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Contribution
• Feminist film studies to analyze a
video game
• Focus on both representation and
gameplay

• Metal Gear Solid – Focus on Quiet

Overview

• The theoretical scaffolding
• Representation and gameplay
• Final remarks and considerations

Metal Gear Solid
• Action-stealth game
• Created by Hideo Kojima and developed and published by
Konami
• Over 15 games in 30 years released (1987-2021)
• Over 56.9 million copies of games in the franchise sold
worldwide (December 2020)
• Several awards and positive critic. Widely considered to be
one of the greatest and most important games of all time
• War game within an alternate history. Metal Gear is a
nuclear-equipped tank seized by a military command who
wants to create an army of ultimate soldiers

Quiet
• A skilled combatant with a deep perception, the strongest
visual faculty, and the ability to camouflage her skin and
clothes
• One of the in-game “buddies” that can support the
protagonist and make a difference in completing missions
• The only female core character in the game
• Quiet = she cannot speak
• Breathe through her skin rather than her lungs—therefore,
she must minimize covering her skin to avoid suffocation
• Strong reaction due to the hypersexualization of the
character

Theoretical scaffolding
FEMINIST FILM STUDIES

'Visual pleasure’ (Mulvey,
1975)
The symbolic and narrative
strategies through which female
characters are depicted as erotic
objects for the pleasure of the
male gaze.

'Female voice’ (Silverman, 1988)
The construction of sound and voice in cinema as tools
to mark out sexual difference. By coupling the notion
of voice with that of embodiment and, vice versa,
voiceover with disembodiment, Silverman concludes
that the female voice is always brought back to the
female body, contrary to the male voiceover, which is
more often detached from the body.

Focus of the analysis
REPRESENTATION
The system of formal features and
symbols whereby the narration is
constructed and displayed. It comprises
the sign system, or the “semiotic shell,”
made up of visual and formal
components that shape and are shaped
by specific imaginaries and genres
(Mäyrä, 2008)

GAMEPLAY
The set of rules and activities available for the
player. It includes several concepts, from game rules
to the artificial intelligence leading the player’s
opponents (Mäyrä, 2008).
It concerns the design choices, interactive
affordances regarding what actions and decisions
characters can make and undergo, thus revealing the
space of agency and power, as well as the degree of
subordination, in relation to other characters
(Mäyrä, 2008).

Focus of the analysis

REPRESENTATION

“Meaning-making as decoding of
messages or media representations
(semios)” (Mäyrä 2008).

GAMEPLAY

“Meaning-making through playful
action (ludosis)” (Mäyrä 2008).

Representing a silence
• Quiet is displayed as almost naked
• Quiet cannot talk

• In-game camera regularly zooms in on Quiet’s body
and movements, which are scrutinized by means of
close-ups, thus becoming an object of erotic spectacle
• Emphasis by which the camera worms into each part
of her naked and poised anatomy (breasts, torso,
buttocks, legs) features in nearly every scene Quiet is
in.

Representing a silence
• Quiet’s default outfit is called
“Naked”
• Weapons: “Wicked Butterfly”, “Sinful
Butterfly”, “Guilty Butterfly.”

Representing a silence
• No space of autonomous action
• Stay silent, and be reduced to her naked body
• Speak, and spread death around her due to parasite
infection
• One strategy to depict women as passive subjects by
means of voice in Hollywood cinema is that of ascribing
linguistic incapacity to them (Silverman, 1988).

Playing (with)
Quiet
• Players can zoom in on her cleavage,
she will wink and position herself in a
more sensual way
• Design a (female) object of desire for
the male gaze
• Quiet has only an apparent advantage
over the protagonist
• Her use becomes purely accessory and
comparable with other “buddies”

Playing
(with) Quiet
• Big Boss (the player) defeats
her and then becomes her
guide
• She renounces to her power for
him; he eclipses her to the
extent that, in the end, she
disappears
• Quiet’s role of “helper”
following Big Boss’ will

Playing (with)
Quiet
• The relation (“bond”) with her can be handled by
the player in a well-defined manner, making her
an object to manage in terms of attention, use,
and preference functionally
• Her reactions rely on players’ decisions, behavior,
and care
• She acquires a pragmatic and quantifiable
function similar to other nonhuman supporters
• Increasing the bond with her entails not just
game advantages, but also sexualized and purely
accessory outcomes: provocative positions and
animations, such as staying prone and crawling in
the helicopter.

