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Abstract 

This thesis examines discussions on Reddit concerning racism and xenophobia in science fiction. 

Discussions were gathered from a community of fans of the science fiction military franchise Mass 

Effect. The original trilogy of Mass Effect games is set in a future where humans have uncovered 

space travel and come into contact with the various alien species of the Milky Way galaxy. All of the 

posts are centered around Ashley Williams, a human character in the original trilogy of games whose 

views on aliens have earned her the reputation of “space racist” among the fans. The attitudes toward 

Ashley vary in the discussions from people defending her to others condemning her views. To make 

their arguments, people attempt to explain their understanding of what racism is. Through negotiating 

the meaning of racism, the discussions reveal ideologies and discourses about racism. The analysis is 

based on the method of discourse analysis to identify discourses and discursive practices used to 

conceptualize science fiction racism. The analysis has been split into four common themes found 

throughout the material: definitions for terms, such as “racism”; word choices to describe Ashley 

Williams; defending and justifying prejudice; and drawing comparisons between real life and the 

games. The varying definitions and interpretations in the posts and comments demonstrate the 

difficulty of defining such a complex issue as racism. 

 



Tiivistelmä 

Tämä tutkielma tarkastelee keskusteluja Reddit-sivustolla koskien rasismia ja ksenofobiaa 

tieteisfiktiossa. Keskustelut kerättiin sotilaallisen tieteisfiktiopelisarja Mass Effectin fanien 

yhteisöstä. Mass Effect -videopelien alkuperäinen trilogia sijoittuu tulevaisuuteen, jossa ihmiskunta 

on löytänyt keinot avaruusmatkustukseen ja päässyt tekemisiin Linnunradan erilaisten 

avaruusolentojen kanssa. Kaikki analysoidut julkaisut käsittelevät Ashley Williamsia, videopelien 

alkuperäisessä trilogiassa esiintyvää ihmishahmoa, jonka näkemykset avaruusolennoista ovat 

leimanneet hänet ”avaruusrasistiksi” fanien keskuudessa. Suhtautuminen Ashleya kohtaan vaihtelee 

keskusteluissa. Osa puolustaa häntä, kun taas toiset paheksuvat hänen näkemyksiään. Perustellakseen 

argumenttejaan keskustelijat pyrkivät selittämään heidän näkemyksiään siitä, mitä rasismi tarkoittaa. 

Keskusteluissa käsitellään rasismin merkitystä, mikä vuorostaan paljastaa ideologioita ja diskursseja 

rasismiin liittyen. Analyysi pohjautuu diskurssianalyysin menetelmään, jonka avulla pyritään 

tunnistamaan diskursseja ja käytänteitä tieteisfiktion rasismin käsitteellistämiseen. Analyysi on jaettu 

neljään aineistosta löydettyyn aihepiiriin: sanojen, kuten ”rasismi,” määrittely; Ashley Williamsia 

koskevat sanavalinnat; ennakkoluuloisuuden puolustaminen ja oikeuttaminen; sekä oikean elämän 

tilanteiden rinnastus pelin tapahtumiin ja hahmoihin. Julkaisuista ja kommenteista löytyvät 

vaihtelevat määritelmät ja tulkinnat havainnollistavat, miten vaikeaa on määritellä niin monitahoista 

ongelmaa kuin rasismi. 
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1. Introduction 

 

People have differing understandings of what racism is and how it manifests itself in different aspects 

of life. In the context of our society, a person being discriminated against based on their ethnicity or 

skin color can be easily distinguished as racism. In reality, the issue is, however, more nuanced and 

affected by hidden factors, such as power structures. In a science fiction universe with fictional alien 

species and complicated interspecies relations, these nuances become harder for people to grasp. The 

worlds presented in science fiction and fantasy could be compared to foreign cultures that have their 

own histories and peoples unfamiliar to those observing it from the outside. Witnessing 

discrimination in these unfamiliar, fictional contexts provokes questions on the nature of racism and 

xenophobia.  

This thesis examines people’s perceptions on science fiction racism by analyzing discursive practices 

on the popular social media site Reddit. The discussions come from a community of fans of the Mass 

Effect science fiction franchise and are focused on the subjects of racism and xenophobia. Mass Effect 

began as a series of role-playing games set in a future where humans have uncovered space travel, 

which results in humanity coming into contact with the various alien species of the Milky Way galaxy. 

More specifically, the discussions are centered around Ashley Williams, a human character in the 

franchise whose views on aliens have led to many fans considering her racist and xenophobic. Since 

the release of the original trilogy of video games, the issue has been a hot topic of discussion and a 

divisive subject among the fans, with people either condemning or defending Ashley as a character. 

Initial gathering of the material already revealed that there are people on both sides of the debate on 

whether Ashley is a racist character, which demonstrates how racism cannot be considered 

unambiguous and instead is up to interpretation. 

The material is studied using discourse analysis as the research method. The study provides a different 

perspective to studying discourse and racism by exploring how people themselves define and 

conceptualize the issue itself. Studying the issue in this way is valuable because the beliefs people 

have about racism are inherent in these kinds of discussions, not in the definitions found in 

dictionaries. The discussions reveal how people understand what racism and xenophobia are in 

different ways. When discussing the relations and power structures that exist in the Mass Effect 

universe between fictional alien races, participants of the discussions are required to provide their 

definitions of racism to justify their arguments of what constitutes racism. The background 

knowledge provided in the games is used to defend players’ arguments and views. In addition to 
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background information from the games, examples from real life are used to interpret and explain 

racism seen in the games. 

