suppressing the visibility of those that fell outside that identity.

In mapping out the connections that start appearing after the coining of
#GamerGate, new clusters of influencers and information began to develop that were
wholly outside the gaming community and actively hostile towards the gaming industry’s
overwhelming rejection of the accusations and evidence created by the Fifth Estate and
social media in the previous chapter. These actors were not only outside the community
but the platforms they utilized were also beyond the community-based discourse on
gaming websites, Twitter, and blogs that had come to dominate the first two weeks of
GamerGate. Applying CTDA to these new developments raises a new question in cross-
platform discourse; what happens when one side decides to take their ball and go to
another park they built themselves?

The process of the maintenance and strengthening of the reality of the prosecuted
gamer lays in solidifying and legitimating the claims of GamerGate as it developed and
spread across online networks. I approach this process as a turning-away-from what |

have termed the phenomenology of information, an extension of Maurice Merleau-
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Ponty’s theorizing on phenomenology and the primacy of perception. Phenomenology of
information is the process through which embodied interactions are mediated via
information communication technologies broadcasting subjectivities. It is the application
of a phenomenological framework to the everyday lived realities of interaction in an
information society built atop the platform economies structuring an ecology of social
media explored in chapter 2. Through an extension of phenomenology into digital
communication as mediated perception, phenomenology of information provides a
framework for understanding the development of alternative information networks as
both technologically accelerated forms of misinformation and actively constructed
extensions of histories and structures of violence that were always already present in
everyday interactions — online and off.

Phenomenology, according to Merleau-Ponty is based on the contention that “All
human acts and all human creations constitute a single drama.”! He argues that the
plurality of humanity that runs through different cultures, relations, language, and thought
are all united through a recognition of one another as “semblables,” and even as
adversaries we are often in a kind of complicity. To produce ideas of the world outside
one’s subjectivity, we must accept the others we encounter as equally able to perceive
and understand the world around us and can be trusted to co-produce reality with our own
subjectivity. To perceive, to experience, and to be open to new challenges to our
worldview allows humanity to learn and grow. The primacy of perception is deeply

involved within our own embodied experiences, but the internet provides a unique mode

! Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception: And Other Essays on Phenomenological
Psychology, the Philosophy of Art, History and Politics, ed. James M. Edie (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 1964), 10.
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of mediated perception through information that transforms the underlying principles of
an embodied perception.

Information is that which is received, creating a space of perception that is
mediated by whatever is communicating the information. The primacy of perception is in
the ability of each of us to confirm information presented through our embodied
experience of those facts, subjects, or events. That experience, then, either reaffirms the
information or produces new facts with which to compare with the information given
allowing for a modification of our subjective experience and that of the subject providing
us with the information initially. As facts are confirmed by increasing numbers of other
subjectivities, a social acceptance of information-as-truth becomes codified. If the facts
agreed upon run up against an experienced difference via embodied perception that opens
up new possibilities to shift our collective, universal understanding of humanity. With the
creation of the internet this process was simultaneously accelerated and obfuscated.

ICTs provide a massive infrastructure boost to a phenomenology of information.
The accessibility of powerful tools for publishing and broadcasting individual experience
has supercharged a positive humanism attached to phenomenology and the primacy of
perception as detailed by Merleau-Ponty. Within a framework of building reality through
consensus of experience directly perceived, new media provides the means to encounter
multiplicitous experiences beyond dominant hegemonic norms produced through
traditional, capital-intensive media. But what happens when those experiences directly
challenge entrenched structures of power that are maintained through their invisibility?
How can a phenomenology of information produce consensus when the organizing

structures of dominant hegemony and identity are based in the denial of subjectivity of
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those made invisible? In the case of GamerGate a schism erupts between the growing
consensus of experience and the entrenched identity of gamer which leads to the creation
of a diffuse network of violent resistance to people outside the gamer technicity.

As outlined in chapter 2, the role of social media in producing ego-centric
networks of singular broadcasts of shared content created a means of exploding a
phenomenological framework through the mediated exposure to exponential
subjectivities and perceptions. The visibility and accessibility of identities and
experiences broadcast online challenged dominant cultural narratives produced through
prior capital-intensive media like newspapers, radio, and television. As chapter 1
explained, and will be elaborated in the next chapter, the gamer technicity was
constructed through a marketing apparatus that targeted young, white, straight, male
gamers through advertising and enthusiast press. When confronted with the lived realities
of female gamers through ICTs, both as developers and critics, those same boys violently
resisted the mediated reality in front of them and lashed out through violent rhetoric and
harassment.

While the ecology of social media provided the environment through which the
gamer technicity could find common cause while spreading and refining their ideology,
the industry they professed to be protecting denied them their justification. This schism
between the gamer technicity and the culture of gaming forced gamers to either confront
their bias or produce their own information to counter the critique of their movement
from within their chosen culture. To do so, gamers denied the subjectivity of their critics

and sought support for their misogyny in any venue that would have them.
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This chapter will examine the means by which GamerGate constructed its own
information enforcement apparatus through an open allyship with any individual or group
that would support their cause. Rather than accept the critique of cultural leaders like
game developers, moderators, and journalists, GamerGate turned outside their social
order to gain support and institutional legitimation via disparate right-wing ideological
actors that shared their anti-feminism and misogyny. By applying a phenomenological
reading of information to the implementation of alternative information networks via a
disparate allyship of right-wing actors, this chapter illuminates the underlying structures
of inequality permeating the gamer technicity as explicit misogyny and implicit racism
rise to the defense of the persecuted gamer.

This turn is in fact a short-circuiting of the phenomenological potential of
information societies via entrenched white supremacist heteropatriarchy utilizing the
technolibertarian ideologies underpinning platform economies and sustaining toxic
technocultures. By exploiting individual freedom and access to information, GamerGate
works to produce counter networks of knowing via an explicit denial of the subjective
experience of the “newly visible” gamers that fall outside of the constructed gamer
technicity. Through a process of delegitimization of critics via social media and
legitimacy laundering by media outlets and professional parties ideologically inclined to
support the underlying misogyny and racism of the movement, GamerGate exploits the
good faith principles of open discourse and community fostered via libertarian ideals of
rational actors to spread their ideological fever dreams of persecution and recruit a

network of support and information creation that further sustains their victimization
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without acknowledging the realities of lived experience they are confronted with through

ICTs.

The End of Gamers

As the GamerGate hashtag gained traction, the cry for “ethics in games journalism”
found its smoking gun in a series of articles that were posted the day after Baldwin’s
tweet. Responding to the previous two weeks of harassment aimed at Zoé Quinn and the
renewed and intensified harassment of Anita Sarkeesian following the posting of the next
Tropes vs. Women in Video Games episode, a number of gaming and media outlets wrote
articles exploring what the term “gamer” actual connoted, and whether or not it was time
to stop using that term with the growth and diversity of the gaming industry no longer
reflecting a specific young, white, male demographic.

These articles illustrate the way a phenomenology of information can be traced
via the construction of the conspiracy through multiple channels of social media by
GamerGate, co-producing the list of offending articles and spreading that conspiracy
through Reddit and YouTube. The discussions initially began on the #burgersandfries
IRC, with user JohnRavioli stating, “lol these recent articles saying ‘gamers are dead.’
They’re all in sync. Have the same message. They look like cornered deer. You can tell
that’s the only thing they have left. After that it’s over.”?> When Milo Yiannopoulos
began supporting GamerGate - detailed below - his closing statement on the corruption in

video game journalism links to the subreddit /SRSsucks and a post linking to all of the

2 JohnRavioli “lol these recent articles saying ‘gamers are dead,”” #burgersandfries, August 28, 2014
21:40:25, puu.sh/boAEC/f072{259b6.txt. Continued in 21:40:30, 21:40:33, 21:40:41, 21:40:52, 21:40:55.
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articles posted that day.? Internet Aristocrats third video, summarizing the events of the
week following his second video and the transformation of the Quinnspiracy into
GamerGate, adds a few more articles in its closing. In all iterations, the argument is
simple; these came out on the same day and they say similar things, so they must be
colluding with one another. On its face the critique sounds reasonable, but only if you
ignore the fundamental nature of how information is produced and distributed online
while simultaneously discounting the context in which these articles were posted.

The article that became the focus of GamerGate’s ire was Gamasutra News
Director Leigh Alexander’s ““‘Gamers’ Don’t Have to be Your Audience, ‘Gamers’ are
Over.”* The piece opens with Alexander admitting to not knowing what game culture
even means when reflecting on what it entails beyond “young men queuing with plush
mushroom hats and backpacks...for hours, at events around the world...to find out
whether they should buy things or not.”” In a collective admonishment of the industry,
Alexander links to the previous week’s reporting on Zo€ Quinn and Anita Sarkeesian’s
harassment as well as the creation of GamerGate mascot Vivian James and another
critique of the larger issues of exclusion based in decades of game marketing catered to
young men. The article traces these issues through game design and writing, noting that
contemporary game creation and criticism has opened up to new fans and creators trying

to produce a healthier culture. Noting the straw man of “game journalism ethics” is based

3 Pointillists, “SJ media is shitting out article after article declaring the death of the gamer identity. It’s
more than a little bit suspicious,” /t/SRSsucks, August 30, 2014, 12:46 p.m., https://archive.fo/PNEah.

4 Leigh Alexander, “’Gamers’ Don’t Have to be Your Audience, ‘Gamers’ Are Over,” Gamasutra, August
28,2014,
https://www.gamasutra.com/view/news/224400/Gamers_dont_have to be your audience Gamers_are ov
er.php.

3> Alexander, “’Gamers’ Are Over."
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within a history of game reportage that was basically glorified Public Relations and
product scoring, Alexander argues that it’s a writer’s job to “curate a creative community
and an inclusive culture” and not give in to the “howling trolls.”® Alexander concludes
that gaming is a dated demographic that is over, linking to a previous feature on
Gamasutra on retiring the term “gamer” to further bolster the point. Closing with a rather
inspired rant: “The obtuse shitslingers, these wailing hyper-consumers, these childish
internet-arguers — they are not my audience. They don’t have to be yours. There is no
“side” to be on, there is no “debate” to be had. There is what’s past and there is what’s
now. There is only the role you choose to play in what’s ahead.”’

Alexander’s article is notable because of its appearance on Gamasutra, an
industry-focused website that is used as much for finding a job in game development as it
is for reporting on the news of the industry. Alexander’s article is written to game
developers, focusing on the rise of these harassment campaigns as a sign of the cultural
vacuum that the game industry had let sit, unaddressed, leading to the contemporary
issues they were dealing with. The article echoes much of the research I highlighted in
chapter 1, exposing the industry-led creation of the “gamer myth” and the singular profit
category of young, white, male. In essence, the call to stop making gamers the audience
is a direct challenge to decades of industry dogma propping up a false equivalency
between profit and demographics that was never the reality of consumer trends. The
article’s location on an industry-focused site guaranteed the greater gaming press would

see and pick up on the article and arguments put forward. As the day went on,

¢ Alexander was specifically referencing Kotaku Editor in Chief Stephen Totilo’s recent editorial on
updating their ethics policy to ban writers from donating to game designer’s Patreon’s or other
crowdfunding platforms.

7 Alexander, “’Gamers’ Are Over.”
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Alexander’s article would be linked to by multiple sites as indicative of the trend towards
a move to stop using “gamer” as an exclusive identity category.

Sitting at the opposite side of a sliding scale for online news media publishing
legitimacy, Dan Golding’s Tumblr blog was also a response to the previous week’s rising
harassment campaigns. Golding, a Media and Communications scholar studying video
games, wrote “The End of Gamers” with a similar narrative arc to Alexander exploring
the marketing of the gamer identity and the critiques that have always already existed.
While Alexander focused on the industry side of critique, Golding brings in the academic
side by linking to Adrienne Shaw’s 2011 piece on who identifies as a “gamer.”® Taking
this as a leaping off point, Golding notes the recent Entertainment Software Association
polling data noting 48% of video game players identifying as female and women 18 or
older making up 36% of the game playing population, counterposed to the 17% of boys
18 or younger.® Golding states that the last few weeks indicated “the end of gamers, and
the viciousness that accompanies the death of an identity.”'° Linking to two game
developer blogs that discuss the ongoing harassment of women in the game industry,
Golding concludes that games are already for everyone, and the maliciousness of the
contemporary moment is an attempt to maintain hegemony in an industry that had

already moved beyond a singular identity.

8 Adrienne Shaw, “Do you identify as a gamer? Gender, Race, Sexuality, and Gamer Identity,” New Media
& Society 14, no. 1 (February 2012): 28-44, https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444811410394.

% Entertainment Software Association, 2014 Sales, Demographic, and Usage Data: Essential Facts About
the Computer and Video Game Industry, April 2014,
https://web.archive.org/web/20140630132511/http://www.theesa.com/facts/pdfs/ESA_EF 2014 .pdf.

19 Dan Golding, “The End of Gamers,” Dan Golding (blog), August 28, 2014,
https://dangolding.tumblr.com/post/95985875943/the-end-of-gamers.
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These pieces each illustrate a critical feminist reading of GamerGate and the
processes of harassment meant to silence critique of the industry. Applying CTDA, these
articles show how online publishing has flattened barriers to entry and legitimacy of
information sources. The also illustrate phenomenology of information at work from both
the individual writers and the platforms they appear on. Alexander and Golding both
bring different perceptual readings to the harassment campaigns online — Alexander as
industry insider and Golding as academic. They each are contributing to a better
understanding of the issues at hand from vastly different positionalities that allow for
nuanced engagement and understanding of the impacts these acts have on the industry
and culture. Extending platforms as mediated and mediating experience, Gamasutra and
Tumblr each produce their own weight of authoritative and authentic experience. On the
one hand, Gamasutra represents the game industry - labor and development - posting
jobs, interviews, design post-mortems, and news that is focused on an audience that
understands the industry or is looking to get into the industry. On the other, Golding’s
Tumblr is a place “for things that don’t go anywhere else.”!! Golding’s position as
academic and journalist provide credentialing in the form of experience, but Tumblr, as
blogging platform, doesn’t hold the same institutional authority that Gamasutra does as
an industry-focused website. Yet both of these articles were linked in Kotaku’s article
(which is more or less a link roundup), granting both legitimacy as a source through the

hyperlink-as-reportage of an issue within the text of the gaming website. '2

"' Dan Golding (blog), https://dangolding.tumblr.comy/.
12 Luke Plunkett, “We Might Be Witnessing the ‘Death of an Identity,” Kotaku, August 28, 2014,
https://kotaku.com/we-might-be-witnessing-the-death-of-an-identity-1628203079.
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Simply put, the hyperlink is the digital textual manifestation of eyewitness
interviews to an event or experts weighing in on the story at hand that is a central
component of reportage in journalism. The gatekeeping work of journalism prior to the
rise of ICTs was predicated on an institutional authority that properly tracked down and
vetted accounts and information that was then presented to the public with little
transparency to the process outside of editorial notes within the article itself. Much as
new media objectifies authorial intent through the hyperlink, the hyperlink objectifies the
process of journalism.

Journalistic practice has always been predicated on central reportage and
additional coverage and context provided by local news sources. While newspapers and
television stations have their own original reporting, national and international news
segments are based on outside reporting that is then repackaged by that station for their
audience. Video game journalism, in much the same way, is predicated on much the same
process; creating original content and supplementing that with additional articles
commenting on or repackaging stories from other sites. As the “gamers are dead” articles
are posted, they all work in a similar way to mainstream journalism, taking reported
stories and repackaging them for their readers.

The list of articles that GamerGate put together as evidence of a conspiracy to
attack gamers were all in response to the ongoing attacks that had started with the posting
of the most recent Tropes vs. Women in Video Games episode. While most of the articles
in question did invoke the term “gamer” in their headlines, all of them were ultimately
reflective pieces on the merits of the arguments put forth by GamerGate and “gamers” as

they justified their harassment of Sarkeesian and Quinn. Each piece grapples with the
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realities of the industry and the largely inclusive market it works in with the fears of
“gamers” as they lash out against the creators and critics that are working towards
making the industry ever more inclusive and expansive.

A cursory glance at the GamerGate curated list of offending articles in table 1
does produce a feeling of aggression against gamers: notwithstanding Alexander and
Golding’s pieces, articles like “The Death of the ‘Gamers’ and the Women Who ‘Killed’
Them” and “Gaming is Leaving ‘Gamers’ Behind” imply gamers are over. Just as many
place misogyny at the forefront with explicit outlines of the article to follow like
“Sexism, Misogyny and Online Attacks: It’s a Horrible Time to Consider Yourself a
Gamer” and “A Disheartening Account of the Harassment Going on in Gaming Right
Now.” However, exploring these articles deeper than title level reveals an industry and a
cohort grappling with an insular community of individuals solely defined by a singular
consumer habit that the larger culture had passed by years prior. Applying CTDA to the
websites-as-platforms and their discursive construction of the burgeoning harassment
movement illustrates the ways that these pieces were anything but a conspiracy, and that
the ubiquity of video games led a to a breadth and depth of analysis and commentary that

went well beyond enthusiast sites.

Table 1. The End of Gamers Articles. (*) indicates member of GameJournoPros.

Title Website Author
The End of Gamers Tumblr Dan Golding
‘Gamers’ Don’t Have To Be Your Audience. Gamasutra Leigh Alexander

‘Gamers’ Are Over.

It’s Dangerous to Go Alone: Why Are Gamers | The Daily Beast | Arthur Chu
So Angry?

The Death of the “Gamers” and the Women Ars Technica Casey Johnston*
Who “Killed” Them

Sexism, Misogyny and Online Attacks: It’s a Financial Post Patrick O’Rourke
Horrible Time to Consider Yourself a ‘Gamer’
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Gaming is Leaving “Gamers” Behind Buzzfeed News | Joseph Bernstein

We Might Be Witnessing the ‘Death of an Kotaku Luke Plunkett
Identity’

An Awful Week to Care About Video Games Polygon Chris Plante*

A Disheartening Account of the Harassment The Mary Sue Victoria McNally

Going On In Gaming Right Now (And How
Adam Baldwin is Involved)

Fanboys, White Knights, and the Hairball of The Daily Beast | Tauriqg Moosa
Online Misogyny

What stands out the most upon reading through the articles in question is how few
of them are specifically video game oriented. Beyond Gamasutra’s inciting post, the only
other “purely” video game-centric websites are Kotaku and Polygon. The Financial Post,
a Canadian-based news site built on the WordPress platform, is the closest to traditional
press in its approach to the ongoing harassment; creating multiple links to previous video
game reviews and general explainers on the nuances of harassment like the Wikipedia
explanation of “doxing.” The Mary Sue’s focus on geek culture through a feminist lens
and Ars Technica’s focus on technology and geek culture both frame their articles as
context and catchup for those that might not have been following the story as it unfolded
and as a way to raise larger questions about geek/tech culture and the rising instances of
online harassment fueled by misogyny and exclusionary culture. In a similar vein, The
Daily Beast articles and Buzzfeed article are all reported by the website’s technology and
culture writers, detailing the broader issues the harassment in gaming is touching on in
culture at large. Regardless of the facts presented, the links included, or the understanding
given towards the arguments put forth by the less toxic elements of the burgeoning
GamerGate, all of these articles were discounted for their commentary on the ongoing

harassment campaigns aimed at women developers and critics in games. The perception
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of bias towards the gamer identity was all that was needed to bundle these pieces together
as collusion in an ongoing campaign against gamers.

The “gamers are dead” list is a prime example of the phenomenology of
information in action. The “consumer kings” of gaming, the gamer technicity, perceive
the articles as an attack on their identity. Interestingly, the breadth of coverage in this list
alone shows the massive strides video games have made in becoming legitimate forms of
popular culture. However, the critique of the harassment against Quinn, Sarkeesian, and
others along with the analysis that the original complaints of an “incestuous” industry as
illustrated by thezoepost being unfounded play against the perceptions of the burgeoning
GamerGaters. Even as the authors of these pieces argue with the underlying position of
fighting for “ethics in games journalism,” their positioning of larger issues with
marketing, industry, and game coverage fall on deaf ears when coupled with the equally
pressing need to examine the underlying culture of game enthusiasts.

Mark Poster’s mode of information helps with parsing the processes that play out
in the construction of this list, noting that “for the subject in electronically mediated
communication, the object tends to become not the material world as represented in
language but the flow of signifiers itself. In the mode of information it becomes
increasingly difficult, or even pointless, for the subject to distinguish a “real” existing
“behind” the flow of signifiers, and as a consequence social life in part becomes a
practice of positioning subjects to receive and interpret messages.”!*> When working

through the network effects of social media and the objectification of authorial intent, the

13 Mark Poster, The Mode of Information: Poststructuralism and Social Context (Chicago: The University
of Chicago Press, 1990), 14-15.
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creation of GamerGate is in itself the practice of positioning subjects to receive and
interpret messages. Internet Aristocrat’s Fifth Estate is itself a refutation of the
institutional authority of journalism, online and off, and provides the conditions for the
self-selected GamerGate subject to interpret any information from sources outside the
movement as hostile towards their very existence. Couched within a framework of
consumer activism unconcerned with the initial inciting incident, GamerGate’s initial
growth following its coining via Baldwin is predicated on producing a reading of the
information surrounding “ethics in games journalism” that actively ignores the material
realities of Quinn and Grayson’s relationship and instead focuses on the signifiers of
conspiracy and the social justice warrior.

