RRRRR

World Journal of Advanced Research and Reviews W,

eISSN: 2581-9615 CODEN (USA): WIARAI R Svanced

Cross Ref DOL: 10.30574/wjarr Beaews
WJARR Journal homepage: https://wjarr.com/ o
(REVIEW ARTICLE) W) Check for updates

Virtual masculinities: Gamification, escape, and body control in Ernest Cline’s ready
player one (2011)

Olufisayomi Opeyemi Oripeloye *

Department of English, Adekunle Ajasin University, Akungba-Akoko (AAUA), Nigeria.

World Journal of Advanced Research and Reviews, 2024, 23(03), 1387-1396

Publication history: Received on 02 August 2024; revised on 08 September 2024; accepted on 11 September 2024

Article DOI: https://doi.org/10.30574 /wjarr.2024.23.3.2782

Abstract

This paper examines the intersection of masculinity and technology in Ernest Cline's Ready Player One, focusing on how
virtual spaces like the OASIS serve as arenas for constructing and performing masculinity. Through the lenses of
gamification, technological escape, and control over the virtual body, the novel presents a nuanced critique of how men
navigate identity in a digital, hyperreal world. The study argues that Ready Player One not only reflects hegemonic
masculine ideals but also reveals the vulnerabilities and limitations of such constructions in both real and virtual realms.
By analyzing the protagonist Wade Watts's journey, the paper explores how the gamification of identity in the OASIS
allows for the performance of idealized masculinity while simultaneously exposing its fragility. It examines how
technology serves as an escape from real-world vulnerabilities, offering temporary empowerment but ultimately
highlighting the unsustainability of virtual refuges. Furthermore, the paper investigates how control over the virtual
body in the OASIS reflects broader cultural pressures on men to conform to societal standards of masculinity. Drawing
on scholarly work in digital media, gender studies, and gaming culture, this analysis contributes to a deeper
understanding of how digital environments both construct and deconstruct traditional gender norms. Ultimately, the
paper argues that while the OASIS provides a space for performing idealized masculinity, it also underscores the
limitations of virtual identities, revealing the need for a more grounded understanding of masculinity that transcends
the illusory empowerment offered by technology.

Keywords: Virtual masculinity; Digital identity; Gamification; Technological escape; Hegemonic masculinity; Digital
culture

1. Introduction

The advent of digital technology has significantly transformed how individuals perceive and perform identity,
particularly masculinity. In contemporary discussions on gender and technology, scholars argue that virtual spaces can
either reinforce traditional gender roles or create opportunities for subversion (Nakamura 2002, Anthropy 2012, Shaw
2014, Ayodabo 2024). Virtual environments, particularly those in gaming and digital subcultures, often become a space
where hegemonic masculinity is reaffirmed, centering around control, competition, and domination. For instance, the
traditional notion of masculine identity tied to physical bodies and societal roles has expanded to include digital avatars
and online personas, especially in immersive environments like those depicted in the American novel, Ready Player One
by Ernest Cline (2011). In this novel, the OASIS—a vast virtual reality space—becomes a playground where individuals,
particularly men like the protagonist Wade Watts, perform idealized versions of themselves, free from the limitations
of their real-world identities. The novel illustrates how the digital landscape of the OASIS becomes a battleground not
just for economic and social survival but also for the construction of gender identity. This shift, from the physical to the
virtual, brings into focus the relationship between technology, masculinity, and identity, raising questions about the
boundaries of control, vulnerability, and performance in these digital spaces.
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In Wade’s journey, the OASIS enables him to escape the inadequacies of his real-life body and circumstances, allowing
him to embody a version of masculinity that is rooted in digital performance and mastery over technology (Condis,
2016). This digital construct of masculinity, however, is not free from real-world gender dynamics. Instead, Ready Player
One highlights how virtual spaces offer both empowerment and limitation for the male identity, as Wade’s avatar,
Parzival, reflects idealized masculine traits that he cannot embody in his physical life.

This paper explores three interconnected aspects of masculinity: the gamification of identity, technology as a form of
escape from vulnerability, and the control over the virtual body. These themes build upon one another, creating a
complex depiction of how masculinity is performed and mediated in virtual environments. By examining Wade’s
journey, the paper argues that while the OASIS provides an arena for performing idealized masculinity, it also reveals
the fragility of such constructions, as they rely on the artificiality of the virtual world to sustain themselves.