Researchers have begun to show an increasing interest in the medium of video games. Mass Effect 

has been the topic of study in social science, for example, on the subjects of its multiculturalism 

(Callahan, 2019) and disability representation (Jerreat-Poole, 2020). These studies show that even a 

video game that, on the surface, is focused on shooting guns in space carries evidence of ideologies 

about societal issues in our culture, and because of this they are a valuable medium to be studied. 

While most research focuses on content and messages found in the actual games, this thesis explores 

discussions the game sparks among fans and players. Villanueva and Ensslin (2021) used online 

discussions on the video game Dragon Age: Inquisition in a similar way to identify players’ 

assessments and opinions on characters’ performed accents. Online discussions can be used to 

supplement research on video games by incorporating views of the players on the subject of study. 

Although science fiction settings are very distant from reality, they are often used to examine real 

societal issues. Vuolteenaho (2013) notes that science fiction illustrates ethical and existential 

questions by placing the real-life issue in an environment so removed from the real world that “the 

difference in circumstances allows for the examination of an ethical dilemma without requiring that 

all issues and complications related to it in reality be addressed as well” (p. 6). Science fiction works 

often explore themes of xenophobia and racism and may even draw recognizable parallels to real life. 

While the topic of how racism is handled in science fiction is an interesting possibility for research 

in its own right, this study focuses on people’s perceptions of racism and xenophobia in fiction, rather 

than the phenomenon itself. 

The aim of this study is to find out how Mass Effect fans conceptualize racism in the science fiction 

setting, and what discursive practices they use to discuss racism and a character considered to be 

racist. One aspect of this is how people attempt to transfer the situations to a context of racism that is 

more familiar than the fictional world of Mass Effect. The hypothesis is that to do this people will 

present real-life circumstances they consider to be analogous to what happens in the games. To begin 

exploring these questions, Reddit and Mass Effect will first be introduced in more detail, in addition 

to discussing the data used in the study. After that, an overview of discourse analysis will be 

presented, along with how it can be used to study racism and Reddit. The analysis is divided into four 

sections based on common themes identified in the discussions. To conclude, some of the findings as 

well as potential for future research will be discussed.  
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2. Materials and data 

The research material for this thesis is Reddit posts on the subreddit r/masseffect regarding 

xenophobia and racism in the Mass Effect video game series. This section gives an overview of 

Reddit, Mass Effect, and the data that will be analyzed. 

2.1. Reddit 

Reddit is a social media site divided into user-created communities known as subreddits. Anyone 

with an account is able to create a subreddit around any topic, such as news, memes, or popular 

culture. As of 2021, the website has over 50 million active users and 100 000 unique communities 

(Reddit Inc, n.d.). 

Communities on Reddit are created and moderated by the users and can be about practically anything. 

Most subreddits create their own rules which affect what kind of content may be posted. Additionally, 

subreddits can utilize Reddit’s tagging system called flairs. Flairs are a visible tag on the post that 

can be used to describe the post’s content or purpose. Users can rate posts and comments positively 

or negatively by “upvoting” or “downvoting” them. Upvoted posts appear at the top of a subreddit, 

and upvoted comments appear higher on posts. 

As a popular social media platform, Reddit provides an ample source of data for those interested in 

researching social media, and research surrounding Reddit has increased in recent years. Research is 

both limited and made viable by different features of the website and the communities it contains. 

Because of the large number of communities within Reddit, the website can be used to study various 

kinds of phenomena. Research using Reddit comes from a variety of academic disciplines, with a 

majority from computer science, engineering, and math followed by medicine, social science, 

humanities, and natural sciences (Proferes et al., 2021, p. 4).  

Material is usually sought from a specific subreddit, and the kinds of subreddits used as data is very 

varied, however, some of the more common data sources are subreddits that concern politics, mental 

health, and drug use (Proferes et al., 2021, p. 9). The prominence of these particular kinds of 

subreddits suggests that researchers are drawn to Reddit when researching sensitive and personal 

subjects. Discussions on politics and current issues are another factor evidently attracting researchers 

to Reddit. 
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The subreddit r/masseffect was created in 2009 and is a community centered around the Mass Effect 

franchise. As of 2022, the subreddit has over 300 000 members. Users can post images and videos, 

start discussions, and share their own art, provided that their posts abide by the rules of the 

community. The Mass Effect subreddit uses flairs to sort posts as “discussion,” “news,” “humor,” 

and “fanart,” among others. 

2.2. Mass Effect 

Mass Effect is a military science fiction franchise most known for its video games developed by 

BioWare. The original trilogy of games consists of Mass Effect (2007), Mass Effect 2 (2010), and 

Mass Effect 3 (2012). While the games have maintained a devoted fanbase through the years, the 

original trilogy experienced a resurgence with the release of Mass Effect Legendary Edition (2021), 

a remastered compilation of all three games. The games also include a fourth installment called Mass 

Effect: Andromeda (2017) with a new setting and characters. In addition to the games, the franchise 

encompasses novels, comics, and an animated film. The discussions analyzed in this thesis relate to 

the original trilogy of video games. 

Mass Effect is set in the future of an alternate universe where humans have discovered space travel 

and are now trying to find their own place among the other alien species of the Milky Way galaxy. 

After stumbling upon technology left behind by an ancient alien civilization that enables interstellar 

travel, humans begin to settle colonies on other systems. This catches the attention of an alien race 

called Turians, which leads to a conflict between humans and Turians known to humans as the First 

Contact War. After the conflict is eventually settled, humans are granted an embassy by the Citadel 

Council, a governing authority that controls a large part of the Milky Way. In addition to the Turians, 

the Council consists of two other species: Asari and Salarians. Other notable species in the games 

include Krogan, Quarians, and Batarians. 

