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the last of us
Masculinity

Soraya Murray

Abstract: Mainstream video games often position players in the role of a hyper- 
masculine hero, with superhuman strength, mastery of combat skills, decisiveness, 
fearlessness, and an inclination toward domination. Through a close look at one 
iconic example, The Last of Us, Soraya Murray discusses the notable break from the 
invulnerable male protagonist, and how it signals larger Western cultural ambiva-
lences and anxieties.

The Last of Us (Naughty Dog, 2013) is a third- person perspective survival- horror 
action game set in a post- apocalyptic United States full of disorder, desperation, 
and brutality. Highly praised at the time of its release, The Last of Us is an iconic 
example of its genre and one that is exceptionally well executed as a kind of part-
ing magnum opus for the Sony PlayStation 3 in terms of its music, character de-
velopment, voice acting, emotional resonance, and mature aesthetic sensibility.1 
Joel, the primary playable character, is a single father and a Texas construction 
worker. In an inciting incident set in the present day of the game’s release, Joel 
has a sweet exchange with his pale blonde daughter, Sarah, late in the night after 
he returns from a hard day at work. It is his birthday, and she has waited up to 
give him his present. But this is also the fateful eve of an outbreak that will deci-
mate the United States. Before we know it, the town has succumbed to violence 
and mayhem that, based on discoverable clues such as newspaper and television 
reports, has erupted nationally. There is panic, and despite his desperate efforts, 
Joel is unable to protect his daughter from it all. Before the title sequence has 
even begun, we see young Sarah whimpering and bleeding out in the dark night, 
cueing the player that this journey is bound to be harsh.
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We meet Joel once again, 20 years into the pandemic, now grizzled, battle- 
worn, and emotionally damaged from the traumatic loss of his daughter. He phys-
ically embodies the “heartland” American man: white, able- bodied, presumed 
straight and of Christian stock, verbally reserved, solidly built, and pragmatic. Joel 
is resourceful, but he is also deeply jaded, plagued by survivor’s guilt, and mor-
ally compromised by what he has done to stay alive. He is a smuggler and a killer, 
subsisting on rations and whatever opportunity he and his partner, Tess, can drum 
up. Joel lives in a militarized quarantine zone in Boston, which is besieged by war-
ring factions, as well as the aggressive victims of an airborne fungal pandemic. As 
the fungus attacks their brains and grows, the infected become increasingly violent, 
deformed, and inhuman.

The scarcity of supplies is a problem, and scavenging is a primary game me-
chanic. It’s a world that would be familiar to fans of the post- apocalyptic narrative 
in cinema like: 28 Days Later (Danny Boyle, 2002), Planet Terror (Robert Rodri-
guez and Quentin Tarantino, 2007), The Road (John Hillcoat, 2009), Zombieland 
(Robin Fleischer, 2009), The Book of Eli (Albert Hughes and Allen Hughes, 2010), 
Rise of the Planet of the Apes (Rupert Wyatt, 2011) and World War Z (Marc For-
ster, 2013). Like these films and popular cinema- inspired survival- horror fran-
chises such as Resident Evil and Silent Hill, they present visions of Western cul-
ture in ruins. Within these narratives, a compromised hero often contends with 
the crumbling of Western notions of progress, and the unsustainability of that 
way of life. This is demonstrated on two levels: in the individual narrative of sur-
vival hardship, and in the larger backdrop of civilization’s breakdown due to an 
ecological crisis and the ensuing desperation.

A complication is introduced in the form of Ellie, a girl whom Joel is tasked 
with smuggling to another quarantine zone. Fourteen, imperiled, and of mys-
terious significance to the rebel “Fireflies” militia, Ellie is a painful reminder of 
Joel’s lost daughter. She also rekindles his flickering sense of purpose. Between 
the infected and human threats, as well as the perils of this dystopic space, Joel 
is repeatedly forced to protect the innocent Ellie— which he does grudgingly at 
first. Over the course of the game, Joel’s relationship to Ellie shifts from exas-
perated guardian to mentor, to protector, and finally surrogate father. Much of 
the gameplay involves stealth, combat, shooting, puzzle- solving, scavenging, and 
crafting. A poignant score by an Academy Award– winning composer combined 
with the strong storyline and unrelenting scenarios invoke pathos and concen-
trated emotional affect. The cinematic nature of the vision provides an immersive 
sense of place. The Last of Us presents, in the shape of a post- apocalyptic context, 
an extremely well executed opportunity to engage with some of America’s deep-
est myths and fantasies of rugged individualism, man versus man, man versus 
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nature, and in a way, the frontier narrative— all of which bear heavily on notions 
of masculinity.2 As representations that are playable, games present constructions 
that users operate to catalyze actions that advance the game narrative.3 Thus, 
playable representations are a key component through which players engage with 
the game and its unfolding story.