As digital technology allows for unprecedented customization and manipulation of virtual identities, it also enables
individuals to perform versions of themselves that are unattainable in the physical world. Wade’s avatar, Parzival, is a
reflection of this, embodying the traits of strength, control, and mastery that Wade cannot achieve in his real life. As Lisa
Nakamura (2002) argues, virtual spaces often serve as platforms for performing idealized identities, particularly for
those who feel constrained by the expectations of the real world. This performance of masculinity in virtual spaces
aligns with David Leonard’s (2017) exploration of how digital environments, particularly gaming spaces, serve as arenas
for reclaiming power and control through the construction of white, male identities.

However, while these virtual performances may offer temporary empowerment, Ready Player One also critiques the
reliance on technology and virtual bodies as a means of escaping the insecurities of real-world existence. Sherry Turkle’s
(2011) work on digital identity underscores this tension, highlighting how digital environments often provide a space
for individuals to avoid confronting their real-world vulnerabilities, only to become further entrenched in their
insecurities. Similarly, Wade’s immersion in the OASIS allows him to sidestep the economic, social, and emotional
challenges of his real-world life, but it also reveals the limits of using technology as a long-term solution to these issues.

By examining the intersections of masculinity, technology, and identity in Ready Player One, this study aims to uncover
how the novel critiques the fragility of virtual masculinity. Through a close reading of key scenes and characters, the
study will explore how digital spaces both enable and destabilize traditional gender norms, ultimately suggesting that
the empowerment offered by the OASIS is an illusion, contingent on external forces and digital structures.

2. Literature Review

The intersection of masculinity, technology, and identity is part of a broader discourse on how digital environments
shape and challenge traditional gender roles. Scholars have explored these issues not only in Cline’s novel but also in
the wider context of virtual spaces, gaming, and technological engagement. A recurring theme in studies of virtual
environments is how these spaces provide an arena for the performance of masculinity. In Ready Player One, Wade
Watts’s use of the OASIS allows him to construct an idealized version of masculinity through his avatar, Parzival. Megan
Amber Condis (2016) identifies this construction as part of a “geek canon” that privileges white, male participants who
demonstrate mastery over technology and cultural knowledge. Condis critiques this reinforcement of hegemonic
masculinity, arguing that the novel aligns with broader trends in gaming culture, where male identities are often
celebrated based on their expertise and control over technology. This mirrors findings in studies like Amanda Cote’s
(2020) exploration of how casual video games perpetuate gendered identities, noting that gaming spaces often reinforce
traditional masculine ideals while marginalizing female and non-binary players.

Scholars have explored similar dynamics in other digital contexts. For example, Adrienne Shaw (2014) examines how
gaming spaces serve as sites for the negotiation of gender identities, often reinforcing normative masculinity through
competition, dominance, and mastery. Shaw argues that these digital environments reflect and reproduce offline gender
hierarchies, much like the OASIS in Ready Player One, where male players like Wade achieve power and control by
embodying idealized forms of manhood. This analysis resonates with the broader discussion of masculinity in virtual
spaces, emphasizing the role of technology in shaping and sustaining gendered power structures. Similarly, David
Leonard’s work (2017) explores how white, male gamers often turn to digital environments as a means of reclaiming
control and status in a world that increasingly challenges traditional forms of masculine authority. Leonard argues that
gaming spaces, much like the OASIS, offer men a way to regain power and status by embodying idealized versions of
themselves, free from the constraints of race, class, and physical appearance. This dynamic is evident in Wade’s use of
Parzival, as his avatar allows him to perform a version of masculinity that is unattainable in his real life, where he faces
poverty and social isolation. The OASIS thus serves as both a space of empowerment and an illusion of control,
reinforcing the fragility of Wade’s virtual identity.
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The manipulation of the virtual body is another key theme in broader discussions of technology and masculinity. Over
the years, scholars that established the male body as one of the key dominant symbols of masculinity (Connell 1987,
White 2004, Ayodabo 2023). According to Connel, “the physical sense of maleness is not a simple thing. It involves size
and shape, habits of posture and movement, particular physical skills and the lack of these, the image of one’s body, the
way it is presented to other people and the way they respond to it, the way it operates at work and in sexual relations”
(Connell 1987, 84). While achieving the perfect male body is increasingly becoming difficult in the society, digital and
emerging technologies are allowing individuals to embody a version of themselves that aligns with societal expectations
of masculinity—taller, stronger, and more conventionally attractive. Rafif and Munjid (2021), for instance, argue that
this control over the virtual body reflects anxieties about male identity in the digital age, where physical appearance
and body image are increasingly mediated through technology. Hence, gamers’ ability to customize their avatars mirrors
the pressures placed on men to conform to cultural ideals of body image, particularly in a world where virtual identities
can be curated and controlled to an unprecedented degree. Lisa Nakamura (2002), in agreement argues that virtual
bodies often serve as sites for the reinforcement of gendered and racialized norms, where men can assert control over
their appearances in ways that are not possible in the physical world. Wade’s avatar, Parzival, exemplifies this dynamic,
as it allows him to project a hypermasculine identity that compensates for the perceived inadequacies of his real-world
body.