Final remarks – Representation
• Women represented mainly as objects of erotic contemplation
for a male gaze (Mulvey 1975)
• Quiet’s femininity reveals a male-biased image of women, as
well as a specific ideology structuring the articulation of gender
and war
• Female figure results in a one-dimensional character
constructed through a mechanism of fetishism (Mulvey 1975)
• Woman as “bearer of meaning”– and not “maker of meaning”
(Mulvey 1975) – > the social and cultural formations whereby
industry decision-makers and designers address the
representation of male and female media characters

Final remarks – Representation
• Rules of synchronization that matches visual and sound components
frame by frame work differently for male and female characters
(Silverman, 1988)
• Male are active agents through the narrative of the voiceover, while
women are seldom able to speak as disembodied subjects
• The female voice is always brought back to the female body, contrary
to the male voiceover, which is more often detached from the body
• Quiet’s voice as the passage point of two choices equally dreadful:
either to stay silent, and be reduced to her naked body, or to speak,
and spread death around her due to parasite infection.

Final remarks – Gameplay
• The game rules and mechanics shapes Quiet as an accessory character within
the game narrative
• Strong emphasis on her oversexualized poses rather than on her potential
resolving actions >> cinematic code that constructs the spectator as
masculine and the female figure as his object of desire (Mulvey, 1975)
• Some of the most popular scenes seem to be constructed in a similar way as
those pertaining to women in the Hollywood cinema described by Mulvey: as
a visual presence that tends to work against the development of a storyline
by freezing the flow of action in moments of erotic contemplation
• Narratively, she depends on the major male figures; even when she seems to
break the rules, the reason behind this is to protect her beloved
• “Keeping the position” and “housekeeping activity” (Bateman and Bonn,
2006)

Final remarks – Gameplay
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Her presence can only be possible through silence
She sacrifices herself to save the protagonist by disappearing in the desert
Her agency is mediated and framed as an effect rather than as a cause
The player cannot modify her destiny nor go beyond the quantitative bond
structuring the gameplay
Despite her story background, the character does not have a tangible agency
Players can act to highlight her sensuality rather than to deal with her tragic
vicissitudes
Being unable to speak, she becomes an object legitimated by its own mere
function, which is to kill
Her lack of voice is the highest act of negation, as she is deprived of the
language by which she would otherwise have expressed her thoughts, will,
and feelings.

Final
considerations
• Exploitation of women’s bodies and the
oversexualization of female characters are (still)
pivotal features in the mediatization and cultural
framing of war in digital games
• Quiet’s figure reflects the substantial silence and
invisibility of women and gender minorities in the
whole game industry
• Gamergate and the ongoing online harassment
against women within tech communities reveal that
sexism, misogyny, and homophobia in digital games
are far from being overcome (Huntemann 2013;
Chess and Shaw 2015)

Final considerations
• Such episodes “are not actually isolated incidents at all but illustrate
a pattern of a misogynistic gamer culture and patriarchal privilege
attempting to (re)assert its position” (Consalvo 2012)
• Geek masculinity constitutes a form of patriarchal power whose
means are to be traced also in digital games (Nakamura 2012)
• Via game mechanics, values and attributions such as “‘talent,’
‘wealth,’ ‘charisma,’ and ‘intelligence’ are distributed by ‘the
computer,’ and [...] players must ‘deal with them’ just like they must
in real life. This argument makes racism and sexism seem socially
neutral, mechanical, structural, and not a personal act of aggression
or oppression perpetrated upon one person by another”.
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What is Twitch?
Twitch.tv is a live streaming platform whose
identity is strongly linked to gaming culture. It
can be described as «a platform which generates a
community around the gaming experience as a
total phenomenon, involving the roles of the
gamer-streamer and of the participantspectator» (Carradore and Carrera 2019, p.
110)
Bought by Amazon in 2014, with the initial
intention of extending it beyond video games. The
inclusion of the ‘prime sub’ in the Amazon Prime
program (2016) was a step in this direction but in
2020 it was ‘reversed’ and Twitch Prime was
renamed Prime Gaming. The program offers free
exclusive in-game content, free downloadable
games and a free subscription to a Twitch channel.
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What does Twitch offer?
• Twitch offers users “connections, community, entertainment
and learning”.

•

30+ million people daily

•

2.5 million people on Twitch at any given moment

• Twitch offers brands proximity to fans/consumers.

•

7 million streamers

•

4th website per global traffic volume since 2014

•

At peak 1.8% of Internet traffic (Ruvalcaba et al.
2018)

•

81.5% male audience (Zolides 2020)

• Twitch considers itself an ‘enabling presence’ – offering
moderation, safety, infrastructure and technology. ‘We are
not a controlling presence’.

