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Outline of the talk

• Outline gender and videogame research
• Contextualising ‘The Witcher’
• Methods (collecting the corpora) and data
• Analysing representations of a sub-set of characters
• Conclusions and implications



Outline of gender and videogame 
research

• Content analyses suggesting that women are underrepresented 
and when they are they are overly visually sexualised (Dietz 
1998, Beasley and Collins-Stanley 2002; Burgess et al., 2007; 
Miller and Summers 2007)

• There is a solid body of work on the visual representation of 
gender in videogames as a text (for example, Fox and Bailenson, 
2009; Downs and Smith, 2010; Sloan, 2015)

• There tends to be a focus on the visually gendered body, and 
linguistic analyses tend to be rarer by comparison



Outline of language, gender, and 
videogame research

• 2 camps: videogame paratext and videogames themselves.

• Paratext linguistic analyses are much more common (see 
Ensslin, 2012; Ensslin and Balterio, 2018; Potts, 2015)

• Although some scholars have looked at aspects of videogames 
and applications to areas such as language teaching (for 
example, Gee, 2003), they have not yet looked at lexico-
grammatical patterns around gendered terms / characters. 



Contrasting visuals

-Highly sexualised
-Little to no spoke language

She’s a 
fighter

-Not sexualised
-A lot of spoken language

She’s a 
bitch



Summary of arguments

• Previous linguistic research tends to focus on paratext but not 
of videogames as a text

• Although the gender-based visual analyses of videogames are 
useful, they do not provide the full picture. 

• We need to look at the linguistic features of videogames as a 
text in order to see how gendered characters both speak and 
are spoken about.



Background to ‘The Witcher’ 

• Originally a best-selling 
Polish book series by 
Andrzej Sapkowski

• Follows the story of 
Geralt, a professional 
monster hunter



The Witcher videogames

• 2007- the Witcher (received an 81/100 on Metacritic and IGN’s Game of the year 
award). 

• 2011- the Witcher 2: Assassination of Kings (received 88/100 on Metacritic and won 
European Games Awards’ best European Game of the Year)

• 2015- the Witcher 3: Wild Hunt (93/100 on Metacritic and IGN’s best role playing 
game)

• Over 33 Million copies sold worldwide (roughly 11 Million per game)

• Draws heavily on the books by Sapkowski, but are not the exact same
• The stories in the Witcher take place after the events of Sapkowski’s final book
• Draws quite heavily on medieval literature and tropes 





Un-cleaned and encrypted text file



Cleaned and decrypted file



Methods and data

• The data from the first game was manually coded out using 
string files which had very little encryption

• Other 2 games were heavily encrypted and different software 
was used to get that (Gibbed Red Tools for TW2; Lunis for TW3)

Video game Token Count (using Wordsmith)

The Witcher 1 149, 716

The Witcher 2 255, 763

The Witcher 3 294, 258

Total 699, 764



Choosing gendered social actors

• Keyword lists for 3 corpora combined were generated (as 
measured by LL, LR, BIC)

• 150 top key words were taken from each corpora
• If a gendered character occurred, their frequency of occurrence 

was noted.
• 23 male social actors, 11 female social actors
• For this presentation, I will just be reporting on the 5 most 

frequently key female and male social actors 
• Collocational analysis was conducted (for all gendered social 

actors), but there were few shared collocates. Shared discourse 
prosodies were present, though. 



Gendered social actors who are 
keywords

Male Character Name Number of Occurrences Female Character 

Name

Number of Occurrences 

Foltest 470 Ciri 397

Henselt 502 Philippa 280

Iorveth 410 Saskia 343

Radovid 335 Triss 637

Roche 333 Yenefer 254

Table 11- Most Frequent Male and Female Characters Who are Key Words and Their Frequencies of Occurrence 

Across All Three Games. 



