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Abstract

Bridging interior design with our Anthropocene shift and the eco-material implications of
digital practices, our contribution focuses on two case studies that inform us about the
sociocultural values embedded in technology. At the level of software, we first investigate
The Sims video game: from its embedded representations around nature to the underlying
gendered discourses behind its affiliation as a “girl's game”. At the hardware level, we then
follow practices of liquid-nitrogen overclocking: a form of extreme computer tuning and cool-
ing. These two cases enable us to delve into two main axes we use to shed light on the ma-
terially and culturally situated nature of our day-to-day technologies. The first axis connects
10 the way we perceive and control nature: contextualizing our beliefs around nature as an
infinite resource to control inside our software and hardware culture. Going further into the
body of hardware/software practices of leisure and play, our second axes then shed light

on the genderedness of these technologies. In these case studies, we explore how digital
and material infrastructures of technology are not neutral but embody gender dynamics in
their domestic and built spaces. Finally, we conclude by providing readers with alternative
and queer perspectives on computing as methodological tools to deconstruct and distance
ourselves from the gendered technologies we inhabit.
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1. Introduction

In contrast to prevailing narratives and tropes surrounding the
internet, this contribution explores how nature is controlled
and depicted both offline and online. In opposition to ubiqui-
tous “storylines” (Hajer, 1997) and digital metaphors such as
the one of the internet “cloud” and “artificial” intelligence, the
work contextualizes intersections and frictions between these
technologies and our understanding of nature. These frictions
are examined through three core aspects of the computing
ecosystem: 1) human, 2) digital, and 3) material. Inspired by the
open systems interconnection (OSI) model, our first section
addresses humans as users and operators of hardware and soft-
ware in daily life. By highlighting the omission of this cultural
layer by the OSI, it sheds light on the politics at play between
technology, nature, and gender. Contrary to the cloud met-
aphor inaccurately depicting computing as a seamless black
box observed from afar, it contextualizes how these beliefs
and dynamics are embodied within the core of our daily-used
technologies. More specifically, it argues for a re-embodiment
of our culturally-situated views and biases in the software and
hardware ecosystem, approaching them as ‘wicked’ (Rittel &
Weber, 1973) infrastructures inseparable from their culturally
situated ‘techniques of the body’ (Mauss, 1973). The second and
third sections introduce two case studies: where both software
and hardware entangle with gender and cultural dynamics. In
the second section, focusing on software, we delve into The
Sims life simulation and video game. Dissecting underlying
gendered values and dynamics within the game’s domestic
space, we draw parallels with gender dynamics and cultural
views around nature in Western countries.



Transitioning to the physical infrastructure enabling digital
activities to occur, the third section zooms in on a community
of gamers and hardware enthusiasts known as liquid nitrogen
overclockers. By examining their use of liquid nitrogen to
competitively cool computer chips, we contextualize their per-
ceptions and views of nature: as an extractive resource for our
computational culture. Studying venues and fairs where they
compete, we shed light on the gendered dynamics of comput-
ing culture and the market in which they operate. Finally, the
conclusion guides the reader toward alternative and counter
ways to engage with mainstream technologies and outline the
importance of a queer culture of technology.

2. From Mainstream Worldviews to a Queer Culture of
Computing

Outside of technology as a purely technical, neutral, and ar-
tificial set of objects, this first section introduces our digital
spaces as culturally-situated apparatuses (Agamben, 2009):
embodying specific views about nature and the sociocultur-
al gender dynamics at play inside our western and europe-

an societies. In opposition to the ubiquitous metaphors and
framing we introduced earlier, we argue that the environ-
ments these technologies produce and perform need a com-
prehensive assessment without dismissing the gendered form
of violence they embody. Addressing this political aspect
necessitates to recognise the capitalist (Moore, 2016), colonial
(Ferdinand, 2019) and patriarchal (Di Chiro, 2017) dimensions
of our contemporary globalized relationship with nature.

A critical take on our computer and video gaming culture
therefore means taking a multi-scalar point of action: think-



ing simultaneously about the degradation of biodiversity and
the environment intensified by our extractive technical indus-
tries, gendered violence conveyed by screens and its mediated
socially-situated technologies and practices (Haraway, 2015);
and issues of post-coloniality surrounding the production of
electronic waste.