«Come for the content, stay for the community»
«Broadcast your passion, live»
Damian Burns, Twitch’s Senior Vice
President EMEA
4

Support and monetization on Twitch
Unlike other platforms where revenue for content creators comes mainly from advertising, on Twitch streamers who
become Twitch affiliates or partners can monetize their relationship with their community through different means:
- subscriptions: starting from 3,99€/month up to 24,99€/month;
- donations;
- bits: tokens (each worth 0,01€) that can be used to «cheer» during a stream;
- wishlist: a list of desired items/equipment that viewers can gift streamers;
- sponsorship deals.
From a survey of Italian Twitch users conducted by talent agency Arkadia, the main reasons why people subscribe to a
channel are «to support the streamer’s work» (81,89%) and to express «belonging to the streamer’s community»
(52,36%).
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Self-branding and community
building on Twitch
• The structure of revenue opportunities on Twitch encourages
streamers to develop an «entrepreneurial spirit» and see themselves as
«companies of one».
• In order to monetize their following, streamers build a sense of
belonging to a community with shared interests, codes and practices,
providing spectators incentives to become more involved and support
the streamer’s work.

Streamer Ninja posing with his branded
sneakers, a collaboration with Adidas
(2019)

• Twitch therefore can be seen as a space where different personal
capitals are transformed into economic capital. Our research focuses
on two of these resources, gaming capital and erotic capital.
6

Gaming capital
Gaming capital (Consalvo 2007) is the specific
subcultural capital of video game culture. What counts
as gaming capital is constantly shifting as video game
culture becomes mainstream, but it includes
proficiency at playing games, amount of time spent,
extensiveness and depth of one’s knowledge, and
playing the right kind of games (i.e. hardcore games).
Its value lies in creating distinction, and in particular in
marking the borders of the gamer identity.
It can be sold through the branding of certain
products and accessories, such as hardware,
peripherals and clothing (Srauy and Palmer-Mehta
2018).

Steam achievements make one’s gaming capital
publicly visible
7

Erotic capital

The concept of erotic capital, introduced by Catherine
Hakim (2010) complements the Bourdieusian triad of
social, economic and cultural capital. It is comprised of
seven elements:
- beauty, as defined by each society’s cultural standards;
- sexual attractiveness/sex appeal;
- charm, charisma and seductiveness;
- liveliness, defined as «a mixture of physical fitness, social
energy and good humour»;
- social presentation that conveys sophistication and taste;
- sexual skills and the ability to convey them;
- reproductive capital/fertility.
«Erotic capital is thus a combination of aesthetic, visual,
physical, social and sexual attractiveness to other
members of your society» (Hakim 2010, p. 501) and, for
women, includes the performance of femininity.
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Gendered offense
punishments
Representations of difficulty and
challenge within video games that
associate low difficulty with a lack of
virility, therefore re-establishing the
connection between being a skilled
gamer and being a real man. They
reinforce the idea of gamer legitimacy
as something earned through effort
and are “the textual sites where
difficulty becomes gendered” (Hanford
2018, p. 159)

In Wolfenstein: The New Colossus (2017) main character B.J. Blazkowicz is
represented as a baby if you select the lowest difficulty
9

Twitch as a research topic
Research on Twitch has focused on different aspects:
• streamers’ labour ( Johnson 2019; Johnson and Woodcock 2019;
Anderson and Johnson 2021);

• community building ( Jodén and Strandell 2021);
• spectator participation and interactions (Gandolfi 2016; Nakandala et al.
2016; Ruvalcaba et al. 2018);

• gender on Twitch (Zolides 2018; 2020; Ruberg et al. 2019; Uszkoreit
2018).
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Nerd culture
Nerd culture revolves around the
consumption of cultural products such as
comics, manga, sci-fi and fantasy novels,
board games, trading card games and video
games, and more generally on fandom
(Busse 2013; Scott 2019). Those interests,
usually developed in teenage years by boys,
used to be niche and marginalized both by
peers and by mainstream culture. This
created a pride in being outsiders and a
fierce sense of protectiveness of the
geek identity and of the exclusivity of
the subcultural capital that defines it.