Sara Ahmed’s concept of orientation — how we register the proximity of objects
and others and how we direct our energy and attention towards who or what we share
space with — provides a key insight into understanding this process.'* Examining
embodied interactions of time and space through inhabitance, Ahmed focuses on the
dynamic negotiation between what is familiar and unfamiliar within inhabited space. '’
My framing of the phenomenology of information is transposing embodied interactions
and perceptions onto ICT mediated encounters and an inhabitance of “information
space.” As gamers were confronted with experiences outside their familiar constructions
of identity and participation in game culture, they had a choice to make in ways to orient
themselves; either in a way open to experiences that would allow for the world to create

new impressions, or to reorient themselves back to the white supremacist

14 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham: Duke University Press,
20006), 3.
15 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 7.
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heteropatriarchy at the heart of gamer technicity. In framing the processes at work in
producing a phenomenological understanding of the world as orientations, Ahmed
illustrates the ways our engagement with the negotiations of inhabitance with others
depend on taking points of view as given. '

Orientation provides a means to understand GamerGate’s base assumptions of
mistrust and malicious ignorance towards SJWs as boundary objects. Expanding the
concept of orientation and phenomenology into a phenomenology of whiteness, Ahmed
states: “The institutionalization of whiteness involves work: the institution comes to have
a body as an effect of this work...institutions become given, as an effect of the repetition
of decisions made over time, which shapes the surface of institutional spaces.”!” The
“gamer” institution is the technicity constructed during the 80s and 90s through a
repetition of the value of white male consumption with little regard to or value of
alternative markets. The institution of the gamer, enfolding assumptions of white
supremacist heteropatriarchy, hails individuals and orients them towards its identity via
the consumption of video games. Ahmed refers to Althusser’s model of ideology based
on recruitment to note that the recruitment — in GamerGate’s case of gamers — creates the
very ego ideal of the institution that expresses an imagined “character” of the
institution.'® GamerGate’s tactics of malicious ignorance and violent rhetoric against
women are a form of expression towards the threat of critical evaluation of the

“apolitical” video game and its common sense masculine orientation and market.

16 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 14.

17 Sara Ahmed, “A Phenomenology of Whiteness,” Feminist Theory 8, no. 2 (August 2017): 157,
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700107078139.

18 Ahmed, “A Phenomenology of Whiteness,” 158.
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Returning to Merleau-Ponty examining the ways perception helps form
understanding of the world he explores children and their relationship to others in
development. An illuminating concept explored is that of “psychological rigidity,” in
which a subject’s black-and-white attitudes are unable to recognize clashing traits in their
simple, categorical, and summary views.'? Merleau-Ponty describes rigid children’s
resistance to questions that shade their categorical views of their parents as a “mask” to
maintain the illusion of pure goodness in their parents. To admit any shading in their
conceptions of their parents was to admit too much.?® These illusions create a
psychological dichotomy between ambivalence and ambiguity in which ambiguity is
defined as the adult development of the ability to confront contradictions that exist in
attitudes towards others.?! In extending this to psychological rigidity in racism and anti-
Semitism as myths that can only be explained through psychological rigidity, the inability
of a subject to confront ambiguities by hiding or fleeing from them produces an
immaturity via psychological rigidity.?* These process play out within the discursive
construction of the Quinnspiracy outlined in chapter 2 and the construction of journalistic
collusion in “marginalizing” gamers. GamerGate is actively ignoring the critical
engagement of writers within the “gamers are dead” collection, even as they frame their
analysis through a listing of their gaming bona fide.

Combining the psychological rigidity of a gamer technicity with the enfolded
orientation of white supremacist heteropatriarchy produces an inhabitance of digital space

that actively objectifies critique to the periphery as boundary objects, products of

19 Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception, 101.
20 Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception, 102.
2 Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception, 103.
22 Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception, 107.
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relegation that sustain an orientation toward perceived persecution and aggrieved
entitlement to a singular construction of gamer. > Ahmed describes this process of
orientation as a form of comfort, wherein the taken-for-grantedness of inhabited space (in
this case discursive construction of the gamer identity) is only affected through a loss;
becoming uncomfortable. ?* The confrontation of problematics within gamer culture was
that affective turn to discomfort and GamerGate’s violent reaction is a means to reassert
authority and return to comfort through an increasingly violent process of invisibility
through harassment and denial of subjectivity.

Within a framework of the phenomenology of information, the formation and
growth of GamerGate utilizes the structures of networked interaction through
hyperlinking to simultaneously privilege and denigrate subjective experience based upon
its positioning within the structures of legitimacy GamerGate produces through selective
curation and creation of information online. This selection is predicated upon the gamer
technicity as described in chapter 1, an identity constructed around masculinity defined
exclusively through the consumption and mastery of video games. GamerGate’s
objectivity and logic is grounded within the subjectivity of male gaming, and any
argument challenging that position is inherently hostile and untrustworthy, a discomfort
that must be aggressively relegated to outside their oriented perception.

As GamerGate intensified, the lack of support from the game industry only
strengthened the resolve of members to construct ever more elaborate conspiracies to

justify the break between their lived realities and the information produced online.

2 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 31.
24 Ahmed, “A Phenomenology of Whiteness,” 158.
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Internet Aristocrats initial arguments for the complete breakdown of the Fifth Estate in
the second Quinnspiracy video is a means to shore up a countermovement to the social
justice agenda. As outlined previously, the majority of the proof that is offered is based
on conjecture or flat out lies. Anyone that supported or added to the accusations leveled
against Quinn or those that supported them were immediately accepted as legitimate, so
long as they bolstered the conception of GamerGate as a consumer movement fighting

corruption in the games industry as defined by the participants of GamerGate.

Enter The Right

Within a phenomenological framework, intersubjectivity is the foundation through which
we construct our understanding of the world around us. Information is produced through
interactions with others under a pretense of mutual expectance of the other’s subjectivity
as existing and valid. The creation of GamerGate as traced in chapter 2 based on the
gamer technicity outlined in chapter 1 was predicated on the break between the
constructed audience of the white male gamer confronting the online, socially mediated
visibility of the participation in and critique of gaming from female gamers. The
harassment of Quinn and Sarkeesian, along with the doxing of supporters like Phil Fish,
led to an immediate reaction from the larger gaming community reflected within the
responses of the “gamers are dead” articles. While Adam Baldwin’s hashtag coinage
provided mainstream cultural legitimacy to organizers of the harassment of Quinn, the
rest of the game industry and prominent geek icons were quick to distance themselves
from the harassment and support Quinn and Sarkeesian. The participants in GamerGate,
desperate for validation, accepted any ally that would support their harassment campaign,

and this in turn led to a disparate coalition of far-right ideologies lending influence and
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propaganda to the rising movement. These figures provide a means to re-orient their
perceptions towards the imagined white, straight, male gamer and their persecution at the
hands of social justice warriors constructed as always outside the world of gaming.

The first major support from outside game culture came from first amendment
lawyer and anti-feminist blogger Mike Cernovich. Cernovich would enter the movement
following Sarkeesian’s initial tweet about the harassment she was facing following the
posting of Tropes vs. Women in Video Games, posting a tweet taunting Sarkeesian and
asking her to post a copy of the police report she filed to Twitter to prove she wasn’t
lying. Cernovich, a Male Supremacist according to Southern Poverty Law Center,?
believes that all women are biologically inferior and manipulative and maintained a blog
called Danger & Play. He was immediately welcomed into GamerGate as the “Based
Lawyer,”?® becoming the legal expert of the movement.

Cernovich’s biggest impact in GamerGate was offering to defend Eron Gjoni pro
bono after Quinn filed a restraining order against him following multiple occasions where
he released personal information about Quinn and discussed tactics to further harass and
embarrass Quinn.?’ Cernovich obtained Quinn’s legal fillings and shared them with

GamerGate stating that “it is my good-faith believe [sic] that Zoe Quinn is using the court

25 “Mike Cernovich,” Southern Poverty Law Center, accessed October 9, 2019,
https://www.splcenter.org/fighting-hate/extremist-files/individual/mike-cernovich.

26 Based was coined by rapper Lil B and his group, the Pack, in 2007. According to Lil B, based means
“being yourself. Not being scared of what people think about you. Not begin afraid to do what you wanna
do.” It became a popular online slang term that was appropriated by the online groups organizing beneath
the GamerGate banner. More details in the following article: Ben Mathis-Lilley, “Based, the Crack-Era
Word Redefined by a Popular Rapper and Then Appropriated by Racist Trump Supporters,” Slate, August
24,2016, https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2016/08/donald-trump-alt-right-white-supremacist-
supporters-appropriate-based-from-lil-b-crackheads.html.

27 Eron_G, “So I heard we’re talking about my ex,” #burgersandfries August 24, 2014, 20:08:20,
http://puu.sh/boAEC/f072£259b6.txt; Qrios, “I’'m Zoe Quinn’s Ex - - AMA,” /r/Drama, August 26, 2014,
12:22 a.m., https://archive.fo/WLUQX.
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system to silence her biggest critic, Eron Gjoni. I will not remain silent while someone is
abusing the court system to silence legitimate free speech.”?® He would continue to
Tweet throughout GamerGate, getting into a back and forth with former Minnesota
Vikings punter and prominent anti-GamerGate critic Chris Kluwe that led to a YouTube
debate that was seen as a loss by most GamerGate supporters.?’

The value of outside support for GamerGate from someone like Cernovich lay in
the strengthening of the legitimacy of their claims through the parallel lines of misogyny
that run between them. GamerGate’s claims of women abusing their positions for
positive coverage are bolstered by Cernovich’s claims of women as manipulative and
inferior to men. Whereas the gamer technicity — constructed in practice to reduce the
visibility of women in gaming — allows for covert misogyny due to female exclusion
from an identity couched in technical knowledge of gaming, Cernovich’s “gorilla
mindset” and alpha male superiority is overt. Whereas “geek culture” had largely
dismissed the debunked the complaints of GamerGate and earlier supporters of the
Quinnspiracy, Cernovich’s common cause in a belief of women as manipulative and
untrustworthy — laundered through a reputation as a libertarian free speech lawyer the
decade before — gave GamerGate an ally that was a refraction of their misogyny.

Similarly, American Enterprise Institute’s resident scholar Christina Hoff

Sommer would quickly be adopted as “Based Mom” by GamerGate after producing a

28 Mike Cernovich, “#GamerGate, Censorship, and the First Amendment,” Danger & Play (blog), October
13,2014,
https://web.archive.org/web/20141015180127/https://www.dangerandplay.com/2014/10/13/gamergate-
free-speech-censorship-first-amendment/.

2 Chris Kluwe, “Embrace Debate,” YouTube Video, 1:25:14, December 29, 2014,
https://youtu.be/CULPtbETOLS.

159



video on her “Factual Feminist” series on YouTube asking “Are Video Games Sexist?”°
In the video, Sommer adopts a standpoint of gamers just wanting to play games, and that
critiques leveled against sexism in games is an attack on masculinity. Sommer refutes a
recently released ESA study showing more women playing games then teenage boys by
parroting the exclusionary talking point that women play primarily mobile games and
mobile games aren’t “real games.”

Sommer’s history as a “classical liberal feminist” critical of “gender feminism” is
yet another refraction of GamerGate’s misogynist critiques against women in gaming.
Taking a gender essentialist notion of gaming and echoing the marketing construction of
gamers in the 1980s and 1990s, Sommer argues that “hardcore” gamers are
overwhelming male and that the violence and sexualized representations of women are
because gaming is a male dominated space. Towards the end of the video, Sommer
quotes Dan Golding’s blog about the death of an identity, prefacing it as an “academic
pontificator,” and saying that she had spent the last few weeks “looking into gamer
culture.” The juxtaposition between a game scholar and Sommer’s “few weeks” of
research illustrates the larger work that a phenomenology of information can do for
understanding how networks of hate spread. Sommer’s “classical liberal feminism” and
Cernovich’s anti-feminism work in tandem to bolster and legitimize GamerGate’s claims
of bias and corruption in gaming while simultaneously discounting and pathologizing
their critics. In each instance, the skewed viewpoint of the outsider coupled with their

professionalization as lawyer and academic provide a reading of the issues arising from

30 American Enterprise Institute, “Are Video Games Sexist? | Factual Feminist,” YouTube Video, 6:34,
September 16, 2014, https://youtu.be/IMxqSwzFy5w.
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GamerGate that privilege the gamer subjectivity and produce an information network that
reinforces the gamer technicity. This is personified by the entrance of Milo Yiannopoulos
and Breitbart following the gamers are dead articles.

Yiannopoulos was a British technology journalist that had been recruited to write
for Breitbart London as a technology and culture writer a little over four months before
the rise of GamerGate. Prior to becoming one of the leading voices of GamerGate, the
two articles by Yiannopoulos related to gaming had been one blaming Elliot Rodger’s
killing spree on Isla Vista in 2014 on video games rather than misogyny,>! and the other
profiling a Grand Theft Auto mod that allowed players to rape their opponents where he
connected the mod to his previous gaming pathology outlined in the Elliot Rodger
article.>? In both articles Yiannopoulos utilizes men’s rights discourse in his likening of
gamers to the “archetypical beta male” that are “weirdos in yellowing underpants.”
Yiannopoulos frames his writing on games as bemused observation of a disturbing
culture surrounding games, noting that it’s “not because I’'m some hysterical activist
worried about oppressive heteropatriarchal rape culture, but because I can’t for the life of
me work out why anyone would want to behave this way.”** With the rise of GamerGate,
Yiannopoulos tapped into the “weirdos in yellowing underpants” to utilize their growing
information network and conspiracy theories to fight against the “hysterical activists” his

brand of journalism targeted.

31 Milo Yiannopoulos, “Killer Virgin Was a Madman, Not a Misogynist,” Breitbart, May 27, 2014,
https://www.breitbart.com/europe/2014/05/27/virgin-killer-was-not-a-misogynist-but-a-madman/.

32 Milo Yiannopoulos, “12-Year-Old Console Gamers are Being ‘Raped’ by Dorky Weirdos on Grand
Theft Auto,” Breitbart, August 14, 2014, https://www.breitbart.com/europe/2014/08/14/players-as-young-
as-12-and-13-are-being-raped-by-dorky-weirdos-on-grand-theft-auto/.

33 Yiannopoulos, “12-Year-Old Console Gamers.”
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Yiannopoulos frames his support of GamerGate immediately with the title of his
first article, “Feminist Bullies Tearing the Video Game Industry Apart.” Picking up and
running with most of the main talking points of aggrieved entitlement gamers had
towards the feminist critiques in video game content and the coverage of those games,
Yiannopoulos posits that journalists were siding with activists rather than being glorified
consumer guides for the best products to spend their money on. Yiannopoulos links to
many of the same sources used by Internet Aristocrat and other supporters of GamerGate
that had been refuted by other media outlets while simultaneously questioning the
validity of accusations of harassment from Quinn and Sarkeesian. Indeed, most of the
sources of evidence incorporated into the article are links to the Quinnspiracy Theory
series by Internet Aristocrat.

The inclusion of these links in a mainstream publication like Breitbart provides a
means of laundering information to make it more legitimate. As much as Cernovich and
Sommers offer legitimization of ideologies through their support and analysis,
Yiannopoulos and Breitbart create an institutional legitimacy through their hyperlinks
embedded within the article. Even though Breitbart — a content aggregator transitioning
to right-wing tabloid to rival The Huffington Post during this time — was already
understood to be a heavily biased site that peddled in conspiracy theories and white
supremacist and misogynist rhetoric, its backing by right-wing moneyed interests lent it
an air of credibility that functionally provided it journalistic legitimacy within the sphere
of right-wing discourse.

In much the same way that social media provides the ability for individuals to

remix and reorder media in infinite ways, Breitbart’s laundering of these various pieces
Y
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of social media into journalism provides an anchor with which to point critics of
GamerGate’s dubious claims through the vetting of information that journalists are
purported to do. However, the only way this laundering functions is through a similar
construction of reality in which only a pro-gamer subjectivity (or anti-SJW) can find
value in the arguments put forth by Yiannopoulos.

Exploring the links themselves, most of the talking points are drawn from the
three Internet Aristocrat videos on The Quinnspiracy that had been released to that point,
with all three making an appearance as evidence throughout the article. MundaneMatt
and various imgur links are also sprinkled liberally throughout along with links to various
Tweets and blog posts from pro and anti-GamerGate supporters. The most egregious link
in the piece is one to Encyclopedia Dramatica — a wiki that describes itself as “a central
catalog for the e-public to view parody and satire of drama, memes, e-pals and other

9934

interesting happenings on the internets”>* — that Yiannopoulos prefaces as a “cruelly

»35 of the events leading up to GamerGate that

worded but factually sound run-down
included nude photos of Quinn and an active dox. For those that were encountering
GamerGate for the first time through the lens of Breitbart, readers primed to believe the
sources are researched and vetted via editorial standards would be co-opted into the
movement through the conspiracy theories linked and their subject position in agreement

with Breitbart’s framing of social justice activists and feminism. These new supporters

would be similar to Yiannopoulos’s own claims of dispassionate distance from the

34 «“About,” Encyclopedia Dramatica, archive by Internet Archive on August 22, 2019,
https://web.archive.org/web/20190822071438/https://encyclopediadramatica.rs/Encyclopedia_Dramatica: A
bout.

35 Milo Yiannopoulos, “Feminist Bullies Tearing the Video Game Industry Apart,” Breitbart, September 1,
2014, https://www.breitbart.com/europe/2014/09/01/lying-greedy-promiscuous-feminist-bullies-are-
tearing-the-video-game-industry-apart/.
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identity of gamer, drawn into the fight against the excesses of raging feminists and the
suffering, aggrieved victims of their corruption and manipulation.

Importantly, Yiannopoulos closes the piece with a link to the subreddit
r/SRSsucks (Shit Reddit Says Sucks) that compiles a list of links to the articles about the
death of the term gamer, saying a brief history of games journalism corruption needs to
be written. “There are now two, bitterly opposed factions in the industry. Journalists and
activists, who care more about gender politics than the video games they are supposed to
be reporting on, and gamers, mocked derided and bullied...but unbowed.”*¢ Similar to
the bombastic conclusions in Internet Aristocrat’s videos, Yiannopoulos taps into a
rhetoric of total war occurring between two factions. Much like Internet Aristocrat,
Yiannopoulos is framing an all-out organized attack by progressive voices in the game
industry that is used as a justification to attack those voices outright.

Following the first article, which had a huge impact on Breitbart’s engagement
metrics, Yiannopoulos wrote two articles in support of GamerGate and asking for leads to
report on that they may have. On September 17, 2014, Yiannopoulos wrote an article
“exposing” a Google Group called “Game Journalism Pros.” The group of 150 journalists
in the game industry was presented as a smoking gun to prove previous accusations of
corruption game journalism and collusion in covering up the initial coverage of
thezoepost. Yiannopoulos features screenshots from the mailing list beginning with an
email by group founder Kyle Orland discussing what journalists can do to support Quinn
during the initial harassment campaign levied against her. Following that, however,

Yiannopoulos pulls an email from Ben Kuchera discussing an Escapist forum thread

36 Yiannopoulos, “Feminist Bullies.”
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started by a new account specifically to harass Quinn and an email from Kotaku editor
Jason Schreier responding to another member about incorrect assumptions that Nathan
Grayson had reviewed Depression Quest and that Kotaku had deleted previous writings
about Depression Quest as also not true.?’ Yiannopoulos states that “The
GamelJournoPros emails appear to confirm widely-held suspicions that video game
journalists operate with one voice and collude on major issues to distort coverage of
ethics violations and to support figures to whom they are politically sympathetic.”*® In
essence, to the audience for whom Yiannopoulos writes, this is a true statement, but what
little information is provided in the screenshots give little to support the accusations
leveled. Just like those made by the Fifth Estate of YouTube and Redditor sleuths.

Indeed, following the positing of the article, Orland responded with an apology
and explanation of the list on Ars Technica. He states that

GameJournoPros...was created as a place to "talk about that awful PR

person that's giving you trouble and ask for a way around the problem...a

place to discuss your impressions of that embargoed game you're

reviewing and maybe find a multiplayer partner to help test it. A place to

bounce ideas for editorials before committing them to digital paper or

discuss possible angles for a news piece." It was meant as a way to spread

37 For the third time in this dissertation, the lie about Grayson and Quinn having a relationship that
influenced coverage of Depression Quest was disproven in the initial claim by MundaneMatt, when he
himself noted that a lookup of all the coverage of Depression Quest and Grayson came up with only two
articles, one from Rock, Paper, Shotgun as a list roundup of Steam Greenlit games and the Kotaku piece
detailing the implosion of the Game Jam reality television show. MundaneMatt’s argument was that
regardless of facts, Quinn and Grayson knowing one another was proof that developers and journalists
were corrupted and utilizing their positions to exploit gamers.

38 Milo Yiannopoulos, “Exposed: The Secret Mailing List of the Gaming Journalism Elite,” Breitbart,
September 17, 2014, archive by Internet Archive on November 19, 2014,
https://web.archive.org/web/20141119160445/https://www.breitbart.com/london/2014/09/17/%20exposed-
the-secret-mailing-list-of-the-gaming-journalism-elite/.
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the word about reliable freelance writers looking for work or to discuss

ethical conundrums. And for the last four years, that's exactly what

GamelJournoPros has been.