While much of the existing literature and related texts focuses on how virtual environments reinforce traditional
masculine ideals, the present research seeks to explore the fragility and instability of these constructions. By examining
the intersection of gamification, technological escape, and control over the virtual body, this study will provide a more
nuanced analysis of how technology both enables and destabilizes masculine identity. Unlike previous studies that
primarily focus on the reinforcement of hegemonic masculinity, this research will argue that the idealized masculinity
performed in the OASIS is ultimately unsustainable, as it relies on the artificiality of the virtual world to maintain its
coherence. This study aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of how digital environments both construct and
deconstruct traditional gender norms, revealing the limitations of virtual masculinities in a postmodern, tech-driven
society.

3. Methods

The primary data for this study were taken from Ready Player One by Ernest Cline (2011), focusing on the portrayal of
masculinity through technology and virtual identity in the OASIS. A close reading of the novel was conducted to analyze
Wade Watts’s use of his avatar, Parzival, and his interaction with technology to perform and escape traditional
masculinity. This analysis emphasized key scenes where Wade's real-world vulnerabilities contrast with his
empowered virtual identity. Secondary data were gathered from journal articles and books on digital media, gender
studies, and gaming culture. These sources provided theoretical frameworks to interpret how Wade’s identity is
mediated through the gamified and technological landscape of the OASIS.

The analysis used an objective approach as proposed by Abrams (1953), correlating the novel’s themes with broader
societal trends in masculinity and technology. After completing the analysis, findings were synthesized to conclude how
Ready Player One critiques the fragility of virtual masculinity.

4. Analysis and Discussion of Themes

4.1. Masculinity and Gamification of Identity

One of the central themes in Ready Player One is the gamification of identity, where Wade constructs his masculine
persona through his digital avatar, Parzival. The OASIS is structured around competitive gaming culture, with its
participants embodying avatars that navigate challenges, quests, and puzzles to achieve mastery. In this virtual world,
success is measured by intelligence, skill, and cultural knowledge, reinforcing ideals of competitive, performance-based
masculinity. Hence, from the outset of the novel, Wade’s identity is shaped by these competitive traits historically
associated with hegemonic masculinity. Wade, as a "gunter"” (egg hunter), embarks on a quest to find Halliday’s Easter
egg, a prize that promises wealth and control over the OASIS. This quest functions as a rite of passage, akin to a hero’s
journey, where heroism is echoed as reflections of masculinity (Ayodabo 2019, 2024), wherein Wade’s masculinity is
measured by his ability to outwit and outperform both individual rivals and the corporate behemoth I0I. As a gunter,
Wade’s journey is not just about winning the contest to inherit James Halliday’s fortune, but also about proving his
worth in a highly competitive space that privileges dominance and control. The competitive nature of the OASIS can be
seen as an extension of traditional masculine ideals, where survival and success are predicated on one’s ability to
outperform others (Condis, 2016).
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At the same time, Wade’s gamified masculinity is deeply tied to the virtual performance of knowledge. His obsession
with 1980s pop culture, video games, and trivia becomes a marker of his identity, allowing him to align himself with the
male-dominated subculture of gaming. The novel’s emphasis on knowledge and mastery reflects the broader cultural
context in which video game culture often serves as a site for the performance of masculinity. Megan Amber Condis
(2016) highlights that Ready Player One constructs a “canon” of geek culture that privileges white, male participants who
demonstrate mastery over a specific set of cultural texts, including video games, films, and music from the 1980s. This
canon functions as a gatekeeping mechanism, where knowledge becomes a tool of exclusion and affirmation. As Wade
immerses himself in the OASIS, his mastery over these cultural artifacts is essential to his performance of masculinity.
In this sense, Wade’s masculinity is not only gamified but also commodified, as his success depends on his ability to
navigate a nostalgic cultural landscape that rewards expertise over physical prowess. This gamified form of masculinity,
while empowering in the virtual world, raises questions about its sustainability in the real world, where Wade’s actual
body and circumstances do not align with the idealized version of himself that he constructs in the OASIS.