Male characters are leaders

The concordance lines for these men suggest they are in positions 
of leadership:

“I can spend the rest of my life serving King Foltest as a diplomat.” 
(The Witcher 1)
“it’s revenge for those soldiers who died following Roche.” (The 
Witcher 2)
“They say chess is the game of kings, and Radovid proved this point 
twice over during his meeting” (The Witcher 3)

(3 kings, 2 leaders of armies)



Male characters are also cunning, 
merciful, and loyal

These 5 male social actors were also described as having positive 
attributes:

“Geralt led his group to the wharf, while Iorveth prepared the others to 
attack from another direction.” (The Witcher 2)
“They’re waiting for you. Defeating Henselt won't be easy. Henselt's
experienced at waging war” (The Witcher 2)
“reports have confirmed earlier reports stating King Radovid has 
important plans for Novigrad” (The Witcher 3)

• Overall, we see a generally well-rounded representation of 
male characters



Differences in leadership

• There were some negative discourses around the male 
characters, though this also related to their abilities as leaders:

“There’s word he's colluding with Kaedwen. Greed. King Henselt would 
gladly annex more land and grant Loredo privileges” (The Witcher 2)
“Loredo couldn't protect the port from a drunk lumberjack, let alone 
Iorveth” (The Witcher 2)
“Irritated by Geralt's typical cheek, Radovid brayed for the witcher's
blood and Geralt only dodge the executioner's axe thanks to the 
intervention of his co-conspirators” (The Witcher 3)
“Mhm. In that time, Roche ventured deep into Kaedwen on some secret 
mission” (The Witcher 2)



Men are

• Overall, men are represented as a non-homogenous group with 
different qualities. The discourses around them are quite 
mixed, with a fair few concordance lines suggesting they are 
viewed in well-rounded ways. 



Women need to be saved

• Storyline about the 5 selected female characters 
position them as needing to be found, saved, or 
rescued:

“The city's underworld still held much of it in their 
sleazy grasp. Finding Ciri here would be like searching 
for a needle in a burning haystack” (The Witcher 3)
“Everyone loves her. Everyone wants to save Saskia” 
(The Witcher 2)
“I'm looking for Triss. Letho forced her to teleport 
near Vergen ” (The Witcher 2)

Female Character 

Name

Ciri

Philippa

Saskia

Triss

Yenefer



Women need to be saved

• This idea that women need to be saved is supported by a 
transitivity analysis of agents and patients in verbs

The term ‘woman’ occurred as an agent in (a random sample of 100) 
verbs 27% of the time, and as patients 66% of the time (6% of verbs 
sampled were not transitive). 
The term ‘man’ occurred as an agent in (a random sample of 100) verbs 
55% of the time, and as patients 39% of the time (6% of verbs sampled 
were not transitive). 

• This in addition to the concordance lines suggests that women 
in the videogame are portrayed as victims who need saving by 
(male) characters.



Women are sorceresses

• 4/5 of the female characters were sorceresses: 
“Triss Merigold, redheaded sorceress - she was in the next room…” 
(The Witcher 2)
“Philippa Eilhart was, beyond all doubt, a crafty sorceress.” (The 
Witcher 2)
“This decision had consequences, however: Eredin could sense 
whenever Ciri used her powers” (The Witcher 3)
“Be forewarned that a sorceress has arrived on Ard Skellig. Her name is 
Yennefer and she hails from Vengerberg.” (The Witcher 3)

• But sorceresses are limited in their power (i.e. they are political advisors at 
most)

The only ‘sorcerer’ is a gay man -> other male magic users are referred to as 
‘mage(s)’ (see Cunningham, 2016)



Except from Saskia

• The one female character who is seen as a physical fighter, 
rather than a sorceress is Saskia:

“turned into heated cross words, and then into a duel between Henselt
and Saskia.” (The Witcher 2)
“Is what they say true? Did Saskia kill a dragon?” (The Witcher 2)

Discourses of leadership



Looking at the visuals

Philippa Eilhart
Triss
Merigold

Ciri Yennefer 

Saskia- full body 
image



Male character visuals

Foltest

Henslet

Ioriveth Radovid

Vernon Roche



Conclusions

• Qualitative analysis as informed by quantitative analysis (and 
indeed, combined with quantitative analysis) has been 
triangulated with visual analysis, which provides a more 
comprehensive analysis than simply looking at the visual 
representation of the gendered body. 

• Male characters were represented as leaders with a variety of 
positive traits; female characters were represented as 
sorceresses (advisors) who often required saving or finding. 

• When one female does show leadership qualities, her physical 
appearance is vastly different to other women and indeed male 
characters in the same role. 



Implications & future research

• This presentation has demonstrated that corpus approaches to 
lexico-grammatical representations of gendered characters can 
be employed to videogames as a text

• But more research needed on more games to see if it is a trend 
within videogames in general or just The Witcher. 

• Although I have not been able to cover it in this presentation, I 
have also examined how gender neutral professions and items 
can show a gender bias (for example mages and trophies).
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