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Gender Roles (or lack of) in Undertale and Why It’s Important 

By Donovan Sepulveda 

 Many people have either played, or at least heard of the game Undertale by now. It’s an 

indie RPG that has turn based gameplay that is typically not seen within the genre, and it has 

tremendous layers of choices that are very impactful to the overall experience a player can 

have when going through the game.  It’s easy to continue to go on and on about how this game 

is important to games as a whole today and why its mechanics are unique, but the way that its 

creator, Toby Fox, used gender roles within the game have so much more to say about games 

that hasn’t really been addressed before. Undertale looks at the role of gender in a way that is 

almost completely nonexistent in games today, by trying to look past it in most aspects. In the 

areas where Toby does acknowledge gender, he brushes past the boring and familiar, and 

explores other gender-based ideas that other games tend to ignore, or look at in a stereotypical 

manner. Through this paper I want to look at the gender-neutrality of the main character, the 

same sex relationship of two characters in the game, and why these two topics are important 

for developers to understand. 

 From the start of the game, the only information you’re given as little information about 

who you (Frisk is the player’s name) are as possible. Most games that do this, such as Gone 

Home, or The Walking Dead, tend to use the lack of information in order to create a mystery 

buildup where you find out more information as the game progresses. Undertale, on the other 

hand, uses this simply because it doesn’t matter. As far as the player knows, this is where their 

characters life is only beginning, and everything that came before in their life is insignificant or 

unimportant to what is going to happen now. All you know about them are the clothes they are 
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wearing, and everything else is up to the player to determine on their own. The main thing that 

this includes is their gender. Throughout the game, characters could give an answer to what 

gender Frisk is when mentioning them in the third person, but they use gender neutral nouns 

whenever Frisk is mentioned. This allows the player to slip into this character and fully immerse 

themselves into the world that they are playing, in a way that most games cannot replicate. If 

you can choose a gender that you want to be people might choose the gender that they 

actually are, but a lot of people tend to choose the opposite gender to play as, and men do so 

more than women (Martey 2014,  pg. 293). Although this isn’t a bad thing, as it allows players 

to really be whoever or whatever they’d like, it does have the ability to take away from an 

immersive experience when you know that who you “are” is definitely not who you actually 

are. And of course, a player is aware that they are not Frisk while playing Undertale because it is 

a made up character in a made up story, but it brings the immersive feeling that they are the 

ones that are doing things when their player’s identity is solely the player and nothing else. The 

minimalistic and retro art style really works well to push this even further. If the player had a 

very realistic portrayal, even if they were still to remain visually gender-neutral, it would be 

harder for a player to resonate with them, as they begin to visibly have more and more 

distinctions from the player. 

 Now that it is understandable that Frisk is gender-neutral, and that Toby did something 

very different within the community of designers, it brings the question “So what?” It is easy at 

a first glance for most people who don’t play games to see this and not really care, but for 

people who look at games for meaning and depth, as well as even activists for LGBT 
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communities around the world, it can be clear to see that Toby has not only done “something 

different” within the means of a game, but he has transcended precedent boundaries and 

revolutionized the way we can look at characters and feel attached to them. The stereotype for 

so many games today is to have a strong, white male main character, along with a slim, sexy, 

and hyper sexualized female character. This is such a strong stereotype seen among the 

community of developers that it is quickly declining in popularity. In fact, these stereotypes for 

males can be the reason that they decide to play as female characters, because they simply 

don’t resonate with a hyper masculinized male character (Geraci, R. & Geraci, J. 2013, p.333). The 

stereotypes can affect female players just as much as men, leaving them to switch the gender 

they play as in order to defer unwanted attention from male players (Geraci, R. & Geraci J. 2013, 

p. 334). The only games that really come close to Undertale’s use of gender-neutrality are 

games that allow the player to create their own unique character from scratch. These games 

features, though, are very limited to how much effort the developers put into them, and can 

wind up being just as limiting for characters or only adding a little depth to the individual 

character. Undertale does the exact opposite of these games, and allows the player to really 

immerse themselves through the vague visuals, as well as using gender-neutrality to fully make 

the player feel that they are Frisk, or even allowing them to separate themselves from the 

character if they choose to. 