Cline underscores this dynamic in Wade’s reflections on his role as a gunter: “Being a gunter was a solitary profession,
but it wasn’t one that could be done entirely alone. It required friends, allies, and assistants” (Ready Player One, p. 74).
Here, Wade acknowledges the tension between the individualism that gaming culture celebrates—where masculine
success is measured by self-reliance and independence—and the reality that even in virtual spaces, social bonds are
necessary for success. This tension reflects the broader societal expectation that men must achieve success
independently, even as they rely on networks of support.

Within the OASIS, mastery over the game’s complex challenges becomes synonymous with masculine power. Wade’s
success is defined by his ability to decode Halliday’s clues and navigate the virtual worlds that reflect the creator’s own
obsessions with 1980s culture. Throughout the novel, Wade’s focus on mastering these challenges is indicative of a
broader cultural narrative in which men'’s identities are tied to their ability to control and dominate their environments,
even in digital spaces.

The emphasis on control as a marker of masculinity is evident in Wade’s approach to the OASIS itself. Wade reflects on
the autonomy the OASIS offers him: “I felt like I was going through withdrawal whenever I wasn’t in the OASIS. My real
life was crumbling around me, but [ didn’t care. I didn’t want to face reality” (Ready Player One, 112). This passage
highlights Wade’s desire to escape the vulnerabilities of his real-world existence by immersing himself in the virtual
world, where he can exert control over his avatar and surroundings. The OASIS provides Wade with a space where he
can manipulate his identity and environment, constructing an idealized version of masculinity that is rooted in control
and mastery.

This theme of control is further complicated by the role of avatars in the OASIS. Wade’s avatar, Parzival, is a carefully
constructed representation of his ideal self—stronger, more attractive, and more capable than his real-world
counterpart. The ability to customize avatars reflects the broader cultural pressure on men to conform to societal
standards of physical and intellectual competence. Lisa Nakamura (2002) explores this dynamicin her analysis of digital
bodies, arguing that virtual spaces often serve as sites for the performance of idealized identities. For men like Wade,
the OASIS allows them to project an image of masculine competence that compensates for their perceived inadequacies
in the real world.

Wade’s performance of masculinity in the OASIS is also deeply tied to his intellectual mastery of geek culture,
particularly the 1980s trivia that permeates the novel. The novel positions Wade’s encyclopedic knowledge of films,
music, and video games as a key factor in his success, reinforcing the idea that masculinity in Ready Player One is tied to
intellectual dominance rather than physical strength within a male-dominated subculture. Wade’s ability to outsmart
his rivals, including the corporate entity 101, becomes a form of resistance against the hegemonic structures that seek
to control the OASIS.

This portrayal of masculinity aligns with broader discussions of geek culture as a space where intellectualism becomes
a marker of masculine identity. In Playing While White (2017), David Leonard explores how white male gamers often
construct their identities around intellectual mastery of gaming spaces, positioning themselves as superior to both
women and people of color who are perceived as outsiders in these environments. Leonard argues that the emphasis
on knowledge and skill in gaming culture reinforces traditional masculine hierarchies, where men’s value is tied to their
ability to dominate and control virtual spaces.

Wade’s reliance on his knowledge of geek culture reflects this dynamic. His ability to navigate the OASIS is predicated
on his deep understanding of Halliday’s interests, which are rooted in a nostalgic vision of the 1980s that privileges
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male experiences and cultural artifacts. Wade’s success in the OASIS is, therefore, not just a reflection of his personal
skill but also of his alignment with a cultural canon that reinforces traditional masculine ideals.

While Ready Player One positions the OASIS as a space where men like Wade can perform idealized versions of
masculinity, the novel also reveals the fragility of these constructions. Wade’s reliance on the OASIS as a source of
identity and power underscores the precariousness of his masculinity, which is contingent on his success in the game.
Throughout the novel, Wade’s real-world vulnerabilities—his poverty, social isolation, and lack of control over his
environment—stand in stark contrast to his virtual success. This tension highlights the limitations of gamified
masculinity, which offers temporary validation but fails to address the underlying insecurities that drive Wade’s need
for escape.

The fragility of Wade’s constructed masculinity is most evident in moments where his control over the OASIS is
threatened. When Wade’s rival, Nolan Sorrento, attempts to take control of the OASIS through corporate means, Wade
is forced to confront the limitations of his virtual power. Despite his intellectual dominance, Wade cannot fully escape
the real-world power dynamics that shape his life. This moment reflects the broader critique of gamified masculinity in
the novel, which suggests that while virtual spaces may offer temporary empowerment, they cannot fully compensate
for the vulnerabilities of real-world existence.

