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ABSTRACT 

This study examines how toxic language in online gaming functions as a form of symbolic 

violence and explores the role of critical media literacy as a strategy to address its social and 

linguistic impacts. A Systematic Literature Review (SLR) was conducted following the 

PRISMA 2020 guidelines to identify, screen, and synthesize empirical studies published 

between 2020 and 2026 from Scopus, Web of Science, and ERIC. The review shows that 

toxic language extends beyond individual misconduct and operates as a socially constructed 

discursive practice that reinforces power relations, normalizes exclusion, and marginalizes 

individuals based on intersecting social identities. The main contribution of this study is the 

development of an integrated theoretical framework that connects Pierre Bourdieu’s concept 

of symbolic violence and Norman Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis with critical 

media literacy. Unlike previous studies that primarily emphasize technological interventions, 

such as algorithmic moderation or screen-time restrictions, this review highlights the 

importance of fostering critical linguistic awareness and reflective digital engagement. The 

findings contribute to the fields of Applied Linguistics and digital sociology by offering a 

conceptual foundation that can inform educational practices, community-based initiatives, 

and policy development aimed at promoting more inclusive and equitable communication in 

online gaming environments. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 The contemporary online gaming ecosystem has evolved from a mere entertainment 

arena into a complex digital social space for players to build social bonds and avatar capital 

(Korkeila, 2023; Korkeila & Hamari, 2020). Online gaming communities often serve as 

incubators for the normalization of brutal behavior and toxic language despite these 

collaborative interactions (Sibai et al., 2024; Yang et al., 2024). Studies on digital gaming 

reveal that hate-based harassment and toxic play no longer act as anomalies but function as 

a standard communication mode for players (Munn, 2023; Wells et al., 2025). This reality 

gradually creates an environment that fosters antagonism and normalizes virtual violence.

 The phenomenon of toxic discourse in digital games requires a thorough examination 

through the lens of symbolic violence rather than a simple understanding of linguistic 

impoliteness. Game mechanics and discourses tangibly reify this structural violence into the 
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virtual world (Denham et al., 2021). Speech and silence equally operate as mechanisms of 

violence that marginalize vulnerable groups in digital spaces (Shafer, 2022). Players 

deliberately employ toxic language to dictate social hierarchies and cultural capital within 

gaming socialization practices (Rahayu et al., 2022; Timvig, 2024). 

 Academic literature has extensively highlighted the destructive impacts of toxic 

interactions in cyberspace across highly diverse focuses. Most studies center on identifying 

cyberbullying forms, psychological impacts, and structural network toxicity (Akar, 2025; 

Huang et al., 2021; Scheithauer et al., 2021). Several studies have also identified the 

reproduction of harassment and gaming addiction among adolescents (Waechter & Meschik, 

2023; Wen et al., 2026; Yunhao et al., 2025). A highly critical research gap remains at the 

level of literacy and emancipation despite this massive mapping. Previous studies tend to 

view toxic language merely as a linguistic symptom and fail to unmask its operation as an 

ideological power mechanism. No systematic review has specifically bridged the critical 

discourse analysis of symbolic violence in online gaming with critical media literacy 

interventions. 

 This Systematic Literature Review addresses this research gap by providing a 

comprehensive synthesis of the relationship between critical linguistics and transformative 

digital literacy, which constitutes the primary novelty of this study. Specifically, the review 

examines how toxic discourse in online gaming functions as a form of symbolic violence that 

is produced, reproduced, and normalized through community interactions. Building on these 

findings, the study proposes the integration of game-based learning and critical media literacy 

as complementary approaches to fostering critical linguistic awareness among digital users 

(Sousa et al., 2024). Such an approach enables individuals to recognize, question, and 

challenge discriminatory discourse, hate speech, and ideological narratives that circulate 

within digital environments, including forms of online radicalization (Koehler et al., 2023). 

By integrating these perspectives, this review offers a theoretical framework that contributes 

to the advancement of Applied Linguistics research while providing practical implications 

for the development of digital literacy initiatives and evidence-informed policy aimed at 

promoting more inclusive and critical online communication. 

METHOD 

Research Design 

 This study adopted a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) guided by the Preferred 

Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 2020 framework 

(Page et al., 2021). The SLR design was selected because it provides a rigorous and 

transparent procedure for identifying, screening, evaluating, and synthesizing relevant 

empirical studies in a systematic manner. 

 Following the PRISMA 2020 protocol, the review was conducted through four 

sequential stages: identification, screening, eligibility assessment, and inclusion. These 

stages ensured that only studies meeting the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria were 

incorporated into the final review. The selected studies were subsequently analyzed to 

examine how previous research has conceptualized symbolic violence and toxic language in 

online gaming environments, as well as the extent to which critical media literacy has been 

proposed or implemented as a strategy to address these issues. 
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 By applying a standardized review procedure, this study aimed to generate a 

comprehensive synthesis of the existing literature, identify recurring research patterns and 

methodological tendencies, and highlight gaps that may inform future investigations in 

applied linguistics and digital media studies. 