 Undertale further used Frisk’s gender-neutrality to stray from “Gender Specific” 

content. Gender Specific content relates to game mechanics that are added to appeal to a 

specific gender. These mechanics are often based on pre-established stereotypical ideas, such 
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as “men love games about sports and war”, and “women love games about nurture and 

character interaction” (Bryce J., & Rutter, J. 2002 p.250). Although these statements could be seen 

as true, it’s ridiculous to assume that ONLY men and women like those specific types of games, 

when it’s often a wide variety of games that people would enjoy that is specific to an individual. 

Undertale goes against the Gender Specific content, and provides a wide variety of mechanics 

and gameplay elements for Frisk to go through, because it doesn’t matter who the player is, the 

goal of the game is to be fun or interesting for everyone. 

 The non-use of Gender Specific content relates to the next important aspect of 

Undertale; relationships, and one specifically related to gender is the relationship between two 

characters, Undyne and Alphys. Although both monsters of some sort, as represented in the 

game, they are both stated as female characters. Undyne is a warrior that fights for the 

kingdom of monsters that live in the underworld, while Alphys is a scientist working for the 

kingdom as well. They both have romantic interest in each other, and are slowly shown to 

become closer and closer as the story progresses, leading to a funny date event that the player 

partakes in. Their romantic relationship is something that hasn’t really been done to this 

realistic of an extent through most games. There can be romantic relationships expressed 

through numerous other games, but it is more often than not a simple and stereotypical 

relationship (unless the game happens to be a dating game, where the relationships are done 

with much more thought and detail). The most obvious difference with this game than other 

games with stereotypical romances, is that this one is same sex.  
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Almost no games handle same sex relationships, and if they do, they are often still 

handled in a stereotypical, or more likely, hyper sexualized manner. A good example of this is 

the girls in Duke Nukem, who seem to be bisexual, and are more of a pornographic stereotype. 

Mass Effect handles the topic of same sex relationships better, but it is more of a stereotypical 

and unbelievable relationship (due to the heavy sci-fi influences). Undertale tackles this theme 

on a more realistic level, with the relationships between the characters being more relatable 

and realistic. The first standout difference between their relationship and others is that they 

aren’t stereotypical and hyper sexualized female characters. They are monsters, not humans, 

but that doesn’t change that they are relatable by being human-like, especially with how they 

interact. Most other games involving a strong female character like Undyne would have her 

also be either submissive to some male, or be incredibly sexualized to attract the player. Almost 

every game franchise has done this to female characters. This was even done to Samus of the 

Metroid series, who was supposed to be a strong female lead that wasn’t over sexualized 

(Sargent 2012, p. 1). The second standout point is that, even though they are the same sex, that 

doesn’t make them video game over sexualized and unbelievable with their attraction, it is a 

video game after all, not a pornographic site (Sargent 2012, p. 2) No other games tackle the 

topic of same sex like this, and almost no games even look at homosexual relationships in any 

form, and it’s hard to say if they ever will. Although some games, like Mass Effect have the 

option for same sex relationships, it’s only for women, not for men, which is incredibly sexist 

and can even be seen as homophobic in some ways. Undertale sees all of the things that past 

games have done in regards to gender role, and decides to go against the grain and do what it 

feels is right. In doing so, it brought the game to affect a much wider audience, and is why it is 
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being looked at critically for all of the revolutionary changes it brings in all aspects of the game, 

not just gender roles. 

 Undertale isn’t a perfect game, but it looks at topics that other developers should 

acknowledge and learn from. Toby uses a unique combination of mechanics, which create a 

surprisingly fun combat system which fully reflects the tone of the story and changes depending 

on the choices you make. He creates a fully dynamic story, which fully realizes the effect that 

every choice you make matters, even something as simple as resetting the game and deleting a 

save file to start over. And most importantly, it tackles gender roles in ways that people haven’t 

seen in video games before, resulting in more realistic and relatable player relationships, 

whether romantic or not. Undertale goes against so many preset game tropes and stereotypes, 

and it has received countless sources of praise for the game in doing so. It is a game that 

promotes the idea that games can be different from what the previous generations have done, 

and can be immensely more successful because of it. It’s a testament that the huge gender 

issues that the game industry is having, with over sexualization, cookie cutter relationships, and 

gender specific gameplay, and Undertale is a sign of proof that things can change, and that 

change can bring something much better than what players have seen or experienced. 
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