The player controls the character of Commander Shepard who is an officer in the Alliance Navy, a 

military branch of the representative body of Earth and human colonies. Throughout the series, the 

Commander is attempting to save the galaxy from an imminent threat while struggling to work around 

bureaucracy and be taken seriously by the Citadel Council. Shepard’s dialogue and choices are 

controlled by the player and affect the world and characters around them. One feature that affects the 

characters and gameplay is the game’s morality system. Dialogue choices and major decisions that 

are seen as good and diplomatic earn the player “Paragon” points and reputation, while more ruthless 

actions and dialogue earn “Renegade” points and reputation. 
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All posts analyzed in this thesis revolve around the character of Ashley Williams, a human soldier 

serving in the Alliance, who joins the player’s crew in the first game and, depending on decisions 

made by the player, is also featured in the second and third game. Ashley’s family has a long line of 

Alliance soldiers. During the first game, Ashley talks to Shepard about her grandfather who fought 

in the First Contact War and surrendered to the Turians, a fact which she believes led to prejudice 

from Alliance superiors against her family. Some of Ashley’s dialogue about aliens has given the 

character a reputation of being racist and xenophobic, with fans even giving her the nickname “space 

racist.” 

2.3. Data 

The data for my analysis is posts and comments collected between January and March of 2022 from 

the subreddit r/masseffect. The posts were gathered using Reddit’s search feature with the key words 

“racism,” “racist,” and “xenophobia,” only including posts that use the “discussion” flair. The key 

words will find results with the word included either in the title, initial post, or the comments. As well 

as searching specific keywords, the posts were filtered to only contain ones posted in the past year, 

and posts with over 200 comments have been excluded. In this way, the data has been narrowed down 

to fit the appropriate scope for a bachelor’s thesis. The discussions are centered around the character 

of Ashley Williams and her prejudiced views on aliens. With these criteria the data consists of 23 

posts, with the number of comments left on the posts ranging from less than ten to 198. 

Using Reddit as a source for data provides discussions that are naturally occurring and with multiple 

users being able to weigh in on the topic simultaneously and communicatively. Gathering data from 

a community of Mass Effect fans ensures the participants of the discussions understand the fictional 

universe and most likely have formed opinions on the characters and possibly even feel attached to 

them. All of the posts are in English, but it is possible for anyone in the world to contribute to the 

conversations.  

Using social media as research material requires consideration of ethics. While no unanimous 

guidelines for research on social media exist, it is important to weigh the possible harm to research 

participants against the benefit of the research (Kosonen et al., 2018). The subreddit r/masseffect is 

public, allowing anyone with or without an account to see content posted there. For this thesis, no 

usernames or other identifying features have been included in the analysis, ensuring anonymity for 

those whose posts and comments have been included in the study. Wherever possible, the contents of 
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the posts and comments have been paraphrased instead of directly quoted to minimize the possibility 

of tracing responses back through a search engine. 
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3. Theoretical background: Discourse analysis on racism and Reddit 

This section introduces the chosen method of analysis for this thesis, which is discourse analysis, and 

discusses how it has been used to study racism. Ways Reddit can be used for discourse analytic studies 

is discussed as well. 

Discourse analysis is a broad method of analysis used in various different fields. Because of this, the 

terms “discourse” and “discourse analysis” have been interpreted in many ways. For instance, Tannen 

et al. (2015) define “discourse,” specifically for linguists, as anything “beyond the sentence” (p. 1). 

Similarly, Taylor (2013) describes discourse analysis as examining language material “as evidence 

of phenomena beyond the individual person” (p. 2). In other words, discourse analysis aims to find 

the meanings embedded in language use in different contexts. Taylor (2013) further defines discourse 

analysis as “the close study of language and language use as evidence of aspects of society and social 

life” (p. 4). 

While the term “discourse” can be defined as “anything beyond the sentence”, the count noun 

“discourses” has its own definitions. “Discourses” can refer to an assortment of linguistic and non-

linguistic ideological assumptions and social practices that may construct or reinforce the issue of, 

for example, power or racism (Tannen et al., 2015, p. 1). These discourses and the social practices 

they present determine how, and on what authority an issue can or should be discussed (Pietikäinen 

& Mäntynen, 2019, p. 71). In this thesis, this concept of discourses is utilized to identify discourses 

of racism found within the discussions. 

The interdisciplinary nature of discourse analysis enables study of various kinds of phenomena. 

Essentially any instance of language use can provide material to be studied using discourse analysis. 

As Taylor (2013) notes, when considering language as inseparable from its social context, even 

private correspondence can provide evidence of social phenomena at the time of writing (p. 2). As 

discourse analysis focuses on language in conjunction with its social and societal context, the data 

used should be language that is naturally occurring rather than fabricated examples. 

There are many different approaches in the field of discourse analysis. According to Gee (2011), in 

the discipline of linguistics, these approaches may choose to focus on the content of language (themes, 

issues) or its structure (grammar) (p. 8). Correspondingly, approaches to discourse analysis may be 

critical or descriptive. Descriptive approaches aim to describe how language works while critical 

approaches consider broader social and political issues, though Gee (2011) argues that because of the 

political nature of language itself, all discourse analysis is critical (p. 9). 
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The connection between racism and discourse is one that has been researched from many points of 

view. Prejudiced language is not only represented in everyday talk but also in media, textbooks, laws 

and regulations, and so on, therefore, providing endless material to be examined, with most studies 

having been focused on the media (van Dijk, 1984, p. 8–9). Van Dijk (2004, p. 351) distinguishes 

two major forms of racist discourse: racist discourse directed at ethnically different Others and racist 

discourse about ethnically different Others. While research often focuses on these two forms of racist 

discourse, the current thesis explores discourse about the phenomenon of racism itself. 