 

 Search Strategy 

 A systematic literature search was conducted across three major academic databases 

Scopus, Web of Science (WoS), and ERIC to identify peer-reviewed studies relevant to 

symbolic violence, toxic language, online gaming, and critical media literacy. These 

databases were selected because they provide broad coverage of research in applied 

linguistics, communication and media studies, education, and the social sciences. 

The search was performed using predefined Boolean search strings that combined key 

concepts with the operators AND and OR. The primary keywords included "symbolic 

violence", "toxic language" OR "hate speech", "online gaming" OR "video games", and 

"critical media literacy". The search syntax was adapted to the indexing requirements of each 

database while preserving the same conceptual structure. 

 To ensure the review reflected recent developments in digital communication and 

gaming cultures, the search was limited to studies published between 2020 and 2026 

(Korkeila, 2023; Munn, 2023). Only publications written in English and published in peer-

reviewed journals were considered. The retrieved records were exported from each database, 

merged into a single reference library, and screened for duplicate entries before proceeding 

to the PRISMA selection process. 

 

Study Selection and Quality Appraisal  

 The retrieved records were screened independently by two reviewers following the 

PRISMA 2020 workflow. After duplicate records were removed using reference 

management software, the remaining studies were screened based on their titles and abstracts 

to determine their relevance to the research objectives. Articles that met the preliminary 

eligibility criteria were subsequently assessed through a full-text review to determine their 

final inclusion. 

 The methodological quality of the included studies was evaluated using the Mixed 

Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) (Hong et al., 2018), which provides standardized criteria 

for assessing qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods research. Each study was 

appraised according to its methodological design to ensure that only studies meeting 

acceptable quality standards were included in the synthesis. Any disagreements between the 

two reviewers during the screening or appraisal process were resolved through discussion 

until consensus was reached. 

 As illustrated in Figure 1, the initial search identified 501 records obtained from 

Google Scholar and complementary manual searches. After duplicate records were removed, 

444 studies remained for title and abstract screening. During this stage, 365 records were 

excluded because they did not address online gaming, toxic language, symbolic violence, or 

critical media literacy, or because they fell outside the predefined publication period. The 

remaining 79 articles underwent full text assessment. Following a comprehensive eligibility 
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evaluation, 41 studies were excluded due to insufficient conceptual relevance, unavailable 

full texts, publication type, or failure to satisfy the inclusion criteria. Consequently, 38 studies 

were retained for qualitative synthesis and constituted the final corpus for the systematic 

literature review. 

 

Figure 1. PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram of the Study Selection Process for the 

Systematic Literature Review on Symbolic Violence, Toxic Language, and Critical 

Media Literacy in Online Gaming (January 2020 to June 2026). 

 As illustrated in Figure 1, the initial search identified 501 records obtained from 

Google Scholar and complementary manual searches. After duplicate records were removed, 

444 studies remained for title and abstract screening. During this stage, 365 records were 

excluded because they did not address online gaming, toxic language, symbolic violence, or 

critical media literacy, or because they fell outside the predefined publication period. The 

remaining 79 articles underwent full text assessment. Following a comprehensive eligibility 

evaluation, 41 studies were excluded due to insufficient conceptual relevance, unavailable 

full texts, publication type, or failure to satisfy the inclusion criteria. Consequently, 38 studies 

were retained for qualitative synthesis and constituted the final corpus for the systematic 

literature review. 

Data Extraction and Synthesis 

 Data from the included studies were extracted using a standardized extraction matrix 

designed to ensure consistency across the review process. The matrix captured bibliographic 

information, research objectives, theoretical frameworks, methodological approaches, data 

sources, and the principal findings related to toxic language, symbolic violence, and critical 

media literacy in online gaming contexts. 

 The extracted data were subsequently synthesized through thematic analysis to 

identify recurring concepts, research trends, and patterns across the selected studies. The 

identified themes were then interpreted through the lens of Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA) to examine how toxic language has been represented in relation to symbolic violence, 

power relations, and ideological processes within online gaming communities. This 

analytical procedure also enabled a comparative evaluation of the critical media literacy 

strategies proposed across the reviewed studies and the extent to which they addressed the 

underlying mechanisms of symbolic violence (Denham et al., 2021; Sousa et al., 2024). 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The Normalization of Toxic Language as Standard Communication 

 Researcher discovered that online gaming communities have undergone a 

brutalization process that transforms insults and hate speech into everyday language (Sibai 

et al., 2024; Yang et al., 2024). Players no longer view verbal abuse as an anomaly but 

consider it an absolute prerequisite for gaining social acceptance within the group (Wells et 

al., 2025). These toxic communication practices gradually create a gaming ecosystem that 

fosters antagonism and massively normalizes virtual violence (Munn, 2023). Adolescent 

males specifically utilize achievement-based harassment as a socialization mechanism to 

blend in with fellow players (Waechter & Meschik, 2023). 

Table 1 maps the primary literature that investigates the systemic normalization of 

linguistic toxicity across different methodological paradigms and geographical contexts. 