BBC’s Doctor Who is a landmark geek IP
11

Geek masculinity

The Big Bang Theory (2007-2019) portrays geek
masculinity through its main characters Howard,
Sheldon, Leonard and Rajesh

«The geek is physically weak, typically unattractive or
unconventionally attractive, extremely intelligent, and socially
poor or awkward. The mythos of the geek male is established
to make that identity fulfill an outsider status. […] Persecution
is a key part of the formation of this cultural definition. To be a
beta is to have suffered throughout for not being man enough.
Women will reject betas and find them unattractive, or simply
use them for their few assets. […] When seen from within a
geek-oriented viewpoint, these struggles are what adds value to
the geek identity. To have suffered is to understand what it
means to not fit in» (Salter e Blodgett 2017, p. 32)
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Sexism in geek culture
Sexism in geek culture stems from the idea that geekdom is a male territory
where young men can perform masculinity in what has been defined «digital
boyhood» (DiSalvo 2016).
Women’s participation in geek culture has been met with hostility and seen as
an «invasion» of poseurs laying claim to the geek identity without having
suffered to earn it, faking interest in this subculture to attract male attention
and only because geek culture has become mainstream.
The precarious position of women in geek culture has been described in terms
of a «conditional citizenship» (Nic Giolla Easpaig 2018) dependent on careful
balancing acts and on the surveilling gaze of men, who act as arbiters of
authenticity and hold the power to define the boundaries of the geek identity.
Feminist research in game studies and fan studies has highlighted the different
ways in which identity policing and gatekeeping in geek culture affirm the geek
identity as male and disenfranchise women, making them invisible or
unwelcome (Busse 2013; Salter and Blodgett 2017; Cote 2017; Condis 2018;
Scott 2019).
13

Sexism in video games
On the production side:

• Sexual objectification of female video game characters;
• Heavy gender imbalances in the video game industry;
On the consumption side:
• Gatekeeping practices
• Invisibility of female gamers/players

Discourses that circulate around gender and video games:
• Gendered stereotypes (fake geek girl; gamer girl)

• Gendered hardcore/casual dichotomy and who is a real
gamer
14

Methodology
Objectives:
- Describing the gatekeeping processes related to the power and position within
the Italian gaming community on Twitch;
- Highlighting tactics and strategies deployed by female streamers in order to
affirm their gamer identity, balancing gaming capital and femininity.
Methods:
Our research, which is still ongoing, focuses on the experiences of female
streamers on Twitch Italia, employing qualitative methods:

• a netnographic observation of 10 Twitch channels;
• semi-structured interviews conducted via Discord.
All interviewees allowed us to use their public Twitch identities and make
references to their channel.
15

Negotiating erotic capital and gaming capital
on Twitch: what we already know
Previous research has examined the precarious position that female streamers occupy on Twitch:
- female streamers are more likely to receive objectifying and sexualized comments than male streamers; popular female
channels are more likely to contain objectifying remarks, while there’s evidence of stronger moderation in place in less
popular female channels, suggesting a trade-off between visibility and growth on the platform and mantaining a safe space
(Nakandala et al. 2016);
- female streamers are more likely to receive comments about their physical appearance than male streamers (37% VS
7,5%) and more likely to be sexually harassed in their chat (1,66% VS 0,15%) (Ruvalcaba et al. 2018);
- spectators perceive that a female streamer’s success can be attributed either to gaming skills and personality, or to
attractiveness and that there’s a negative correlation between these (Uszkoreit 2018);
- the discourse on «titty streamers» and «cam girls» is used to police the appearance of female streamers and to
undermine the legitimacy of erotic capital on the platform: the only legitimate resource allowed by the community is
gaming capital, and deploying erotic capital is seen as «cheating at Twitch» (Ruberg et al. 2019) and as displacing economic
opportunities for ‘legitimate’ streamers (i.e. «real gamers») (Zolides 2020).

16

Erotic capital as a double-edged sword - 1
Tension, or conflict, between erotic capital and gaming capital: the streamers felt that their beauty and femininity
led them to be dismissed and not taken seriously on the platform.
• «It’s happened to me many times, to be attacked, to be told ‘She got the partnership just because she’s a woman’. […] It
has always bothered me, as if it were the girl’s fault for having that appearance, as if I was exploiting it to get those things.
[…] I want to be appreciated as a streamer, as a girl who shares her stories, interacts with the chat, is funny…not just as a
pretty girl who streams, it really bothers me» (Lucy_FPS)
• «To be taken seriously you have to be as unfeminine as possible. I mean, if you’re playing competitive and you’re very
feminine, with make up, a cute dress and everything, then you’re probably not really a good player. If instead you look
untidy, with no make and an old t-shirt, you have more chances to be taken seriously. […] And there are many girls who
aren’t taken seriously because they appear too feminine for some viewers’ standards, and then they don’t watch you
because you’re good, but because you’re attractive, and they disregard your skills as a gamer» (Viola, Parole al Vento)
• «You start thinking people are watching you just because they think you’re cute, not because they’re interested in what
you’re saying, that their attention it focused on the image and not the content… […] You start thinking, but are they
actually listening to me or are they here just because something caught their attention, the Funko Pop behind me or
Viola’s hair or my necklace or my lipstick» (Irene, Parole al Vento)
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Erotic capital as a double-edged sword - 2
There’s a perceived normative expectation to adopt a feminine presentation of themselves:

• «If there’s a girl on stream, there’s this expectation that she must look a certain way, act a certain way…so when
they encounter a girl that minds her own business…I don’t know, it seems that they’re only looking for a certain
standard in female streamers, and throughout the years I’ve been mocked because I used to stream in my pyjamas,
wear comfortable clothes, I just wanted to play and chill, I wasn’t concerned with my appearance…while other
girls, there are some who care about their image, but I don’t know, it feels so forced…on Twitch, you must look a
certain way, otherwise you’re not doing it right, you’re not meeting the standards» (emmegray)
• «It feels like a sort of constraint, like it’s compulsory if you want to have more chances. And I don’t mean you
have to necessarily be sexy or provocative, I mean not showing up with eye bags and stuff…but I think it’s a
negative thing, that your appearance and your stream’s appearance carry so much weight, when in the end that’s
not what it’s about» (Viola, Parole al Vento)
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Detecting and dealing with toxicity
All our interviewees described negative experiences on Twitch. Interestingly, they perceive a power imbalance between their
position, which involves their visible corporeal presence in real time, and that of viewers, protected by their anonymity. A common
experience of dehumanization emerged:

• «They insult you and then disappear, as if on the other side there wasn’t an actual person, but a thing, that stands there, receives the
insult and then perhaps breaks into tears on stream or reacts in any other way» (Irene, Parole al Vento)
• «You’re on a platform where you as a person are the center of attention and – at least in someone’s mind – you’re at the mercy of
their desires and requests» (Irene, Parole al Vento)
• «You’re putting your face out there, live, people know you, they can interact with you…but they have control over the situation in
the end, because they can write anything they want and not be tracked, remain anonymous, then log off…» (Viola, Parole al
Vento)
• «There are people acting normally, ok? As if they were actually interacting with people in real life, and then there are people in the
chat who go too far or are rude» (Moka, Pokémon Next)
• «There are mean people, who – because we have the webcam on, while people in the chat obviously are just nicknames – are
nothing but keyboard warriors, they enter your stream, insult you, point out things that no one in real life would point out…»
(Lucy_FPS)
19

Keeping it clean and safe
The streamers talked about the ways in which they deal with toxicity, such as insults, harassment, unwanted avances and sexual
remarks:
• emmegray described how she had to learn to respond quickly to attacks, such as hate raids, in order to «keep the chat safe».
Here she portrays toxicity as a venom, against which streamers must arm themselves with antidotes and countermeasures;
• Lucy_FPS talked about how she strives to «build a clean community» and educate her audience to be respectful of her and of one
another. Here toxicity appears to be a kind of pollution that can be contained by policing one’s space and fostering a positive
atmosphere;
• Moka attributed the toxicity – which she described as «sort of mandatory…if you’re a girl starting out on Twitch» – to the «lack
of manners» of the younger (13-18) audience of Pokémon Next, and the fact that they don’t realize they’re interacting with real
people.
All of the interviewed streamers have rules in their channels that forbid sexist and sexual remarks and try to educate their audience
to act with kindness and respect. They’re moving beyond adapting to the «toxic» expectations of their mostly male audience and
establishing inclusive codes for their spaces.
20

Preliminary results
Our interviewees got involved with video games during childhood, an approach that was usually mediated by a father,
brother(s) or friends. Therefore, they come to Twitch with long-standing gaming capital, providing the means for
establishing a credibility within the community.

