
ARTICLES > ESSAY

Playing as the Princess: Nintendo, Gender
Roles, and Echoes of Wisdom
By: Emma Vossen and Sarah Stang

REPRESENTATIONS

Vossen, Emma, and Sarah Stang. "Playing as the Princess: Nintendo,
Gender Roles, and Echoes of Wisdom." Just Tech. Social Science
Research Council. October 9, 2024. DOI:
doi.org/10.35650/JT.3075.d.2024.

On June 18, 2024, during a 45-minute Nintendo Direct presentation, fans were shocked to see an
announcement trailer for the newest installment in the long-running and beloved The Legend of Zelda
(LoZ) franchise. Nintendo often announces new games in the series many years ahead of their release

dates. Therefore, a new LoZ game only a few months later was a huge surprise.[1] However, the
announcement created waves among fans for a different reason: The Legend of Zelda: Echoes of Wisdom

would finally feature the titular Princess Zelda as the playable protagonist for the first time[2] in the
nearly 40-year history of the franchise—something Nintendo claimed they would never do.

Nintendo has been “shaking up” the conventions of the LoZ series for a while now, with recent
installments attempting (and arguably succeeding) to broaden the audience appeal of these fantasy
action-adventure games. While the LoZ series certainly broke free from long-standing patterns of

gameplay and world design, it did not break away from traditional gender conventions.[3] Specifically, it
adhered to the tired dynamic between the series’ male playable protagonist and hero, Link, and Princess
Zelda, the perennially disempowered and victimized damsel in distress.

Echoes of Wisdom (EoW), therefore, appears to be the perfect opportunity to turn these longstanding
gendered tropes on their head. With its complex and innovative gameplay and level design, EoW
seamlessly merges mechanics from the 2D and 3D installments. Yet, despite being a story in which you
play as Zelda, EoW is not a story about Zelda. What we (both as fans and academics studying games and
representation) wanted more than anything out of EoW was to experience what it was like to be Zelda, to
finally have her front and center and learn more about her thoughts, feelings, and motivations. Instead,
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Zelda takes on Link’s role as the silent protagonist; she dons Link’s cloak and is no longer recognizable to
the people of Hyrule—even the king’s guards, who are actively searching for her and plastering wanted
posters with a drawing of her face around Hyrule, fail to identify her.

Zelda is by far the most interesting and well-developed character in the
LoZ series, but all that seems to fade away when playing EoW. It is easy to
forget that you are not, in fact, playing as Link.

As the player works their way through the world of EoW as Zelda, they save residents and repair Hyrule
while being constantly confronted with characters thinking Zelda is Link, and talking about Link and his
heroics. Any personality or character Zelda has in EoW is externally projected by the player, as the game
gives the audience very little. While this makes perfect sense for Link (who is often described as a “blank
slate”) and would have been completely logical if the EoW protagonist was a female reincarnation of
Link—something fans have been requesting for years—it feels wrong for Zelda to be the silent
protagonist, the blank slate. From her gender-bending role as Sheik in Ocarina of Time (1998) to her
time-travelling adventures in Tears of the Kingdom (2023), Zelda is by far the most interesting and well-
developed character in the LoZ series, but all that seems to fade away when playing EoW. It is easy to
forget that you are not, in fact, playing as Link. This leads us to question the impact EoW is having and
will have on the ongoing discourse around the fraught relationship between games and gender
representation.

Why Did It Take So Long for Zelda to Get Her Own Game?
Women have always been severely underrepresented in video games, especially as playable characters.
When girls and women are present, they are often nonplayable characters (NPCs) portrayed in
stereotypical and/or sexualized roles. The stereotypical damsel-in-distress role that Zelda usually finds
herself in as an NPC has been especially prevalent in video games, because it provides a simple and clear
gameplay goal for the player (save the princess, or daughter, or wife, etc.). While the number of playable

women characters in games has improved in recent years,[4] these characters still generally fail to portray
a range of diverse experiences, subject positions, and bodies. Representation in video games is
particularly impactful on players’ identities because gameplay encourages identification and empathy
through the virtual embodiment of playable characters. Although women make up half the audience for

video games,[5] they do not, as Shira Chess has noted, “have a strong sense of ownership over the

medium.”[6] Games culture is rife with toxicity and exclusionary practices toward anyone who deviates

from the socially accepted idea of a “gamer,”[7] and the problematic representational trends in games are
undoubtedly tied to the fact that the diversity of the audience is not reflected in games industry employee

demographics.[8]

https://www.cbc.ca/news/entertainment/legend-of-zelda-female-e3-1.3664066
https://egmnow.com/how-the-legend-of-zelda-prepared-us-to-play-the-princess/