In this paper, we explore the extent to which these computing
practices are a salient illustration of our post-domestic rev-
olution. We ask how, from domestic-spaces built across the
digital to the physical, nature and its representations are com-
modified and gendered; inherently linked to the human so-
cio-technical contexts and infrastructures that activate them.
Mediating through screens and gestures in video games and
in the gaming culture, technology acts as a vector for the pro-
duction of meaning and subjectivity. Far from merely repre-
senting the reality we inhabit, it actively produces and repro-
duces bodily-gendered dynamics: shaping our relationships
to the world and the way we inhibit it. In this infrastructure
of practices and built-spaces arise a specific view of nature
we argue as extractivist and colonialistic: perpetuating domi-
nation and power dynamics through the screen, its mediating
interfaces and the body of gestures that it activates.

Drawing from the OSI model, our first point of analysis is
the construction and development of synthetic nature in vid-
eo games. Taking the example of The Sims, we shed light
on the way the videogame industry reproduces specific gen-
dered-narratives through the production of online domestic
spaces.



Figure 1. Screenshot from The Sims 4. The sim can search for frogs in the backyard of his newly pur-
chased house.

Figure 2. Screenshot from The Sims 4. Once captured, the frog can be exposed in the house, and give a
decoration bonus to the sims’ player. Source: Guillaume Guenat.



Whereas feminine identities have been socially and histori-
cally thought of as having an ontological proximity to nature,
the sensitive, the disordered, but also matter as opposed to
abstraction (Merchant, 1980). The Sims presents a paradoxical
image, being simultaneously associated with femininity and
portraying the domination of nature within the game. This
dichotomy between woman/nature and man/culture is histor-
ically responsible for the epistemicide of women’s knowledge
about nature (Grosfoguel, 2013). It also has contributed to the
rise of a Western modernity shaped by the pursuit of capital,
colonization, and slavery (Federici, 2004). These characteris-
tics of the Anthropocene are challenged by the dynamics found
within The Sims. While mastering and controlling the envi-
ronment as developed in other games like Minecraft or World
of Warcraft appear as more masculine and connect to overall
practices of extractivism, domestication of nature is in The
Sims feminine: due to its aestheticization. The dramatic irony
of this game lies in the fact that while it cuts women off from
nature, and therefore responds to the patriarchal imperatives of
the Anthropocene, women remain devalued (Fig. 3).

This extractivism and take of male-driven games such as Mi-
necraft or World of Warcraft echoes with other practices of our
computational culture located on the other side of the OSI: at
the level of hardware. This case is explicit in gaming aesthet-
ics and the world of electronic-sports (e-sports); where domes-
tics spaces such as fairs, gaming arcades and interiors embody
aesthetics of maximalism. These are reinforced by key heavily
designed objects that are easily recognizable and federating

a predominantly white male community: RGB-colored fans,



case mods, gaming chairs, and others. The gendered-nature of
gaming domestic spaces is also explicit at the level of the clear
division of roles and labor between males and females. With
the case of the overclocking, it’s complex PC-builds and cool-
ing competitions with males as experts and females as cheer-
ing the public and carrying objects promoted by the company
(Fig. 6), these practices and spaces contribute to a compart-
mentalized and deleterious binary distribution of roles that
reinforce mainstream gendered-discourses and gaps around
technology and its makers.

These iterative performative acts produce gender as a stable
category and obscure its fictional dimension (Butler, 1993).
The body is always already signified by a context of gender
(as well as class and race) that is here both material and con-
ceptual. This context starts from its initial ground: bodies. In
the article and through the two following sections, we there-
fore invite the reader to analyze how bodies of technology are
designed, perceived and vectors of a specific social and polit-
ical order. Through The Sims or practices of liquid-nitrogen
overclocking, this is represented in the way gamers represent
themselves and nature through avatars and computerized
graphics, how nature is extracted and used as an infinite re-
source in the context of cooling, or even how events celebrat-
ing our computational culture such as liquid nitrogen over-
clocking competitions involve a network of gendered physical
interaction with computer hardware and the market.