The group is "private" so that posts are only viewable by other group

members. Members are encouraged not to share internal material outside

the group in order to create the safe environment needed for professional

discussions among peers. That said, everyone in the group knows that

anything could be easily copy/pasted and made public at any time—as the

list's introductory post noted explicitly.>’
Ultimately, the list was a space of professional development and frank conversations
about issues writers in the industry were facing. From that standpoint, Orland notes that
while his initial email featured by Yiannopoulos wasn’t appropriate, further down the
conversation thread cooler heads prevailed and talked about why the types of actions he
suggested went against journalistic ethics. Reading beyond the single posts screenshot in
the article, Kuchera’s discussion on forum harassment and James Fudge’s email about
moderation being a pain exposes less a conspiracy to silence critics and more a
conversation between professionals about handling issues of protecting privacy,
maintaining open communication platforms, and playing into false narratives. *°

In much the same way that GamerGate connected previous made up conspiracies

to their current made up conspiracy, Yiannopoulos concluded the article with a link to a

39 Kyle Orland, “Addressing Allegations of ‘Collusion’ Among Gaming Journalists,” 4rs Technica,
September 18, 2014, https://arstechnica.com/gaming/2014/09/addressing-allegations-of-collusion-among-
gaming-journalists/

40 James Fudge was featured by Yiannopoulos as a connection between game journalists and “mainstream
journalism” with bylines in USA Today.
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2010 “Journolist scandal” where Tucker Carlson’s Daily Caller gained access to archives
of a listserv of journalists run by Ezra Klein that had a similar outcome to the one
Yiannopoulos was trying to stir up with GameJournoPros. *' Indeed, the Breitbart article
linked to Klein’s blog responding to the Daily Caller’s cherry picking of emails outside
of context while spinning the blogs explanation of the list as an “off-the-record list” of
professional journalists as a means of dodging questions with the excuse of “context” and
swearing a “vow of silence.”*? In both cases, the lists were semi-private groups that
anyone within the industry could join if they had the opportunity to run into someone that
already had access or knew the list moderators. ** The responses of Orland and Klein are
transparent explanations of the situations surrounding the drummed up scandals as a
means of good faith engagement with their right-leaning counterparts in journalism.
Yiannopoulos would follow up with five articles over the following three weeks,
concentrating all of the GamerGate coverage on the list and posting various threads and
discussions related to events occurring during the rise of GamerGate. In one article,
Yiannopoulos published the list of all 150 members with a link to a social media profile
(usually Twitter) so readers could hound them themselves.** Even more curious than the
names on the list are the names that weren’t. Of the list of contributors to the conspiracy

surrounding the “gamers are dead” articles, only Casey Johnston and Chris Plante were

41 Jonathan Strong, “When McCain Picked Palin, Liberal Journalists Coordinated the Best Line of Attack,”
Daily Caller, July 22, 2010, https://dailycaller.com/2010/07/22/when-mccain-picked-palin-liberal-
journalists-coordinated-the-best-line-of-attack/.

42 Frank Ross, “Journolist: A Disgrace to American Journalism,” Breitbart, July 22, 2010,
https://www.breitbart.com/the-media/2010/07/22/JournoList--A-Disgrace-to-American-Journalism/

43 Ezra Klein, “You Shall Know Them by Their Work,” The Washington Post (blog), July 21, 2010, 9:55
a.m., http://voices.washingtonpost.com/ezra-klein/2010/07/first _time as tragedy second t 1.html.

4 Illustrating his complete ignorance of the industry, Yiannopoulos also raised the question of industry
marketers on the list which was a common practice for a vast majority of the “gamer-to-developer”
pipeline. One list member was given a raise from Associate to Executive by Yiannopoulos to further
muddy the conspiratorial waters.
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actually a part of the GameJournoPros mailing list. While linking this list to the claims of
collusion and “ideological co-ordination between journalists across dozens of different
publications,”* the evidence provided does little to bolster the claims made by
Yiannopoulos and the GamerGate supporters he sources. Ultimately it mattered little
what evidence could be sourced to prove the allegations Yiannopoulos and GamerGate
were broadcasting, as long as the information surrounding the links hinted at a
confirmation of their ideology.

In a revealing article written on November 12, 2014, Yiannopoulos penned a
victorious narrative of GamerGate stopping the “authoritarian left” from winning the
culture wars.*¢ While the content in the article itself is interesting in the ways
Yiannopoulos depicts the authoritarianism of the left and his bravery as a mainstream
journalist supporting the fight, it’s his initial link to a Reddit thread he participates in that
illustrates the larger work Yiannopoulos is doing and how GamerGate fits into Breitbart
and the rising reactionary conservative movements Yiannopoulos represents. In a long
reply thread to a post on KiA celebrating apologies Brad Wardell was receiving
following Yiannopoulos’s re-litigation of a 2 year old story, Yiannopoulos asks the
GamerGate community to help make his job a little easier:

If you don't mind me saying this, guys, and I want you to take this in the

supportive way it's intended, because I want to see GG win: I really think

this shameful Stardock reporting is the sort of thing KiA ought to be

4 Milo Yiannopoulos, “The List: Every Journalist in the GameJournoPros Group Revealed,” Breitbart,
September 21, 2014, https://www.breitbart.com/europe/2014/09/21/gamejournopros-we-reveal-every-
journalist-on-the-list/#.

46 Milo Yiannopoulos, “The Authoritarian Left Was on Course to Win the Culture Wars... Then Along
Came #GamerGate,” Breitbart, November 12, 2014, https://www.breitbart.com/europe/2014/11/12/the-
authoritarian-left-was-on-course-to-win-the-culture-wars-then-along-came-gamergate/.
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focusing on. I would /ove to come here and see well-argued posts and
interesting discussions about specific, long-running ethical complaints,
scandals, historical injustices and so on. I'd write them all up, and--as in
this case--hopefully, some justice would start to be done.

It's the sort of resource I hoped the GG community would provide to make
my life a bit easier, frankly, but I am still waiting. That's not because this
stuff isn't out there--it's because it's easier to bitch about and obsess over
mental people who have it in for you. (I get the temptation, believe me.) A
lot harder to think calmly about what constitutes unethical behaviour--
beyond simply writing editorials you don't like--and documenting
instances of it, present and past.

Basically, I see way too much about crazy rainbow-haired people (who
should simply be totally ignored and excised from the conversation and
movement, since they add nothing and provide your enemies with all the
ammunition they need), way too much about Twitter (and about me, I say
with affection and gratitude), and not enough real substance on
wrongdoing and ethical infractions.

It's not enough to point to a nasty op ed and say: "Look how deranged this
opinion is." To get people--especially other journalists--to take you
seriously, you need to show wrongdoing, especially if systematic: how
scores are manipulated due to financial relationships, how personal
relationships lead to positive coverage, money changing hands (for

example, I think not nearly enough has been done to document which
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journalists have supported which developers... that should then be cross-

referenced with their coverage and disclosures, or their absence, noted)

and so on.*’
Yiannopoulos tapped into the power a focused mob could have in digging up sources to
pursue for his own writing, but the shallow nature of any actual evidence of wrongdoing
beyond connections through social media and imgur-hosted essays was lacking. Further
down the thread, when a conspiracy about Kotaku writer Patricia Hernandez was brought
up regarding her connection to multiple independent game developers as roommates,
Yiannopoulos lays the entire strategy out to KiA:

So rather than tweet about it all day, help me to write it up by sending me

what you know--with evidence. It's my job to verify everything

independently, fact-check your claims, and seek comment, in most cases,

from the people concerned before writing up and publishing.

Having a published story out there is powerful, in a way that thousands of

tweets, which evaporate as soon as they are sent, are not. It helps the

outside world to understand why you're so frustrated. At the moment, they

don't. Help me to help you.*8
Yiannopoulos understands the power that comes with publishing information on a news

site, but that requires evidence that can be expounded upon in the story.

47 Yiannopoulos_m, “If you don’t mind me saying this guys,” November 11, 2014, comment on
yiannopoulos_m, “Brad Wardell has receives,”
https://www.reddit.com/r/KotakulnAction/comments/2m09xp/brad_wardell_has receives_multiple public/
clzuey4/

48 Yiannopoulos_m, “If you don’t mind me saying this guys,” November 11, 2014, comment on
yiannopoulos_m, “Brad Wardell has receives,”
https://www.reddit.com/r/KotakulnAction/comments/2m09xp/brad_wardell_has receives_multiple public/
clzuey4/.
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What’s most striking about this exchange is the brazen openness in
acknowledging the complete lack of evidence provided in most of the accusations that
GamerGate was making. Within a phenomenology of information, Yiannopoulos’s frank
discussion with GamerGate about sourcing and impact shows what little journalistic
integrity Yiannopoulos has running directly into the Fifth Estate conspiracy journalism
that dominated the construction of GamerGate. Reading through the threads of discussion
throughout GamerGate, including the formative IRC and 4chan logs, reveals a network of
information production that feeds into its own ideological constructions and trust in
professed gamers as objective arbiters of truth in the culture war. Yiannopoulos’s
ignorance of the nuances of GamerGate arguments built on out-of-context screenshots
and dubious industry connections exposes the lie for what it is with his frank frustrations
with what little “there” is actually there to write on. Yiannopoulos’s legitimacy
laundering of the initial claims of GamerGate through the first article was striking in its
reliance upon the Fifth Estate reportage of conspiracy theorists Internet Aristocrat and
MundaneMatt and the screen captures of tweets and Reddit links, but beyond its work as
striking an anti-feminist alliance between Breitbart and GamerGate as a clearinghouse for
their conspiracies and allegations the article made little further contribution. The
following articles on GameJournoPros and Stardock were both tangentially related to the
initial claims of the movement and only added additional embarrassment to targets of the
harassment rather than exposing anything beyond the function of most professional
industry networks.

Breitbart’s creation as a Huffington Post for the right was an effective branding

exercise but little more than that. As Yiannopoulos’s coverage shows, any commonality
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he or Breitbart had with the participants in GamerGate was along an anti-feminist
ideological angle rather than any defense of the “gamer” identity. Taking GamerGate’s
conspiratorial evidence of screenshots and chat logs as a means of furthering an anti-
feminist agenda rather than supporting any meaningful change in the industry,
Yiannopoulos provided institutional legitimacy to the claims of corruption in order to
undermine the positions of prominent feminist critics and journalists in the game
industry. His initial reportage fully embraced the narrative of feminist conspiracy because
it aligned with his own subjective reality deeply entrenched within white supremacist
patriarchy. The ideological resonances between GamerGate’s ethics in games journalism
and Breitbart’s conservative journalism were their deeply misogynistic views that women
were inferior and manipulative. Each provided the other with means of confirming and
legitimizing the socially constructed subjectivities of power within both ideological
framings.

Even as Yiannopoulos realized there was little journalistic gain to be made via
sourcing from the horde of GamerGate supporters, he was still available to support the
process of reorienting GamerGate towards a complete denial of the subjectivities of the
targets of their attack. Following this pep talk, Yiannopoulos would write an additional
43 articles over the next year implicating other targets of GamerGate as the movement
grew and spread its harassment or simply blaming any negative gaming news on
feminists destroying the game industry. Rather than face the reality of the factual
emptiness of GamerGate, Yiannopoulos and GamerGate instead turned inward and
produced their own information network that filtered all reality through a misogynist

lens.
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This process of relegating critical information outside orientation occurs over and
over again as various positions along the right-wing spectrum claimed their support for
GamerGate while simultaneously amplifying their own agendas within the movement.
InfoWars lent support to GamerGate through coverage of the DiGRA conspiracy Shira
Chess and Adrienne Shaw were implicated in by featuring YouTube conspiracy theorist
SyrianGirl who claimed that the DiGRA conference was supported by DARPA in order
to socially engineer video games to “inject fake pseudo-feminism” to pit races and
genders against each other.*’ Within a word salad of an overview, SyrianGirl claims
Quinn was a government agent that had worked to collude with journalists to produce the
“gamers are dead” articles. The InfoWars host then links that to military propaganda of
the deep state, likening the revelations of GamerGate as a “red flag, bombshell proof of a
deliberate attempt to undermine and hijack the video games industry to implant that
politically correct social engineering.” In a similar vein of deep state conspiracy,
WikiLeaks also supported GamerGate by tweeting the hashtag and saying SJW’s
supported assassinating Julian Assange followed by a tweet linking to MRA website “A
Voice For Men.”° Both of these instances show the malleability of the GamerGate
arguments to support larger conspiracies and anti-feminist agendas.

GamerGate became a focus for regressive ideologies along the right-wing
political spectrum. From neoliberal war hawk Bill Kristol to neo Nazi hacker Andrew

Auernheimer, GamerGate attracted a veritable who’s who of right-wing ideologies in

49 Candi Newsom, “Syrian Girl: NWO Hijacking Video Games to Socially Control Youth,” DailyMotion
Video, 7:20, May 11, 2015, https://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2pvuca.

S0 WikiLeaks (@wikileaks), “@wikileaks Noteworthy also is #Sweden's government funded "SJW™"'s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mw-Pvo2UINc ... #gamergate #notyourshield,” Twitter, October 19,
2014, 11:37 p.m., https://twitter.com/wikileaks/status/524087064405753857.
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support of their war against social justice warriors. Even as most of these supporters
openly admitted to their ignorance of gaming and the culture surrounding it, the white
supremacist heteropatriarchy underlying the gamer technicity was all too clear for those
allying with GamerGate; and GamerGate was all too happy to receive them in their ranks.
As Auernheimer makes plain in a comment thread about alt-right figurehead Gavin
McGinnis, GamerGate became a critical tool for recruiting people into far-right
ideologies stating “gamergate...is by far the single biggest siren bringing people into the
fold of white nationalism. More people have been converted in the past year by things
like images of Anita Sarkeesian being rendered as a happy merchant than were in the
three before it.”! The strength of GamerGate is its reliance upon a creation of an
information ecosystem based around the complete deniability of the subjectivity of the
targets they are attacking. In doing so, the only places GamerGate could turn to for
support in their harassment campaign were the hate groups they were denying they had
anything to do with. These emerging networks were built through hyperlinks, social
media, and journalistic laundering of dubious evidence to create a self-perpetuating
information ecosystem built upon the foundations of a gamer technicity based on white
supremacist heteropatriarchy.

Within a phenomenological framework, the critiques that GamerGate were
exposed to via the lived experience of other participants in game culture produced a
challenge to gamer subjectivity through the visibility of non-white, male subjects. That

challenge would, theoretically, produce an opportunity to reflexively compare their own

3! Andrew Auernheimer, “No Defense for Gavin Mclnnes,” weev (blog), Live Journal, August 23, 2015,
https://archive.is/fOprk.
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embodied experience with that of the mediated, broadcast experiences of those made
invisible by the gamer technicity. In the case of GamerGate, however, there is a retreat
into a regressive reinvestment in the white supremacist heteropatriarchy contained within
the gamer technicity. Returning to Poster’s conception of the mode of information
regarding electronically mediated communication they argue that the self is decentered,
dispersed, and multiplied in continuous instability.>? Confronted with the instability of
the consumer-focused gamer identity, GamerGate finds comfort in reactionary anti-
feminism, white supremacy, and right-wing conspiracy that frames the revelation and
critique of the overwhelming whiteness/maleness of dominant culture as an attack against
their very existence.

This discursive construction allowing for the reconstitution of the “gamer”
subjectivity into the aggrieved entitlement of masculinity and whiteness provides
GamerGate a permissive network of legitimizing platforms of disparate hate-adjacent
groups through which to launder their claims of persecution and justifications for overt
violence against their opponents. Wherein groups like American Enterprise Institute and
Stormfront weren’t explicitly linked previously, GamerGate’s position as a reactionary
consumer movement against growing inclusivity based on explicit identity-based
critiques provided a unifying signifier of white supremacist heteropatriarchy that was
simultaneously a floating signifier that could be deployed in multiple situations and
contexts with vastly different interpretations by members and opponents alike.

What the rise and legitimating influence of conservative ideologies provide is a

curated information network purged of the phenomenological influence of alternative

32 Poster, The Mode of Information, 6.
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broadcast lived experiences for a singular subjectivity based in a history of structural

inequality and white supremacist heteropatriarchy.

Assume Good Faith: Wikipedia and the Construction of Knowledge

GamerGate solidified its legitimacy through open acceptance of any and all allies that
supported the underlying ideology of white supremacist heteropatriarchy enfolded within
the gamer technicity. This produced a curated information network that relegated
contradictory mediated experiences outside of their orientated movement. While this
reorientation afforded members of GamerGate the ability to justify their positionality
through a retrenchment of ignorance, if the movement wanted to grow it would need to
reach beyond this divided network. Its attention turned towards Wikipedia as a means to
legitimize grievances through the crowd-sourced internet wisdom machine by sourcing
their newly laundered claims as proper sourcing within the technolibertarian platform
logics of Wikipedia. Applying a critical feminist analysis to Wikipedia via CTDA
illustrates the extent to which those technolibertarian logics were in direct contradiction
with oppositional ideologies that do not conform to an apolitical objectivity even as those
same principles of objectivity are assaulted via bad faith arguments propping up
dominant hegemony. The brigading of the Wikipedia article and talk page by numerous
anonymous trolls and one-off users illustrates the tactics that would come to define the
next two years as well as the strengths and weaknesses of the libertarian underpinnings of
the web based in logic and individualism in confronting the harassment campaign.
Wikipedia, founded in 2001 by Jimmy Wales, is a crowd-sourced encyclopedia

that reflected the rising trust in the wisdom of the crowd and the power of crowdsourcing
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as most effectively argued in “The Cathedral and the Bazaar.”>* Wikipedia is defined by
five fundamental principles referred to as the “five pillars:” Wikipedia is an
encyclopedia, Wikipedia is written from a neutral point of view, Wikipedia is free
content that anyone can use, edit, and distribute, Wikipedia’s editors should treat each
other with respect and civility, and Wikipedia has no firm rules.>* By defining itself
strictly as an encyclopedia, Wikipedia sets a standard of summarizing knowledge, which
is a combination of sources to produce a generalized understanding of various forms of
information on a given topic. In defining encyclopedic content, Wikipedia states:

Information should not be included in this encyclopedia solely because it

is true or useful. A Wikipedia article should not be a complete exposition

of all possible details, but a summary of accepted knowledge regarding its

subject. Verifiable and sourced statements should be treated with

appropriate weight. Although there are debates about the encyclopedic

merits of several classes of entries, consensus is that the following are

good examples of what Wikipedia is not.>
Following that is a long list of “nots” that further constrain the types of contributions that
can be made to Wikipedia. The central tenants of Wikipedia are explicit definitions of
what the platform is and is not, and a strict adherence to those tenants by the community

are what keep the site from devolving into chaos. When GamerGate set their sights on the

33 Eric Steven Raymond, The Cathedral and the Bazaar (Thyrsus Enterprises, 2000),
http://www.catb.org/esr/writings/cathedral-bazaar/cathedral-bazaar/index.html.

4 «“Wikipedia: Five Pillars,” Wikimedia Foundation, Inc., last modified September 25, 2019, 6:44,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Five pillars.

35 “Wikipedia: What Wikipedia Is Not,” Wikimedia Foundation, Inc., last modified October 8, 2019, 13:33,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:What Wikipedia is not#Wikipedia is not an indiscriminate col
lection_of information.
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burgeoning article, the previous tactics of socially mediated information and legitimacy
laundering through right-wing media and activists ran up against the impartiality of
sourcing for generalized knowledge. The subsequent attacks and fallout from
GamerGate’s engagement with Wikipedia illustrate the larger issue of libertarian
platform economies of open access and speech even as successful moderation stopped the
most egregious abuses of the platform.

The GamerGate Wikipedia page was created on September 5, 2014 at 23:34 UTC
as a stub linking to a Kotaku article that same day that opens with a link to the Wikipedia
article on Gamergate, a type of ant.’® On September 6, 2014 at 1:51 UTC, the stub was
linked on KiA noting its only source is Kotaku.’” Within three hours the entire article
contained links to every conspiracy theory and talking point of GamerGate, with only
Breitbart cited beyond Twitter posts, imgurs, YouTube videos, and the “GamerGate
FAQ” on GitHub opening with the statement “We are (Not) Terrorists.”*® 3 hours after
that the sub would be reverted by future-bulwark-against-the-crashing-hordes-of-
anonymous-edits NorthBySouthBaranof with the simple reversion note: “This isn’t a
Wikipedia article — we aren’t a link catalog.”>® As editors began to work on building out
the article, a massive edit war would break out that would go on for months, wagged on

the front page and across the talk section of the article.

56 Stephen Totilo, “About GamerGate,” Kotaku, September 5, 2014, https://kotaku.com/about-gamergate-
1630707501.

57 Zpeed, “GamerGate on Wikipedia is Defined Solely by an Article on Kotaku,” /r/KotakulnAction,
September 6, 2014, 1:51 a.m.,
https://np.reddit.com/t/KotakulnAction/comments/2flrm9/gamergate_on_wikipedia is_defined solely by
an/?sort=old.

38 “Gamergate Controversy,” Wikimedia Foundation, Inc., September 6, 2014, 3:10,
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Gamergate controversy&oldid=624369953.

59 NorthBySouthBaranof, “This isn’t a Wikipedia article — we aren’t a link catalog,” September 6, 2014,
06:03, comment on “Gamergate Controversy: Revision History,”
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Gamergate controversy&dir=prev&action=history
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Many of the conversations popping up within the first week of the creation of the
GamerGate article on Wikipedia revolved around attempts to undermine key tenants of
the peer review process and verifiability that undergirded a functioning platform. Editor
NorthBySouthBaranof’s invocation of the “Assume Good Faith Principle” shows the
degree to which the tactics of GamerGate supporters quickly wore thin. In particular,
long-standing editors like NorthBySouthBaranof and Tarc quickly became overwhelmed
by the onslaught of IP-based edits to the main page and talk with little recourse in
correcting misunderstandings about how to effectively contribute to a page. While the
principle of assuming good faith has an entire section on not “biting” the newcomers,
there was very little good faith to go around after multiple discussions devolved into the
same arguments about bias in journalism and the Wikipedia editorial process for not
allowing imgur or Twitter to be considered verified sources while simultaneously
claiming a secondary source citing a Twitter account as being biased towards “fake”
claims of the targets of harassment. Taking a deeper look at the principles of assuming
good faith according to Wikipedia as applied to the above exchange illustrates what little
effect that practice has on a controversy being brigaded.