Nintendo is a key player in the video game industry—it is the oldest game company and the fourth largest
(in terms of revenue) as of this writing—therefore their choices regarding female representation have
deep and lasting impacts on video games as a medium as well as the industry and culture surrounding it.
While there are games with playable female protagonists made by other companies, Nintendo has
preferred to stay away from anything that could be considered controversial instead focusing on their
beloved and lucrative established formats, which feature their star (male) characters; Mario alone has
over 200 games to his name. Therefore, Nintendo’s deviation from this formula in EoW is a significant
moment in the history of games.

Link is by no means a hypermasculine, macho kind of hero. Inspired by Peter Pan with his green tunic
and cap, Link is generally portrayed as an elf-like, petite, feminine, blonde-haired, blue-eyed young boy or
man who was purposely designed to seem “gender-neutral.” Fans have also long noted a queer-coding of
Link, and in both BOTW and TOTK Link can cross-dress and wear feminine-coded clothing.

However, Link has always been “definitely a male,” according to Nintendo, despite his perceived gender
neutrality. Many fans have long called for either a female version of Link or for Nintendo to finally let
them play as Zelda. It is her legend after all. Yet in every installment (other than Majora’s Mask, where
she does not appear), Zelda has been disempowered and victimized, usually by the series’ recurring
villain, Ganon/Ganondorf, or his henchmen.

According to the series’ lore, Zelda is incredibly powerful, but that doesn’t stop her from being
kidnapped, turned to stone, imprisoned in a crystal, put to sleep, turned into a painting, possessed, or, in
Breath of the Wild, sacrificing herself again and again, only appearing as either a disembodied voice or in
optional cinematic flashbacks for the majority of the narrative. Notable exceptions include her disguise as

the masculine Sheik from the 1998 Ocarina of Time (who is always one step ahead of Link),[9] or her
tomboyish incarnation as pirate captain Tetra 2003’s The Wind Waker.

The “male hero rescues victimized female damsel” formula is a tried-and-true heroic power fantasy,

common in all media,[10] but fans, critics, and scholars have been asking for years why women always
have to be the victims instead of the heroes. This is especially important because Nintendo has always
marketed The Legend of Zelda toward boys—sometimes aggressively and offensively so, with original
advertisements for Ocarina of Time asking “Willst thou get the girl? Or play like one?” Girls and women

have always played these games and have always seen themselves as the hero (or wanted to!)[11] and yet
they have not been included as part of the presumed audience.

For many years, every LoZ trailer has resulted in fan speculation, excitement, and hope that maybe this
time Princess Zelda would be along for the adventure. Teaser trailers for the two most recent mainline
games in the series, Breath of the Wild (BOTW) and Tears of the Kingdom (TOTK) raised hopes, only for
them to be dashed once the full-length trailers made it clear that Link is still the (male) playable
protagonist and emphasized Zelda’s helplessness by showing her as nothing more than a disembodied
voice or falling in a black pit and vanishing.
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As disappointing as this trend has been, it’s not shocking to fans who had been following these
discussions for a long time. In a 2016 interview, LoZ series producer Eiji Aonuma famously said, “The
Triforce is made up of Princess Zelda, Ganon, and Link. Princess Zelda is obviously female. If we made
Link a female, we thought that would mess with the balance of the Triforce. That’s why we decided not to

do it.”[12] However, as Sarah Stang argues,[13] this statement is nonsensical,

particularly because the Triforce, being three-fold, is already unbalanced, with two men and
one woman. The Triforce, which is a sacred relic embodying the power of the three goddesses
who created the realm of Hyrule, is made up of Courage (represented by Link), Wisdom
(represented by Zelda), and Power (represented by Ganon). By claiming that making Link
female would unbalance the Triforce, Aonuma is implying that courage cannot be represented
by a woman.