Megan Amber Condis’s critique of Ready Player One supports this analysis, as she argues that the novel’s portrayal of
gaming culture reinforces traditional masculine ideals while simultaneously revealing their fragility. Condis suggests
that Wade’s reliance on the OASIS as a space for performing masculinity ultimately underscores the limitations of virtual
identities, which are always contingent on external validation and success within the game’s framework.

In the real world, just as in the OASIS, this gamification of masculinity can lead to toxic behaviors. The "Gamergate"
controversy of 2014 exemplifies how some male gamers, feeling threatened by increasing diversity in gaming culture,
resorted to harassment and exclusionary tactics to maintain their perceived dominance in the field (Massanari, 2017).
This real-world parallel to Wade's initial reliance on his mastery of 1980s trivia and gaming skills as a source of
masculine identity highlights the problematic aspects of tying masculinity too closely to technological expertise.

4.2. Technology as Escape from Vulnerability

The gamified construction of masculinity in the novel is closely connected to Wade’s use of technology as an escape
from vulnerability. From the beginning of the novel, Wade’s real-world existence is marked by poverty, isolation, and
emotional neglect. He lives in a dystopian future where societal collapse has left large segments of the population in
destitution, and he is no exception. Wade’s home in the "Stacks," a vertical slum of trailers piled on top of each other, is
emblematic of his lack of control over his environment. His vulnerability is also reflected in his family dynamics, as he
lives with an abusive aunt who is more interested in exploiting his food vouchers than providing emotional support.

Cline vividly describes Wade’s desperation for escape: “The OASIS was the best thing that ever happened to me. It made
life bearable. It was the reason I was able to endure school, my home life, and the endless stream of disappointment and
failure that was my life” (Ready Player One, p. 17). This passage encapsulates Wade’s dependence on the OASIS as a
coping mechanism, illustrating how the virtual world becomes a means for him to avoid confronting the emotional pain
and insecurity that define his real-world existence. His sense of powerlessness in the physical world motivates him to
immerse himself in the OASIS, where he can construct a life that contrasts sharply with his real one.

The OASIS becomes a sanctuary where Wade can escape not only the economic hardships of his life but also the
emotional vulnerabilities that he faces. Sherry Turkle’s seminal work Alone Together (2011) explores how digital spaces
offer individuals the ability to retreat from emotional complexities in favor of constructing idealized versions of
themselves online. Just like how masculinity sometimes offers vulnerable groups power and agency in real-world
(Ayodabo & Amaefula, 2019) Turkle argues that technology also provides a controlled environment where individuals
can sidestep the emotional messiness of real life, offering a sense of empowerment and control that is often missing in
face-to-face interactions. This notion is evident in the novel, where Wade uses the OASIS as a means to avoid dealing
with the emotional challenges that come with living in a broken family and a broken society.

Wade’s avatar, Parzival, is central to this theme of emotional escape. As Parzival, Wade can reinvent himself, shedding
the insecurities and inadequacies that plague him in the real world. Cline describes the OASIS as “the great equalizer,” a
place where “you could become whomever and whatever you wanted” (Ready Player One, 58). For Wade, this means
adopting an avatar that embodies the traits he feels are missing from his real-world identity: confidence, attractiveness,
and capability. In the OASIS, Wade is no longer the awkward, impoverished teenager living in the Stacks—he is Parzival,
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a skilled and knowledgeable gunter on a quest for glory. This reinvention allows Wade to distance himself from the
emotional pain of his real-world life, providing a sense of emotional security that he cannot achieve in reality.

Beyond emotional refuge, the OASIS also serves as an escape from Wade’s economic and social insecurities. The
dystopian setting of Ready Player One paints a bleak picture of a world in which opportunities for social mobility are
scarce, and most of the population is trapped in cycles of poverty and deprivation. The OASIS, however, offers a way
out. In the virtual world, Wade can compete on equal footing with others, including the wealthy elite and powerful
corporations like 10I. The gamified structure of the OASIS creates a meritocratic illusion, where success is determined
by skill and knowledge rather than wealth or social status. This dynamic is particularly appealing to Wade, who finds
himself at the bottom of the socio-economic ladder in the real world.