Wodak and Reisigl note how the role that discourse plays in racism is significant by, on one hand, 

producing and legitimating racist and discriminatory beliefs, while on the other hand, pursuing anti-

racist strategies and criticizing these beliefs (2015, p. 576). To discuss and study racism it is important 

to come to a conclusion on the definition of the term as Wodak and Reisigl argue that failure to do so 

will lead to the terms “racism” and “racist” becoming analytically weak and being used to describe 

too many phenomena that differ from each other (2015, p. 577). However, as the differing definitions 

of racism are a key part of discussion in this thesis, no conclusive definition for the term will be 

presented. 

Digital media continues to provide researchers with new possibilities to explore different topics. 

There are many reasons why researchers may choose to use Reddit as their source of material for a 

discourse analytic study. Reddit and other sources of new media texts supply material that is much 

more dialogic and responsive than conventional written texts (Jones et al., 2015, p. 7). As such, social 

media endows researchers with data that is naturally occurring, conversational language that is also 

often publicly available. Reddit has some additional benefits for researchers compared to other social 

media sites, like Twitter, such as its lack of character limits and the subreddit structure, which makes 

it easy to find material relevant to the subject of study (Proferes et al., 2021, p. 1). 

Studies have been published researching, for example, domestic abuse discourse on Reddit 

(Schrading et al., 2015), racist nationalist discourse (Topinka, 2018), and humor and ideology (Dynel, 

2020). All the examples show how discourse on Reddit can be used to research societal issues and 

peoples’ ideologies. Topinka (2018) studies racist nationalist discourse concealed behind dark humor 

on the subreddit r/ImGoingToHellForThis. The study considers Reddit as a participatory media space 

and examines how this affects the discursive practices of racism. Topinka (2018), like many studying 

racism and discourse, explores racism apparent in discourse, unlike the approach in this thesis, which 

instead focuses on the construction of racism and a racist character through language.  
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4. Analysis 

The approach to the analysis is critical, focusing on the content rather than the structure of language, 

and the analysis has been divided into four sections based on common themes found throughout the 

research data. The first section describes definitions found in the data for words such as “racism,” 

“xenophobia,” “prejudice,” and “ignorance.” The second section discusses some of the word choices 

used to describe Ashley Williams. The third section describes what aspects of Ashley’s character are 

presented to defend or otherwise justify her racism. In addition to Ashley, the discussions include 

justification for other characters’ and species’ actions and views as well. In the fourth section, some 

comparisons to real-life events or circumstances that arise in the posts are discussed. 

4.1. Definitions given in posts and comments 

To judge whether a character is racist and to justify their judgement, participants provide their 

definitions and understanding of words like “racism,” “prejudice,” “ignorance,” and “speciesism.” 

Instances of users defining these terms provide the clearest examples of some of the prevalent 

discourses of racism in society. 

In one comment, racism is defined as being based on a fear of “the other” which is a concept often 

used in discourses of racism. Categorizing people into “us” and “them” can be seen as an integral part 

to discrimination. Another user takes a different approach to the issue and defines racism as “simply 

prejudice towards an ethnic group” while pointing out prejudice as an unavoidable fact. Racism can 

be defined in many ways, and different people will focus on different aspects of the issue, for example 

fear or prejudice. The ambiguity of the term is considered to be a negative thing by some, since one 

commenter notes that the definition of racism has been “watered down” by society to the point that it 

has no meaning beyond a person saying something that is not supposed to be said. This stance partially 

reflects that of Wodak and Reisigl on the importance of clear definitions for terms such as “racism” 

(2015, p. 577). However, the discussions illustrate that a clear consensus on a definition for such a 

multifaceted issue is not so easy to achieve. 

One user mentions that Ashley’s prejudiced behavior does not come from her believing that humans 

are superior to alien species, and that she is instead scared of them. The fear of other species is 

described as more accurately fitting the definition of xenophobia. This demonstrates how some in the 

discussions see the distinction between racism and xenophobia as important. Dictionary definitions 

of the words “xenophobia” and “racism” differ in many ways; thus, it is not impossible for a person 

to be both xenophobic and racist, however, the semantic overlap makes it possible to also use the 
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terms almost interchangeably (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Despite this, many who describe Ashley as 

xenophobic do so to argue that she is not racist, like in Example (1). Contrary to Example (1), are the 

many responses which connect the two terms, for example, statements like “racism is xenophobia, 

the fear of that which is different” and “all racism is just a subset of xenophobia.” Thus, the material 

includes views that note both the distinction and overlap between what is considered racism and 

xenophobia. 

Example (1) 

I honestly think people calling Ashley a racist are just (intentionally or unintentionally) 

using the wrong word. They mean xenophobic, not racist. I don't think anyone seriously 

thinks that she's racist against people of different skin tones. 