Opposed to these mainstream views and socio technical
embodiments of our computation culture, we argue that it is



possible to design and foster alternative representations. We
propose then to consider a queer approach to videogames.
This takes the form of exploring complex relationships be-
tween different species with non-anthropomorphized avatars
for example. Drawing from Lehner (2017), we argue that this
aesthetic subverts established conventions, helps emancipate
the player and introduces spaces for reflection on ecological
coexistence. Given that the definition of a game allows play-
ers to appropriate and change their objects, the interactivity
of video games can implement anamorphic thinking, pro-
ducing an apparent world of interrelated life forms, animated
humans, animals, and plants.

This reflection exemplifies how, drawing from Haraway and
her concept of the Chtulucene (Haraway, 2015), which feeds
into the Anthropocene as a new dimension, games cultivating
multi-species relationships demonstrate the importance of
interconnections between humans, animals, and the environ-
ment. Moreover, her invitation to think of science fantasy or
of games such as Cat’s Cradle leads us to analyze how techno-
logical products can be complex, collective and open-ended
(Haraway, 2016).

Finally, her concept of the cyborg serves as a reminder that the
biological world is hybridized by our everyday technologized
lives, highlighting the widespread destruction caused by patri-
archal technoscience (Haraway, 1991). As it blurs the bounda-
ries between humans and machines, between the public and the
private, the cyborg perfectly illustrates the virtual post-domes-
tic environment in which we are constantly immersed.



3. “A Girl’s Game”. The Case of The Sims

Video games simulate spaces that require interactions between
players, game interactions and the game’s environment and
domestic spaces. In the context of the popular Mario video
game series for example, turtles that are thrown or mushrooms
ingested are all part of this simulated space. Across various
games, these environments generally serve the same set of
purposes: either used as an aesthetic component contribut-

ing to a pleasant experience; or as serving the narrative: such
as when using the environment’s resources to progress in the
game (Chang, 2019). This resource-oriented characteristic of
domestic spaces connects, as developed in the next section,

to a broader computational worldview: the one of extractiv-
ism and maximalism developed by the gaming industry.From
purely aesthetics to a more active role inside the game play and
narrative, the video game industry develops domestic spaces as
central inside the game’s procedural authorship (Murray, 1997)
and intentions. From Lara Croft’s luxurious residence in Tomb
Raider to Resident Evil’s stifling Spencer Mansion, game de-
sign is all about the construction of architectural narrative, to
paraphrase Henry Jenkins (Jenkins, 2004).

However, two specific positionings of online domestic spac-
es across the different game genres emerge. The first, such
as the Sims, are referred to as “cozy games”: focusing on the
construction of comfortable homes in an open-ended world
and life simulations. The second, like Minecraft for example,
are framed as “survival games”: drawing from “ecocompo-
sition” (Bohunicky, 2014, p. 222) proposing gamers build and
grow shelters within resources previously gathered inside the



games’ hostile nature and environment. We argue that they
connect to broader worldviews of extraction: where nature,
mediated through these domestic spaces, is portrayed as an
infinite resource to exploit and control.

A seminal example of how simulated digital spaces appropri-
ate domestic space is the series of life simulation video games
The Sims, designed and developed by Maxis since 2000 and
published by Electronic Arts. The four opuses of the series
takes the form of “life simulators” where players are invited
to create and manage sims avatars: creating and furnishing
3D spaces where these sims evolve along this open-endedness
game. A core aspect structures the simulation: the ability of
these avatars to unlock and develop financially and materially
using sims money: mainly acquired by working, selling goods
or activating cheat codes. In addition, players can also spend
real money on objects and expansion packs.

The process and evolution of these sims’ lives is supervised by
their respective players, developing the domestic scale param-
eters of these avatars. By doing so, the game focuses on a 3D
camera view from above: allowing players to have access to
the real-time activity of their sims, and the in-progress design
details of their rooms and households. With the underlying
role of the simulation to build beautiful homes, the exterior
environment of the house is also a key aspect sims can de-
velop and expand on. Especially in the fourth game (Maxis,
2014), nature becomes a commodity players can acquire to
expand the living areas of their sims and further develop

their quest to build the best homes and living environments.