David Leonard’s Playing While White (2017) provides a useful framework for understanding how gaming environments
can serve as a means of reclaiming power and status for marginalized individuals. Leonard argues that digital spaces,
especially gaming, often provide players with a sense of agency and control that they lack in the real world, particularly
for men who feel disempowered by economic or social conditions. In the novel, Wade’s immersion into the OASIS allows
him to escape the limitations of his real-world life, where his poverty and lack of connections render him powerless. In
the virtual world, however, Wade’s mastery of 1980s pop culture and gaming trivia gives him the upper hand, allowing
him to challenge I0I and assert his power over the corporate entity that seeks to monopolize the OASIS.

However, while the OASIS offers Wade a temporary sense of empowerment, the novel also critiques the illusion of
control that the virtual world provides. Wade's ability to thrive in the OASIS is contingent upon his success within the
rules of the game—rules that are ultimately controlled by external forces, such as the late James Halliday, the creator of
the OASIS, and the corporations that seek to monetize it. Wade’s reliance on the OASIS as an escape from his real-world
vulnerabilities ultimately reveals the fragility of his constructed identity, as his virtual power is always at risk of being
disrupted by forces beyond his control.

Despite the OASIS providing Wade with a temporary sense of refuge, the novel consistently hints at the limitations of
relying on technology as a form of escape. While Wade can manipulate his virtual identity and avoid the challenges of
his real-world life, his dependency on the OASIS becomes a form of entrapment in itself. Cline writes: “I was practically
a shut-in. I never went outside, unless it was absolutely necessary” (Ready Player One, 130). Wade’s immersion in the
OASIS leads to a kind of withdrawal from the real world, where he becomes increasingly disconnected from the physical
and social realities around him. This withdrawal mirrors Turkle’s findings, where she argues that individuals often
retreat into digital spaces as a way of avoiding real-world responsibilities, leading to a paradox where technology,
initially an escape, becomes a form of isolation.

This tension is further explored in Wade’s eventual realization that the OASIS, while providing temporary solace, cannot
ultimately resolve his real-world struggles. As the novel progresses, Wade is forced to confront the limitations of his
digital existence, especially when the 10l threatens to take control of the OASIS. His eventual decision to face his real-
world enemies, rather than retreating further into the OASIS, underscores the novel’s critique of the illusion of
technological escape. The OASIS may offer a temporary refuge, but it cannot provide a lasting solution to the systemic
issues that plague Wade's real-world existence.

An important aspect of Wade’s use of technology as an escape is his avoidance of emotional vulnerability in
relationships. Throughout the novel, Wade’s interactions with other characters, particularly Art3mis, are mediated
through the OASIS. As Parzival, Wade feels confident enough to pursue a romantic relationship with Art3mis, a fellow
gunter. However, his reliance on the OASIS as a medium for their relationship prevents him from engaging with the
emotional complexities of real-world connections. When Art3mis rejects his advances, Wade’s reaction reveals his
emotional immaturity and inability to handle real-world rejection: “When she didn’t respond right away, [ panicked. I'd
just told a girl I loved her. What the hell had I been thinking?” (Ready Player One, 198).

Wade’s retreat into the OASIS after this rejection reflects his broader use of technology to avoid emotional pain. His
digital relationship with Art3mis allows him to maintain a level of emotional detachment, avoiding the risks of real-
world intimacy. This dynamic resonates with Turkle’s argument that digital communication often serves as a way to
manage emotional risks, providing a buffer that protects individuals from the vulnerabilities of face-to-face interactions.
Hence, the novel ultimately critiques Wade’s reliance on the OASIS as a means of avoiding emotional vulnerability. When
Wade and Art3mis finally meet in person, Wade realizes that his virtual relationship was a shallow reflection of what
real-world connection requires. This realization is a turning point for Wade, as he begins to understand that true
emotional growth can only occur outside the confines of the OASIS, in the messy and unpredictable world of physical
relationships.
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In the context of gaming culture, massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs) can serve a similar
function to the OASIS, providing players with a space to construct idealized identities and escape real-world insecurities.
Yee's (2006) research on MMORPG players found that many male gamers use these virtual environments as a way to
experience power, control, and social connection that they may lack in their offline lives. This escapism, while potentially
empowering in the short term, can hinder personal growth and reinforce unhealthy coping mechanisms, much like
Wade's initial retreat into the OASIS.