Other terms brought up in the discussions and used to define behavior of the characters are “prejudice” 

and “ignorance.” Ignorance is defined as “just being unaware” and “a lack of knowledge or 

information about something widespread.” One user comments on Ashley by saying “she isn’t racist, 

she’s ignorant” to which another user replies “those are straight up the same thing,” therefore equating 

racism to ignorance. Ashley judging alien individuals because of her perceptions of the entire species 

is described as the “textbook definition of prejudice.” In the discussions, ignorance and prejudice are 

often treated as reasons behind characters’ racism or one aspect that it is comprised of. 

Due to prejudice in the games targeting alien species, the appropriateness of the term “racism” is 

questioned. Racism is understood to be rooted in the human concept of race which causes problems 

when the issue concerns aliens. The word “speciesism” is suggested as a more suitable term in some 

comments. Example (2) demonstrates one commenter’s reasoning for why “racism” is not considered 

an appropriate term for prejudice between different species. The example presents a case of 

speciesism as it is known to us currently, that is to say, concerning the treatment of animals. While 

the humanoid aliens of science fiction are not comparable to animals, people place importance on the 

inclusion of “race” in “racism” and “species” in “speciesism” and judge the suitability of these words 

based on that. 

Example (2) 

You can’t be racist against a different species. If you say "alligators or [sic] dangerous 

so I'm not really into them" you aren't racist. 
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Whether racism requires a feeling of superiority over other races sparks some discussion in the 

material. On a post that notes how Ashley is not a “human supremacist,” many commenters say they 

agree. The topic also presents the question of power structures between different species in Mass 

Effect. On this, the writer of the original post observes how Ashley is not as distrustful of a Quarian 

crewmate and speculates that this is because Quarians are a “minority” species. One person in the 

same thread observes how others in the discussions seem to act like humans are a “dominant” species 

or in the majority when the commenter notes that this is not the case. The comment continues with 

the person saying Ashley cannot be racist because of the fact that humans are a minority in the galaxy. 

By saying someone who belongs to a minority cannot be racist, it is implied that to be racist one must, 

in some way, belong to the majority or an otherwise dominant group. 

The material also includes discourses of racism that are not always directly stated but are more 

implicit. In this way, the posts and comments reveal ideological assumptions on the nature of racism, 

xenophobia, and prejudice. Some describe these things as “unavoidable,” “completely normal human 

behavior,” and “a fact of life.” Similarly, one comment says that a lot of racism is subconscious. 

These points of view diminish the personal agency behind racist views and behavior, and instead 

suggest racism is a natural part of human nature. In many comments, people describe the racism of 

Ashley and another human character as a part of their character arcs and point out how they grow 

more trusting of aliens as the series progresses. In these comments, racism is presented as a flaw that 

the character overcomes or “grows out of” as a part of their character development. 

Providing definitions is a valuable part of discussions on the issue of racism and xenophobia. The 

material shows that people will often choose to use their own words and examples as opposed to 

quoting definitions found in dictionaries. Thanks to this, the responses reveal discourses of racism 

that people learn from society and their own experiences. Definitions for the same word can vary 

greatly and even be contradictory to each other, which indicates the complexity of the issue of racism. 

One comment epitomizes the difficulty of defining racism by saying “It isn't a lack of understanding 

about the word, it's accepting that it is a nuanced and pervasive issue that cannot be stuck in a neat 

little box.” 

4.2. Words used to describe a racist character 

Ashley is characterized in many different ways in the discussions with biased word choices that reveal 

how their writers view people who are considered racist or xenophobic. While the writers do not 

always intend to link these words specifically with racism, the fact that they arise in discussions about 
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Ashley and racism is relevant. These word choices are ways the users construct and mold the image 

of a racist character through discourse. 

In Example (3) she is compared to a “redneck.” Similar to “redneck,” in another post a commenter 

uses the term “country bumpkin” to describe Ashley. These words are used to commonly describe 

white people living in rural areas, particularly in the southern United States.  Use of these words 

shows that people with racist views may be associated with people from rural areas, and specifically 

those in the southern United States.  

Example (3) 

She basically [sic] a redneck who can’t be bothered learning about anything but 

American culture. 

Example (3) characterizes Ashley as someone who does not care about learning about cultures outside 

of America. Another comment says that her character is “a stereotype of an ‘all-American’” which is 

attributed to her views and how she speaks and behaves. The mention of American culture in the 

discussions is interesting, especially considering there is not any clear information on Ashley’s 

nationality apart from the fact that she was born on a human colony outside Earth. However, it is not 

fair to conclude that Americans are considered racist just based on this association with a racist 

character. In fact, the latter comment clarifies that the user does not view Americans this way but has 

noticed this as an overdone stereotype in media. The comment demonstrates how ideological 

assumptions of a racist person are not conceived on their own, but instead people absorb them from 

the world around them, notably the media. 

One person describes Ashley as a “xenophobic conservative ‘family values’ renegade” which is 

positioned against Kaidan, another human character, being described as a “liberal paragon.” Many 

comments and posts reference the game’s morality system by assigning characters as Paragon or 

Renegade. This exhibits how people see racism as an issue of morality and associate racist characters 

with the game’s “bad” morality. The comment may also show that the user links political values with 

the game’s understanding of morality. Similarly to the previous comment, other comments in the 

discussions also say that Ashley has “conservative values” and “right wing sentiments.” A character 

who is seen as racist and prejudiced is thus identified as someone who is conservative and politically 

on the right, despite the politics of the games existing in a very different context.  
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Many comments draw attention to Ashley’s religious beliefs. This can be seen, for example, in a 

comment that describes her as a “borderline bible thumper.” Ashley is in the minority in the games 

as a human character who openly discusses the importance of religion in her life. Because of this, her 

religiousness stands out to the player, and the absence of other religious human characters may make 

her faith seem more radical in comparison. Again, these comments do not prove that religious people 

are deemed racist purely because of their religion. However, with the other characteristics discussed 

in this section, Ashley’s religion begins to fit the stereotype people have of a racist, conservative 

American. 