Visual studies– based scholarship of representation has long acknowledged the 
multiple and shifting notions of masculinity in culture, which are invented and 
shored up by various signifying practices and social mores, in keeping with the 
specific historical moment.4 Overwhelmingly, most mainstream games with hu-
man characters still adhere to a traditional highly militarized masculine ideal 
of strength, resourcefulness, combat readiness, a competitive spirit, a penchant 
for violence, and dominance in the theater of war.5 Stephen Kline, Nick Dyer- 
Witheford, and Greig de Peuter unpack the notion of “militarized masculinity” in 
relation to games, pointing to its relevance on multiple levels: “Militarized mas-
culinity is a matter not only of designing cultural narratives of violence and gen-
der but of computer technology’s legacy of military applications and— of special 
importance— marketing practices aimed at commercially valuable hard- core male 
players.”6 As they observe, there is a connection among in- game representations 
that glorify a fantasy of militarized manhood, the military origins of the technol-
ogy employed in video games, and the primary market audiences of games. Since 
these kinds of games have been wildly successful, the formula is repeated. But 
their success may also be due to having tapped into fears, anxieties, and hopes 
that operate on a deep cultural level and resonate with mainstream audiences. In 
his research on video games, masculinity, and culture, Derek Burrill notes these 
kinds of games are gateways for male players to access a kind of “boyhood, or 
the state of premature masculinity that is accessed by males seeking to re- engage 
their youth/virility/power/dominance over forces that appear to be encroaching 
on their former footholds  .  .  .”7 For him, “[v]ideogames in the 21st century serve 
as the prime mode of regression, a technonostalgia machine allowing escape, fan-
tasy, extension, and utopia, a space away from feminism, class imperatives, familial 
duties, as well as a national and political responsibilities.”8 In other words, games 
become spaces to enact and negotiate one’s relationship to lived- world pressures. 
This sense of losing a foothold, particularly on a national and a political level, will 
become important for an understanding of what is at work in The Last of Us.

Today, primary playable characters (if human) are still most likely to be male, 
and often adhere to a stock “type” (white, brown- haired, unshaven, brooding) 
that has prompted scrutiny for its ubiquity, exclusions, and lack of variation. The 
titular character of the Max Payne series (2001– 2012), Nathan Drake of the Un-
charted series (2007–  ), Niko Bellic of Grand Theft Auto IV (2008), John Marston 
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of Red Dead Redemption (Rockstar San Diego, 2010), Booker DeWitt of BioShock 
Infinite (Irrational Games, 2013), Aiden Pearce of Watch Dogs (Ubisoft Montreal, 
2014): these are just a few of the examples of a dominant “type” in games. The 
limiting nature of these representations often sidelines or excludes women, the 
non– gender conforming, and people of color. This systematic omission has raised 
repeated criticisms from women and minority players, journalists, and academics 
and has frequently surfaced in public discourse.

Because the game industry, game culture, and games themselves remain so 
male- dominated, studies in gender and video games have overwhelmingly focused 
on females and, particularly, girls.9 Men and boys persist as the primary target au-
dience of commercial games, their marketing, and their larger culture, despite sta-
tistical evidence that all genders play, and females play almost as much as males.10 
Despite this diversity, there remains a bent toward toxic forms of hypermasculinity 
in larger video game culture. However, some scholars, such as Ewan Kirkland, have 
noted that there is yet little understanding of the range of masculinities imaged and 
enacted in playable form, including those which may complicate and contradict the 
most regressive male roles associated with games.11 As a part of this conversation, it 
is vital to interrogate the presumed norm not only in terms of masculinity but also 
whiteness, which has come under scrutiny in recent years yet persists as a “univer-
sal” onto which other kinds of players are often asked to map themselves.