4.3. Control over the Virtual Body and Identity

A crucial aspect of Wade’s escape into the OASIS is his control over the virtual body. Wade’s avatar, Parzival, is central
to his performance of masculinity in the OASIS. As Parzival, Wade constructs an idealized version of himself that aligns
with traditional masculine ideals of strength, attractiveness, and capability. Cline writes, “Inside the OASIS, I was safe.
When I was logged in, my avatar looked like a healthy, fit human being. I didn’t look anything like the real me” (Ready
Player One, 52). This passage highlights the disparity between Wade’s real-world body, which he describes as
overweight and unattractive, and the idealized version of himself that he constructs in the virtual world. The ability to
control his avatar allows Wade to project a version of masculinity that he feels is unattainable in the physical world. The
virtual body becomes a site of masculine performance, where Wade is able to manipulate his appearance and abilities
to align with the expectations of masculinity in the OASIS.

This dynamic reflects broader cultural pressures on men to conform to societal standards of masculinity, particularly
in terms of physical appearance and body image. Lisa Nakamura argues that virtual spaces often serve as sites for the
performance of idealized identities, where users can manipulate their appearances to align with societal norms. For
men, this often involves constructing avatars that embody strength, power, and control—traits that are traditionally
associated with hegemonic masculinity. Wade’s avatar, Parzival, reflects this dynamic, as it allows him to project a
version of masculinity that compensates for the perceived inadequacies of his real-world body.

The novel’s emphasis on the customization of avatars also reflects the broader trend of self-surveillance and self-
improvement in digital spaces. In the OASIS, Wade constantly refines his avatar to align with the expectations of
masculine performance. This control over the virtual body mirrors the pressure placed on men to maintain control over
their physical bodies, often through practices like dieting, exercise, and grooming. By offering a space where Wade can
manipulate his virtual body, the OASIS provides a temporary sense of empowerment that is rooted in the ability to
conform to societal standards of masculinity.

For Wade, the control he exerts over his avatar is not only a reflection of his desire to perform masculinity but also a
means of escaping the vulnerabilities associated with his real-world body. Throughout the novel, Wade’s physical body
is described as a source of shame and insecurity. He lives in a society where physical appearance is closely tied to social
status, and his inability to conform to societal ideals of attractiveness exacerbates his feelings of inadequacy. The OASIS
offers Wade a way to escape these vulnerabilities by allowing him to construct an avatar that embodies the traits he
wishes he possessed in the real world.

However, while the OASIS offers Wade a temporary sense of empowerment, the novel also critiques the limitations of
relying on the virtual body as a source of identity. Wade’s control over his avatar is contingent on the rules and
structures of the OASIS, which are ultimately controlled by external forces. This tension between empowerment and
dependency highlights the fragility of Wade’s virtual identity, suggesting that while the OASIS provides a space for
performing masculinity, it cannot fully resolve the insecurities that drive Wade’s need for escape.

Despite the sense of control that Wade experiences through his avatar, the novel ultimately critiques the reliance on the
virtual body as a means of constructing identity. Wade’s success in the OASIS is contingent on his ability to navigate the
rules of the game and maintain control over his avatar. However, as the novel progresses, it becomes clear that this
control is tenuous at best. Wade’s reliance on the OASIS as a space for performing masculinity is threatened by external
forces, particularly the corporate entity 10l, which seeks to take control of the OASIS and strip users of their anonymity
and freedom.

The fragility of Wade’s virtual identity is most evident in moments where his control over the OASIS is challenged. When
101 begins to dominate the contest for Halliday’s Easter egg, Wade is forced to confront the limitations of his virtual
power. Cline writes, “I suddenly realized that I wasn’t in control. I was just another pawn in a much larger game” (Ready
Player One, 233). This realization underscores the precariousness of Wade’s reliance on the OASIS as a source of
empowerment, as his virtual success is always at risk of being disrupted by forces beyond his control.
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This critique of the fragility of virtual masculinity aligns with Megan Amber Condis’s analysis, where she argues that the
novel’s portrayal of gaming culture reinforces traditional masculine ideals while simultaneously revealing their
instability. Condis suggests that Wade’s reliance on the OASIS as a space for performing masculinity ultimately
underscores the limitations of virtual identities, as they are always contingent on external validation and success within
the game’s framework. The novel’s depiction of Wade’s dependence on his avatar reflects the broader cultural tension
between the desire for control and the recognition that such control is ultimately illusory in digital spaces.

Another important aspect of the novel’s exploration of the virtual body is the commodification of identity in the OASIS.
Avatars in the OASIS are not merely representations of individual identity but are also commodities that can be bought,
sold, and upgraded. Wade’s ability to customize his avatar is tied to his access to virtual resources, such as currency and
items that enhance his avatar’s abilities. This commodification of the virtual body reflects the broader capitalist
structures that underpin the OASIS, where success is often tied to one’s ability to accumulate wealth and resources.