Without dedicated paid expansion packs,' however, nature is
reduced to the surrounding neighborhood: from plants and
flowers they can use to decorate their interiors or in their
empty gardens (Fig. 1); to animals, they find next to their
houses that they can domesticate as pets and even sell (Fig. 2).

Despite this open-mindedness and level of transgression? (Mar-
tey, 2022) the game offers, its embedded values and gameplay
can be criticized for the way they connect to a capitalist culture
that echoes with the white, American suburban middle-class
idealized way of life (Sicart, 2003; Triclot, 2017). This embed-
ded ideology is also structured around a specific narrative: the
one of the self-made man/woman, starting from nothing and,
through hard work and accumulation, rising from a modest
dwelling to an opulent and delicately decorated villa. Circling
back to the intersections between online domestic spaces and
extractivism worldviews, this narrative sits at the core of our
capitalistic society: approaching nature from an anthropocen-
tric perspective and as a resource to conquer and optimize.

However, in opposition to the video game genre of survival
games that share those characteristics, the Sims series is often
referred to as “for girls”: implying an a priori association be-

1 Expansion packs add more complexity to the game mechanics, especially in relationship with
nature and the environment. The pack “Seasons” for example mimics the different cycles of our
seasons. Other packs include “Cats and dogs” - unlocking pets -, and “Eco lifestyle”: adding an
eco-footprint around the sims’ surrounding air pollution and trash management.

2 The vanguard, transgressive and open-ended nature of the game is tangible in multiple ways.
For example, users can decide to kill their sims in the cruelest way possible. The game is also
progressive at the level of its views on sexuality and sexual norms: with homosexuality normalized
from the first edition and the possibility to embrace transgenderism and queerness in the latest
versions of the game.



tween femininity, (digital) domestic environment design, and
aesthetic organization of nature. This gender categorization
translates into disparities of practices between men and wom-
en (Berry et al., 2021) and structures different gaming commu-
nities, reproducing de facto this categorization.

Hence, some predominantly male communities - especially
active in various forums such as Reddit or 4Chan - consider
the computer culture as a naturally masculine one (Maloney et
al., 2022). In their discourses, they aim to sort and articulate
video games around the value of difficulty (Coavoux, 2019)
and between two genres: easy/casual and real hardcore. Their
logic implies a hierarchy of interests, with feminized casual
games being seen as “insignificant, frivolous, and a waste of
time and money as opposed to masculinized hardcore games,
which are viewed as important, serious, and worthy of in-
vestment” (Vanderhoef, 2013, p. 18). These two genres also
embody different views and roles of nature. These follow a
specific dichotomy: hostile and to domesticate in survival
games, or to aestheticize for casual ones.

These gender dynamics created around the level of difficulty
also connect to a broader quest for computing power and pow-
erful PC builds, as expanded on in the following section. Here,
the cartoonish and non-photorealistic visuals of the game orient
a specific value: the one that the Sims, as more feminine, does
not need any sophisticated hardware or special technical knowl-
edge of computers. The narrative that the technical and mate-
rial mastery of computing devices, considered a typically mas-
culine skill (Coavoux, 2019), structures a hierarchy of interests



amongst game genres, is moreover spread around the gaming
communities through viral memes such as on TikTok (Fig. 3).

The irony proceeds from the supposed inadequate use of the
hardware and the software explained by gender. The cliché
stands upon the game’s gender association (girls play casual
games) and the idea that gamer girls would not master the techni-
cal and material implications of video gaming, specific to “real”
gamers. As such, the joke operates as an exclusion process of
women from videogame culture by categorizing them as outsid-
ers, or intruders of a masculine, technical, and material world.

Figure 3. Adam McG 8 second Tik Tok gathered more than 5 million likes. Unknown date. “This is the
best purchase I've ever made”, he says as The Sims 4 music plays. Source: https://www.tiktok.com/@_
adammc2/video/7243478380509695259.