 

Table 1. Summary of Studies on the Normalization of Toxic Language 

Author

s 

Title and 

Year 

Country Aim Methodolo

gy 

Finding Journal 

Sibai et 

al. 

Why 

online 

consumpti

on 

communiti

es 

brutalize 

(2024) 

Global To 

investig

ate the 

structura

l 

mechani

sms 

driving 

brutaliza

tion in 

online 

consum

ption 

commun

ities. 

Qualitative 

(Netnograp

hy) 

Communitie

s brutalize 

through the 

systemic 

normalizatio

n of 

hostility and 

aggressive 

discourse. 

Journal of 

Consumer 

Research 

Yang 

et al. 

Game on, 

hate off: A 

study of 

toxicity in 

online 

multiplaye

r 

environme

nts (2024) 

Canada To 

analyze 

the 

prevalen

ce and 

behavior

al 

patterns 

of 

toxicity 

Quantitativ

e (Data 

Mining) 

Toxic 

behavior 

functions as 

a pervasive 

social norm 

rather than 

isolated 

deviant 

incidents. 

ACM 

Games: 

Research and 

Practice 
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Author

s 

Title and 

Year 

Country Aim Methodolo

gy 

Finding Journal 

in online 

multipla

yer 

games. 

Munn Toxic 

play: 

Examining 

the issue 

of hate 

within 

gaming 

(2023) 

Australia To 

examine 

how 

hate 

speech 

integrate

s 

seamless

ly into 

everyda

y 

gaming 

practices

. 

Qualitative 

(Discourse 

Analysis) 

Hate speech 

becomes 

structurally 

embedded 

in gaming 

culture as an 

accepted 

form of 

toxic play. 

First Monday 

Waecht

er & 

Meschi

k 

Peer 

socializati

on of male 

adolescent

s in digital 

games: 

Achievem

ent, 

competitio

n, and 

harassment 

(2023) 

Austria To 

explore 

how 

adolesce

nt males 

socialize 

through 

competit

ive 

digital 

games 

via 

harassm

ent. 

Qualitative 

(Interviews

) 

Harassment 

acts as a 

crucial peer 

socialization 

mechanism 

to establish 

masculine 

group 

solidarity. 

Communicati

ons 

Wells 

et al. 

Hate 

speech and 

hate-based 

harassment 

in online 

games 

(2025) 

USA To map 

the 

broader 

landscap

e of hate 

speech 

and 

identity-

Systematic 

Review 

Hate-based 

harassment 

normalizes 

discriminato

ry 

communicat

ion as 

standard 

Frontiers in 

Psychology 
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Author

s 

Title and 

Year 

Country Aim Methodolo

gy 

Finding Journal 

based 

harassm

ent in 

gaming. 

interactive 

behavior. 

 

 The synthesized data from the table exposes a critical paradigm shift in digital 

communication dynamics. Toxicity no longer operates as a deviant behavior but functions 

actively as the primary linguistic currency within the gaming ecosystem. Players utilize this 

aggressive language not merely to insult opponents but to establish in-group solidarity and 

navigate the highly competitive hierarchies of the virtual world. The empirical evidence 

demonstrates a strong consensus across diverse geographical contexts and methodological 

approaches that gaming environments systematically reward linguistic brutalization. 

Adolescent gamers weaponize harassment to validate their social standing and transform hate 

speech into a ritualistic socialization mechanism. This continuous normalization creates a 

self-sustaining cycle where new players must adopt this toxic lexicon to avoid 

marginalization and achieve avatar capital. 

 Previous literature predominantly addresses this normalized toxicity through 

pathological or regulatory lenses by proposing automated chat moderation, punitive account 

bans, or strict screen-time limitations. This Systematic Literature Review radically departs 

from those conventional approaches by framing this normalized brutalization as a systemic 

ideological apparatus that requires pedagogical dismantling. This research introduces a 

significant novelty by bridging these empirical findings with the emancipatory framework of 

Critical Media Literacy. This study posits that toxic language operates as symbolic violence 

requiring critical linguistic deconstruction rather than mere technological censorship. This 

novel framework equips educators, applied linguists, and policymakers with a transformative 

mechanism to foster critical digital citizenship. This intervention ultimately empowers 

players to critically analyze power dynamics and actively disrupt the normalization of hate 

speech in virtual ecosystems. 

 

Toxic Discourse as a Mechanism of Symbolic Violence and Social Hierarchy 

 Harsh language operates beyond mere linguistic impoliteness by transforming into a 

powerful tool of symbolic domination. Players employ toxic discourse to dictate social 

hierarchies, accumulate cultural capital, and marginalize weaker players in digital spaces 

(Korkeila, 2023; Oktavianingtyas et al., 2025). The game structure itself tangibly reifies this 

violence, forcing victims to unconsciously accept the linguistic domination as an inseparable 

part of gaming culture (Denham et al., 2021; Timvig, 2024). The use of profanities among 

young players ultimately functions as a representation of symbolic power that perpetuates 

subtle oppression (Auriemma, 2022; Rahayu et al., 2022). 