Twitch offers young women negotiating power in redefining the gamer identity by giving streamers their own space
where they make and enforce the rules. Despite external expectations and internalized pressures, female streamers
are having some success in establishing their citizenship in video game culture and being accepted by a predominantly
male audience without having to perform hyperfemininity or to downplay their gender and be «one of the boys».
While Lena Uszkoreit found that «Women are either tolerated for being attractive but not appreciated for their
gaming skills and personality, or vice versa» (2018, p. 169), our results suggest that new spaces are opening up on
Twitch for women to move beyond double binds.
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Thank you for your
attention!
Contacts:

• roberto.carradore@unimib.it
• t.pirola1@campus.unimib.it
Project updates:
•

Emerging Social Media
Professions on Italian Twitch and
Youtube Communities
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PREMISES &
METHODS

MUSIC INDUSTRY | The Italian market in numbers

• 6,9% of the Gross Domestic Products (FIMI, 2019)
• A rapid increase of the incoming thanks to the opening to
digital markets
• A rise of the percentage of the incoming during the COVID
too with a +1,8% (FIMI, 2021)

MUSIC INDUSTRY | The Italian characteristics
• The Italian Music has a strong tradition that, on one hand, make the Italian proposals easily
recognisable (among others), but on the other hand it is an obstacle for innovative productions
• Even if we register an important opening towards international markets, the Italian one is
extremely “protective”, reducing the exportations of Italian products as well as the importations
of foreign ones.
• The socio-cultural idea that arts and creative productions can be considered as an hobby and not
as a profession. Arts are something that have not an economical value.
• As work market, the music industry is dominated by not structured careers characterized by long
period of free works, temporary positions and economical instability

MUSIC INDUSTRY | The gender (unbalance) consequences
• Women as the great absents on the stages and on the backstage:
3% of producers, 8,7% of sing writers, 50% in labels but with less
important roles (Smith et al, 2020; Kahlert et al. 2021)
• Identification of women’s productions as a genre and not a single
project: for this reason for several years, labels chose to have only
one (max two) woman in their roster
• Crystallization of the woman artist on a specific image (Lieb,
2018): good looking, available to expose her professional as well as
her personal life, with an interesting voice.
• (before Covid-19) reduced space for debate on gender balance
topic.

OUR RESEARCH| Goals and Methods

1.

Understanding roles and paths of women in the
music industry

2.

Analysing perceptions and experiences linked with
the gender unbalance in music, in the double
meaning of Cultural Industry and Work Trade
Market

3.

Individuating sociocultural drivers in the specific
case of the Italian industry

OUR RESEARCH| Goals and Methods

42 In-depth interviews with:
• Women that work in the Music industries as:
• Singers and singerwriters
• Producers and sound engeneers
• Employees in the music business
• Men that are involved in the Music Industries (in
similar roles) [11 interviews]

RESULTS

#WOMENINMUSIC| the gender gap: an overview
The gender gap is expressed through the differences in the following aspects:
• The career opportunities [number of positions, roles, presence in line up etc]
• The pay gap [especially in the labels and in management positions]
• The language (De Beavoiur, 1949; Irigaray, 1976; Cavarero, 2002 ): in Italian we have gender
differentiation and it is true also for nouns that identify a profession.
• The positions linked to the music industry are always masculine words without a feminine
version [orchestra director – sound engineer for example].
• The neutral nouns (such as musician or singer) are associated above all to men than to
women (and it is confirmed by our male interviewees).
• The power of the networks: in the professional networks there is a strong percentage of men.
This affects the decision making process and presence of women in the same networks.

#WOMENINMUSIC| On the stage
• Bias of objectivation of the singer (and her body)
• The evaluation not only for her performance but
and above all for her physical aspect, personal life,
make up, dress etc:
• Hyper-criticism [toward themselves and
toward other women]
• Self-exclusion [from a professional approach to
music]
• Sexual requests coming from (male) colleagues
(sexual entitlements)

#WOMENINMUSIC| On the stage
The reduced access to the writing of music and texts by
women is the reflection of the general (and secular)
exclusion of women from the cultural construction process.
Our interviewees pointed out:
«as audience, we are used to be filtered by men. In
the radio the programmer is a man, the artistic
director of a festival is a man, the editors are men
and so on. The female imaginary has been filtered by
men. For this reason, women buy more men’s
products than the women’s ones: because they don’t
recognize themselves in that way of making music»

OUR RESEARCH| Behind the stage
Behind the stage we have registered a huge gap:
only the 3% of sound engineers and producers are
female.
The numbers are coherent with the ones about the
presence of women in positions linked with
scientific disciplines (so called STEM) (Hopkins,
Bekers, 2019).
According to our interviewees, it depends from:
• The absence of positive models that discourage
girls and young women to start to work in these
sectors;

OUR RESEARCH| Behind the stage
• The mindset of men that have prejudges about
the quality of the women’s work [From men’s
interviews is evident the so called fundamental
attribution mistake: they believe that are women
that don’t like to work with music in a technical
way because of their natural attitude toward
relations, listening and taking care]. In women’s
perceptions and experiences, men always have
the suspect about the skills and knowledge of
women in sound engineering.
• The body’s involvement in some kind of tasks
(especially in preparing live events): women are
considered less strong and resistant of men.