This shows how domestic spaces are both political territories
and political imaginaries, embedded digitally and materially.
The integration of computing technologies into households
transforms domestic space in order to welcome new digital
content and practices. They support the expression of cultural
identities and they convey different postures and representa-
tion of the environment, strongly structured and differentiat-
ed by gender, blurring the separation between the inside and
the outside.

4. Cooling Hardware to Its Limits: LN2 Overclocking
Clicks, comments, likes, upload connect to a hidden and en-
ergy-extensive infrastructure of cooling. In opposition to our
minimalistic and seamless (Ratto, 2007) platforms overly sim-
plifying how our data transmission performs, shedding light
on this cooling infrastructure makes explicit the extractiv-
ism-oriented and environmentally-situated characteristics of
our online implications. From Meta to Windows, Google and
other key corporations of our day to day digital landscapes,
these companies’ data servers moreover share the same spa-
tial configurations and design: they are surrounded and wired
to complex infrastructures of water pipes. These pipes, dis-
placing large quantities of water from often arid areas, have
then core functions: maintaining water pools and reservoirs
(Hogan, 2015) needed to cool cutting-edge hardwares? re-
quired to produce, maintain and optimize computing power.

3 Here, one object stands out: the graphical processing unit (GPU) accelerator chip. The GPU is,
for our platform cultures, the crucial object that unlocks computing power: foundational for our
practices of artificial intelligence (Als), gaming and cryptocurrencies/blockchain.



These inherently eco-material (Taffel, 2022) characteristics of
our digital culture echo with practices of hardware and gaming
enthusiasts known as liquid nitrogen (LN2) overclockers. This
practice extends from the term overclocking: used to describe
activities that consist of increasing computers’ speed and pow-
er. With the aim of overclocking their computers to the limits
and starting from the fact that computers produce heat when
they compute, this community of gamers explore the role of
liquid nitrogen: as one of the coldest available gasses on the
market. With liquid nitrogen, they open their machines and
build custom-cooling rigs: pouring LN2 on their computer
chips to run energy-extensive games and simulations (Fig. 4).

Figure 4. Liquid-nitrogen overclocker competing at the COMPUTEX2023 and pouring liquid nitrogen
on the custom cooling rig (image on the right) placed on top of the PC build microchip he intends to
cool down. Source: Cyrus Khalatbari.



With this gas one can easily find in specialized shops,* these
gamers manually overclock their computers: reducing their
machine’s metal and silicon processes of heating.
Liquid-nitrogen overclocking is not a solitary activity: it is a
competition practiced in online forums and dedicated spaces.
As a competition connected to electronic sports (e-sports),

it has its own ranking systems, teams, venues and large
amounts of cash-prizes.

With similar views than inside digital technologies and video-
games, these practices of overclocking engage with nature in
an extractive and minimalistic approach. This means there-
fore that, such as The Sims or Minecraft where nature is con-
trolled - whether from a male or female perspective - produc-
ing these complex PC builds require nature to be controlled
and monitored. This enacts a body of strategies and tools to
cool down computer chips. In other words, these practices are
not done in and by simply pouring the gas on the silicon; but
with the help of a plethora of traditional tools, hacked-tech-
nical objects, complex (and sometimes, secret) know-hows.
This control of nature is tangible at the level of one of the LN2
biggest challenges: condensation. Condensation, the natural
process occurring when gas turns into liquid, is unavoidable:
as it is produced by the gas that slowly evaporates once it is
poured on the computer. Monitoring condensation is there-
fore of core importance in their builds: as it can quickly dam-
age and even destroy computer’s parts or the entire machine.

4 Amongst other industries, clockers purchase liquid nitrogen in shops/providers specialized in
welding and medical equipment.



Figure 5. Hair dryer inserted by an overclocker into his cooling rig to reset the temperature of his build
and avoid condensation. Source: Cyrus Khalatbari.