According to Wikipedia: “Assuming good faith (AGF) is a fundamental principle
on Wikipedia. It is the assumption that editors’ edits and comments are made in good
faith. Most people try to help the project, not hurt it. If this were untrue, a project like
Wikipedia would be doomed from the beginning.”®! As the GamerGate article talk page

filled up with accusations of bias, good faith editors explained rationale, linked to guides,

60 «“Wwikipedia: Please Do Not Bite the Newcomers,” Wikimedia Foundation, Inc., last modified October 5,
2019, 3:01, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Please _do not_bite the newcomers.

61 «“Wikipedia: Assume Good Faith,” Wikimedia Foundation, Inc., last modified August 18, 2019, 18:55,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Assume good _faith.
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and gave examples with each new complaint or question about the reliability of sources
like Time. From a pure libertarian ideological position, all edits and actors would be
acting on the platform (a consensus model of logic and reason) in good faith to further
humanity’s access to knowledge, but that position ultimately fails when met by a logic of
white supremacist heteropatriarchy. Indeed, much like the ideological underpinnings of
WordPress’s solution to ideas you disagree with being met by another WordPress blog
rather than actual moderation of content, the Assume Good Faith Principle encourages

2962

editors to continue to “be civil and follow dispute resolution procedures”®” once doubt is

cast on good faith. The principle is in fact itself seen as a means of “reflecting negative

1,% ultimately hamstringing the entire

assumptions about others” to invoke it at al
principle in the process. The radical individualism at the heart of the libertarian internet is
predicated on the pure rational being of all actors within a given community and
ultimately allows for bad actors to immediately short circuit the process.

Even founder Jimmy Wales found himself in the crosshairs of GamerGate during
the edit war. Just as GamerGate looked towards any individual with a public profile for
support like Mike Cernovich and Christina Hoff Sommers, GamerGate sought an
intervention in the edit war from Wales as a means to gain legitimacy for their claims and
tout a win in their burgeoning culture war. Unfortunately for the movement and Wales,

what he weighed in with was anything but helpful for their cause in an 11 tweet thread

where he related an anecdote to the controversy surrounding the page:

62 «“Wikipedia: Assume Good Faith.”
83 Echoing DMCA takedown requests as detailed in Chapter 2. The tools of community moderation on a
platform aren’t necessarily seen as positive aspects to free speech.

180



1/T remember a controversy at Wikipedia about a breed of dog. When I
looked into it, virtually all the editors were activists.

2/What eventually happened, as I recall, is that all the activists on all sides
were topic banned. To their dismay.

3/And then the Wikipedians were able to write a neutral article that more
or less satisfied everyone.

4/With #gamergate I see the same dynamic. Too many of the people
fighting about it care nothing for Wikipedia. Both sides guilty.

5/Coming to Wikipedia in order to Right Great Wrongs always ends in
sadness. We will be patient with you for a while, but then...

6/The article as it is right now is not unfair to either side. It’s just a badly
written battleground.

7/1t will take time to sort out but I predict that more people need to be
given a long mandatory rest from the article.

8/Tomorrow I will write these thoughts up in longer form and invite more
Wikipedians who have no axe to grind in the issue to help.

9/Meanwhile I invite anyone who wants to try to help, and is new to
Wikipedia, to take this approach:

10/Try to see things from the other side, and spend most of your time

making sure that they are being heard accurately. Don’t battle.
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11/Invite your colleagues who are fighting to chill out. The world needs to

relax a notch or two. Always. :-) THE END FOR NOW®
Wales, practicing the principle of assuming good faith, assumed that the GamerGate
controversy and the edit war occurring was passionate advocates of both sides arguing for
equally valid positions within the controversy. Likening an amorphous collective of anti-
feminists and white supremacists to fans of particular dog breeds illustrates the lengths to
which Wales and the libertarian ideology of rational actors blinded his assessment of the
situation and the actors on each side. Particularly galling is tweet four where he decides
that both sides are activists that don’t care about Wikipedia, as the editors staunching the
flow of misinformation and vandalism were nearly all Wikipedian’s that had only been
attracted to the article in the first place because of a call to protect Wikipedia from being
opened up to libel claims and a strict enforcement of the Biographies of Living Person
guidelines.% In one thread, Wales opened himself up not only to criticism from targets of
the harassment campaign and the vandalism of the article, but also GamerGate itself for
his lack of support for their cause and agreement with the editors that were strictly
enforcing reliable source doctrines. Rather quickly Wales moved from GamerGate’s
savior to yet another target.

While initially targeted with side mentions and engaging with the harassers on

Twitter, quickly Wales discover that “the number of jerks advocating for #gamergate is

% Jimmy Wales (@jimmy_wales), “6/The article as it is right now is not unfair to either side. It’s just a
badly written battleground,” Twitter, September 25, 2014, 6:30 p.m.,
https://twitter.com/jimmy_wales/status/515267195501572096.

%5 Lauren C. Williams, “The ‘Five Horsemen’ of Wikipedia Paid the Price for Getting Between Trolls and
their Victims,” Think Progress, March 6, 2015, https://thinkprogress.org/the-five-horsemen-of-wikipedia-
paid-the-price-for-getting-between-trolls-and-their-victims-9c835aeafdc8/.
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vast.”%® In one email posted to KiA threatening to never start supporting Wikipedia
financially for “pushing an agenda” against GamerGate. In response, Wales notes that
Wikipedia is not for sale, and breaks down the entire issue with GamerGate’s responses
to the article:

My point here is not to say that there is nothing wrong with the article - I

actually think it needs a fair amount of work. But I want you and others to

understand that threatening people is not helpful.

I've recently seen web pages in which people who are - and I don't know

how else to put it - vicious assholes - are gathering data to attack the

personal lives of volunteers. It is very difficult for me to buy into the

notion that gamergate is "really about ethics in journalism" when every

single experience I have personally had with it involved pro-gg people

insulting, threatening, doxxing, etc.

No, not all pro-gg people. But there's a huge contingent to the extent that

for good people - and I respect your letter and assume good faith that you

are a good person - the name "gamer gate" is toxic.®’
What’s most striking about this response is the repetition of assuming good faith. Wale’s
is frank and to the point about both the financial threat and the underlying issues with the
toxicity running through most of the pro-GamerGate crowd. Even more reflective of the

techno-libertarian ideals that Wales lives, he concludes his email with recommendations

% Jimmy Wales (@jimmy_wales), “@Userlich I'm listening and working with a wide range of people. I'm
discovering that the number of jerks advocating for #gamergate is vast,” Twitter, October 8, 2014, 11:38
a.m., https://twitter.com/jimmy_wales/status/519874604261982211.

67 «] emailed as well,” December 18, 2014, 22:15, comment on Breaking Silence2015, "So “ decided to
email Jimbo...”

https://np.reddit.com/r/KotakulnAction/comments/2pphuo/so_i_decided to email jimbo/cmyzva7/.
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that if GamerGate wanted to make effective change they should start a “gamer’s union”
with “a mission statement, board of directors, and elected people that represent the
movement;” a technocratic roadmap for producing legitimacy for a harassment campaign.
Unfortunately for Wales, the email wasn’t in good faith and was posted to KiA by
someone that immediately deleted their account to not be “doxed” in response. Following
this revelation, GamerGate went into full conspiracy harassment mode, digging up old
stories and claiming massive financial liability and corruption.®® Wales disengaged with
GamerGate, but other editors didn’t have the privilege of founding Wikipedia, and their
story helps illustrate the larger issues that the technolibertarian ideologies underpinning
platform moderation have with dealing with a movement completely divorced from a
phenomenology of information that includes all subjectivities as rational actors.

Almost three months after the creation of the GamerGate article, an Arbitration
Case was opened on November 27, 2014. On Wikipedia, arbitration is the process “to
impose binding solutions to Wikipedia conduct disputes that neither community
discussion nor administrators have successfully resolved.”®® Arbitration is performed by
a panel of editors voted onto a committee by the larger Wikipedia community every year
in tranches, with a third of the editors on the 13 member committee being refreshed each
year.”® Prior to the acceptance of this case, two other attempts at arbitration were made

and rejected. In the request, editor The Devil’s Advocate accuses established editors of

%8 InvisibleJimBSH, “TLDR? Jimmy has been sitting on naughty secrets,” December 20, 2014, 21:43,
comment on honestymachine, “Why Has Wikipedia and Jimmy Suddenly Become So Hostile?”’
https://np.reddit.com/r/KotakulnAction/comments/2pwqjf/why has wikipedia and jimmy suddenly beco
me_so/cn0rf5i/.

9 «“Wikipedia: Arbitration,” Wikimedia Foundation, Inc., last modified April 29, 2019,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Arbitration.

70 «“Wikipedia: Arbitration Committee/History,” Wikimedia Foundation, Inc., last modified September 23,
2019, 7:56, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia: Arbitration Committee/History.
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favorable bias towards anti-GamerGate contributions while sanctioning editors with
fewer contributions favorable towards GamerGate.”' The editors accused of anti-
GamerGate bias by The Devil’s Advocate had been termed the “Five Horsemen”’? of
Wikipedia for their constant pushback of GamerGate’s attempts to insert their own
sources into the article.”

On January 29, 2015, the committee reached their conclusions. In the conclusion,
3 of the 5 horsemen were banned from the topic, with editor Ryulong permanently
banned from editing any English Language Wikipedia article. As part of the larger
process of transparency, the conclusion begins with the committee voting on the
principles through which they based their findings and sanctions. Within the 14 point list,
the Arbitration committee voted on “Decorum” as a principle, stating that [Quote]. The
requirement of maintaining civility and assuming good faith on the editors that were
dealing with a constant barrage of new and SPA (Single Page Account) editors echoing
the same claims over and over again led to a heavily weighted bias against the very
editors maintaining a standard of legitimacy in the construction of the GamerGate
controversy article. Wikipedia’s technolibertarian principles of calm logic and rationality
cut both ways for editors attempting to maintain Wikipedia’s editorial standards on the

one hand, while dealing with a deluge of bad faith edits and spurious arguments.

"l «“Wikipedia: Arbitration/Requests/Case/GamerGate,” Wikimedia Foundation, Inc., last modified July 1,
2019, 1953, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia: Arbitration/Requests/Case/GamerGate.

2 The users were NorthbySouthBaronof, TheRedPenOfDoom, Tarc, Ryulong, and TaralnDC

3 Williams, “The ‘Five Horsemen’ of Wikipedia.”
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This process reflects what Bryce Peake terms “the hegemony of the asshole
consensus,”’* wherein Wikipedian’s are driven off the platform by a constant barrage of
wikilawyering with progressively technical reasons for not agreeing with the consensus
process or bad faith trolling. Quoting Aaron James’s argument for asshole as a
theoretical concept defined as “driven by a sense of self-entitlement that is justified by
pragmatic reasoning in the face of moral or epistemic debates,” Peake notes that the
consensus making process underlying Wikipedia combined with its gender imbalance
allowing for attacks against topics that are “WP: THREATENING2MEN” produce a

hermeneutic circle protecting self-entitlement and hegemonic enforcement.”

Pulling
from Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, Peake makes clear that the relations of force
acting upon the social hierarchy of Wikipedia is not a consent to domination but a
resignation to domination. In the case of GamerGate, that resignation is illustrated
through the arbitration committee’s decision to accept the bad faith arguments and
brigading tactics of GamerGate as valid in order to maintain a neutral point of view
allowing them to sanction good faith editors for “overcorrecting”’® the massive assault on
the article by GamerGate.

Following the sanctions and removal of “the five horsemen” other editors soon

filled the same positions they occupied, responding to new and IP accounts making the

same claims to bias and sourcing issues that painted GamerGate in a bad light. While the

4 Bryce Peak, “WP: THREATENING2MEN: Misogynist Infopolitics and the Hegemony of the Asshole
Consensus on English Wikipedia,” Ada: A Journal of Gender, New Media, and Technology, No. 7 (2015),
http://dx.doi.org/10.7264/N3TH8JZS.

5 Peak, “WP.THREATENING2MEN.”

76 In their “findings of fact” section on NorthBySouthBaranof, one of the facts stated “They have made
about 500 edits to the Gamergate controversy article and over 2300 to its talk page.” The commitment to
Wikipedia standards and assuming good faith of each new account and IP edit/talk becomes a mark against
the editor.
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tempo of the claims and edits rescinded, a steady stream of edits and claims on the talk
page continue to this day.

The GamerGate Wikipedia article is a platform manifestation of the
phenomenology of information wherein the universal human experience of the event,
documented through reportage, confronts a constructed universe through the gamer
technicity that denied the subjectivity and experiences of those unreflective of the white
male gamer. Wikipedia’s platform guidelines of verifiability and reliable sources pushed
back against the growing web of alternative-fact websites like Breitbart that were
ideologically driven to support a misogynist movement, but the consensus model of
assuming good faith in the face of a movement that had none ultimately damaged the
Wikipedia community and its mission through the manipulation of those very guidelines

by an ideologically driven hate campaign.

Deorientation: Discomfort. Denial. Division.

For three weeks supporters of the growing Quinnspiracy and GamerGate were confronted
with the uncomfortable realities of the misogyny that lay at the center of their harassment
campaign. Rather than deal with the ambiguities and conflicts at the center of the gamer
technicity, GamerGate doubled down on their harassment and sought validation through a
reorientation towards overt misogyny and white supremacy through the construction of
an alternative network of information via coalition building with men’s rights activists,
right-wing media, and white nationalist groups. This chapter explored the process
through which GamerGate was able to actively construct a counter-knowledge in direct

confrontation with the lived experience of targets of their harassment and hate.
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GamerGate’s construction of counter-knowledge is predicated on an active
dismantling of the phenomenology of information through a re-turning to an explicit
white supremacist heteropatriarchal orientation. I define phenomenology of information
as the process through which embodied interactions are mediated via information
communication technologies broadcasting subjectivities. This mediated extension of
perception via ICTs supercharges our perceptual boundaries and understanding of the
world through the ability for anyone with access to information networks to broadcast
their experiences. In theory, this technological shift would see a redressing of the failures
of broadcast media to communicate the lived experience of those outside dominant
hegemonic constructions, and indeed it does. However, the gamer technicity enfolding
white supremacist heteropatriarchy violently reacted to the discomfort of confronting the
material effects of its exertion of power through a relegation of critique to boundary
object outside the inhabited space of gamer culture. In this way, GamerGate denied the
subjectivity of invisible identities subsumed within the gamer technicity in order to
maintain the illusion of an apolitical game culture (for men).

This reorientation to white supremacist heteropatriarchy involved a denial of the
overwhelming negative cultural response to the efforts of GamerGate with the
construction of a conspiracy and denial of legitimacy to their critics and the broader
gaming public. This was coupled with the solicitation of coalition building with multiple
stakeholders underneath the white supremacist heteropatriarchy umbrella. These turns
were also supported via the technolibertarian principles underlying platform governance

that accepted the arguments of GamerGate in good faith rather via their own ideological
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orientation rather than confronting the issues underlying an anonymous mob versus
established members of niche communities.

These processes all work in concert to prop up power and manifest domination
through violent responses enacted via an antagonistic ambivalence aimed at critics of
their singular identity. One final anecdote illustrates the speed through which this
alternative information network had solidified into an effective machine of harassment
and misogyny.

Writing for The Guardian on the harassment campaigns occurring over August a
few days after the “gamers are dead” articles came out, videogame essayist Jenn Frank
made a disclosure in her initial filing to note that she had supported Zo€ Quinn’s Patreon
in the past and briefly met Anita Sarkeesian. The editors of the Guardian deemed the
disclosure “did not fulfil the criteria for a “significant connection” in line with the

Guardian’s editorial guidelines””’

and excised it from the final article. Shortly thereafter
a GamerGate account found Frank’s previous support of Quinn and claimed that she was
conspiring to hide the bias in her reporting, leading to a massive harassment campaign
aimed at Frank. Within three days of the article posting Frank had left games writing and
the Guardian would update the article the following day noting their removal of Frank’s
initial disclosure.

The controversy surrounding the Guardian article illustrates the larger process of

information construction at work in the creation and legitimation of GamerGate. What

little “there” that lay in the claims of corruption in games journalism through Patreon

7 Jenn Frank, “How to Attack a Woman Who Works in Video Gaming,” The Guardian, September 1,
2014, https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2014/sep/01/how-to-attack-a-woman-who-works-in-video-
games.
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support or contact with developers and critics didn’t meet the threshold of editorial
guidelines in one of the top newspapers in the world. The Guardian’s good faith in their
own editorial standards was blind to the ramifications of removing Frank’s disclosure
because of its implications to a vast information network constructed separately within
the sphere of the gamer technicity.

The near universal condemnation of the harassment campaigns forced gamers into
seeking alternative means of justifying their actions beyond traditional media. Internet
Aristocrat’s argument for the reclamation of the Fifth Estate by gamers spurred social
media-based “research” like the allegations of collusion by KiA in the “gamers are dead”
articles, effectively decoupling gamers from a responsibility for their actions as detailed
by mainstream sources.

Frank’s Guardian article concludes that successful hate campaigns have an
endgame to “frighten a/l women out of the video games industry — no matter what they
write, film, create or produce — and to additionally frighten anyone who would support
them.””® Up to the point of this article, Quinn and Sarkeesian had both been driven out of
their homes, Phil Fish had his entire company hacked and personal information posted
online driving him out of the industry entirely, and multiple industry figures had been
harassed by the growing campaign. Anyone that had come to the defense of Quinn or
Sarkeesian was immediately implicated in the vast conspiracy to censor gamers. The
initial attempt by game journalists to address concerns of corruption through directly

addressing their editorial standards and transparency was only used as a means of

8 Frank, “How to Attack a Woman.”
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justifying continuing the harassment campaign until the “truth” was laid bare. But the
truth was always based in the violent resistance to and silencing of women in gaming.

This goal is protected by the good faith principles that allow for the propagation
of GamerGate’s conspiracies and engagement with them as if they had legitimate
grievance. However, the ideology that underpins GamerGate’s actions is white
supremacist heteropatriarchy that starts from a fundamental denial of subjectivity to
anyone that is not white, straight, or male. Any engagement with the actions of the
burgeoning hate movement would only further their own conspiratorial narratives
constructed within alternative information networks they fall back to for legitimacy.

The internet has always hosted forms of hatred online, and within a
technolibertarian ethos was countered by the existence of other counterpoints to those
hate groups hosted online and — within a U.S. context — a dominant hegemony that tacitly
denied them legitimacy in media. If someone was truly committed to becoming a
misogynist or white supremacist, they needed to go out and find the website. With the
rise of platform publishing in the 00s, that mode of information shifted drastically.
GamerGate is not the first harassment campaign or the beginning of a rise in violent
reactionary movements, but it does signal a confluence of technology and identity that
gave purchase to the hidden structures of inequality to not only make themselves visible,
but actively solicit recruits in favor of violently suppressing calls for equality.

GamerGate’s formative week — creating a conspiracy of all journalists in video
games and mainstream journalism, recruiting multiple conservative intellectuals to
launder their talking points, and fighting to control the Wikipedia on GamerGate — shows

how an alternative information network was formulated to produce a “gamer truth” via
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online platform publishing. The weakness in the technolibertarian ethos of good faith
arguments and value in all speech is working as intended to prop up structures of power
based in white supremacist heteropatriarchy. As the gamer technicity — encapsulating the
post-civil rights white, male, consumer enclave — claimed its persecution at the hands of
“social justice warriors,” their ideology reverberated across the network into a
collaborative diffusion of misogyny, white supremacy, and antisemitism couched within

a neoliberal model of free speech and consumer choice.
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Chapter 4: Consumer Anti-Activism

The GamerGate campaign was able to maintain its momentum by constantly shifting
targets and grievances, but the constant refrain behind all of the arguments were an
irreproachable consumer right to protest and attack those they disagreed with in the
games industry. This reflects the historical development of games alongside the rise of
neoliberalism and the hyper-individualism of consumer culture in the 1980s. The gamer
technicity described in chapter 1 was masculinity defined through the technical mastery
and consumption of video games. Video game’s exclusion of economically
disenfranchised groups simultaneously produced a majority white group of creators,
hobbyists, and consumers. Throughout the 1980s and 90s, video games became the
neoliberal media and a container for white supremacist heteropatriarchy through the
industry’s focus on marketing to their core white, male demographic. Games as technical
“toys” became depoliticized in order to further capitalize on its youth-based market.
While chapter 1 detailed the production of gamer technicity through the games industry
via games and marketing, another key aspect of the calcification of gamer identity is the
long history of gamer activism against mainstream conceptions of video games-as-social
breakdown, further entrenching a core conceit of games as apolitical.

The first major crisis was based on the depictions of violence centered on the
fighting game Mortal Kombat. A widespread fear of games leading to violent actions
from children created a need for the industry to not only support research into the
psychological effects of games, but also an organization that could protect its interests.
This moment led to the establishment of the Entertainment Software Association and the

creation of the Entertainment Software Ratings Board to self-regulate the industry much
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like the Motion Picture Association of America. Following the 90s violence scare was
lawyer Jack Thompson’s crusade in the 00s to ban violent video games. In Thompson’s
instance, a majority of video game consumers rallied around a defense of games as a
community; spurred on in part by online celebrities in gaming like Penny Arcade’s Jerry
Holkins and Mike Krahulik who spent years sparring with Thompson over his
pronouncements of the effects of violent video games on children and lawsuits.

