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INTRODUCTION

In this paper we consider the ability of mods to influence gaming culture by reflecting
on the cultural impact of the Femme Pyro mod. Created by the lead author, the Femme
Pyro mod was an attempt to playfully insert a female version of the ‘heavy’ pyro
character class in Team Fortress 2 (2007). While the mod was incredibly successful,
and has become one of the most popular and well-known TF2 mods of all time, in this
paper we examine whether the mod has encouraged others to mod or develop female
game characters, particularly of ‘non-idealised’ body types, or led to an embrace of
‘non-idealised’ female bodies in gaming culture more generally.

The ‘circuit of culture’ model advanced by du Gay et al. (1997) suggests that
communities of consumption can influence cultural production, and modding as a
practice is based in essence on the principles of ‘participatory culture’ (Jenkins et al.
2009), with a ‘countercultural’ ethos and a spirit of audience agency. However, as
Nicolls and Keogh have argued that ‘freemium’ production tools present a ‘democratic
dispositif” to obscure the homogenisation of the production process (Nicoll and Keogh
2019), we argue that the reception and appropriation of the Femme Pyro mod suggests
modding practices that may seem ‘countercultural’ may be similarly impotent in
addressing the homogenisation of game culture.

For while we know that the authorial intent of creating Femme Pyro was to address the
under-representation of non-normative, practically geared women in games, it has only
managed to ‘intervene’ in games culture in a very limited way. While the body type
and gear of the Femme Pyro mod was intentionally designed to resist the tendency of
character designers to represent female characters as largely unclothed, with faces
exposed and very idealised bodies, these aspects of the mod design have not led directly
to an awareness of the absurditiy of the generic representation of women in games.
Instead, the Femme Pyro model has been sexualised, fetishised and appropriated as a
porn trope, a living embodiment of two of the ‘rules of the internet’; ‘Rule 34: If it
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exists, there is porn of it. No exceptions’; and ‘Rule 43: The more beautiful and pure a
thing is—the more satisfying it is to corrupt it.” The elements that made Femme Pyro
an element of resistance — the larger build, the full suit and the gas mask — all heavily
feature in the fetish material.

The fetishisation of Femme Pyro is not necessarily a corruption (as it is inclusive, in a
sense) and should highlight that there is demand in the market for these forms of
characters and representations. However, the clear popularity of Femme Pyro has not
resulted in a proliferation of non-idealised bodies in game development. Examples of
heavy set women are as rare and exotic as the mutant ‘Lily’ in Fallout New Vegas
(2010), and Hanako Ohtani from Persona 4 (2008), along with games where the
treatment of fat characters sits somewhere between fetishisation and ridicule, such as
Fat Princess (2009). This rarity contrasts markedly with the amount of well regarded
heavy set male characters in games, with a number of listicles of cool ‘fat guys’ in
games highlighting that there are many. In a marginal exception that proves the rule,
the character of Abby in The Last of Us Il (2020) was more muscular than typical
representations of women in games, and this representation led to an outcry from
elements of the gaming community (Tomkinson 2023); suggesting there is still
resistance toward non-idealised representations of women in games.

We argue that the fact that the Femme Pyro mod was so successful and so fetishised
demonstrates that there is space for representing non-idealised female characters in
game culture. However, the experience of creating Femme Pyro illustrates that while
masculine characters can be all sizes and still have agency, non-typical representations
of women tend to be reduced to fetish objects and not playable characters with their
own story. This finding suggests that there may still be some intractable elements of
game culture — and that modders may need industry or audience help to act as agents
of change.
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ENDNOTES
! See, for example, https://screwattack.fandom.com/wiki/Top_10 Fat Guys in_Games
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