In order to better control nature and optimize its resources,
overclockers then engage with a variety of techniques to make
sure their builds. In this context, each overclocker has its
preferences. Some, for example, use water-resistant Vaseline:
that they put on their electronic circuits to isolate them from
moisture. Others use hair dryers (Fig. 5), directly inserted

in their cooling rig, as a way to quickly “reset” the tempera-
ture during their overclocking rounds. In order to rank their
performances, overclockers engage in the same maximalist
way with another technology: benchmarks. From Cinebench
and 3DMark, these are software they run on their machines

to simulate graphically demanding games and sequences in
order to output a series of numbers. With these numbers, they
can then compare themselves and attempt to win various fi-
nancial rewards or cash prizes (Fig. 6). Another core aspect of
this practice emerges from the fact they compete in teams or
écuries.® Just like Formula One or drag-racing, overclockers
are sponsored and grouped by key microchips and GPU man-
ufacturers and vendors - whether MSI, ASUS, or EVGA.

These characteristics make LN2 overclocking a competitive
game carried by a spectacular infrastructure that echoes with
other contests. Such as sports, LN2 overclocking has its stadi-
um-like spaces: computer fairs where enthusiasts gather and
federate. One of these spaces is COMPUTEX2023.

5 The term écuries comes here from French. It is used in Formula One to characterize the various
car brands that provide the car and engine. Overclockers’ competition have the same structure: with
teams gravitating around microchip manufacturers.



Figure 6. Cash-prize of 10,000 US$ given to the winner of the COMPUTEX2023 overclocking compe-
tition. The overclocker is here in the middle, surrounded by a brand ambassador from Intel (left), the
organizer of the competition (right), and the hostesses (background). Source: Cyrus Khalatbari.

Taking place each year in Taipei (Taiwan), this fair showcases a
variety of local and international actors shaping our computing
industry and culture: from computer brands to GPU, RGB key-
boards, and gaming chair designers. In places such as COM-
PUTEX and others, technology is displayed in a gendered-way.
In echo with values embodied in digital spaces at the level of
various codes and ways to interact with nature, the spectacular
dimension of overclocking is directed towards a male audience.
Showcasing their builds and demos on stage, these predomi-
nantly male computer makers are celebrated: with large por-
traits and affiliations as well as broadcasting screens highlight-
ing their various performances.



Figure 7. Hostesses parading in front of the COMPUTEX2023 public, carrying an RGB keyboard (left,
in orange) and a GPU cooling device (right, in yellow).

Each time their scores get higher, canon-shaped smoke-ma-
chines are activated. In front of them a dozen hostesses
dressed in flashy crop tanks and mini-skirts parade in order
to keep the show running. Hired by manufacturers, these
hostesses welcome visitors with the latest gaming hardware
products available on the market (Fig. 7).

5. Conclusion
Queer studies’ focus on relations of power and resistance offers
an analysis of games as systems, both playful and political.



Rather than limiting itself to the study of a game’s narrative
and rules, this research interrogates the queer implications of
the materiality of its device, its code, as well as the individual
experiences of non-normative subjects as they play. Adopting
queer analytical tools in games enables us to go beyond both
narratological and ludological approaches.

The narratological one is centered on story, thought of a pri-
ori as a temporal construction of discrete units that are both
modal and thematic: different game units (characters, ob-
jects, environments, etc.) are designed to function according
to different modes, endowed with characteristics, rules and
interaction possibilities. And the ludological one is centered
on gameplay. Queer tools invite us rather to adopt a meta-hy-
brid approach that actively deconstructs these methodologies
themselves. The idea is not simply to choose between these
two approaches, but to challenge and go beyond them to cre-
ate something new (Burrill, 2017). Thinking of the body and
play material as gendered insofar as they mediate a gaming
experience and are its very condition of possibility (Bagnall,
2017) enables this overcoming because both are involved in
both digital and real-life work, playing a crucial role in the
creation, development, manufacturing, distribution, con-
sumption, and dissemination of games and material prod-
ucts.® To distance ourselves from unthinking and disembod-
ied masculinity, this contribution on gender and video games

6 Chun (2011) for instance observes that game controllers featuring at least one analog stick inscribe
games and players in phallocentric logics and perpetuate the amalgam between the materiality of
games and masculinity (as opposed to software and femininity).



firstly examines the technological discourses and practices on
nature that contribute to nourishing an androcentric concep-
tion, and secondly, how images refer to a feminized nature,
the thought of exclusively as a setting and a resource.
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