These instances among others over the years created a sense of cultural outsider
status in the gaming community based on mythical constructions of original developers
as nerdy outsiders bucking the trends of the world around them and the demonization of
video games by mainstream society. The game industry’s ecosystem is reliant upon a
recruitment of talent from the ranks of the consumers it markets to. This is built through a
sense of community fostered by corporation-owned print magazines and a digitally savvy
hobbyist press that rallied against the unfair and unfounded accusations against the
products that they loved and consumed.

GamerGate built itself up to be yet another pro-gaming movement connected to a
larger history of the demonization of games for society’s ills. They painted the Social
Justice Warrior akin to government regulation and judicial rulings on obscenity and
violence in games as yet one more instance of an attempt to censor gaming and silence
the industry’s freedom of expression. Moreover, GamerGate saw a greater threat from the
growing calls for inclusive game design due to the symbiotic nature of industry and
consumer fostered by the industry at large. Much in the same way as the conspiracy
theorists from chapter 2 relied upon viewer understandings of the monetary impact of

Digital Millennium Copyright Act takedown notices on YouTube, a similar argument is
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made by gamers for the need to remove “politics” from games because of the finite
resource of consumer spending and time in the industry. Taking a call for more inclusive
games as a zero-sum prospect, gamers viewed Depression Quest and Tropes v. Women in
Video Games as direct threats to the games they loved because of the impact they may
have on the bottom lines of the publishers and developers of games receiving bad press or
less players. In that pure economic logic for the survival of the products they consume to
produce the identity they cling to, gamers responded to critiques of the industry and
culture as direct attacks to their very being.

The hyper individualism of neoliberal consumer culture emblematic in the gamer
technicity coupled with the technolibertarian ideology underpinning the organizing
structure of the internet produced in GamerGate a consumer choice model of online
harassment. The identity of gamer is a simplified category of identity based on
consumption that allows an individual to remove themselves from the matrix of
domination.! The gamer technicity provides a denial of oppression through willful
invisibility and depoliticization of games through the act of consumption as acceptance of
games as identity practice. To critique games as lacking representation and inclusion is to
trouble the “universal gamer” consumer. Online, platform economies encourage a
technolibertarian free speech ethos that exposes itself to the hypocrisy of participants in
GamerGate choosing to silence speech they disagree with through direct action via

consumer activist strategies that simultaneously champion their right to be heard.

! Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of
Empowerment, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 1999), 18.
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These actions are illustrated through the actor network map of GamerGate
following the coining of the hashtag and the creation of its alternative information
networks to legitimize its claims. GamerGate targets charities, both as a means of PR
through support and delegitimizing targets like Quinn by questioning if any donations
were made from the sales of Depression Quest. The shift is also illustrated in the
appearance of major corporations and brands as GamerGate targets advertisers on
websites they disagree with and brigade crowdsourced awards and convention organizing
to control discourse off the internet too. CTDA applied in these contexts raises questions
about the discursive work platforms themselves perform as semiotic discourse in their
legitimizing turn in the case of charity fundraising or tools of access to continue violence
offline in the case of South by Southwest’s “panel picker.” Engaging with platforms-as-
discourse, rather than just shaping discourse, reorients user/platform relations from users-
as-products to users actively engaging with specific platforms as a means of information
exchange and discourse. This led me to exploring a deeper analysis of the relationship
between identity and consumption examined in chapter 1 to consuming as an act of
reactionary resistance.

This reactionary consumer identity is predicated on similar techniques discussed
in chapter 2 when viewed through a critical feminist lens via CTDA. The strategy of
oppositional consciousness is appropriated via the politics of complaint produced by
supporters of GamerGate, claiming victimhood and bullying in a similar vein to the
increased awareness of structures of inequality within mass consumerism laid bare via
networked communication technologies. Gamer’s perceived victimhood is lodged within

a reactionary model of consumer activism advocating for representation and support in
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fighting against the “bullies” of feminist criticism that are attacking gamers for enjoying
their “apolitical” consumer goods. Tracing the platforms as discursive constructions
through a feminist lens shows the way GamerGate appropriates and circumvents
collective action and critique by deploying their own victimhood in bad faith with
corporations, charities, and convention organizers to prevent any meaningful action to be
taken against the harassment and threats they previously used to silence the very critics
they accuse of abuse. In a similar projection of victimhood, the act of doxing as both
“part of the job” and a punishment for holding a different viewpoint enacts a violent
resistance by hegemonic constructs of gamer against the visibility of alternative ways of
seeing and expressing identity in video game culture, providing supporters of GamerGate
multiple avenues of egress when confronted with the realities of the violence visited upon
targets of harassment they claim to be victims of themselves.

This chapter explores three aspects of a consumer choice model of online
harassment. The first section examines consumer spending and choice through charitable
giving and advertiser engagement, simultaneously gaming charity as a means to
legitimize the movement and manipulating brand managers through discursive
constructions of “gamer” as a persecuted group. Section two examines the work of
doxing as a means of ownership of public creators, intellectuals, and adversaries and how
the information economy is used to violent ends through exploitation of state violence in
Swatting attacks. Lastly, section three examines the communal nature of conventions and
the abuse of online voting and choice to circumvent community conversations and silence

critics of gamer identity.
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Reactionary Cynicism + Appropriated Activism = Consumer Choice Harasstivism

The most effective technique that GamerGate adopted was the appropriation of consumer
advocacy through campaigns designed around “voting with your dollars” to send a
message to the game industry and outside observers. Chapter 1 examined how critics of
Sarkeesian and Quinn viewed the free content produced by both as schemes to enrich
themselves in order to justify their harassment. As a counter to the harassment supporters
utilized platform-specific modes of communication through up-voting Depression Quest
on Steam and a surge of monetary backing through Kickstarter for Tropes vs. Women in
Video Games. While those acts didn’t stop the harassment they did produce a cultural
approval of the work Sarkeesian and Quinn were doing through those online speech acts.
As thezoepost gained traction and attention, supporters of the Quinnspiracy and
GamerGate were acutely aware of the power of perception in the ways their critiques
would be received by the wider gaming community and the public at large. One of the
first major controversies to arise beyond thezoepost was an airing of grievance from an
interaction with Zo€ Quinn by Matthew Rappard, the founder of The Fine Young
Capitalists (TFYC). TFYC was founded “To allow people that would not have access to
the funds or labour to present their ideas and be given the change (sic) to have it judged
on only its merits.”? The idea was to leverage online crowdfunding to support the
development of media originating from underrepresented identities in medium specific
pitch contests. The first campaign was focused on producing a video game based off

pitches exclusively from women.?

2 “Qur Reality?” Voting, The Fine Young Capitalists, archive by Internet Archive on August 19, 2014,
https://web.archive.org/web/20140819062429/http://www.thefineyoungcapitalists.com/Voting.

3 Contest entries were narrowed down to 5 finalists that would be given free support from TFYC and their
affiliates through concept production including art assets with the winner’s idea getting turned into a video
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Shortly after the announcement of the contest in March 2014, TFYC faced
criticism from the transgender and genderqueer communities for their policies on who
was eligible to submit a game as a woman. During this debate, Quinn got into a Twitter
fight with TFYC over that policy, as well as the exploitative practice of sourcing game
ideas without compensation for that labor.* Whatever the conversation ended up being,
TFYC continued to operate into the summer with pitches coming in and the contest
ramping up with 5 finalists chosen. When thezoepost began to spread in August Rappard
posted about the interaction on Reddit claiming that Quinn had Doxed him, ruined the
production for women, and tied the whole thing into Quinn’s own game jam and
allegations that journalists ignored him for not being an aggrieved woman.> The post
became a key supporting document in Internet Aristocrats first Quinnspiracy Theory
video, laying the groundwork for larger corruption in the industry based upon the
unfounded accusations of Rappard. As the supporters of Zo€ Quinn’s harassment began
to rally around Rappard’s accusation, he began to champion TFYC as a means to show
how much gamers care about supporting women in the industry; organizers on 4chan saw
the opportunity to push their agenda through charity.

Dubbed “operation chemo,” 4chan’s support of TFYC and their IndieGoGo

campaign was crafted to allow them to “attack the cancer and simultaneously sponsor the

game sold online and proceeds being split amongst crowdfunder’s philanthropic choices. According to
TFYC, the money raised would go to the game developers “that will take the creator vision and bring it to
life.” While the original pitch creator was given an 8% royalty split on game sales, ultimately little went to
the artists pitching their game design ideas.

4 Zoé Quinn (@UnburntWitch), “Most of the women I know who design games are struggling to make
ends meet already who does it really help then to ask them to work 4 free,” Twitter, February 28, 2014,
7:11 p.m., https://twitter.com/UnburntWitch/status/439553454990573569.

5 SillySladar, “She fucking doxed me,” August 17, 2014, comment on MannoSlimmins, “Depression Quest
dev claims harassment and misogyny. Facts come out showing she’s lying,” http://archive.is/2yj71.
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chemo at the same time.”® Utilizing TFYC’s claims of victimhood at the hands of Quinn
gave 4chan’s support an air of legitimacy as they continued to lob harassment at Quinn.
Their monetary support of a feminist-based organization working to get more women’s
ideas into the game industry provided a cover for 4chan from critics that claimed their
harassment of Quinn was rooted in misogyny. Whatever intentions TFYC may have had
at inception, the charity was weaponized by 4chan in order to silence prominent women
in games by supporting the misguided paternalism of TFYC.

The weaponization of TFYC illustrates a consumer cynicism at the heart of the
pro-GamerGate movements. Wherein the key conspiracy at the heart of GamerGate is a
belief in the fundamental selfishness of the individual and the corruption of the video
game industry to support Quinn and others by grifting gamers through their claims of
sexism and racism; the actions of GamerGate in supporting TFYC and future consumer
“ops” are all predicated on the fundamental ideation that money is the only driving factor
of social justice advocates.

As 4chan championed TFYC and helped their Indiegogo campaign, they achieved
a backer-reward that gave the collective the opportunity to design their own in game
character. In a play to champion that which they despise to annoy their opponents, 4chan
opted to create an “average female gamer” which was subsequently adopted by
GamerGate as an unofficial mascot. Being a creation of 4chan, however, Vivian James (a
play on “vidya games”) would sport a green and purple sweater as an inside joke

referencing the 4chan meme “daily dose.” Vivian James was designed to explicitly

6 “A Victim of Zoe Quinn’s Shenanigans, as Detailed in Internet Aristocrat’s 5 Guys Video,” Image,
http://i.imgur.com/E7XZaKz.png.
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symbolize the multiple layers of meaning utilized to perpetuate toxic technocultures;
simultaneously championing female inclusivity in gaming spaces while referencing a
rape joke.

Operation Chemo is indicative of the general arc of many of the future operations
and campaigns that GamerGate would undertake. In weaponizing charities GamerGate
sought to launder legitimacy through charitable giving. The success of TFYC’s campaign
through its support by 4chan was seen as a PR success to those on 4chan and GamerGate
supporters looking to have an example to point to of their support of women in games.
TFYC’s own position throughout the controversy was always as the aggrieved party,
whether as victim of Quinn after criticisms of the funding model led to increased
scrutiny, or their apology following a Gameranx exposé “absolving” misogynists of
4chan because they supported TFYC.” There was never any reflexivity in the harm they
caused either to the trans and genderqueer communities in their initial contest rules or
their acceptance and legitimation of 4chan and the harassment against Sarkeesian and
Quinn in order to meet their IndieGoGo goal. Ultimately the TFYC campaign itself did
little to legitimate the rising harassment campaigns of GamerGate, but did set the
template for future operations.

Weaponizing charity and organizations became a key pillar of action for
GamerGate, particularly as a bludgeon against nuanced criticism. In one such instance,
the creation of the meme “sealioning” by artist David Malki in a comic strip in which a

sea lion pops up to harass a woman after she mentions not being fond of sea lions to a

" The Fine Young Capitalists, “On Apologizing for Getting Punched in the Face,”
https://thefineyoungcapitalists.tumblr.com/post/96578864050/on-apologizing-for-getting-punched-in-the-
face.
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friend. 8 Taking the creation of sealioning as a personal affront, supporters of GamerGate
took to the World Wildlife Fund to adopt a sea lion in order to prove their decent human
being bona fides.” GamerGate may have missed the metaphor in the comic, but they
transmuted that ignorance into literal action through the monetary support of sea lions
through WWF.

In both of these instances, GamerGate utilized specific platforms to affect a public
relations takeover of the controversy surrounding GamerGate by utilizing their
fundamental belief in the power of consumption as a means of expressing their identity.
This flies in direct contradiction with the original stance of many of the previous
harassers of Sarkeesian and Quinn as explored in chapter 1, whose biggest concern was
the appropriateness of asking for support for open-source critique and educational videos
or adding a free-to-play game to a major gaming distribution platform. The sincerity of
inclusion and experimentation in Quinn and Sarkeesian’s projects contrasted sharply with
the bald-faced scheming and objectification of charity deployed by GamerGate in picking
charities and platforms that bolstered their public persona with little in the way of actual
ideological support.

While GamerGate was concerned with utilizing their spending power to support
organizations that championed them and annoyed their allies, they also set their sights on
targeting the media sites that contained the criticism they disagreed with. Following the
controversy around the “gamers are dead” articles explored in chapter 3, “Operation

Disrespectful Nod” was created to target advertisers supporting video game websites

8 David Malki, “The Terrible Sea Lion,” WonderMark (Webcomic), September 19, 2014,

https://wondermark.com/1k62/.

9 “#GamerGate,” Panda Nation, World Wildlife Fund, accessed October 9, 2019,

http://wwf.worldwildlife.org/site/TR/PandaNation/Panda-Nation?team_id=53922&pg=team&fr id=1182.
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GamerGate deemed hateful towards their identity. The operation was organized primarily
through a document hosted on a short-lived GitHub ops page and gave step-by-step
instructions and PR contact information for advertisers associated with Polygon, Kotaku,
Gamasutra, and others. The document contained an outline for a form letter and links to
various “gamers are dead” articles asking participants to note the concern they have for
advertisers that support the “hate speech” the websites are messaging towards
“gamers.”'? While the format of the advertiser campaign reflects a longer history of
consumer activism through advertiser boycotts, the threat of action for the “hate speech”
against gamers created a problem for advertisers when the campaign began having its
first successes.

Operation Disrespectful Nod had its first success within a month of starting with
Intel’s cancelation of its advertising relationship with Gamasutra. Gamasutra confirmed
via Tweet that Intel had pulled an ad campaign following a flood of complaints over
Leigh Alexander’s article.!! GamerGate viewed Intel’s actions as implicit support of their
movement and continued to hammer on about Alexander being a racist and a bully. Days
later Intel put out a statement to condemn harassment without explicitly calling out
GamerQate:

We take feedback from customers seriously. For the time being, Intel has

decided not to continue with our current ad campaign on the gaming site

Gamasutra. However, we recognize that our action inadvertently created a

10 Tienak (@Tienajk), “Guide to Emailing Advertisers/PR with Conflict of Interest,” TwitLonger,
September 17, 2014, https://archive.fo/OFWFS.

' Gamasutra (@gamasutra), “@BuckSexington Yes, our partners at @intel were flooded with complaints
over a recent opinion piece, and they did pull an ad campaign,” Twitter, October 1, 2014, 1:46 p.m.,
https://twitter.com/gamasutra/status/517415198492467202.
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perception that we are somehow taking sides in an increasingly bitter

debate in the gaming community. That was not our intent, and that is not

the case. When it comes to our support of equality and women, we want to

be very clear: Intel believes men and women should be treated the same.

And, diversity is an integral part of our corporate strategy and vision with

commitments to improve the diversity of our workforce. And while we

respect the right of individuals to have their personal beliefs and values,

Intel does not support any organization or movement that discriminates

against women. We apologize and we are deeply sorry if we offended

anyone.
Whatever the complaints marshalled against Gamasutra that led Intel to pull their
advertising campaign were, it was an explicit renunciation of “any organization or
movement that discriminates against women” that was central to their statement on their
relationship with Gamasutra.

Indeed, showing a reflexivity and attention to the communities they engage with
Intel began to course correct by the end of the year due to the unintended consequences
of their initial response to GamerGate’s consumer activism. This took the form of
reinstating their advertising campaign a month after the cancellation and committing

$300 million to improve diversity in the technology field over the next three years.'* The

12 Intel, “Chip Shot: Intel Issues Statement on Gamasutra Advertising,” Chip Shot (blog), Intel, October 3,
2014, https://newsroom.intel.com/chip-shots/chip-shot-intel-issues-statement-on-gamasutra-
advertising/#gs.2e2f0w.
13 Nick Wingfield, “Intel Allocates $300 Million for Workplace Diversity,” The New York Times, January
6, 2015,
https://web.archive.org/web/20150121054730/https://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/07/technology/intel-
budgets-300-million-for-diversity.html? r=2.
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about-face after being confronted with the reality of the acts GamerGate committed
against women in games previewed a growing issue between corporations and brand
accounts interacting with consumers online. The accessibility and instant connection with
consumers afforded by platforms like Twitter allowed companies to be proactive and
transparent with consumers. Simultaneously they were also exposed to manipulation by
groups like GamerGate that utilized false claims and an abuse of good faith reporting to
exploit corporate action.

This was illustrated clearly in the issues Adobe faced after being baited into a
public denouncement of Gawker media following a string of tweets by a Gawker reporter
mocking GamerGate.'* Asked whether Adobe condoned bullying and hate speech via
advertising on Gawker, their Twitter account responded by clarifying they did not
advertise on Gawker and they opposed bullying in all forms.'> Adobe was almost
instantly embroiled in controversy for implicating support of GamerGate through their
response to the initial tweet. By the end of the day Adobe tweeted a follow-up stating
“We are vehemently opposed to bullying of any kind and would never support any group
that bullies.” '

While an honest attempt at a PR-based appeasement without naming names,

Adobe would follow up a week later on their blog to reflect on the nature of Twitter and

14 Sam Biddle (@samfbiddle), “Ultimately #GamerGate is reaffirming what we’ve known to be true for
decades: nerds should be constantly shamed and degraded into submission,” Twitter, October 16, 2014,
8:30 a.m., https://archive.fo/KInEZ#selection-717.0-727.119.
15 Adobe (@Adobe), “@theLEOpirate We are not an advertiser w/ Gawker. We asked Gawker to remove
our logo. Adobe stands against bullying,” Twitter, October 21, 2014, 2:15 p.m.,
https://twitter.com/Adobe/status/524625011919708160.
16 Adobe (@Adobe), “We are vehemently opposed to bullying of any kind and would never support any
group that bullies,” Twitter, October 21, 2014, 9:01 p.m.,
https://twitter.com/Adobe/status/524727259844718592.
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telling stories in 140 characters and the various actors that appear online, concluding with
an explicit denouncement of GamerGate and their actions:

We are not and have never been aligned with Gamergate. We reject all

forms of bullying, including the harassment of women by individuals

associated with Gamergate. Every human being deserves respect,

regardless of gender, orientation, appearance, personal hobbies or

anything else that makes individuals who they are.!”

Adobe’s statement went much farther than the actions of Intel that would follow at the
beginning of 2015 by calling out GamerGate and their harassment of women. In each
case, the activism of GamerGate wearing the guise of past consumer activist movements
exposed advertisers and corporations to massive risk in supporting their claims of
bullying and hate speech. The aggrieved entitlement of gamer identity bolted on to the
framework of consumer activism left corporations caught in the middle flat-footed and
inadvertently supporting a hate group based in a white supremacist heteropatriarchal
fever-dream of persecution.

These cases show the way GamerGate’s construction of identity through
consumption produce multiple forms of consumer activism. GamerGate’s weaponization
of charities and advertiser-focused brigading campaigns centered on their identity as
individual consumers unifying under the identity of gamer. TFYC and the WWF were
both seen as means of producing positive messages through charitable spending that

would deflect away from the group’s rightly earned reputation for harassment and abuse.

17 Adobe Corporate Communications, “When Anti-bullying Efforts Backfire,” Adobe Blog (blog), October
28, 2014, https://theblog.adobe.com/when-anti-bullying-efforts-backfire/.

206



These attempts were successful to a point in bringing in new supporters for TFYC and its
misguided attempt to get more women involved in game creation, but only insofar as the
critiques of its competition model and the lies and victimization of its founder didn’t turn
supporters off. In the larger arc of GamerGate hypocrisy, TFYC’s promotion of donating
to charities through game sales echoes Quinn’s promise to donate proceeds of Depression
Quest, which GamerGate sought to debunk through their own contact with the charity
and misrepresentation of Quinn.'®

Beyond their own buying power, GamerGate sought to silence their critics by
threatening advertising revenue via consumer activism. This overwhelmingly backfired,
as the ignorance of good faith in the reading of GamerGate activists complaints of
bullying and hate speech by gamer-identified correspondence was only propped up
through the ideological laundering of their conspiracy through right-wing media sites as
discussed in chapter 3. Indeed, if anything, the acts of GamerGate in reaching out to
companies with larger concerns beyond the gamer bubble produced a catalyst of action
for tech-focused companies to seriously reflect on their efforts at diversity and inclusion
within the industry; the opposite of GamerGate’s aims at silencing SJWs and removing
politics from their hobby.