OUR RESEARCH| Management and Labels policies
The world of music labels and in general management companies highlight the same problems of
the rest of work market about the gender gap:
• The gender pay gap (MBW, 2018 )
• The ceiling glass roof effect (Contarello e Sarrica, 2008)
• The leaky pipeline effect (ivi)
• The maternal wall (Volpato, 2019 ; Smith and Al. 2021)
• The queen bee syndrome (Staines et al, 1974; Derks e collaboratori, 2011)
• The gender deviation on work profiles (Bourdieu, 1998; Volpato, 2019; Comunian, England, 2020):
the masculinization of some positions and the feminilization of others

CONCLUSIONS

CONCLUSION | Operative Changes
• More space for gender balance discourses in Music
• More female networking initiatives in Music industries
• Blinded Awards and calls: in order to reduce bias at the
access stage
• Involvement of men of the music industry in the process of
discussion and action about #gendergap
• Valorisation of positive cultural models

THANKS
Please, write me for any questions:
a.micalizzi@sae.edu
www.linkedin.it/Alessandra.micalizzi
www.twitter.com/alemika33
www.instagram.it/Alessandra.micalizzi

GENDER AND MEDIA MATTERS
WIDENING THE HORIZONS OF THE FIELD OF STUDY

INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE
October 15-16, 2021 - Sapienza, University of Rome

Marlene Radl
Department of Political Science
University of Vienna
marlene.radl@univie.ac.at

Engendering Media Ownership?
Reflecting gendered media ownership and control patterns in Austria

Source: https://www.ovationmagazin.com/wien-wahl-2020-oesterreich-ist-das-anzeigenmedium-nr-1/

Introduction
• University of Vienna, Department of Political Science
• POPBACK Research Project, www.popback.org
• (ongoing) comparative network analysis of media ownership structures in Austria, Slovenia, Croatia,
Turkey and Hungary
• Preliminary results of ownership data collection
• Aim to explore severe underrepresentation of female media owners in Austria and address research
gap on gender & media ownership
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Overview
1. Theoretical Background (Authoritarian Populism, Media, Masculinism)
2. Research Design
3. Empirical Data

4. Discussion of Findings & Theoretical Considerations
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Theoretical Background: Authoritarian populism, media and masculinism
• Authoritarian transformation of liberal “Western” democracies, especially following the financial crises of
2007/2008 and its political repercussions (Norris/Inglehart 2019, Brown 2020, Müller 2017, Crouch 2018,
Candeias 2010, Fraser 2017, Demirovic 2018, Oberndorfer 2019, etc.)

→ rise of right-wing populist parties, authoritarian turn in conservative parties e.g. Trump, Johnson, Kurz
→ authoritarian restructuring of state institutions
• Media as state institution (Gramsci) affected by authoritarian-populist restructuring (Mazzoleni 2003/2008,
Freedman 2014/2018, Bennett&Pfetsch 2018)
• Feminist insight: Authoritarian transformation comes with an intensification of masculinism on various levels
(Graff & Korolczuk 2021, Sauer 2019, Wilde et al. 2018, Sauer & Ludwig 2010, Radl 2019, Mayer et al. 2018 etc)
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Theoretical background: State masculinism
Various dimensions of masculinism within state institutions (Sauer 2009, Kreisky & Löffler 2009)
• Nominal masculinism: physical presence of cis-men within state institutions and
underrepresentation of other gender identities within the same (quantitative representation)

• Structural masculinism: in norms, policies, values, gestures as well as decision-making patterns
and modes of conduct of state actors (not exclusively enacted by men)
• Masculinism enshrined within heteropatriarchal, nuclear family constellations institutionalise
gender-specific division of labour – foster masculinist public sphere
Authoritarian trends → strengthen masculinism in state institutions
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Research Design
Empirical research design: Austria, 2000-2020 (right-wing, authoritarian populist coalitions from 20002006 and 2017-2019)
RQ: How have female media ownership and control shares evolved in Austria over the past two
decades?
Theory-led assumption: given authoritarian political trends, female underrepresentation in media
ownership and control was reinforced in Austria over the past two decades
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Data
• Sampling Strategy for dataset
◦ Outlet and reach-based: High-reach media outlets in print, online and TV (N = 88)
◦ Inclusion criteria: 3% national-net reach or audience-market share (TV)
◦ Sample Years: 2000, 2010, 2020
◦ Traced ownership to ultimate beneficial owner
Data sources
outlets: Standardized audience-measurements (Media Analyse, ÖWA and AG Teletest)
ownership data: Austrian commercial register access via “Wirtschaft-Compass”, data limited on indicated information, caveats
concerning data reliability
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Numerical findings
Frequency table –
unique mentions