Although Joel certainly does not conform to the conventional militarized mas-
culinity of an iconic character like Snake in Metal Gear Solid (Konami, 1998), 
who is more immersed in “strongly gender coded scenarios of war, conquest, 
and combat,” he does function as a cipher for an American rugged individu-
alist.12 And although Joel musters extraordinary strength at times, he does not 
possess the tactical combat skills of the militarized masculinity often presented 
in mainstream games. He is an antihero figure who is surly, deeply cynical, and 
self- serving. As the primary playable character and central representation of mas-
culinity in the game, Joel is often presented as being vulnerable, imperiled, and 
victimized by a bleak existence. Much of the violence that takes place— while ad-
mittedly cinematic— is neither glamorized nor heroic. Most weapons are make-
shift, and constant scavenging is necessary in order to find the most rudimentary 
tools and supplies to construct melee weapons and create distractions. One never 
feels the definitive domination of one’s enemy, the rush of combat, or pleasure of 
highly technologized and fetishized weaponry. Whereas some military- oriented 
games can be almost balletic in their elegantly executed action, The Last of Us 
refuses to replicate this convention, instead presenting players with awkward, off- 
balance skirmishes. Indeed, at one point in the game, after Joel becomes seri-
ously incapacitated, Ellie assumes the role of protector, hunting for their food and 
singlehandedly defending Joel against enemies.



The Last of Us 105

White male victimization— a key pillar of the Men’s Rights Movement and, 
more recently, the 2016 Donald Trump presidential campaign— is a clear political 
pushback against diversity in America.13 The extreme survivalist scenario, when 
considered within a larger cultural moment in which there is a growing polariza-
tion between the West and a so- called axis of evil, suggests fears of being over-
run, colonized, or perhaps becoming the losers of global competition and eco-
nomic restructuring. It is hard not to read the representation of a beleaguered 
white normative American in light of such large anxieties of conflicted Western 
dominance across the world. Within the United States, for example, there is an 
increasing racially based anxiety around what it will mean for the nation when 
the demographic makeup renders whites the “minority”— which is projected in 
the near future.14 In this regard, the American notion of whiteness, which oper-
ates simultaneously as a racial category, a term for power relations, and a term 
of normativity, weighs heavily on the representation of Joel, who is angry, dis-
enfranchised, and subject to a radical otherness in the form of the infected, who 
have overrun his nation.

Despite the temporary shift to gameplay as Ellie, who eventually develops her 
autonomy and survival skills, several commentators discussed the game within 
a larger trend toward “dadification” in video games. That is, critics noted that 
several games have turned to a scenario of paternal relations between a primary 
male character and a younger female character who needs protection. Some have 
attributed this turn to game developers themselves becoming fathers and ad-
dressing this in their work or to the tendency of these same developers to speak 
to an aging game player constituency whom they believe to be much like them-
selves. Yet others suggest that this move provides the opportunity to reassert pro-
tective male dominant characters in a new way while sidestepping the exhausted 
rescue- the- princess model.15 Joel and Ellie exemplify this relation, but there were 
many others, including Booker DeWitt and Elizabeth in BioShock Infinite and Lee 
Everett and Clementine in The Walking Dead (Telltale Games, 2012). In The Last 
of Us, Sarah, the daughter who dies in the game’s inciting incident, becomes the 
engine for many of Joel’s drives. One infers quickly that the origin of his deep bit-
terness stems from his inability, as a father, to have protected her. Despite his best 
efforts, this drive becomes mapped onto Ellie, another young girl, albeit one born 
“native” to the pandemic and therefore more socialized into surviving its harsh 
realities.