What ultimately stands out in these actions and the long tail of GamerGate is the
way the identity of “gamer” came to replace other means of identity within the discursive
constructions of abuse they accused anti-GamerGate activists of participating in.

GamerGate was particularly fond of claiming critique of their racism and misogyny was

18 IFred, “To all those asking about the Depression Quest game,” Facebook, September 12, 2014,
https://www.facebook.com/ifredorg/posts/373372282788073.
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itself a form of bullying and hate speech, likening articles condemning the harassment of
women in the games industry as hate speech towards their identity. By painting their
opponents as hateful actors, GamerGate was able to justify its extremist actions and

rhetoric as a proper response to attacks on their very being.

Seizing Producers of Content

With the rise of the information economy, information itself has been commoditized. Our
personal information has value, particularly within the advertising-based platform
economies that are sustained through the selling of user information and trends. While it
may have been true in the past that no one knows if you’re a dog on the internet, the
power of anonymity has been replaced by the control of identifying information. This has
been helped by the fact that most information has been digitized and networked through
information communication technologies that underpin many of the systems and tools
that organize contemporary American society.

Doxing is the “internet-based practice of researching and broadcasting private or
identifiable information about an individual or organization in order to harass and
traumatize. ..such attacks can also be accompanied by real world violence and spread
disinformation about an individual or movement.”'” Doxing is meant as a way to remove
the security of anonymity and expose individuals to multiple forms of violence via the
broadcasting of personal information online. Doxing removes the perception of control

users online believe they have in navigating and engaging with networked publics.

19 Equality Labs, “Anti-Doxing Guide for Activists Facing Attacks from the Alt-Right,” Medium (blog),
September 2, 2017, https://medium.com/@EqualityLabs/anti-doxing-guide-for-activists-facing-attacks-
from-the-alt-right-ec6c290f543c.
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Platform economies relied upon the establishment of trust through verification networks
that were removed from traditional government-based documentation because of the
anonymity and freedom promised by digital networks. Privacy, as much as freedom of
speech, is a key tenet of the technolibertarian ideology underpinning the structures of the
internet and to expose someone’s information to the infinite expanse of the internet is to
forever remove the power of anonymity from that user.

GamerGate employed doxing from the onset of the harassment against Quinn,
targeting her immediately. As discussed in chapter 2, most of the moderation on various
forums and message boards that GamerGate would later claim was evidence of mass
conspiracy to silence the truth of industry corruption was in actuality basic moderation
against the spread of Quinn’s personal information. In the discussions following major
thread deletions that contained dox of Quinn, many of the supporters of the burgeoning
Quinnspiracy justified doxing Quinn based around a right as consumers to information
regarding the creation of the products they love.?’ Their argument was that, as a public
advocate and game developer, gamers had a right to access Quinn’s information in order
to confirm claims about where the funds for Depression Quest ended up and whether
claims of phone harassment and police reports were valid.

Within a consumer choice model of online harassment, members of GamerGate
utilized multiple angles of justification or deniability in regards to the original harassment
and doxing of Quinn; noting the dox happened before GamerGate existed, backing the
consumer advocacy and oversight talking points, or simply approving of the dox as a

means of poetic justice for the attack against gamer identity.

20 Cite.
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Doxing became a central tactic in GamerGate, with the first few doxing targets of
Quinn, Sarkeesian, and Phil Fish becoming alarming previews of the following 2 years of
GamerGate based harassment. Fish’s doxing in particular was extensive and illustrates
the ways that doxing can silence opposition and chill the speech of others through its
violent manifestations. Shortly after Quinn’s harassment began independent developer
Fish became an outspoken advocate for Quinn and critic of those participating in the
harassment. Within hours of loudly denouncing the harassment on Twitter, members of
the #burgersandfries IRC got a hack of Fish’s company Polytron’s servers containing all
of his personal information including bank account information and business contracts.?!
They immediately posted the information online and soon after Fish sold his entire stake
in his company and left gaming. While an extreme example, Fish’s outspokenness and
singular action left him exposed to the machinations of GamerGate and set a chilling
precedent for those that may have wanted to speak out against the rising and ongoing
harassment of Quinn.

After Fish and before the coining of GamerGate, Sarkeesian’s newest Tropes v.
Women in Video Games episode was drawn into the rising harassment movement and a
dox came swiftly after. In Sarkeesian’s case, she was almost immediately forced to leave
her home after multiple threats were made against her with her address attached.?? As the
reports came in many in the industry realized silence would not end the harassment and

doxing for anyone that supported an inclusive agenda. The attack against Sarkeesian and

2I' Aja Romano, “4chan Hacks and Doxes Zoe Quinn’s Biggest Supporter,” The Daily Dot, August 22,
2014, https://www.dailydot.com/parsec/4chan-hacks-phil-fish-over-his-defense-of-zoe-quinn/.

22 Colin Campbell, “Sarkeesian Driven Out of Home by Online Abuse and Death Threats,” Polygon,
August 27, 2014, https://www.polygon.com/2014/8/27/6075679/sarkeesian-driven-out-of-home-by-online-
abuse-and-death-threats.
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threats against her life through public posting of her address with veiled threats was a
central point within the “gamers are dead” article framings, with many of the authors of
the articles placing Sarkeesian’s dox and need to leave her home as an indication of the
extreme rhetoric and harm “gamer” ideology was doing to the greater gaming
community.

As the profile of GamerGate grew, so too did the targets of GamerGate that would
speak out against the harassment. Geek icon Felicia Day was doxed on her blog after
posting “The Only Thing I Have to Say About Gamer Gate” in which she related the hate
she received after showing any support to the initial targets of harassment and her own
fears of being doxed and having obsessive fans and stalkers coming after her more than
they already did.?* Brianna Wu, a game designer who was initially doxed after creating a
Twitter account to mock GamerGate participants, would be the target of death threats that
would drive her from her home.?* Nearly every major critic of GamerGate was doxed at
some point during the controversy.

In an analysis of doxing, David Douglas categorizes doxing into three types:
deanonymization, targeting, and delegitimization.?> GamerGate’s main use of doxing was
in targeting critics in order to silence them and to chill speech against them. This is most
evident in Day’s dox, as she openly discussed the fear she had of doxing as a means to

give stalkers that already existed easily accessible information on her.?® In Douglas’s

23 Felicia Day, “The Only Thing I Have to Say About Gamer Gate,” Felicia’s Melange (blog), October 22,
2014, https://thisfeliciaday.tumblr.com/post/100700417809/the-only-thing-i-have-to-say-about-gamer-gate.
24 Brianna Wu (@Spacekatgal), “The police just came by. Husband and I are going somewhere safe.
Remember, #gamergate isn't about attacking women.” Twitter, October 10, 2014, https://archive.fo/xTr6z.
2 David M. Douglas, “Doxing: A Conceptual Analysis,” Ethics and Information Technology 18, no. 3
(2016): 203, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-016-9406-0.
26 Day, “The Only Thing I Have to Say.”
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categorization, targeting is a means to “reveal(s) specific information about an individual
that allows her to be physically located.”” This is especially dangerous because it opens
the target up to physical harassment.

Gray et al.’s examination of “real” and symbolic violence against women in
contemporary gaming culture exposes the true threat of targeted doxing. They note that
the events of GamerGate revealed that women that oppose marginalization and symbolic
violence are met with real violence outside of games.?® The symbolic violence as noted
by Bourdieu and Wacquant and explicated by Gray et al. is “exercised upon a social
agent with his or her complicity” through a “misrecognition” by that same agent; though
Gray et al. contend that this symbolic and physical violence is not misrecognized, but
normalized by gamer culture.? This echoes the construction of the gamer technicity as a
double-bind; invisible identities participating in the very processes that makes them
invisible in the first place.

This real violence perpetrated upon the targets of GamerGate was a means to
silence and threaten their visibility and critique of the gamer identity. Within a consumer
choice model of online harassment, the real violence experienced by Quinn, Sarkeesian,
Wu, and more through the death threats made to them and their families are normalized
via a discursive construction of their membership in “public life” through their
construction as proxies for a gaming industry monolith rather than individuals. To engage

in public discourse as a developer, critic, or personality is to sacrifice private citizenry to

¥ Douglas, “Doxing: A Conceptual Analysis,” 204.

28 Kishonna L. Gray, Bertan Buyukozturk, and Zachary G. Hill, “Blurring the Boundaries: Using
Gamergate to Examine “Real” and Symbolic Violence Against Women in Contemporary Gaming Culture,’
Sociology Compass 11, no. 3 (March 2017): 2, https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12458.

2 Gray, Buyukozturk, and Hill, “Blurring the Boundaries,” 5.
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be consumed by the audience however they see fit. In the case of Quinn in particular the
ideology of consumer persecution via critique of gamer identity was all the more justified
through their construction of Quinn as a manipulative grifter trying to make money
through corruption. To dox was to lay bare the assault on their identity by exposing
Quinn’s.

On the other side of doxing, Douglas’s two other categorizations —
deanonymizing and delegitimization — were central to GamerGate’s attacks against one
another. Framing doxing within this chapter on consumer activism allows an expansion
of information economies into exercises of power and control through the
commodification and reification of personal information and anonymity. Within the
consumer technolibertarian utopia, your ability to be your truest self without
compromising your “real” identity offline provides a space of anonymous consumption
and access that is in a sense a consumer protection. Within the decentralized,
ideologically fragmented GamerGate participant’s anonymity were central to their power
and actions within the movement.

While GamerGate’s origin is in an explicitly personal recounting of Quinn and
Gjoni’s relationship, the leading organizers of the movement relied upon their own
anonymity and online identities as means of constructing their grievances.
MundaneMatt’s initial DMCA takedown that spawned InternetAristocrat’s videos could
have been responded to quickly if they had decided to appeal, but in a response on the

#burgersandfries IRC they stated: “I could probably fight it, but then she’d have my full
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name and info, and I don’t want that.”3° Rather than actually fighting for vindication
from a false DMCA request, MundaneMatt chose to retain their anonymity in order to
continue their crusade against Quinn unimpeded by actual solutions to issues or revealing
their identity to Quinn.®! InternetAristocrat’s entire persona rests on their anonymity in
order to speak truth to “power.” Within GamerGate anonymity is the currency through
which you can operate without fear of reprisals from the STW mob that had been
constructed by the growing information networks magnifying the conspiracies. To be
deanonymized within GamerGate was to lose the power of the collective network and to
become one more target along with those GamerGate sought to destroy.

These fears played out in the constructed retaliations against prominent, identified
members of GamerGate as they built the foundations of persecution to recruit gamers as
detailed in chapter 3. Mike Cernovich illustrates the victimhood via doxing they would
claim as retaliation for their positions after actively supporting the release of identifying
information about the targets of GamerGate, particularly Sarkeesian. In one Tweet,
Cernovich encouraged GamerGate to dox critics: “SJWs are bullies. I hate bullies. How
do you handle a mob of bullies? You single ‘em out one-by-one. Dox! Dox! Dox! Dox!
Dox!”*? Playing into the bullying and persecution complex utilized to great effect by

GamerGate in Operation Disrespectful Nod, Cernovich encourages doxing as a

30 MundaneMatt, “I used a screenshot from Depression Quest as the background image. I could probably
fight it, but then she'd have my full name and info, and I don't want that,” #burgersandfries August 18,
2014, 19:24:53, http://puu.sh/boAEC/f072259b6.txt.

31 There is no evidence that it was Quinn that sent the takedown request either because MundaneMatt
refused to petition the request. MundaneMatt’s insistence on the untrustworthiness of Quinn with personal
identifying information furthered the conspiracy, both from the DMCA takedown and the bolstering of
paranoia surrounding Quinn and possible retaliation.

32 Mike Cernovich (@PlayDangerously), “.@ShamisOMally SJTWs are bullies. I hate bullies. How do you
handle a mob of bullies? You single 'em out one-by-one. Dox! Dox! Dox! Dox! Dox!” Twitter, September
27,2014, 3:36 p.m., https://archive.fo/sH3GT.
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justification to stop “SJW bullies.” After inserting himself into the ongoing civil litigation
between Gjoni and Quinn, Cernovich had begun tweeting out documents of Quinn’s
restraining order against Gjoni with the veiled threat of releasing more information.
Blogger idledillettant posted a look into how Cernovich fit into GamerGate and noted his
office address as listed on Avvo.com, a website that rates lawyers based off information
collected from state bar associations and other organizations licensing legal
professionals.®* The address listed was a condo in Venice Beach rather than an office and
idledillettant posted a picture from Google Street View on the larger post questioning
Cernovich’s legitimacy as a representative for GamerGate.>* Following the post and a
retweet by Quinn, Cernovich claimed he was doxed.* Blaming the entire thing on Quinn,
Cernovich used the instance as a means to rally more support and delegitimize the claims
by anti-GamerGate activists of the tactics used by GamerGate against them.

Responding to the initial post and his conclusion that Quinn was behind the entire
thing, Cernovich began tweeting out more of Quinn’s legal documents. Idledillettant
responded by recommending that readers utilize the LA Crime Stoppers website to report
Cernovich for harassment.*® Following this Cernovich upped his claims of victimization

by conflating the reportage of his harassment to Crime Stoppers was a swatting attempt.>’

33 “About,” Avvo, accessed October 9, 2019, https:/www.avvo.com/about_avvo.

34 Margaret Pless, “Mike Cernovich; #GamerGate Lawyer! (Content Warning: Migraine-Inducingly
Terrible),” idledillettante (blog), October 20, 2014, https://idledillettante.com/2014/10/20/mike-cernovich-
gamergate-lawyer/.

35 Mike Cernovich (@PlayDangerously), “I've been doxx'ed. That's the price warrriors pay. #GamerGate is
winning! https://archive.today/VkVsn,” Twitter, October 22, 2014, 2:44 p.m.,
https://archive.fo/IJimU#selection-5687.0-5715.1.

36 Margaret Pless, “How to Report Mike Cernovich to the LAPD w/o a Single Deadlift,” idledillettante
(blog), October 24, 2014,
https://web.archive.org/web/20141213233643/http://idledillettante.com/2014/10/24/how-to-report-mike-
cernovich-to-the-lapd-wo-a-single-deadlift/.

37 Swatting is the act of calling in a threat to an address to get a militarized police response to troll an online
rival.
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Cernovich’s embellishment of the stakes of the story from anonymous online tips to
swatting was a means to create a false symmetry between the attacks against targets of
GamerGate and the perception of persecution by anti-GamerGate activists GamerGate
wanted to foster. As news report after news report detailed investigations into women in
games’ being driven from their homes, GamerGate heroes like Yiannopoulos tweeted out
pictures of a needle and claimed someone sent it to him but he wouldn’t press charges.

Doxing was just as much about keeping GamerGate participants in line as it was
in silencing critics. As GamerGate continued many of the initial champions of
GamerGate were shunned from the movement via doxing and delegitimization.
InternetAristocrat would be doxed on 8chan, one of the original organizers KingofPol
would blow the whistle on the ways GamerGate doxed their own members and attacked
others with sock puppet accounts.*® There was also attempts at self-doxing by prominent
members that had contributed to the movement in the past, with j millerworks’s attempt
at self-doxing on the /baphomet/ board on 8chan. In all of these instances, the doxing
was initially thought to have been done by anti-GamerGate activists but they were instead
“inside jobs” as a means of asserting or seizing control from outspoken individuals in the
movement.

Doxing was utilized as a form of control and consumption. To be public is to be
accessible and consumable through the acquisition and broadcasting of identifying

information. The legitimacy of doxing was propped up through a consumer rights

38 CuckenJohnson, “#GamerGate Harassment Patrol Explained Outting Your Shills/Sockpuppets — Nov 6th
#3,” Smashcast, 2:08:10, November 6, 2014, https://www.smashcast.tv/CuckenJohnson/videos/309381.

39 DevilMayCryRape, “Jaistar doxs himself on /Baph/ looking to drum up some drama. Mods reveal his
identity,” /r/KotakulnAction, January 29, 2015,

https://np.reddit.com/r/KotakulnAction/comments/2ul wal/jaistar_doxs_himself on baph looking to dru
m_up/.
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justification of the need for information in order to make rational, informed decisions. In
the case of GamerGate’s doxing of their own, it came as a means to construct false
narratives of persecution by anti-GamerGate activists while simultaneously policing the

movement and claiming/reasserting control.

The Con is On! Consensus Conquest in Convention/Conference Crowdsourcing

Conventions have played a central role in the cultural construction of the games industry.
Massive trade shows like the Electronic Entertainment Expo (E3) catered exclusively to
video games hosted massive events that drew game journalists and consumers alike.
Before that, the Consumer Electronics Show (CES) created the buzz needed to get
vendors to stock consoles and cartridges. These large conventions set the stage for
gaming for the year and were cultural touchstones through which arguments over console
wars and upcoming games could be waged. As game culture developed over the 90s and
into the 00s, new emerging consumer-organized shows began to spring up as gathering
places for games, of course, but also to connect and form community beyond the digital
spaces they were growing. By the time GamerGate emerged massive conventions like the
Penny Arcade Expo (PAX) had taken over as fan-made gatherings that combined the
hobbyist nature of gaming’s origins with the massive industry games had evolved into.
Community-based conventions like PAX prided themselves on their inclusive
nature and accessibility to all, built on principles of gamer equity that the massive trade
conventions of E3 and CES denied the consumer. Conventions in general took on a
consumer-focused model organized by the community itself, representing a shift in

design from industry-focused to individual expression and community that was indicative
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of the larger shift to technolibertarian logics of organizing that underpinned the growing
online platforms discussed in chapter 2.

In a similar turn, conventions became battlegrounds during the GamerGate
controversy over the denial of free speech and oppression that lay at the core of many
arguments put forth by GamerGate. Shortly after the beginning of GamerGate, Quinn’s
panel appearance at PAX was surveilled by supporters of GamerGate hoping to catch
Quinn attacking them or trying to silence their speech.*’ In various conventions over the
next year, GamerGate would attempt to disrupt panels and panelists that they disagreed
with or actively targeted online and petitioned for the right to hold their own panels as
counter-programming to anti-harassment or inclusive gaming panels.

These back and forth fights over representation and access to community space
reached their zenith at the fight over an anti-harassment panel at South by Southwest
(SXSW) in 2016. The controversy surrounding the SXSW panel illustrates how the
technolibertarian principles on which platforms are organized influenced organizer’s
approach to inclusive representation at the convention and how those principles were
exploited by GamerGate through hijacking the process of panel selection and bad faith
arguments for “both sides” balance similar to chapter 3’s exploration of Wikipedia’s
failures in addressing GamerGate corruption.

SXSW is a music, film, and interactive media conference and festival held in
Austin, Texas founded in 1987.*' Since 2007, SXSW has utilized “PanelPicker” as “the

official SXSW user-generated session proposal platform.”*? This platform allows anyone

40 Cite.

41 «“About SXSW,” SXSW, accessed on October 9, 2019. https://www.sxsw.com/about/.
42 «“panelPicker,” SXSW, accessed on October 9, 2019, https://support.sxsw.com/hc/en-
us/sections/201313125-PanelPicker.
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within the SXSW community to propose solo presentations, panels, book readings,
workshops, and more that are then voted on by the community and further selected via
SXSW staff and an advisory board.** The SXSW PanelPicker represents the utopic ideal
of networked individualism and the wisdom of crowds through a hyper-individual
consumer-choice model of user-generated interaction and community. In breaking down
the selection process (30% community voting, 40% SXSW advisory board, and 30%
SXSW staff), the PanelPicker site exclaims, “Who knows what you want to see at SXSW
better than you?”*

In 2015, GamerGate took that challenge to heart, deciding to make their voices
heard by organizing a brigading campaign to keep a group of panels from being accepted
into SXSW.* In addition GamerGate also proposed their own late proposal to counter the
proposals they were targeting for brigading. ¢ After the selection process, the GamerGate
panel was approved alongside a panel on combating online harassment with Katherine
Cross, Caroline Sinders, and Randi Harper; all targets of GamerGate harassment. Shortly
after the panel selections, SXSW cancelled both panels citing threats of on-site violence
related to the programming. In discussing the decision Interactive Director Hugh Forrest
deploys a technolibertarian framing for the decision:

SXSW prides itself on being a big tent and a marketplace of diverse

people and diverse ideas.

43 “About PanelPicker,” SXSW, accessed on October 9, 2019, https://panelpicker.sxsw.com/about.

4 About PanelPicker,” SXSW, accessed on October 9, 2019, https://panelpicker.sxsw.com/about.

4 Madhousechild, “Help pick SXSW panels!” /r/KotakulnAction, August 17, 2015, 12:44 am.,
https://np.reddit.com/r/KotakulnAction/comments/3h9cSw/help pick sxsw_panels/.

46 “SXSW #GamerGate Panel TOPIC Discussion,” /r/KotakulnAction, August 22, 2015, 12:44 a.m.,
https://np.reddit.com/r/KotakulnAction/comments/3hx0u3/sxsw_gamergate panel topic_discussion/.
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However, preserving the sanctity of the big tent at SXSW Interactive

necessitates that we keep the dialogue civil and respectful. If people can

not agree, disagree and embrace new ways of thinking in a safe and secure

place that is free of online and offline harassment, then this marketplace of

ideas is inevitably compromised.

Over the years, we are proud of the healthy community of digital

innovators that has formed around SXSW. On occasions such as this one,

this community necessitates strong management to survive. Maintaining

civil and respectful dialogue within the big tent is more important than any

particular session.*’

Echoing similar sentiments to those espoused by WordPress detailed in chapter 2, Forrest
paints a picture of civil and respectful dialogue in the marketplace of ideas while
simultaneously ignoring the incivility of GamerGate and their tactics of harassment to
silence opposition.