2000

n

Outlets
TV stations
Print Outlets
Online Outlets

60
8
52
-

Ultimate Owners
Associations
Financial Institutions
Private Foundations
Foreign Companies
Individuals AUT
Individuals other*
State
Catholic Church
Other

116
16
5
10
24
54
2
2
1
2

Gender (Individuals AUT)
Male
Female

54
45
9

2010

%

n

13.3
86.6
-

47
9
37
1

13.8
4.3
8.6
20.6
46.5
1.7
1.7
0.8
1.7

74
4
3
11
11
39
2
2
1
1

83.3
16.6

39
32
7

2020

%

n

19.1
78.7
2.1

45
9
29
7

5.5
4.1
15.3
13.9
52.8
2.8
2.8
1.4
1.4

76
2
2
10
11
38
9
2
1
1

82
18

38
29
9

%

Full Sample
n
%

20
64.4
15.5

88
13
68
7

14.7
77.3
7.9

2.6
2.6
13.2
14.5
50.0
11.8
2.6
1.3
1.3

191
16
8
20
36
94
11
2
1
3

7.9
4.7
11.1
18.5
49.2
6.8
1.0
0.5
1.5

76.3
23.6

96
76
20

79.1
20.8

Full Sample

88 Media - Outlets
191 Ultimate Owners
96 Individuals (AUT)
→20 female owners

→21% of all individual owners are
female
→Very gradual increase 2000-2020

Table 1.0 own representation, *including foreign individuals and unspecified employees (holding
marginal shares)
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Female owners & Family affiliations
Frequency table –
unique mentions

2000
n

2010
%

n

2020
%

7

n

Full Sample
%

9

n

%

Female Owners

9

20

Share of outlet > 10%

3*

33.3

2

28.6

4

44.4

5*

25

Share of outlet > 50%

0

-

0

-

0

-

0

-

family-affiliated

5

55.5

4

57.1

8

88.8

14

70

not-family-affiliated

4

44.4

3

42.8

1

11.1

6

30

Table 2.0 own representation, *including one female owner, whose exact shares for 2000 are unknown

→ None of the 88 outlets with female majority shareholding

→ 14 out of 20 female owners (70%) coded as family-affiliated
→ Absolute and relative decline in female owners, who are not family-affiliated
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Family media businesses & female CEOs
• Central position of several wealthy families and family businesses regularly run by a male
head/founder of the company followed by his male descendants
• Carolyn Byerly (2011) stressed difference between being an „active media owner“ engaged in
managing and running a media company or being „absentee owners, i.e. owners in name only“
• Only 3 out of 20 female owners have simultaneously been active in top-management (CEO-level) of
a media company
• Decline of female CEOs from 2010-2020
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Share of female CEOs and media owners in Sample (2000/2010/2020)
0.25
0.23
0.2
0.18

Percentage

0.16

0.16

0.15

0.11
0.1
0.09

0.05

0
2000

2010

2020

Years

share of female CEOs

share of female media owners

Figure 1.0.
Source: „Wirtschafts-Compass“ including historical view. CEO and board data was considered only where specified in „Wirtschafts-Compass“
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Findings
◦ Media market in Austria has over the past two decades constantly been very concentrated with very few
women involved in media ownership (20 female owners in overall sample)
◦ Gradual rise in female ownership rate, but constant decline in female owners without family-affiliations
◦ Decline in female CEOs from 2010-2020
How to explain?
◦ Authoritarian tendencies come with power consolidation in state institutions
◦ Growing informal power networks impeding women access to power positions
◦ Masculinism supported by heteropatriarchal family businesses as dominant business model in mediascape
→ Strong persistence of masculinism within media ownership and control can be understood in
correspondence with authoritarian political trends
Marlene Radl, GEMMA Conference, October 2021
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Conclusions
• Authoritarian and right-wing populism relies on the “complicity” of media (Mazzoleni), crucial to
address the question who owns and controls media companies and with what interests?

• Much more feminist research needed to explore masculinism within media companies and its
consequences for media content
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Thank you for your attention!
Marlene Radl, MA
University of Vienna, Department of Political Science
E-mail: marlene.radl@univie.ac.at
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