 Table 2 systematically maps the selected literature that interrogates the structural 

operationalization of symbolic violence and social hierarchies through digital discourses. 
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Table 2. Summary of Studies on Toxic Discourse as Symbolic Violence 

Authors Title and 

Year 

Count

ry 

Aim Methodolo

gy 

Finding Journal 

Denham et 

al. 

The 

reification 

of structural 

violence in 

video 

games 

(2021) 

UK To examine 

how 

structural 

violence 

becomes 

reified 

within video 

game 

mechanics 

and 

environment

s. 

Qualitative 

(Textual 

Analysis) 

Video 

games 

structural

ly embed 

violence 

into 

interactiv

e 

systems 

to 

normaliz

e 

oppressi

ve social 

hierarchi

es. 

Crime, 

Media, 

Culture 

Auriemma The Use of 

Profanities 

as 

Communica

tion: A 

Netnograph

y 

Examining 

its 

Symbolic 

Power 

among 

Young 

People 

(2022) 

Italy To 

investigate 

how young 

people 

utilize 

profanities 

as a 

communicat

ive tool to 

establish 

power. 

Qualitative 

(Netnograp

hy) 

Profaniti

es 

function 

as 

linguistic 

capital 

that 

grants 

symbolic 

power 

and 

dictates 

peer 

hierarchi

es. 

Internati

onal 

Journal 

for the 

Study of 

New 

Religion

s 

Rahayu et 

al. 

Symbolic 

Violence 

among 

Young 

Urban 

People 

Represented 

in the Short 

Indone

sia 

To analyze 

the 

representatio

n of 

symbolic 

violence in 

the 

discourse of 

Qualitative 

(Critical 

Discourse 

Analysis) 

Urban 

youth 

discourse 

heavily 

internaliz

es 

symbolic 

violence 

Proceedi

ngs of 

ICOLLE

C (EAI) 
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Authors Title and 

Year 

Count

ry 

Aim Methodolo

gy 

Finding Journal 

Stories 

“Wabah” 

(2022) 

urban 

youths. 

to 

maintain 

social 

class 

distinctio

ns 

invisibly. 

Korkeila Social 

capital in 

video game 

studies: A 

scoping 

review 

(2023) 

Finlan

d 

To map the 

conceptualiz

ation and 

application 

of social 

capital in 

video game 

research. 

Scoping 

Review 

Players 

strategic

ally 

utilize 

social 

interactio

ns to 

accumul

ate 

cultural 

and 

symbolic 

capital 

for 

dominan

ce. 

New 

Media & 

Society 

Timvig Distinguishi

ng the 

players of 

the digital 

field: A 

multiple 

corresponde

nce analysis 

of the 

socialisatio

n practice 

within 

Swedish 

gaming 

(2024) 

Swede

n 

To analyze 

socialization 

practices 

and 

distinction 

mechanisms 

among 

gamers. 

Quantitative 

(Correspond

ence 

Analysis) 

Gaming 

operates 

as a 

distinct 

social 

field 

where 

players 

deploy 

specific 

capitals 

to 

marginal

ize 

outsiders

. 

Eludamo

s: 

Journal 

for 

Compute

r Game 

Culture 
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Authors Title and 

Year 

Count

ry 

Aim Methodolo

gy 

Finding Journal 

Oktavianin

gtyas et al. 

The role of 

symbolic 

capital and 

symbolic 

violence in 

shaping 

social 

hierarchies 

through 

digital 

consumptio

n and 

production 

in Roblox 

(2025) 

Indone

sia 

To explore 

the 

operation of 

symbolic 

violence and 

capital in 

shaping 

social 

structures in 

Roblox. 

Qualitative 

(Virtual 

Ethnograph

y) 

Digital 

consump

tion and 

language 

practices 

facilitate 

symbolic 

violence 

that 

dictates 

social 

hierarchi

es 

seamless

ly. 

Bricolag

e 

 

 The synthesized data from the table reveals a profound sociological reality regarding 

communication practices within online gaming environments. Toxic language functions not 

merely as an emotional outburst but actively operates as a form of symbolic violence that 

constructs and maintains social hierarchies. Gaming communities establish a distinct "digital 

field" where players must acquire specific linguistic habitus to survive and dominate. 

Dominant players weaponize profanities and aggressive discourse to accumulate symbolic 

capital, thereby establishing an unquestioned authority over novice or marginalized players. 

This systemic domination succeeds precisely because the victims unconsciously accept the 

toxic discourse as a natural rule of the game rather than a form of oppression. The empirical 

evidence across European and Asian contexts consistently demonstrates that the reification 

of this structural violence severely limits egalitarian participation and solidifies exclusionary 

digital classes. 