Indeed, following this announcement Vox Media and Buzzfeed pulled out of the
conference both citing SXSW’s need to find a way to address harassment in the face of
it.*® Vox in particular minced no words stating, “By approving the panels in question,
SXSW assumed responsibility for related controversies and security threats. By

cancelling the panels, they have cut off an opportunity to discuss a real and urgent

47 Hugh Forrest, “Strong Community Management: Why We Canceled Two Panels for SXSW 2016,”
News, SXSW, October 26, 2015,
https://web.archive.org/web/20151026225603/http://www.sxsw.com/news/2015/sxsw-statement-hugh-
forrest.

48 Tasneem Nashrulla, “BuzzFeed to Withdraw from SXSW Over Canceled Gaming Panels,” BuzzFeed
News, October 27, 2015, https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/tasneemnashrulla/buzzfeed-threatens-to-
withdraw-from-sxsw-over-canceled-gamin#.kgWgNmov3.
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problem in media and technology today.”*’ Further muddying the waters, the GamerGate
panel was a late submission that didn’t even have public voting or SXSW advisory panel
input according to Arthur Chu of The Daily Beast, writing from his own experience on
the other rejected anti-harassment panel and the conversations he had with SXSW
organizers about the GamerGate organization of the pro-GamerGate panel in everything
but name.>® In a similar move to Wikipedia, SXSW placed its faith in the
irreproachability of civility and rationality in having a balanced debate about online
harassment wherein the harassers are given access to their targets.

SXSW reversed course quickly by announcing the reinstatement of both panels
and an entire day-long summit on online harassment.>! But they continued to goof up,
keeping the pro-GamerGate panel together with the anti-harassment sessions, only
moving the panel to a separate day when Cross, Sinders, and Harper said they wouldn’t
attend if the panel wasn’t moved to the gaming track of the conference.* In the end, the
one day summit went off, but its placement across the river from the larger convention

and destinations of SXSW made the event sparsely attended, leading The Verge to write

4 Christopher Grant, “Vox Media ‘Will Not Be Participating’ in SXSW Until It Takes the Issue of
Harassment Seriously,” Polygon, October 27, 2015, https://www.polygon.com/2015/10/27/9622004/vox-
media-sxsw-gamergate.

30 Arthur Chu, “This is Not a Game: How SXSW Turned GamerGate Abuse Into a Spectator Sport,” The
Daily Beast, April 13, 2017, https://www.thedailybeast.com/this-is-not-a-game-how-sxsw-turned-
gamergate-abuse-into-a-spectator-sport.

5! Hugh Forrest, “SXSW Announces March 12 Online Harassment Summit,” News, SXSW, October 30,
2015, https://web.archive.org/web/20151113014625/http://www.sxsw.com/news/2015/sxsw-announces-
march-12-online-harassment-summit.

52 Jeffrey Matulef, “SXSW Adds Online Harassment Summit After Canceling Panels Due to Threats,”
Eurogamer, November 13, 2015, https://www.eurogamer.net/articles/2015-10-30-sxsw-adds-online-
harassment-summit-after-canceling-panels-due-to-threats.
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an article headline that set the mood: “SXSW’s Online Harassment Summit Was Just
One More Place For Men to Ignore Women.”>

SXSW illustrates the continuing trend of an ecology of social media wherein
platform affordances are exploited to manufacture false pretense and further the goals of
GamerGate to silence women and supporters of inclusive gaming. Utilizing the user-
generated, open access PanelPicker platform to brigade panels they disagreed with and
circumvent those same affordances through a late submission and appearances of rational
disagreement, GamerGate was able to organize through Reddit and Twitter a panel that
was accepted to the biggest emerging media conference in the United States. SXSW’s
faith in rational choice and a consumer-oriented view towards panel selection and
curation provided a means through which harassers could not only access targets of their
abuse, but legitimize their abuse through the sanctioning of their actions via SXSW
acceptance. In championing an apolitical universal egalitarianism, SXSW was blinded to
the base harassment being propagated through their online selection platform and real
world conference. Signaling at best ignorance, SXSW ignored the concerns of Cross,
Sinders, and Harper in order to foster “dialogue” and ended up with a massive

controversy that GamerGate would exploit to further their own agendas and persecution

complex.

53 Kaitlyn Tiffany, “SXSW’s Online Harassment Summit Was Just One More Place for Men to Ignore
Women,” The Verge, March 13, 2016, https://www.theverge.com/2016/3/13/11215268/sxsw-2016-online-
harassment-summit-wendy-davis-katherine-clark.
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Consuming an Apolitical Reactionary Movement

In the introduction to this dissertation I listed key processes at work in the construction of
gamers as an identity within neoliberal frameworks of financialization and hyper-
individualism which bare a return at the end of this chapter: (1) The organized
interpenetration of economic and everyday life, (2) the growth of a range of different
forms of consumer politics, which seek to mobilize consumers to influence the state,
producers, and other consumers, (3) The use of goods in contemporary societies by
specific social groups or cultural intermediaries leading to forms of expertise and the
creation of subcultures or lifestyles, and (4) The political identification of freedom with
individual choice.’* Each of these processes are active in the consumer anti-activist
practices of GamerGate as the movement worked to package and expand its influence
beyond social media and alternative information networks into wider cultural awareness.
Central to all of these processes are the conflation of identity with video game
consumption and any critique of the medium as inherently hostile to those that consume
video games.

GamerGate’s weaponization of charity platforms, personal information, and
crowd-sourced organizations is predicated on a steady shift from a collective, nationalist
identity of mass consumer culture detailed by Lizabeth Cohen — used to great effect
during the civil rights era — to a hyper-individualized and financialized neoliberal order of
economic expansion into all aspects of life. The consumer cynicism that drives 4chan and
GamerGate organizers to appropriate charity organizations and platforms is predicated on

readings of Sarkeesian and Quinn as inherently untrustworthy and only looking to profit

34 Celia Lury, Consumer Culture, 2nd ed. (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2011), 6-7.
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from their feminist praxis. The transparency of not seeking profit in critique and serious
game design was immediately seen by “gamers” as untrustworthy due to its oppositional
positioning within a capitalist system where worth and value are only judged by the profit
generated. This is compounded by the platform economies underlying the foundations of
an ecology of social media that has produced an environment where all content is
monetized and monetizable, giving members of GamerGate dual incentive to disregard
all critique of the movement as a means to capitalize on a social justice grift and use the
movement as a means to support themselves through YouTube monetization, Kickstarter
projects, and charities of dubious ethical standing like TFYC.

The range of consumer politics outlined in this chapter included direct monetary
donations, boycotts, consumer advocacy, personal information brokerage, and brigading
crowd-sourced conference processes and organization. When combined with the
technolibertarian ideology of rational actors and freedom of speech underlying platform
organization and moderation, the disparate coalition of individual actors united
underneath a banner of persecuted consumer identity provided a means to subvert
expectations of good faith discourse in networked publics. This reinforces dominant
ideology through the malicious actors of GamerGate taking advantage of the privileged
ignorance of corporations and organizations that also benefit from their orientation
towards white supremacist heteropatriarchy; egregiously illustrated by SXSW organizer’s
decision that there should be a counterpoint to a panel on overcoming harassment in
games.

The gamer identity, based on the consumption and mastery of video games, is a

means to buy into an apolitical consumer community of individual choice and freedom.
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This process, begun in the 1970s and honed in the 1980s, allows for a construction of
identity via pure consumption completely removed from the “identity politics” of the
civil rights era and the imagined communities created by the national imaginaries of mass
culture. Individual freedom and choice in consumptive practices allows participants to
abdicate any responsibility for others in the community as well as their own actions in
representing that community. Gaming’s growth alongside ICTs coincides with the
flattening of communication relations between consumers and producers, and platforms
and organizations. The struggles of all emerging media with mainstream cultural
acceptance was amplified and community led in the case of video games throughout the
1990s and 2000s, producing a mythology through which gamers conceived of their status
and responsibilities for marshalling their identity in the future. As identity categories like
race, gender, and class were subsumed under neoliberal hyper-individualism and
consumer culture, video games enfolded white supremacist heteropatriarchy via the
construction of the gamer technicity. The banality of the privileged identities produced by
video games was couched within market demographics and gendered notions of making.
Video game’s position as a particular form for a particular demographic shielded it from
most critique because of its insular nature and market-based logic of consumer choice via
consumption-as-acceptance. Regardless of calls for increased representation and
inclusion, the logic of “voting with your wallet” becomes the default metric for industry
investment.

With GamerGate and the contemporary moment of platform economies sustaining
an ecology of social media, another of Lury’s processes plays a critical role in

understanding the work of consumption-based identity: “The development of a series of
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ongoing relationships between different systems of exchange or regimes of
value...interlinking cycles of production and consumption associated with...the
organization of commodity exchange.”> The increasing commodification of everyday
life through online platforms reliant upon user engagement and content production
creates an environment in which fragmented identities online are united via consumer
identity. GamerGate’s violent reaction to the existence of Sarkeesian and Quinn is due to
the direct challenge to identity constructed through consumption that becomes the central
organizing regime of value for the gamer identity. To critique or diverge from video
game hegemony is to directly challenge the inherent value built up within the identity of
“gamer.”

Platform economies are bound up in multiple systems of exchange that include
attention economies, content curation, and data ownership that go beyond exchanging
money for goods and services. GamerGate attacks on multiple fronts in order to damage
all aspects of challenges to their identity which all do damage to the regimes of value
wherein the gamer technicity maintains its dominance over the invisibility of non-white,
male video game consumers. The power exercised via an apolitical gamer identity is
through a violent maintenance of in/visibility, orientation, and comfort. To be confronted
with a critique of an industry in which your entire identity is based also entails a
confrontation with the individual freedom of choice and the potential fallibility of that
choice. It is an unbearable exchange — the loss of the privilege of ignorance — and to give

any ground is to implicate and acknowledge acceptance of privilege and power.

55 Lury, Consumer Culture, 6-7.
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Conclusion: Facing Reactionary Networks

On September 25, 2015 Anita Sarkeesian and Zo€ Quinn sat on a panel at the United
Nations to discuss the rising tide of online violence against women and girls." As
members of the UN Broadband Commission for Digital Development Working Group on
Broadband and gender, they were present to discuss their experiences as targets of
harassment and their expertise in combating abuse online. The Broadband Commission
for Digital Development was a co-creation of the International Telecommunication Union
(ITU) and United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
to boost the importance of broadband on international policy agenda and its rollout in
developing countries and underserved communities.? The commission report notes that
ICTs have enabled various methods to address violence against women and girls but they
are simultaneously being used as tools of that violence.® The opening states frankly that
the report was a “race to keep up with breaking news” of physical and verbal attacks
against women and girls. Sarkeesian and Quinn were just a few of the examples of recent
targets of violence detailed in the report, which noted that 73% of women experience
some form of abuse online.* Most striking was the highlights of the report that 57% of

Americans experiencing harassment online are women and the caveat that online crimes

! Allegra Frank, “Anita Sarkeesian, Zoe Quinn and More Talk Aim at Cyber Harassment Against Women,”
Polygon, September 25, 2015, https://www.polygon.com/2015/9/25/9399169/united-nations-women-cyber-
violence-anita-sarkeesian-zoe-quinn.
2 “About,” Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development, accessed October 9, 2019,
https://www.broadbandcommission.org/about/Pages/default.aspx.
3 UN Broadband Commission for Digital Development Working Group on Broadband and Gender, Cyber
Violence Against Women and Girls: A World-Wide Wake-Up Call, September 2015, 1,
https://web.archive.org/web/20150925164643/http://www.broadbandcommission.org/Documents/reports/b
b-wg-gender-report2015.pdf.
4 Working Group on Broadband and Gender, Cyber Violence Against Women and Girls, 15.
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are not “first world” problems, but seamlessly follow the spread of the internet.’
Sarkeesian and Quinn’s experiences facing the hate mobs of GamerGate were global
threats to a healthy rollout of information communication technologies.

This international hearing followed an April United States congressional briefing
Quinn participated in with the National Task Force to End Sexual and Domestic
Violence, National Council of Women’s Organizations, and The National Organization
for Women in partnership with U.S. Representative Katherine Clark, a Democrat from
Massachusetts that had become a leading congressional advocate for addressing issues of
cybercrime after Brianna Wu, Clark’s constituent, was targeted by GamerGate.®

These inter/national hearings gave a platform to the advocacy of Quinn,
Sarkeesian, and others to address the intense abuse and harassment that were produced
through ICTs, the outcomes of these hearings laid bare the inability of those in power to
understand the fundamental nature of online harassment. The UN report placed a great
deal of emphasis on solutions that relied upon collaborative means of self-regulation by
platform holders and media industries.” Acknowledging the need for “hard” safeguards
via programs, projects, and laws to enforce compliance, how that would manifest across
national borders and corporations wasn’t addressed. Within a U.S. context, the
congressional briefing dug deep into the issues of First Amendment rights and the

regulation of speech, with Danielle Keats Citron making the argument that the First

3> Broadband Commission Working Group on Gender, “Combatting Online Violence Against Women &
Girls: A Worldwide Wake-Up Call,” Discussion Paper, October 2015,
https://www.broadbandcommission.org/Documents/publications/bb-wg-gender-report2015-highlights.pdf.
¢ Brian Crecente, “Depression Quest Creator Speaks at Congressional Briefing on Cyberstalking,” Polygon,
April 15, 2015, https://www.polygon.com/2015/4/15/8420237/depression-quest-creator-speaks-at-
congressional-briefing-on.
7 Working Group on Broadband and Gender, Cyber Violence Against Women and Girls, 47.
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Amendment does not operate with absolutes, and harmful speech in the case of cyber
harassment and stalking fall into those categories.® Quinn’s participation in these
hearings was not just as victim, but also through her recently created online abuse
advocacy and defense organization, the Crash Override Network. The Crash Override
Network was founded as a way to utilize the hard earned knowledge of responding and
recovering from targeted online abuse to help others that found themselves in similar
situations as Quinn. The recommendations above were enacted by Crash Override
Network to varying degrees of initial success, but Quinn’s own recounting of the realities
of platform self-regulation and community-based moderation expose the underlying
tensions between platform moderation and platform economies.

Upon founding the Crash Override Network, Quinn and co-founder Alex
Lifschitz quickly made connections with major platform holders like Twitter and Google
to create pipelines of direct attention for urgent cases of harassment and abuse.’ They
also partnered with law enforcement and government institutions to create programs for
advocacy, education, and resource creation for those seeking remedies to issues of online
harassment. However, soon after establishing those connections, Quinn and Lifschitz
were confronted with the opacity of Terms of Service and platforms unwillingness to
enforce those policies consistently or equally.'® Reflecting Sara Ahmed’s
conceptualization of orientation and the phenomenology of whiteness, the platforms

Quinn and Lifschitz engaged with were managed primarily by white men who felt little

8 Charlie Hall, “Domestic Violence Task Force Calls GamerGate a ‘Hate Group’ at Congressional
Briefing,” Polygon, April 21, 2015, https://www.polygon.com/2015/4/21/8449291/gamergate-hate-group-
domestic-violence-congressional-briefing.
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Fight against Online Hate (New York: PublicAffairs, 2017), 123.

19 Quinn, Crash Override, 131.
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incentive to engage in moderation or platform restructuring. From their orientation the
platforms were working fine with little harassment from their own experiences using
them. The taken-for-granted nature of platform leaders and designers that cannot (or will
not) conceive of the everyday experiences of harassment that women online face made
any proactive attempts at moderation and enforcement outside the company a nonstarter.

Ultimately, the real barrier to any effective policy against online hate and
harassment is the fundamental principle of information networks that connect platforms
and allow for an abdication of responsibility by particular platform holders. Quinn relates
her own story with the challenges of advocacy for victims of abuse online:

Abuse doesn’t take place on any one platform exclusively. Unfortunately,

no platform to my knowledge makes any effort to coordinate with other

platforms’ abuse departments on policy, specific actors, or trends except

by occasionally choosing to make their own information publicly

available. Additionally, showing evidence to a platform’s abuse

department that I have or one of my clients has been abused by a user on

other sites as well has never met with a response beyond “Well, that’s not

our service, so it’s not our problem.” Tech as a whole is extremely siloed

and secretive, generally to protect trade secrets and head off potential PR

nightmares. But this attitude is incompatible with effectively combating

online abuse because of the networked nature of abuse campaigns. Until

this mind-set changes, tech companies’ efforts will remain severely

limited. '

"' Quinn, Crash Override, 144.
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In laying out the challenges faced by a concerted effort to address the problem, Quinn
and Crash Override Network are confronted with the technolibertarian ideologies
underpinning platform economies. The privileging of free speech and resistance to
moderation in the face of explicit documentation and the hyper individualization of user
and platform as a means of abdicating responsibility allows for a practiced ignorance in
the face of misogyny and violence enacted through and across platforms.

The Crash Override Network is one example of the many failures of policy shifts
and private/public coalition building for a secure and equitable internet for women and
girls advocated by the Broadband Commission report. Their multi-level approach to
tackling cyber violence against women and girls placed actions into three categories:
sensitization, safeguards, and sanctions. The first category — sensitization — focused on
consciousness raising and changing societal norms. The second category — safeguards —
looked to a platform moderation approach that focused on industry infrastructure and
customer care practices alongside technical solutions and due diligence in reporting
abuse. The third category — sanctions — advocated for the development of laws,
regulations and governance mechanisms to enforce compliance and work on cyber civil
rights.!? The GamerGate controversy as traced and analyzed above operated in many
ways as an antithesis to these approaches, so reflecting on these recommendations and the
means by which GamerGate exploited weaknesses in the proposed categories may help

us to think of new approaches to addressing rising hate and harassment online.

12 Working Group on Broadband and Gender, Cyber Violence Against Women and Girls, 28.
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Mapping Landscapes of OQutrage and Hate

The UN report and the struggles Quinn faced with making progress affecting change
through the Crash Override Network point towards larger issues in the foundations of
information communication technologies. I set out to employ a methodology that
provides a means to analyze the “why” behind the reticence of platforms and institutions
to meaningfully engage the issues of online harassment and hate groups even as
international organizations like the UN have reported on the “how” to address it and
organizers like Quinn and the Crash Override Network provided the “what” in the form
of community enforcement and platform coalition building.

This dissertation utilized Actor Network Theory to trace the unfolding
controversy of GamerGate as it consumed individuals, crossed platforms, and built
coalitions. From that trace I applied Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis to
examine the discursive construction of the controversy as it spread across and between
platforms through a feminist lens. This revealed a troubling consistency of the realities of
lived experiences of the targets of online harassment being subsumed and appropriated by
a growing alliance of hate groups utilizing permissive structures of individual freedom at
the core of platform ideology to attack women and supporters of inclusive design in video
games. GamerGate marks a critical moment in the history of the internet not because of
the degree to which harassment and hatred appeared online — that has always been
present— but because of the explicit contradiction between the ideology and actions
conducted by GamerGate and the platforms that claimed a devotion to an open and
equitable internet for all. GamerGate’s importance is in illustrating explicitly and in

overwhelming ways the means through which power and structural inequalities have
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been transposed into the very foundations of the internet and cultures of consumption in
the information age.

I have argued for an approach to the internet and technological society as deeply
connected to and an extension of a U.S. history of white supremacist heteropatriarchy.
GamerGate is the reactionary impulse tied to a rich American tradition of white men
constructing systems of governance and ideology that is explicitly contradictory to their
execution of white supremacy, power, and control. Video Games are connected to larger
flows of neoliberal ideology of increasing individualization and technocratic governance
abdicated to private companies and citizens. Their rise in the post-civil rights era of the
70s, 80s, and 90s as overt forms of racism and misogyny receded into subversive forms
of political and economic violence led to the retrenchment of white supremacist
heteropatriarchy in the newly developing consumer-level technologies affordable only to
privileged economic groups. This, in turn, melded the rising development of the internet
in the 80s and its privatization in the 90s with an extremely white, extremely male, elite
class that expressed their masculinity and whiteness via control and domination of
emerging technologies, including video games.

GamerGate is the explicit manifestation of the structures of inequality that have
shaped the growth of the internet and the information age. It is the implicit violence of
everyday white supremacist heteropatriarchy made explicit and organized. To understand
these processes, the previous chapters work to theorize the multiple processes at work to
sustain and spread hate and violence online.

I began with a set of questions: what role do online platforms play in supporting

toxic technocultures and how does GamerGate exploit the political economy of online
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platforms to organize abuse and harassment of users on those platforms? How do
platforms affect discourse via their design and how does that discourse change and
evolve as it moves across and between platforms? What processes occur to allow
supporters of GamerGate to simultaneously champion the movement while disavowing
its principle tactics of harassment and threats to women in gaming? Key themes that
emerged over the course of my research were: (1) Identity built upon the consumption of
video games, themselves constructed as primarily concerned with an audience of white,
male gamers. (2) Discourse shifting and evolving as it moves across platforms via user
created media that is created with a deep understanding of both the affordances and
constraints of the platform and the underlying structures and economies that organize that
platform. (3) A technolibertarian ideology that privileges freedom of speech over
platform moderation and healthy community maintenance. (4) A construction of
alternative information networks appropriating counterknowledge to sustain white
supremacist heteropatriarchy when faced with subjectivities outside dominant hegemony.
Each chapter focuses on exploring a theme while maintaining acknowledgment of the
operation of these and more throughout the controversy.