The trailer for EoW demonstrated that Nintendo was aware of this discourse. Zelda is first shown trapped

in crystal prison (a typical role for her)[14] with Link attempting to save her (his typical role). Link
manages to destroy the crystal, but is then sucked into a “rift” of darkness, subverting audience
expectations. Zelda has to run away from the growing rift until she finds herself standing on the edge of a
cliff looking over Hyrule (just as Link has in previous trailers), making it clear that we will finally be
exploring the world as Zelda.



Comparisons of Link (above) and Zelda (below) looking over Hyrule in their respective games.
(Source: Nintendo, 2024).

The Sword and Shield Got in the Way
In another interview, Aonuma also addressed the idea of having a female protagonist in the series saying,
“We thought about it and decided that, if we’re going to have a female protagonist, it’s simpler to have

Princess Zelda as the main character.”[15] However, the idea was rejected, because they thought, “If we
have Princess Zelda as the main character who fights, then what is Link going to do?” As Stang observes,
“The idea of letting the Princess rescue Link for once was completely dismissed for fear of leaving Link

with nothing to do—or worse, being disempowered or imprisoned as Zelda is in every single game.”[16]

This perspective was so endemic to the conceptualization of the LoZ series that EoW was initially
designed with Link as the protagonist.

This bombshell was dropped as part of a four-part “Ask the Developer” interview with Aonuma, Tomomi
Sano (the game’s director from the Nintendo side), and Satoshi Terada (the game’s director from

coproduction company Grezzo).[17] In early iterations of EoW, Link would walk around the game

environment with the ability to “copy” certain game assets and “paste” them into different scenarios.[18]

This “copying and pasting” mechanic eventually became the “echoes” mechanic that allows players to
conjure over 100 in-game objects and enemies in different scenarios to access areas, solve puzzles,
complete quests, and defeat monsters.

It was only later in the development process (unclear how much later but more than a year) that they
found that the echo mechanic was incompatible with Link’s character. As Aonuma explains, when using
echoes, Link’s “sword and shield got in the way. If you have a sword and a shield, you can just fight using



those. There’s no need to rely on the monsters’ power, right?” Therefore, the addition of Zelda as the
protagonist did not come about because she deserves her own game, but as the solution to a game design
problem. While disappointing to hear, it was not surprising. In the end, this might be why the gameplay
works so well—instead of being limited by ideas of what Zelda can and cannot do as a protagonist, we
now know that the developers were putting the same care into the game as they would if Link had been
the protagonist.

However, as a result, the game feels like Zelda is simply a stand-in for Link. She wears his cloak to hide
her identity, and other characters often mistake her for Link, who has already established himself as a
hero in Hyrule. Their responses to learning that they are not speaking to Link betray their sense of
disappointment and their longing to be rescued by a “real” hero.

Screenshot from The Legend of Zelda: Echoes of Wisdom (Source: Nintendo, 2024).



Screenshot from The Legend of Zelda: Echoes of Wisdom (Source: Nintendo, 2024).

Throughout EoW Zelda wields a magical staff called a “Tri Rod” that she uses to create “echoes” of
objects or monsters to help her solve puzzles, fight enemies, and proceed through the game. Following

the game’s release, critics were quick to voice their disappointment with this choice,[19] wondering why
Zelda couldn’t have fought in a more active way as Link does, though others saw it as a positive gameplay

choice.[20]

It is worth noting that Zelda also uses Link’s weapons (sword, shield, bow, etc.) by transforming into a
“swordfighter form.” This power can only be used for seconds at a time before it runs out. The magic
needed to replenish the swordfighter form meter is difficult to find in some areas of the game and
plentiful in others, making it clear when and where you are intended to use this special sword fighting
power.

While we are enjoying the unique and challenging gameplay in EoW, we acknowledge that it can be
frustrating to take on the role of a magic user who deploys echoes and waits for them to kill enemies,
when you are so accustomed to playing a LoZ game as Link who hacks and slashes many enemies very
quickly, no waiting required. One critic went as far as to say that when using the Tri Rod, as opposed to a
sword, they felt disempowered, hoping that “the next time we play as Zelda, it feels more

empowering.”[21] While we would not say that we felt disempowered, Zelda’s adoption of the “copy-paste”
echoes mechanic is symbolically resonant: In some ways, it feels like she is simply a copy-pasted version
of the series’ iconic silent hero.