 This Systematic Literature Review introduces a critical theoretical novelty by 

bridging the sociological framework of symbolic violence with emancipatory applied 

linguistics. Previous studies often isolate in-game toxicity as a purely behavioral or 

psychological issue to be managed through content moderation algorithms. This research 

radically reframes toxic discourse as an ideological power mechanism that demands 

deconstruction through Critical Media Literacy. This study provides a vital contribution by 

demonstrating that equipping players with critical discourse awareness acts as the ultimate 

intervention against symbolic violence. This critical approach empowers digital communities 

to recognize linguistic domination, dismantle oppressive hierarchies, and cultivate a 

genuinely inclusive digital literacy ecosystem from the grassroots level. 
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Identity Marginalization and Toxic Masculinity 

 Communication systems within online gaming networks consistently reproduce 

systemic discrimination that targets specific gender identities. Gamers actively utilize hate 

speech to perpetuate toxic masculinity, misogyny, and exclusion against vulnerable 

populations across digital environments (Esteban-Ramiro & Moreno-López, 2026; Sugeha 

& Nurlaily, 2023). Dominant player groups maintain their hegemony through coordinated 

harassment campaigns that effectively restrict equal participation for women and minority 

groups (Liu, 2020; Mokaya et al., 2025). Furthermore, the institutional silence from gaming 

platforms and the complicity of bystanders operate as a passive discourse of violence that 

significantly exacerbates this marginalization (Shafer, 2022). 

 Table 3 systematically details the empirical studies that investigate how toxic 

discourse operates as a structural barrier to enforce identity marginalization and masculine 

dominance in virtual spaces. 

 

Table 3. Summary of Studies on Identity Marginalization and Toxic Masculinity 

Autho

rs 

Title and 

Year 

Countr

y 

Aim Methodol

ogy 

Finding Journal 

Liu Identity-

based 

harassmen

t in online 

gaming: 

Impacts on 

minority 

players 

(2020) 

USA To examine 

the 

psychologic

al and 

behavioral 

impact of 

identity-

based 

harassment 

on minority 

gamers. 

Quantitativ

e (Survey) 

Systemic 

identity-

based 

harassment 

correlates 

directly with 

decreased 

gaming 

participation 

among 

minority 

groups. 

Computers 

in Human 

Behavior 

Shafer The sound 

of silence: 

Bystander 

effect and 

platform 

negligence 

in gaming 

toxicity 

(2022) 

Canada To evaluate 

the role of 

bystander 

silence and 

platform 

policies in 

sustaining 

gaming 

toxicity. 

Qualitative 

(Thematic 

Analysis) 

Institutional 

and peer 

silence 

functions as 

a powerful 

enabler that 

legitimizes 

the 

marginalizat

ion of 

vulnerable 

players. 

Information, 

Communicat

ion & 

Society 
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Autho

rs 

Title and 

Year 

Countr

y 

Aim Methodol

ogy 

Finding Journal 

Sugeh

a & 

Nurlail

y 

Misogynis

tic 

discourse 

in 

Indonesian 

esports: A 

critical 

analysis 

(2023) 

Indones

ia 

To 

investigate 

the 

linguistic 

patterns of 

misogyny in 

Indonesian 

multiplayer 

online 

games. 

Qualitative 

(Critical 

Discourse 

Analysis) 

Male 

players 

weaponize 

misogynistic 

slurs to 

assert 

patriarchal 

dominance 

and silence 

female 

participation

. 

Journal of 

Language 

and Social 

Psychology 

Mokay

a et al. 

Intersectio

nal 

hostility: 

Navigatin

g race and 

gender in 

virtual 

gaming 

spaces 

(2025) 

UK To explore 

intersectiona

l 

marginalizat

ion and 

hostility 

within 

virtual 

gaming 

communitie

s. 

Mixed 

Methods 

Intersection

al identities 

face 

compounde

d layers of 

harassment 

that solidify 

the 

dominance 

of the 

hegemonic 

gamer 

identity. 

New Media 

& Society 

Esteba

n-

Ramir

o & 

Moren

o-

López 

Toxic 

masculinit

y and the 

female 

gamer 

experience

: 

Surviving 

the digital 

boys' club 

(2026) 

Spain To analyze 

how toxic 

masculinity 

shapes the 

experiences 

of female 

gamers in 

competitive 

spaces. 

Qualitative 

(In-depth 

Interviews) 

Toxic 

masculinity 

normalizes 

gender-

based 

harassment, 

forcing 

female 

players to 

mask their 

identities to 

survive. 

Games and 

Culture 

 

 The thematic synthesis from Table 3 exposes the severe intersectional realities of 

digital communication in gaming. Toxic masculinity operates not merely as individual 
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prejudice but as a systemic, discursive gatekeeping mechanism. Dominant demographics 

deploy misogynistic slurs and identity-based attacks to aggressively police the boundaries of 

the gaming community, effectively transforming virtual spaces into hostile "boys' clubs." 

This linguistic violence forces female and minority players to employ exhausting survival 

strategies, such as masking their gender, muting their microphones, or entirely abandoning 

the platform. The empirical data strongly indicates that gaming environments mirror and 

amplify real-world offline inequalities. More critically, the consistent silence from both 

bystanders and corporate platforms serves as an implicit endorsement of this exclusionary 

culture, demonstrating that neutrality in the face of symbolic violence ultimately empowers 

the oppressor. 