A distinctly paternalistic relation between Joel an Ellie evolves over the course 
of their engagement— one that is reinforced narratively and visually within the 
game itself. Joel is unwillingly placed in a protectorate role, although, at first, he 
is barely able to even look at Ellie— suggesting his persisting difficulty in deal-
ing with his prior loss. As Joel and Ellie traverse the game space, the girl is often 
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exposed to the ravaged beauty of the land and to the thrill of discovering new 
experiences. Ellie’s childlike wonder in leaving the Boston quarantine zone for 
the first time not only allows players to experience similar feelings vicariously 
but also functions to place Joel increasingly in a parental position. While the two 
wander the sublime spaces of nature as it reabsorbs their once- great civilization, 
conversations between them can be triggered at will by the player. This functions 
to build interiority in each of the characters and relations between them. Play-
ers notice as a part of gameplay that Ellie, who is small, can scramble into small 
spaces, and Joel, who is brawnier, can boost her up easily to ledges neither could 
reach alone. A kind of symbiosis is reached between them, where each organi-
cally makes the most of their respective physical assets, to solve gamic problems 
and navigate the space through collaborative effort.

Joel’s fatherly impulses also manifest themselves in the various shielding ges-
tures made by his character throughout the game. While crouched together in a 
cover position, Ellie eventually nestles into the crook of Joel’s arm if near to him. 
When standing in a cover position behind a wall, Joel places an arm across her 
body like a barrier against harm, in a typically parental gesture (see figure 12.1). 
Ellie is also very petite when beside Joel, girlish in her form, wide- eyed, and rep-
resentative of a kind of unblemished spirit that he increasingly desires to protect. 
He calls her “kiddo.” This paternal relation is also represented through Joel’s reti-
cence to Ellie’s use of deadly weapons and his desire to shelter her from having to 
kill. In one instance, Joel finds a bow and Ellie wants to use it: “I’m a pretty good 
shot with that thing,” she says. Joel responds, “How ’bout we just leave this kind 
of stuff to me.” Ellie protests: “Well, we could both be armed. Cover each other.” 
“I don’t think so,” Joel admonishes. Of course, Joel’s desire to spare Ellie this bur-
den is unrealistic, and across the game this dynamic shifts. Ellie’s gradual accep-
tance of her new, brutal reality intensifies as the two head west, culminating in an 
extremely cruel scene of mortal struggle between Ellie and a cannibal. In this and 
other desperate moments of almost losing her, Joel addresses Ellie as “Baby Girl,” 
an endearment once reserved for his own child. This fatherly role, in which Joel 
is presented a second chance to save the girl, offers another kind of masculinity, 
one that is protectorate but emotionally vulnerable. What the paternal offers on 
an affective level is a narrative access point to the emotional inner lives of men as 
fathers while keeping intact the player’s perceived sense of Joel’s masculinity.

The Last of Us breaks with typical gamic hypermasculinity in significant ways 
that are built into both the core gameplay and the representational elements. The 
masculinity presented in the form of Joel typifies the triple- A title white male 
game hero but departs in ways that signal an ambivalence toward the exhausted 
militarized masculine types that have dominated mainstream games. The sense 
of overall privation and the lack of all the tools and mastery necessary interrupt 
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the sense of combat dominance. Even though he is a masculine protagonist who 
largely adheres to the generic white male “type,” Joel is nevertheless almost al-
ways configured as despondent, as someone who is constantly innovating out of 
necessity. Furthermore, he is placed in a paternal role in relation to his young 
ward, Ellie, which places him in emotional peril relative to his tragic past. Pro-
tracted episodes of scrounging and scavenging provide a sense of desperation and 
vulnerability rather than control and dominance. There are never enough places 
to hide, the body fails, plans fall through, everyone is at risk, alliances are fragile, 
and collaboration is necessary.

Still, the game does not entirely ditch conventional male representation. Rather, 
it taps into concerns related to a fraught moment— particularly connected to the 
larger social engineering of a victimized white American masculinity. What results 
is an affective quality of a deep ambivalence, which trades on highly ideological 
perceptions of the white male as both normative hero, and as threatened by larger 
historical circumstance. This is an image of masculinity that mobilizes a moral high 
ground of victimization and alienation within the nation. It is an ambivalent white-
ness, disadvantaged in a new world of profound threatening otherness embodied 
in the form of the infected. It is in this brilliant flattening of hero and victim into a 
single masculine form, that The Last of Us shores up a construction of white mas-
culinity that is embattled by threats, both real and imagined.

Figure 12.1 Joel protects Ellie, in The Last of Us. Image provided by Sony 
Interactive Entertainment America LLC. © Sony Interactive Entertainment 
America LLC. Created and developed by Naughty Dog LLC.
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