Aonuma has admitted that he is well aware of how long fans of the series have been begging to play as

Zelda:[22]



Over the years we’ve been working on The Legend of Zelda series, many people have often
asked us, “Will Princess Zelda ever be the protagonist?’ and “I’d like to play as Princess Zelda.”
When asked this question, I’ve always thought, “Of course, as long as it makes sense for the
game and does justice to her as a character to be the protagonist,” and answered that way. I
had been trying in vain to figure out what would really do justice to her. But when I saw the
team struggling to identify the ideal protagonist for this game, I thought, this is exactly the
game for her!

But, knowing that this game was designed with Link, and not Zelda, in mind, and she was simply
swapped in for the male hero, it becomes doubtful that EoW is doing “justice” to her character. We find it
rather telling that when the interviewer asks Aonuma about having the “courage” to make Zelda the
protagonist, he replies that they “had a lot of trouble deciding on Princess Zelda’s outfit,” because she
could not wear her recognizable princess dress on the adventure, at least for the first part of the game.
To disguise herself, Zelda wears Link’s hooded cloak, an almost symbolic reversal of how she is simply a
reskinned Link. Has Zelda, as the silent protagonist, lost her personality, appearance, and voice and
become a Link stand-in?

In EoW, Zelda is no longer an NPC, but she is primarily identified by her
relationship to Link…, Link’s visual properties…, as well as narrative
connection and promotional materials.

Aonuma claims that “Princess Zelda is on her own adventure, so the story takes on a different
perspective than before” yet very little in the game feels particular to Zelda’s experience. In fact, in some
ways it feels like EoW falls into the trap of what Anita Sarkeesian has called the “Ms. Male Character”
trope—i.e., “a female version of an already established or default male character. Ms. Male Characters
are defined primarily by their relationship to their male counterparts via their visual properties, their

narrative connection or occasionally through promotional materials.”[23] In EoW, Zelda is no longer an
NPC, but she is primarily identified by her relationship to Link (i.e., that she is the one saving everyone
instead of him), Link’s visual properties (cloak and weapons), as well as narrative connection and
promotional materials.

It is important to note that this was not the case in other Zelda games. Even when Zelda took on an active
and masculine role as Sheik in Ocarina of Time or Tetra in Wind Waker, there was no way to argue that
she was simply a female version of Link, as she had her own clear design, personality, and abilities. While
being a copy-paste of Link is better than being a sexualized version of Link (as we saw with Hyrule
Warrior’s Linkle) or a character whose hyperfemininity is her only character trait, it’s still a far cry from
the Zelda we know and love, and the playable and empowered Zelda we were hoping for.
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A New Beginning for Zelda?
Since its release on September 26, 2024, EoW has proven to be a critical success, with a Metacritic score

of 86.[24] However, despite the palpable excitement for EoW and the ability to finally play as the princess,
we cannot help but wonder if this is the game that a complex, rich, and fascinating character like Zelda
deserves. Is this enough to answer fans’ cries for an empowered playable female character in a LoZ
game?

Regardless of how fans feel about Zelda’s in-game abilities or the history of her as a stand-in for Link, it’s
clear that Nintendo and other companies have finally started listening to criticisms of the damsel-in-

distress trope[25] and fans’ demands for playable female characters and protagonists who are more than
tokens, stereotypes, or sex symbols. Earlier this year, Nintendo released Princess Peach Showtime, which
similarly lets players take on the role of a more dynamic, empowered Princess Peach from their long-
standing Mario series.

We can show our support by buying, playing, celebrating, and talking about these games and by
continuing to advocate for more inclusive games and the games industry. However, we should also call
for Nintendo to do more, to do better. Will Zelda be the playable protagonist in the next “main” big-
budget installment in the series, rather than a smaller-scale game like EoW? Will that hypothetical future
game be designed for her from the ground up?

The questions do not stop at in-game content and representation. Nintendo, like many game companies,

should also take a look at their own sexist hiring practices and policies,[26] the accusations of sexual
harassment and misconduct levied against them, and address the huge gender pay gap between their

employees leading to only 4.2 percent of managers at Nintendo Japan being women.[27]

Although this is only one game in one series, it speaks to the ongoing and underlying inequality at the
heart of the game industry. While letting us play as Zelda—even if she is just a reskinned Link inserted
for the sake of the game’s main mechanic—is certainly a step in the right direction, there is still a lot of
work to be done in the ongoing (and seemingly endless) fight against sexism, misogyny,
misrepresentation, and erasure in games.
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