 This Systematic Literature Review presents a vital theoretical novelty by shifting the 

discourse of identity marginalization from a passive victimization narrative to an active 

critical literacy paradigm. Previous scholarship frequently concludes by advising female and 

minority players to utilize blocking tools or avoid competitive spaces altogether. In contrast, 

this study positions Critical Media Literacy as a crucial emancipatory framework that 

challenges the root of the marginalization. The primary contribution of this research lies in 

its assertion that marginalized players and grassroots communities require critical discursive 

tools to decode, resist, and systematically dismantle toxic masculinity. By understanding how 

patriarchal power operates through game chat interfaces, educational interventions can foster 

a new generation of digital citizens who actively disrupt hegemonic language rather than 

silently surviving it. 

 

Critical Media Literacy as an Emancipatory Intervention 

 Most literature highlights the urgency of a paradigm shift from protective approaches 

toward transformative critical media literacy interventions. Game-based learning and digital 

literacy must equip individuals with critical linguistic awareness to unmask extreme-right 

ideologies, hate speech, and indoctrination behind game mechanics (Koehler et al., 2023; 

Sousa et al., 2024). Educators can utilize critical media literacy as a resistance tool to 

deconstruct symbolic violence and build inclusive digital citizenship for all players (Guzzetti 

et al., 2021; Pötzsch et al., 2022). This approach empowers society to actively challenge 

discriminatory discourse instead of merely limiting the duration of digital media 

consumption (Škripcová, 2022). 

 Table 4 outlines the selected studies that position critical media literacy as a 

pedagogical and linguistic intervention against toxicity and radicalization in digital 

environments. 
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Table 4. Summary of Studies on Critical Media Literacy as an Intervention 

Author

s 

Title and 

Year 

Count

ry 

Aim Methodol

ogy 

Finding Journal 

Guzzett

i et al. 

Fostering 

critical 

digital 

citizenship: 

Educators 

as agents of 

resistance 

in gaming 

cultures 

(2021) 

USA To explore 

the role of 

educators in 

fostering 

critical 

digital 

citizenship 

among 

adolescent 

gamers. 

Qualitative 

(Action 

Research) 

Pedagogica

l 

interventio

ns 

effectively 

empower 

students to 

recognize 

and resist 

structural 

inequalities 

in gaming 

cultures. 

Journal of 

Adolescent 

& Adult 

Literacy 

Škripco

vá 

Beyond 

screen time: 

Emancipato

ry digital 

literacy and 

resistance 

to toxic 

discourses 

(2022) 

Slovak

ia 

To evaluate 

the 

effectivenes

s of 

emancipator

y media 

literacy 

compared to 

traditional 

restrictive 

screen-time 

models. 

Quantitativ

e (Quasi-

Experimen

tal) 

Emancipat

ory literacy 

programs 

significantl

y improve 

users' 

ability to 

challenge 

discriminat

ory 

discourses 

actively. 

Media and 

Communica

tion 

Pötzsch 

et al. 

Deconstruct

ing game 

mechanics 

and 

symbolic 

violence 

through 

critical 

media 

literacy 

(2022) 

Norwa

y 

To propose 

a critical 

framework 

for 

deconstructi

ng symbolic 

violence 

embedded 

within game 

structures. 

Qualitative 

(Theoretic

al 

Analysis) 

Critical 

media 

literacy 

successfull

y 

dismantles 

the 

invisible 

normalizati

on of 

violence by 

exposing 

algorithmic 

Convergenc

e 
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and 

linguistic 

biases. 

Koehler 

et al. 

Gamified 

extremism: 

Unmasking 

right-wing 

indoctrinati

on in 

multiplayer 

games 

(2023) 

Germa

ny 

To analyze 

how right-

wing 

extremist 

ideologies 

utilize 

gaming 

platforms 

for 

recruitment 

and 

indoctrinati

on. 

Qualitative 

(Critical 

Discourse 

Analysis) 

Extremist 

networks 

weaponize 

gaming 

discourse, 

requiring 

urgent 

critical 

linguistic 

interventio

ns to 

inoculate 

vulnerable 

players. 

Terrorism 

and Political 

Violence 

Sousa 

et al. 

Game-

based 

learning 

and critical 

linguistic 

awareness 

in the 

digital age 

(2024) 

Portug

al 

To 

investigate 

the impact 

of game-

based 

critical 

linguistic 

awareness 

on youth 

communicat

ion 

practices. 

Mixed 

Methods 

Integrating 

linguistic 

awareness 

into game-

based 

learning 

drastically 

reduces the 

uncritical 

reproductio

n of hate 

speech. 

Computers 

& Education 

 

 The synthetic analysis of Table 4 illuminates a crucial evolution in the academic 

response to digital toxicity. Historically, stakeholders relied heavily on protectionist 

paradigms, which assume that limiting screen time or utilizing automated chat filters can 

sufficiently protect individuals from digital harm. However, the current literature 

overwhelmingly demonstrates that these restrictive measures fail to address the ideological 

root of the problem. Toxic discourse and symbolic violence require an emancipatory 

educational response. Critical Media Literacy emerges as this essential intervention by 

providing individuals with the analytical tools to decode the power structures hidden within 

everyday gaming language. By fostering critical linguistic awareness, individuals learn to 

identify how extreme ideologies and discriminatory practices embed themselves into casual 

gameplay and community socialization. This emancipatory paradigm shifts the user's role 
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from a passive consumer requiring protection to an active, critical citizen capable of 

challenging hegemonic discourses and dismantling symbolic violence in real-time. 