The character’s background as a soldier is a point of discussion prevalent throughout the material. 

This is exemplified by a comment characterizing her as a “dumb boring military grunt.” The material 

shows how people may correlate military personnel with prejudiced views and a distrust of others. 

At the least, her cautious personality and attitude are attributed to her being a soldier as one comment 

compares Ashley in this regard to female military members the commenter knows in real life. In 

addition to the above example using the word “dumb”, she is also described as “knuckleheaded” in 

another comment. This shows how some in the discussions could potentially link a racist character 

with lack of intelligence. 

“Space racist” is the nickname given to Ashley and widely used by the fans. The inclusion of “space” 

differentiates Ashley’s racism from that of real-life racism happening currently in the real world. This 

method of adding words relating to the science fiction setting is used to modify other terms in the 

material as well. “Space racism” indicates that fans conceptualize science fiction racism as something 

separate from regular racism. 

4.3. Defending racist characters 

In this part of the analysis, some of the ways fans explain and justify discrimination in Mass Effect 

will be discussed. Many commenters weigh in to attempt to explain the reasons behind Ashley’s 

views and behavior based on what the players know of her as a character. As well as her background, 

the history and relationships between the different species in the Mass Effect universe are also 

considered, for example, mentioning the early conflict humanity had with the Turians. Based on these 

factors, people will provide their opinion on whether the prejudice is justified or not. 

The two things about Ashley’s character that are most often offered as explanations for her attitude 

toward other species are her military background and family history. Some players argue that her 

being distrustful of outsiders is realistic for someone who comes from a military background. Her 
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uncertainty about alien crewmates having access to the player’s ship is deemed “sensible” and 

“reasonable” for a soldier. As for her family history, the shame surrounding her grandfather is 

considered frequently in the discussions as a possible motivation for her prejudice against aliens. 

Comments will point to the unfair treatment Ashley claims she gets from superiors on account of her 

family history and sympathize with the bitterness this may have caused. Both of these aspects of her 

character are alleged to contribute to her views on aliens. Thus, personal history is considered when 

contemplating reasons for a character’s prejudice. 

Other aspects of the character are also referred to in the discussions about racism. Ashley’s 

personality traits are mentioned often in comments and posts as explanations for why she may appear 

racist. People convey the character’s personality as blunt, outspoken, and direct. These traits are 

mentioned to possibly explain the remarks she makes as not arising from racism but rather how she 

is as a person. Others, however, present her personality traits as reasons for why she is not liked as a 

character, which in turn leads to people calling her out more compared to other characters. 

Many comments and posts that defend Ashley will mention how she criticizes human supremacist 

groups. The two groups Ashley vocally opposes are an isolationist human political party, Terra Firma, 

and Cebrerus, an extremist group aiming to advance humanity’s position in the galaxy at any cost. 

Using Ashley’s opposition to the groups as an argument could suggest that personal prejudiced views 

may be forgiven if the person condemns bigger, morally questionable organizations. In this way, 

positioning Ashley’s racism against more severe groups makes her seem like the lesser of two evils. 

Not all agree that this claim proves anything, however, and one of the comments criticizing this 

argument can be seen in Example (4). 

Example (4) 

Can someone be a racist and not support some racist supremacist group? Of course they 

can. It's ridiculous to say that Ashley isn't xenophobic just because she isn't a Terra 

Firma member. 

Ashley is also considered from the viewpoint of her as a character who is a part of the story rather 

than as a person living in the alternate future the games present. In other words, some focus on her as 

a character written by someone instead of as a person. People draw attention to the fact that she is 

intentionally written the way she is, and some praise her writing, specifically her character 

development. One comment argues that writing xenophobic characters into the story is good because 
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it helps players feel more involved and incorporates social justice into the game. The posts on the 

subreddit do support this argument as the issue has evidently raised an abundance of discussion on 

the nature of racism and xenophobia, and this has possibly caused players to reflect on the inequality 

they encounter in real life. 

The question of why specifically Ashley is deemed a racist character gets asked in many posts and 

comments. Numerous comments claim that the reason is because she is human, and two possible 

explanations are usually given for why her humanity matters. The first explanation is that players find 

human crewmates “boring” and are more approving of alien characters. According to this argument, 

players are more likely to excuse racism from characters they personally like or find more interesting. 

The second explanation is that players do not like hearing prejudiced remarks from another human, 

suggesting that it makes them uncomfortable because it is coming from someone they can relate to. 

The latter explanation exhibits the fact that players relate to humanity even in a science fiction 

alternate universe. This can also be seen in the use of the “we” pronoun in discussions when speaking 

of the human race in Mass Effect, for example, “we fought a war against the Turians.” 

In many posts that attempt to defend Ashley, the person will mention other characters who also either 

say discriminatory things or act in prejudiced ways. The characters that get mentioned are almost 

always aliens, which could serve to draw attention away from racism exhibited by humans. 

Arguments against bringing up other characters’ racism to defend Ashley exist in the discussion as 

well. An example of this is a comment that says, “One person making a racist comment, is not an 

excuse for another person to make a racist comment.” 