GamerGate is ultimately a tipping point of simmering tensions and long-ignored
issues at the core of networked publics and the platforms that foster the continuing
existence and cultivation of toxic technocultures. The driving force behind GamerGate of
misogyny and hate is the reactionary impulse of the structures of power to the challenges
posed by an un-governed communication platform that affords those made invisible
through processes like the technicity of gamers to broadcast their own experiences and

identities unfiltered by hegemonic processes of traditional media structures. This, I
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believe, is the key takeaway from studying the GamerGate controversy; the violent

reaction of power to the loss of control in discursive constructions of its operation.

Overwhelming the Structures of Feeling

The information age is a transformation of material relations, but not the structures of
inequality that organize U.S. society. The gendered and racial relations to technology in
its growth in the 1970s and 80s into a consumer product were overwhelmingly white and
male due to the structures of inequality that economically effected marginalized
consumers. Coupled with the increasing diversification of products and services to target
specific subcultures to break up the “consumer’s republic” of post-WWII U.S., '3
consumer technology became increasingly white and male in less than a decade. With the
rise of the internet, however, technologies of connection and the creation of a unified
networked public challenged dominant conceptions of the American experience and
character.

GamerGate illustrates a larger process of embodied experience and mass mediated
identity butting up against ICT mediated broadcasts of embodied experience. Discursive
constructions of alternative experiences of lived American realities broadcast through
information networks have overloaded hegemonic constructs through mass
communication media. Raymond Williams explained that lived hegemony was always in
process, in constant attention to efforts and contributions to those outside the specific

hegemony.'* Couched within a conception of dueling forms of residual and emergent

13 Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers’ Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America (New
York: Vintage Books, 2003).
14 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 112-113.
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culture subsumed within dominant hegemony, > Williams explores a theory of the
structures of feeling in which “practical consciousness is almost always different from
official consciousness”'® and a concern with the ways that dominant hegemony are
actively lived and felt “over a range from formal assent and private dissent to the more
nuanced interaction between selected and interpreted beliefs and acted and justified
experiences.”!” Poster’s conceptualization of past modes of information were based in
material relations of face-to-face and printed media. The shift to information-based
communication shifted material relations, accelerating and democratizing shared lived
experience that circumvents hegemonic forms. This disrupts negative internalized
socialization through outsider positioning in dominant hegemony described by Williams
as a “resigned recognition of the inevitable and necessary.”!® Indeed, the “coming of

19 via mass mobilization efforts coordinated through networked publics

everybody
mentioned in chapter 3 as a precursors to the reactionary mobilization of GamerGate
illustrate the way class relations (Occupy Wall Street), despotism (Arab Spring), and race
(Black Lives Matter) can actively push back against processes of hegemonic control via
ICTs. The process of hegemony is circumvented by multiplicitous, constant challenge to
hegemonic norms unable to fully process, contend with, and subsume emergent forms of
culture.

In GamerGate, the rampant misogyny at the core of the harassment campaign and

hate-based coalition building is the reactionary impulse of white supremacist

5 Williams, Marxism and Literature, 121-127.

16 Williams, Marxism and Literature, 130.

17 Williams, Marxism and Literature, 132.

18 Williams, Marxism and Literature, 118.

19 Clay Shirkey, Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Organizing Without Organizations (New York:
Penguin Books, 2008).
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heteropatriarchy unable to contain feminist thought in capital-intensive media industry.
Oppositional ideologies are no longer confined to internalized ways of seeing and being
seen via the oppositional gaze, or strategies of face-to-face organizing in regionally
locked ways; allowing the privilege of ignorance to continue through histories of
segregation built into the infrastructures of American society. While books, journals,
radio, and film have provided platforms for the production and dissemination of feminist
frameworks, the work of mass media in providing limited opportunities confined theories
and frameworks of inclusion and visibility to the margins, giving little meaningful mass
communicated exposure to different lived experiences.

With the spread and adoption of the internet and development of social media
platforms shifting the nature of networked publics from communities of interest to ego-
centric networks, a confrontation between the privilege of ignorance and the realities of
lived experience develops. In the case of GamerGate, this was a confrontation of the
realities of representation in gaming by its portrayal of toxic masculinity via power
fantasies and casual misogyny, racism, and homophobia being critiqued by those that are
objectified and coded as outside the gamer technicity. However, GamerGate also became
a uniting force for a cavalcade of hate groups, like A Voice For Men and Stormfront, and
conservative organizations and media like the American Enterprise Institute and
Breitbart. Each of these groups sustained one another through dogmatic insistence on
their own perceived persecution at the hands of alternative voices and experiences.

Ultimately, GamerGate is indicative of a larger process of the de-mythologizing
of western epistemology and rational enlightenment. The same framework of domination

and control that spurred colonialist and imperialist ambition in the development of white
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supremacist patriarchy is now facing centuries of injustice and violence without the
structural means to contain and divert the realities of the lived experience of indigenous
communities at the hands of a global, white order. U.S. history is rife with the
contradictory framework of its founding document and the lived reality of a national
project. Histories like Laura Wexler’s Tender Violence examining the “domestic vision”
of U.S. imperialism at the turn of the 20" century via a literal “gendered lens” of
imperialism via female photography of global military life, the contradictions of U.S.
cultural imperialism at the start of the cold war facing down the contradiction of black
cultural ambassadors of U.S. freedom while segregation continued at home in Penny Von
Eschen’s Satchmo Blows Up the World, and the aforementioned Consumers’ Republic
wherein Lizabeth Cohen traces the power of post-war mass consumer ideology in
unifying black economic power in supplementing the fight for civil rights and the
subsequent shift to an individual, subcultural form of consumer identity to fragment
markets and purchasing power. These are just a few of the many moments of
contradiction between power and ideology that process the challenges of emergent
culture to dominant hegemony via a return to residual culture (Tender Violence),
institutional change through policy and legislative acts (Satchmo and Consumers’
Republic), or a complete restructuring of the social economic systems to better serve
dominant hegemonic constructs (Consumers’ Republic). What follows that restructuring
sets the stage for our contemporary moment.

I began this dissertation with the assertion that video games are the neoliberal
media, rising alongside the political economic agenda and hyper-individualization of

consumers. As computer-based digital media, video games also function as a microcosm
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of the broader cultural issues in technology today. The rise and concretization of a white,
male demographic as the key consumer of video games also aligned games with
conceptualizations of who has access to and the power to influence computer-based
technology. This led to the construction of information networks we use today with white
supremacist heteropatriarchy baked into the foundations of those networks and systems.
However, the power of these systems is in their ability to connect and distribute
information over a decentralized network, fundamentally reshaping the way we interact
with information and create knowledge. In essence, white supremacist heteropatriarchy
no longer has a monopoly on filters of knowledge through which to appropriate emerging
culture into dominant hegemony. The spread of embodied knowledge broadcast via
digital information networks destabilizes cultural norms and singular “truth” within a
western epistemological framework. Confronted with exponential contradictions to the
singular constructed identity of “gamer,” there occurs an affective “stack overflow” of
address between a user’s embodied experience with the mediated experiences of others
via networked publics. As the gamer identity crashes, the user regresses into a violent
reaction to the fundamental challenge to their identity. To protect themselves from that
crash, “gamers” reoriented themselves to deny subjectivity to demands for inclusion and
representation in the gaming space. Even if the critical inquiry and independent
development of games were outside the traditional economic structures of the game
industry, their mere existence challenged entrenched white supremacist heteropatriarchy.
GamerGate becomes a zero-sum game because to acknowledge difference in experience
and orientation is to admit a fundamental flaw within a universal humanism that centers

whiteness and confront centuries of western imperialist violence and domination.
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Confronting

White supremacist heteropatriarchy produces an antipathy in its beneficiaries that defies
all logic in order to maintain an environment of social and cultural homeostasis. The
construction of the “social justice warrior” as boundary object is one example of the ways
power manifests through identity online and allows individuals to disconnect themselves
from the real implications of the symbolic violence enacted online. To deem any calls for
equity or inclusion in popular culture a form of violent attack against what you like is an
extreme means of avoiding any mode of reflection on the implications of a piece of
media or consumer technology on bodies beyond your own. In GamerGate logic it’s not
their fault other people don’t “get” the media they consume, but to present those criticism
and work to affect change in the industry is an explicit attack on who they are. Being
forced to examine a piece of media you enjoy critically is to be persecuted for your
beliefs, even if you yourself aren’t actually in support of the ideas being criticized
because they don’t exist, obviously. Power manifests in many ways, but in the 21*
century those that can only exercise their power through white supremacy and misogyny
are being forced to account for and take responsibility for the privileges they enjoy from
violence of the past and present. GamerGate’s reactionary harassment campaign and
coalition with various hate groups is a retreat from responsibility into the prerogative of

power. Domination and control.
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Ever since reading Micol Seigel’s Uneven Encounters, I have been interested in
framing power through the privilege of ignorance.*® Seigel’s observation of the
“unmistakable yet necessarily unarticulated prerogative of power” runs parallel to Sara
Ahmed’s framing of the phenomenology of whiteness within the comfort of white bodies
“extend(ing) into spaces that have already taken their shape.”?' These frameworks
formulate the always already present power articulated through structural inequalities that
set white supremacist heteropatriarchy as “normal.” Sandoval and hooks’s oppositional
strategies of embracing embodied, othered subjectivities and orientations provide a
critical counter to the unarticulated via the very articulation of opposition through
existence. As Ahmed notes, bodies stand out when they are out of place, a means to re-
confirm the whiteness of a space through their very visibility.?> Whereas material
realities of modes of information and encounter had physical means of being and
interacting associated with their communication, ICTs extend a mediated presence and an
occupation of networked public space that upsets the balance of hegemonic processes
discussed above. The coherence of whiteness within space and the incoherence of non-
white bodies that disrupt but become oriented via orientation towards the space ala
Ahmed can continually produce incoherence of whiteness in online spaces through
continual presence and visibility.

Exploring GamerGate through a cross-platform analysis of the discourse that
produces the movement reveals the lengths to which power works to rearticulate the

unarticulated power of the privilege of ignorance via unintentional responsibility for

20 Micol Seigel, Uneven Encounters: Making Race and Nation in Brazil and the United States (Durham:
Duke University Press, 2009), 84.

2! Ahmed, “A Phenomenology of Whiteness,” 158.

22 Ahmed, “A Phenomenology of Whiteness,” 159.
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critiques of representation in video games. In chapter 3 I briefly mentioned the malicious
ignorance performed by Gjoni in torturing Quinn with his threats of going to the wife of a
coworker he believed had an affair with her. Removed from the context of Quinn’s
previous experiences with harassment online and the fallout and danger that can come
from that, their message exchange looks — to the outside observer — like someone trying
to weasel their way out of being caught cheating. But reality is very different, and Gjoni’s
own knowledge of Quinn’s previous encounters with harassment and MundaneMatt and
Internet Aristocrats righteous indignation provides a means to “unintentionally” visit
more violence upon Quinn through their “exposure” of the infidelity. Throughout
GamerGate, multiple controversies arise that spin so quickly out of hand through
networked harassment and the growing radical hate groups aligning with GamerGate that
conversations quickly move to “it’s out of our hands now.” Tracing these discursive
movements provides a means of analysis to show how the ease through which an
“unintended consequence” of white supremacist or misogynist rhetoric can quickly be
picked up by networked hate groups to visit real violence on the targets of that rhetoric.
This has manifested in Donald Trump’s hateful rhetoric against news organizations and
prominent Democrats that resulted in bombs being sent to their homes and other
reactionary extremist plots foiled inspired directly by Tweet’s and statements by the
president.?’

These moves of a return to ignorance via unintentional outcomes can be directly

confronted through the accessibility of knowledge and information via ICTs. I see my

2 Corinne Ramey, “Man Pleads Guilty to Sending Mail Bombs to Democrats, Trump Critics,” The Wall
Street Journal, updated March 21, 2019, https://www.wsj.com/articles/man-pleads-guilty-to-sending-mail-
bombs-to-democrats-trump-critics-11553200685.
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research as a means to address the frustrations I find in my own everyday encounters
online with friends, acquaintances, and algorithmically invasive users in finding a
common understanding about the inherent worth of alternative subjectivities that isn 't a
defense of white supremacists and misogynists. Exploring the processes at work in
creating GamerGate — its move beyond a community of practice into broader cultural
relevance and socially impactful shifts in the way we approach new media and the
platforms that host them — provides a framework to begin to understand how a gay
British technology blogger becomes the poster-boy for alt-right ideology and massive
harassment campaigns against prominent Hollywood actresses,* or how a first
amendment lawyer and male supremacist working out of his condo becomes a key figure
in the #PizzaGate conspiracy that ended with a man walking into a Washington D.C.
pizza parlor with an automatic weapon looking for a child sex trafficking ring run by the
former secretary of state.?

To combat these alternative information and conspiracy networks it is important
to continue the work of confronting centuries of western imperialism in meaningful ways
via the accessibility of knowledge and information provided by ICTs. The retrenchment
and violent reactionary movements arising from GamerGate as illustrated in this
dissertation are also reflected in the election of Donald Trump, the rise of the alt-right,
and an increase in domestic terrorists and white supremacist violence. These events each

benefited from a connection to the networked discourse that came to dominate the rise of

24 Anna Silman, “A Timeline of Leslie Jones’s Horrific Online Abuse,” The Cut, August 24, 2016,
https://www.thecut.com/2016/08/a-timeline-of-leslie-joness-horrific-online-abuse.html.

2 Mike Wendling, “The Saga of ‘Pizzagate’: The Fake Story That Shows How Conspiracy Theories
Spread,” BBC Trending (blog), BBC, December 2, 2016, https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-
38156985.
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GamerGate and the participants that furthered the cause of gendered violence at the heart
of GamerGate’s harassment campaigns. Indeed, central organizing platforms for
GamerGate like KiA would find many of the same participants posting in r/The Donald
following Trump’s announcement of his candidacy. Breitbart’s turn from link aggregator
to “legitimate” news website that gained support in a very meaningful way through
Yiannopoulos’s engagement with GamerGate and his laundering of conspiracy theories
would raise the profile of the site and Steve Bannon into the White House. Finally,
8chan’s growth at the hands of 4chan’s modicum of moderation and the wish for a near
totally unmoderated forum for harassment and attacks against women has led to the
8chan board hosting the terrorist screeds of multiple mass shooters proclaiming their
alliance to Men’s Rights Activism, neo-Nazi anti-Semitism, and nationalist violence
against immigrant communities. Key figures like Cernovich in spreading other
conspiracy theories and the profile of right-wing conspiracy media like InfoWars
likewise further the influence and fundamental reshaping of relations of power and
identity at the core of our current cultural climate.

At the same time, while not nearly fast enough or with the urgency that is due, the
United States is making longer strides in beginning the process of addressing massive
structural inequalities through Hilary Clinton discussing the Prison Industrial Process in a
presidential debate, Bernie Sanders pushing universal healthcare, Stacey Abrams fighting
voter suppression, and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez fighting for labor rights and climate
conscious infrastructure plans. These are all in the broader social lexicon because of the
work of activists and information networks online. The visibility of the multiplicitous

everyday experiences of being American through ICTs have forced those in power to
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confront massive structural inequalities with a frankness and honesty to an increasingly
connected and informed public demanding accountability and change.

This attentiveness is key to understanding the ways GamerGate spread through
social media and propagated its conspiracies through economies of attention and belief.
The creation of legitimacy laundering right-wing journalism outlets through Breitbart’s
shift from link aggregator to conservative news site provided the opportunity for
GamerGate to gain support from an unlikely source with little regard for proper sourcing
and follow-up in order to gain attention and clicks to their articles, generating advertising
revenue. The technolibertarian ideology underpinning platforms provided a relatively
unmoderated space based off the privilege of ignorance and intention of users that so
stymied Quinn and Lifschitz from generating any meaningful intervention in stopping
harassment or the networked coalition building of hate groups. In an attention economy,
engagement is data, is advertisement, is money. Regardless of the ideological or toxic
environment it creates, content and engagement is valued above everything else.

I believe reinvesting in alternative platforms beyond advertising-based revenue
models is a critical intervention to fighting back against the spread and organization of
online hate groups. This is not to advocate for an ideological separation as happened
through alternative information networks as explored in chapter 4, but a reengagement
with communities of interest based on expression and engagement with topics outside the
ego-centric networks of contemporary social media platforms. This could begin with a re-
engagement with previous scholarship on alternative social media like Robert Gehl’s

arguments in 2015 for networks that teach users skills through the platform interactions
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and challenge entrenched capitalist power structures.?® We can look to previous
community moderation by volunteers as detailed by Hector Postigo, but remove the labor
exploitation by American Online.?” Or return to the experiences of invisibilized groups
like early online black diasporic communities detailed by Anna Everett or Chinese
expatriate protest through cyberpublics covered by Aihwa Ong.?® Ultimately moving
away from data extraction as the only viable business model online could move online
interactions away from an attention economy and platform engagement for extraction
towards online interaction based on shared humanity and mutual opportunities for
engagement and learning.

To achieve these goals a fundamental shift in how we approach knowing and
being is critical. Western epistemological framework of universal truth and rigid
structures must give way to engagement with alternative epistemologies that move
beyond a white supremacist heteropatriarchy that exercises its truth in domination,
control, and exploitation. Jason Edward Lewis’s keynote at the Association of Internet
Researchers Conference 2018 on indigenous epistemologies of coexisting forms of being
and knowing as a means to engage with emerging territories in cyberspace is a radical
departure from a singular truth, wherein multiple ways of being a knowing can coexist.
This fits more in line with my own readings of phenomenology and knowledge

construction via the acceptance of a universal positivist construction of humanity

26 Robert Gehl, “The Case for Alternative Social Media,” Social Media + Society 1, no. 2 (July-December
2015): 1-12, https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305115604338.

27 Hector Postigo, “American Online Volunteers: Lessons From an Early Co-Production Community,”
International Journal of Cultural Studies 12, no. 5 (2009): 451-469,
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367877909337858.

28 Anna Everett, Digital Diaspora: A Race for Cyberspace (Albany: State University of New York Press,
2009); Aihwa Ong, “Cyberpublics and the Pitfalls of Diasporic Chinese Politics,” in Neoliberalism as
Exception: Mutations in Citizenship and Sovereignty (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), 53-72.
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exercised through an embrace of all subjectivities as meaningful to my own
understanding of the world I perceive.

In regards to research on GamerGate or my approach to studying discourse as it
travels across platforms there are a few areas of scholarship I would like to see further
develop either in my future research or from other scholars. The first is an historical
account of GamerGate taking the time to detail the nuances of association that build into
understandable conspiracies from those in the know. There were so many actors and
platforms at play that I couldn’t include in this dissertation for fear of moving beyond the
boundaries of what I set out to do. While 8chan’s current infamy in the most recent mass
shooting manifesto posted to the image board before the El Paso attack, the various
factions of trolls, hackers, and dark web groups that congregated and vied for influence
and control over GamerGate is woefully missing in this current accounting. The same
goes for GamerGate’s brief appearance in popular culture as a ripped-from-the-headlines
episode of “Law & Order: Special Victims Unit” or Anita Sarkeesian’s appearance on
“The Colbert Report” and how those media products were taken up in GamerGate’s
discourse. There is so much rich material for analyzing the long-tail of a singular online
controversy that covers so much of online culture on major social media platforms that
can expand the work done here.

I would also like to see scholarship on conspiracy as expressive form manifesting
in imgur images. The politics of screenshots and images as means of establishing
legitimacy is an intriguing area of study, particularly within our digital-saturated culture

that assumes image manipulation in most digital encounters in some way. How this
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functions in coordination with belief and ideology could be an interesting approach to
visual media studies.

Returning to my initial framing of embodied privilege in the research I have
conducted, change begins with an open acknowledgement of the work that must be done
to address structural inequalities by the group that benefits most from its existence; white,
straight, males. I actively appropriated and re-oriented women of color feminist modes of
being and knowing through oppositional consciousness to embody dominant
consciousness. It’s an uncomfortable place to be, feeling the comfort of ignorance if I just
allowed a belligerent adherence to my privilege provide respite from the knowledge of
the violence enacted casually every day in the maintenance of hegemony. GamerGate
represents a re-emergent form of white supremacist heteropatriarchy of direct violence,
unencumbered by maintaining a patina of civility in the control of information. The art
and science of politics is no longer a battle of positioning when the field is as leveled as
ICTs have made the space of broadcast subjectivities in this contemporary moment.
GamerGate is a return to violence as spectacle, warning, tool. The sins of the past can no
longer be abdicated through ignorance, but GamerGate shows one way of confronting
that past can be a retrenchment of ignorance through active embrace of violence.

There is another way, however, and it’s in an unblinking, clear-eyed address and
orientation towards the embodied knowledges so long relegated outside a white, male
orientation. A radical praxis of affective redress through discomfort. Being hailed not
because my privilege is given due to the institutional spaces shaped through centuries of
white supremacist heteropatriarchy inhabiting them, but hailed via protest, request, or

grievance. Turning towards, rather than away from. Embracing discomfort because it is
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the literal least I can do. This feels rather self-indulgent, but I feel this must be said and
accounted for somewhere. My research and praxis are drawn from a frustration in the
information and knowledge that is so easy to expose oneself to that is turned away from
in order to maintain comfort and ignorance. This dissertation is one more way of
understanding the operations of power within the information society and I hope this
analysis provides inspiration to reorient the power of ICTs and platforms away from this
moment of resurgent coalitions of violent reactionaries emboldened by the underlying

design of information economies.
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Appendix
GamerGate Actor Network Map from 8/15/2014 to 10/24/2014.
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