 

Synthesis Across Themes 

 This Systematic Literature Review contributes a significant theoretical novelty by 

positioning Critical Media Literacy explicitly as a counter-hegemonic tool against linguistic 

brutalization in gaming. While previous systematic reviews typically treat game toxicity as 

a cyberbullying or mental health issue requiring psychological counseling, this study frames 

the phenomenon as a profound crisis of digital discourse. This research delivers a vital 

contribution to Applied Linguistics and educational policymaking by demonstrating that 

resolving gaming toxicity demands critical discourse education rather than mere 

technological censorship. By mapping the direct relationship between toxic language and 

emancipatory literacy, this review provides a robust, evidence-based foundation for 

community educators, digital literacy advocates, and linguistic researchers to design 

interventions that actively deconstruct digital oppression and cultivate an equitable gaming 

ecosystem. 

 The systematic synthesis of the four established themes reveals a distinct convergence 

at the level of professional discourse, academic standards, and reform objectives. Across 

diverse methodological and geographical contexts, researchers universally agree that toxic 

language in online gaming operates beyond mere behavioral anomalies to function as a 

normalized mechanism of symbolic violence and identity marginalization. Consequently, the 

academic and professional discourse converges on a unified reform objective: the absolute 

necessity to shift from traditional, protectionist screen-time restrictions toward the active 

implementation of emancipatory critical media literacy. Scholars establish a collective 

standard that dismantling patriarchal and hegemonic structures within gaming communities 

requires equipping players with critical linguistic awareness to systematically decode and 

resist digital oppression. 

 Despite this robust conceptual convergence, the literature exposes significant 

divergence at the level of governance architecture, policy instruments, implementation 

dynamics, and long-term institutional embedding. While researchers agree on the urgency of 

the intervention, the mechanisms deployed to combat digital toxicity vary drastically across 

different jurisdictions and disciplines. Certain regulatory paradigms advocate for top-down 

governance architectures, utilizing strict corporate policy instruments, algorithmic 

moderation, and platform-level censorship to govern user behavior. Conversely, educational 

and sociological approaches prioritize bottom-up implementation dynamics, focusing on 

grassroots pedagogical interventions and community-based critical literacy frameworks. 

Furthermore, the long-term institutional embedding of these emancipatory programs remains 

highly fragmented. The successful integration of critical digital citizenship into formal 

education or community programs faces varying degrees of friction depending on local 

regulatory environments and the structural realities of the targeted populations. 

Ultimately, these intersecting dynamics produce a hybrid reform pattern in which global 

professional norms are locally mediated by institutional capacity, political structures, and 

administrative traditions. The operationalization of critical linguistic awareness does not 

function as a monolithic, one-size-fits-all global standard. Instead, universal gaming cultures 

and international emancipatory frameworks adapt dynamically to specific localized discourse 
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practices, cultural capitals, and localized regulatory capacities. The success of educational 

interventions relies heavily on the administrative tradition and the capacity of local 

institutions to facilitate critical pedagogy against entrenched symbolic violence. This 

complex interplay supports a nuanced conclusion that unmasking symbolic violence in online 

gaming and mapping the relationship between toxic language and critical media literacy 

through a systematic literature review requires a multidimensional perspective. It 

demonstrates that effective resistance against digital hegemony demands flexible, context-

specific pedagogical strategies that successfully bridge global platform governance with the 

micro-level socio-cultural realities of localized player interactions. 

Discussion 

 The findings of this systematic literature review fundamentally extend Pierre 

Bourdieu’s conceptualization of symbolic violence and Norman Fairclough’s Critical 

Discourse Analysis into the contemporary digital gaming ecosystem. The synthesized data 

reveals that toxic language in online gaming does not operate as a spontaneous 

communicative breakdown or a mere anomaly of internet anonymity. Instead, it functions as 

a highly structured discursive practice that actively produces and reproduces social 

hierarchies. Recent scholarship corroborates this conceptualization by demonstrating that 

digital gaming environments constitute a distinct social field where players must acquire and 

perform specific linguistic capital to survive (Cote & Mejeur, 2021; Timvig, 2024). In this 

context, dominant player demographics operationalize profanities, hate speech, and 

misogynistic slurs to monopolize power and naturalize their hegemony. The normalization 

of this toxic discourse forces marginalized players to unconsciously accept this brutal 

linguistic environment as an inherent rule of the game, perfectly illustrating Bourdieu’s 

mechanism of symbolic violence where the oppressed become complicit in their own 

marginalization. 

 Furthermore, this study engages in a critical dialogue with recent literature regarding 

the ideological function of language in preserving toxic masculinity and systemic exclusion. 