This dynamic of commodification is evident in Wade’s acquisition of a state-of-the-art haptic suit, which allows him to
experience the virtual world in greater detail and exert more control over his avatar. Cline writes, “The suit made me
feel like I was actually inside the OASIS, instead of just controlling an avatar” (Ready Player One, p. 180). The haptic suit
serves as a symbol of the increasing commodification of the virtual body, as Wade’s ability to control his avatar is tied
to his access to the latest technological advancements. This commodification of the body aligns with broader critiques
of how capitalist structures shape identity in digital spaces, where virtual success is often contingent on access to
resources that enhance one’s ability to perform identity.

Lisa Nakamura’s analysis of virtual bodies highlights this dynamic, as she argues that digital environments often
replicate capitalist structures by commodifying identity and reinforcing hierarchies based on wealth and access to
technology. In Ready Player One, Wade’s ability to control his avatar is closely tied to his ability to accumulate wealth
and resources in the OASIS, suggesting that even in virtual spaces, identity is shaped by capitalist dynamics that
prioritize control, ownership, and commodification.

The control over virtual bodies and identities that the OASIS affords its users parallels the way social media and online
platforms allow individuals to curate and manipulate their digital presence. In the real world, this control over one's
digital representation can be both empowering and problematic, particularly when it comes to expressions of
masculinity.

Kendall (2002) explores how men in online spaces often perform exaggerated versions of masculinity, embodying traits
like aggression, dominance, and hypersexuality that they might not express in face-to-face interactions. This
performance of virtual masculinity can reinforce harmful stereotypes and contribute to a culture of toxic masculinity
online. The commodification of virtual identity in Ready Player One, where avatar enhancements can be purchased,
mirrors the real-world economy of social media influencers and the pressure to present a perfect digital self.

4.4. Synthesis: The Limits of Virtual Masculinity

In Ready Player One, the virtual world of the OASIS offers Wade Watts and others a space where they can construct and
perform idealized versions of themselves, free from the vulnerabilities of the real world. However, the novel reveals
that these performances of masculinity, while empowering in the short term, are ultimately fragile and limited by the
very nature of virtual identity. The OASIS, as a digital utopia, allows men like Wade to manipulate their avatars, master
challenges, and gain status, but the control they exert over their virtual selves is both illusory and contingent on external
factors.

The gamification of identity, which allows Wade to demonstrate his intellectual prowess and construct a
hypermasculine version of himself, is limited by the external structures of the OASIS and the real world. The novel
highlights how Wade’s success in the virtual world is contingent on a set of predefined rules established by Halliday and
the capitalist structures that underpin the OASIS. Wade’s ability to navigate these rules reflects his temporary
empowerment, but this control is precarious. The theme of technology as an escape from vulnerability further exposes
the limits of virtual masculinity. While Wade uses the OASIS to escape the economic, social, and emotional insecurities
of his real-world life, the novel suggests that this escape is unsustainable. Wade’s immersion in the OASIS distances him
from the real world, where he must eventually confront the systemic inequalities and personal insecurities that drive
his need for escape. Finally, the control over the virtual body that the OASIS offers is shown to be another temporary
solution to the complexities of masculinity. Wade’s ability to manipulate his avatar, Parzival, into an idealized version
of himself allows him to project confidence and strength that he lacks in the real world. However, as Lisa Nakamura
(2002) argues this manipulation of virtual bodies often reinforces societal pressures rather than liberating individuals
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from them. Wade’s control over his virtual body is tied to his ability to conform to societal expectations of masculinity,
and his success is contingent on his access to the technology and resources that allow him to maintain his avatar. The
commodification of the virtual body in Ready Player One, thus reflects the capitalist dynamics that shape both the OASIS
and the real world, highlighting the limitations of using technology as a means of asserting masculine identity.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, Ready Player One presents a compelling critique of virtual masculinity, revealing its inherent fragility and
the limitations of relying on digital spaces to perform idealized versions of oneself. While the OASIS offers a temporary
escape from the vulnerabilities of real life, the novel ultimately shows that true empowerment requires engaging with
the complexities of identity in both virtual and real-world contexts. By exploring the limits of gamification, technological
escape, and control over the virtual body, the novel underscores the need for a more grounded understanding of
masculinity that goes beyond the illusions offered by technology.
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