Many of the posts call attention to the fact that Ashley gets a disproportionate amount of hate for her 

racism compared to other characters. A few of these posts pose the question directly in the title, such 

as a post titled “Why all the Ashley hate?” Some in the discussions offer increased political 

correctness and virtue signaling as reasons why so many people point out Ashley as a racist character. 

Virtue signaling describes the practice of speaking about an issue publicly with the intention of 

demonstrating one’s own moral goodness. This practice could be associated with one aspect of 

discourse, which is the distribution of “social goods” that can be gained or lost whenever language is 

used (Gee, 2011, p. 7).  Those who blame virtue signaling as the reason Ashley gets hate are claiming 

that people calling her racist are doing it to gain social goods rather than out of genuine concern for 

social issues. Thus, the claims of racism are considered insincere, and the arguments may be 

disregarded. 
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Instead of denying or explaining Ashley’s attitudes, many in the discussions defend her by saying her 

distrust of aliens is completely reasonable. To argue this case, the commenters ask those in the 

discussions to imagine themselves in the same place as Ashley. The character’s wariness of aliens is 

seen as an accurate representation of how most people would feel after just 30 years of contact with 

alien species. Some comments even assert that it would be “naive” to expect the situation to be any 

better in relations with other species. These comments are some examples of how the discourse of 

racism as a natural part of humanity presents itself in the discussions. 

The word “justified” is used often in the discussions regarding the issue of racism. War and other 

conflicts are given as justified reasons for a character to act prejudiced against a certain species. For 

example, humanity’s first contact with aliens and the ensuing war against the Turians is seen as a 

justified reason for humans to not trust aliens. Another example of justifying racism is found in how 

players discuss the Batarian species. One post in particular focuses on the treatment of Batarians by 

the player character as well as other species. In response, comments on the post justify the treatment 

by characterizing all Batarians in the games as criminals, slave traders, and terrorists. The writer of 

the original post questions these responses by asking “So having generalized feelings about a species 

is okay if they have it coming?” This question challenges those in the discussion to consider whether 

“good” reasons for prejudice exist. 

The material shows that fans are willing to explore reasons behind a character’s views and then share 

these reasons for different purposes, such as to defend the character from hate. Regarding Ashley, the 

reason so many people on the subreddit feel the need to defend her is likely because out of all the 

characters she is the one most often called out for racism, which many evidently deem unfair. While 

some in the discussions may have the intention to excuse a character’s behavior, others are not so 

willing to accept that a valid excuse for racism exists. 

4.4. Real-world comparisons 

To discuss xenophobia towards fictional alien species, people often attempt to transfer the discussions 

to a context of racism that is more familiar and understandable to them. This is done by presenting 

situations from real life that are similar to the ones in the Mass Effect universe. People use different 

kinds of examples of real-life circumstances to make their arguments. 

The power structures between different races can be interpreted in many ways, which is apparent in 

the different comparisons made in the discussions. For example, the conflict between the Quarians 

and Geth (a race of artificial intelligences created by the Quarians as laborers) is talked about in 
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contrasting ways. The war between Quarians and Geth, which resulted in the surviving Quarians 

being driven from their home planet, is described as “a genocide worse than Holocaust” in Example 

(5). In contrast, in Example (6), a Quarian character is compared to someone belonging to a plantation 

owner family, and the Geth are identified as their slaves. The commenters have two distinct views on 

the same issue, which is apparent in the comparisons they have chosen to use. 

Example (5) 

With Tali you can kinda understand the prejudice against the Geth, since I don't think 

anyone would be happy that their people suffered a genocide worse than Holocaust. 

Example (6) 

She's basically the stereotypical descendant of a plantation owner family mad about 

losing their "property." 

These contradictory interpretations are due, in part, to the nature of the Mass Effect video games. The 

player gets to hear the perspectives of both the Quarians and the Geth, and even has to make major 

decisions that impact the future of both species. In real life, this kind of first-hand experience and 

personal involvement is not possible to achieve. The chance to hear perspectives on both sides of 

such a major conflict is very rare as even textbooks are often one-sided and not free of ethnic 

prejudice. 

The discussions on racism include many references to the Nazis. Example (5) is one instance of this, 

with the commenter comparing a situation in Mass Effect to the Holocaust. Other instances include a 

character being labelled as “space Hitler”, and one commenter referring to the actions between 

Krogan, Turians, and Salarians as “Nuremberg level war crimes.” Additionally, an alien character 

calling all other species “primitives” is compared to Nazi rhetoric. References to Nazi Germany and 

the Second World War could arise in part from associations to the game’s themes of military and war. 

Another extremist group used to exemplify racism in the real world is the Ku Klux Klan. This can be 

seen in a comment defending Ashley by saying she is not eager to join “the space KKK.” Posts and 

comments mention other characters and compare them to the KKK as well, such as by referring to a 

character as “Miranda the KKK member” and saying “Javik is so racist that he’s practically a Klan 

leader.” The Ku Klux Klan acts as a more American example of a hate group compared to the Nazis, 

although both groups are infamous and recognized worldwide. 
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Some of the comments mention individual members of the Nazis and the KKK, and attribute specific 

characters in the game to them. These include the aforementioned use of “space Hitler,” as well as 

“the Milky Way Josef Mengele” and “space David Duke.” The formation of these titles mirrors that 

of Ashley’s “space racist” nickname. In these instances, the addition of “space” or “the Milky Way” 

indicates that the user deems the character as a parallel to the person they are compared to rather than 

as literal comparisons. This naming convention is used to essentially label someone as “the space 

version of Hitler,” for instance. 