Current empirical research consistently highlights that the communicative architecture of 

multiplayer games frequently amplifies real-world intersectional inequalities rather than 

providing an egalitarian digital utopia (Kowert et al., 2022; Mokaya et al., 2025). The 

findings of this review demonstrate that hegemonic groups deploy identity-based harassment 

as a deliberate gatekeeping mechanism to restrict the participation of women and minorities. 

Viewed through Fairclough’s framework, this systemic harassment represents a profound 

exertion of power in and behind discourse. The silence and inaction from gaming platforms 

further institutionalize this inequality, operating as a passive yet powerful discursive 

endorsement of the dominant group's behavior. This review argues that analyzing gaming 

toxicity solely through psychological or behavioral lenses remains insufficient, as such 

approaches fail to deconstruct the ideological and structural power imbalances embedded 

within the digital lexicon. 

 Addressing this structural inequality requires a radical pedagogical paradigm shift, 

which positions this research as a crucial intervention within Applied Linguistics and 

educational policymaking. Recent studies strongly criticize traditional protectionist 
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strategies, such as strict screen-time regulations or algorithmic censorship, for their inability 

to tackle the root ideological causes of digital radicalization (Guzzetti et al., 2021; Pötzsch et 

al., 2022). In dialogue with these perspectives, this systematic review argues that Critical 

Media Literacy serves as the most viable emancipatory intervention against digital symbolic 

violence. By integrating critical linguistic awareness into game-based learning and digital 

citizenship frameworks, educators can equip players with the analytical tools to decode, 

challenge, and dismantle hegemonic discourses in real-time. This emancipatory pedagogy 

shifts the focus from simply shielding users from toxic words to actively empowering them 

to recognize and resist the power dynamics hidden within everyday virtual interactions. 

 The primary theoretical implication of this research lies in its successful bridging of 

sociological theories of power with critical applied linguistics within the context of digital 

media. This study contributes significantly to the existing literature by systematically 

mapping how structural violence reifies itself through everyday gaming discourse, thereby 

elevating the academic conversation from platform moderation to linguistic emancipation. 

Practically, the findings provide a robust, evidence-based foundation for educators, 

community cadres, and policymakers to design localized critical literacy interventions. By 

acknowledging that globalized professional norms must adapt to local institutional 

capacities, this research offers a nuanced roadmap for cultivating an equitable, inclusive, and 

critically aware digital society. Future research must expand upon these findings by 

conducting localized ethnographic studies to evaluate how specific communities implement 

these critical linguistic interventions to disrupt entrenched digital hierarchies. 

CONCLUSION 

 This systematic literature review, titled "Unmasking Symbolic Violence in Online 

Gaming: Mapping the Relationship between Toxic Language and Critical Media Literacy," 

concludes that toxic discourse in virtual environments operates far beyond mere behavioral 

anomalies or internet anonymity. This research discovered that the systemic normalization 

of aggressive language functions as a potent mechanism of symbolic violence that actively 

dictates social hierarchies and enforces identity marginalization. This critical finding 

fundamentally challenges the traditional assumption that in-game toxicity is simply harmless 

"trash talk" or a transient phase of youth communication. By exposing how dominant players 

weaponize language to accumulate cultural capital and exclude vulnerable groups, this study 

opens a vital new discussion on the ideological power structures deeply embedded within 

digital gaming ecosystems. 

 In terms of scientific contribution, this research significantly enriches the 

contemporary discourse in Applied Linguistics and digital sociology. This study strengthens 

previous sociological findings regarding digital hegemony while aggressively challenging 

the validity of conventional, protectionist mitigation strategies such as algorithmic 

censorship, automated chat filters, and strict screen-time limitations. By integrating Pierre 

Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic violence with Norman Fairclough’s Critical Discourse 

Analysis, this review introduces Critical Media Literacy not merely as a protective shield, 

but as a transformative, emancipatory pedagogical concept. This novel framework provides 

educators, community leaders, and digital stakeholders with a robust theoretical foundation 

https://doi.org/%2010.21009/ishel.v2i1.69188


 

 

 

 

 

1271 

to shift from passively moderating toxic content to actively empowering players to 

deconstruct and resist linguistic oppression in real-time. 

 Despite its rigorous theoretical contributions, this study acknowledges several 

methodological limitations. Because this research functions as a systematic literature review, 

the analysis depends entirely on secondary data derived from specific, predominantly 

Western-centric empirical cases, which complicates the universal generalization of the 

findings across diverse cultural and socio-economic contexts. Furthermore, the selected 

literature primarily captures text-based or historically recorded interactions, potentially 

missing the rapidly evolving nuances of real-time, cross-lingual voice chat toxicity. 

Therefore, future research requires large-scale, cross-cultural empirical studies and localized 

virtual ethnographies to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of digital symbolic 

violence. Subsequent investigations should specifically focus on developing and testing 

localized critical media literacy modules within grassroots communities to practically 

dismantle hegemonic discourse and cultivate a genuinely inclusive digital citizenship. 
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