Comparing characters to the Nazis and the KKK is a very extreme example of racism derived from 

real life. None of the characters are as extreme as the comparisons used to talk about them, yet the 

examples are still used in the discussion to argue and explain the perspectives of those commenting. 

The use of hyperbolic comparisons is an attempt to make the argument in the comment or post more 

compelling. Referencing well-known groups like the KKK and Nazis also ensures that the reader 

recognizes the comparison, which is important since the comparisons are intended to be used as a 

form of shorthand for the writer’s argument. 

Science fiction as a genre lends itself well to exploring racism with its recurring themes of 

colonization and encountering foreign peoples. Whether racism presented in science fiction can be 

interpreted as a comparison to real-life racism is a question that arises in the discussions, with people 

arguing both for and against it. On one hand, players feel that science fiction racism works as an 

allegory because it is exaggerated, and one comment suggests that “The point of sci-fi is to satirize 

actual societal issues through otherworldly metaphors.” On the other hand, some feel that racism in 

science fiction is not comparative to the real world because of these exaggerated differences. A 

commenter notes that fantasy races are often created from stereotypes of real races and ethnicities, 

which is why considering them as analogues for real races may sometimes be problematic. This 

comment makes the important point that fantasy and science fiction racism should be examined 

critically as the races portrayed in fiction can perpetuate hurtful real-life stereotypes. 

As mentioned in Section 4.3., some see benefits to the inclusion of racism in science fiction. This 

stance is supported again in one comment on the topic, which ends with the user questioning what 

reasons there are to be racist in real life when the differences are so small compared to those between 

the species in Mass Effect. In this way, the exaggerated differences between species shown in science 

fiction can offer new perspective on the issue of racism in the real world.  
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5. Conclusion 

The material demonstrates that characters making racist or xenophobic comments is something that 

players notice and start discussions on. In fact, many of the posts received comments of people asking 

why the topic is so often talked about on the subreddit. It is evident that people in the Mass Effect 

community notice discriminatory comments even when they are directed at fictional alien species. 

The discussions include people both criticizing and defending Ashley, and also many who are torn 

on the issue. People use different ways to communicate their views on the topic of racism in fiction, 

for example, by drawing comparisons between fictional and real-life circumstances. What can be 

especially enlightening, are the instances of people providing definitions for the terms related to 

racism. While some will link or quote dictionary definitions, many attempt to explain in their own 

words or by creating analogies. The definitions found in the material reveal discourses of racism in 

our society including racism as fear of the Other, racism as a feeling of superiority, racism as 

ignorance, and racism as prejudice. Discourse of racism as a natural part of human nature is not as 

directly stated as the others, but it is instead implied by describing racism as “unavoidable” and 

“normal human behavior.” The variety in definitions exhibits that defining racism is not a simple 

task, a fact which is recognized by people in the discussion. 

The debate on whether discrimination in science fiction can be called “racism” or should be 

substituted with “speciesism” is an interesting semantic and existential question. While aliens in 

fiction are undeniably of a species separate from humans, they are still created from a human point 

of view. To us, discrimination against a different species means discriminating against animals, not 

humanoids who speak and act similar to us, like the aliens players encounter in Mass Effect. This 

clearly complicates the discussions on racism in science fiction media. 

The discourse around Ashley Williams reveals aspects of her character that people associate with a 

prejudiced person. Word choices construct the image of Ashley as a dumb, brutish, religious, 

conservative American. Whether or not these stereotypes of a racist person are always accurate in 

real life, the media conveys these images and affects how characters who display prejudice are 

interpreted. Thus, racist characters may be more likely to be associated with being American or 

conservative, even if the source material does not offer evidence to back up these claims. 

It is clear that many in the discussions feel that the treatment Ashley gets from fans of the series is 

unfair and the number of times she gets called out as racist is disproportionate compared to the other 

characters. Nearly all who argue this will list alien characters in the series and describe the ways those 
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characters exhibit discrimination against other species. The alien characters are considered to be fan 

favorites, and this is suspected to be the reason why they do not get the same judgement as Ashley. 

Ashley’s humanity is also considered as a major reason why she gets more hate for her prejudice, as 

some in the discussions feel the discrimination “hits too close to home” and reminds them of real-life 

racism when coming from a human. 

As hypothesized, people use different kinds of real-life circumstances to compare situations in the 

games, and in this way, attempt to transfer the issues into a context that is more familiar to them than 

the Mass Effect universe. Notable examples from real life include the Nazis and the KKK, both of 

which are very extreme examples of racism in history. Extreme examples from real life are used as 

an argumentative tool by those in the discussions to explain their reasoning and opinions on the 

fictional racism. 

The findings of this study are limited by the group of participants and the forum of conversations. 

The discussions analyzed in this thesis come from a specific context, and thus the results should not 

be used to make generalized assumptions on the issue as a whole. Additionally, although the 

anonymity of Reddit encourages people to express their opinions more freely, the sincerity of online 

discussions will always be difficult to guarantee. People may be more inclined to say what is 

considered the popular opinion to gain social goods, especially on Reddit where unpopular opinions 

will be evident by the number of downvotes the post or comment receives. 

In the future, online discussions could be used similarly to research people’s views on other topics, 

especially related to the media they consume. Fictional works often discuss important issues in our 

society, which prompts discussions on the issues among fans. To study discourse on racism further, 

attention could be directed at just one aspect of the discussion, such as the definitions people present 

for racism. Complex issues, such as racism, will certainly continue to raise similar discussions among 

people, as interpreting these issues is an ongoing process to be debated and negotiated further.  
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