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Grand Theft Auto (the series) serves as a mirror that reflects our community and acts as a sandbox for players’ enjoyment. Through its portrayal of women, minorities, and crime, GTA affirms cultural stereotypes. By examining the image in the mirror and the actions of the players- the children of our community- in said sandbox, we can observe many things about our society. A thorough inspection of the aforementioned aspects of the game, as well as the cultural influences of play, show that GTA both reinforces cultural stereotypes and acts as a cultural critique.

Very few games are surrounded by as much controversy regarding their portrayal of women as GTA. Dian Salles describes the depiction of women in GTA in a letter to the program director of the International Game Developer’s Association (IGDA) after it was nominated for a Game Developers’ Choice Award, “It seems most of the women in the game are referred to as someone's ‘girls’ -- indicating possession-- are prostituted and in need of being transported by the player as though they were a commodity.”
 She points out that she is not against violence in video games, per se, but rather violence in games targeted at an already stigmatized group.  Dian also concisely describes what it often thought to be one of the most offensive traits of the game, “Perhaps most egregious, the player character increases health by trading cash for sex with a prostituted woman, then can get his money back by following the woman and beating her up and stealing her money.”
 


In response, the director of IGDA, Jason Della Roca said:

While the IGDA supports creative freedom on the part of game developers, we in no way directly encourage gratuitous violence or vicious sexual stereotypes... At the very least, it is good to know that GTA3 has a Mature rating from the ESRB and it will not end up in the hands of children... At a recent industry event, there was a panel of respected developers discussing the future of games. Each one went to some length describing GTA3 as a step in the right direction. Yet, not one ever mentioned violence or sex. Rather, the spoke about immersion, non-linear narrative, world complexity, graphic richness and so on. So, while GTA3 generates negative media attention and puts into question the use of violence and sex, it is indeed a well executed game and worthy of nomination.


His reference to the success of the mature rating of the game will be discussed more thoroughly later, and needless to say there is overwhelming evidence that GTA is highly popular with teen and preteen boys, who should not have been able to purchase the game themselves. Della Roca points out that there were panels that discussed GTA, and although he uses the positivity of their content as defense for the game, I fear that the lack of criticism on the game is a comment on the male nature of the industry and thus the panel and its audience, as well as the lack of attention being given to the misrepresentation of women in the digital world.
Women are not in charge of their own representation in the digital world because the industry is made almost entirely of men. In a dissertation about the relationship between power, pleasure, and play, Elena Bertozzi describes the typical digital depiction of a female as:

…Largely that of an object which exists purely to be fucked... These are images of women, technical images, digital images, whose function is to present the "female" as obscene.  In these images the woman is all and only body with the focus of the images being the orifices to be penetrated.
 (See Figure 1)

The goal of game developer’s is to maximize the player’s enjoyment, and since almost all the players are male, the goal is to maximize male pleasure. It is disconcerting to think that this depiction of male fantasy ends up being misogynistic. 

There are very few women who actually have played GTA, and even less who are consistent players. What is it about GTA that makes it unappealing to women? In his essay, “Cybercafes and CyberGames:  Virtual and Non-Virtual Spaces for Identity Construction and Social Development,” Samson comments on play spaces, and girl play spaces in particular: 

Moving from gender identities to gendered virtual geographies, one author (Jenkins 1998) studies video games and argues that the virtual play spaces that exist in the games he analyzes are gendered.  Focusing on two games, Jenkins writes:  [P]lay spaces for girls ... adopt a slower pace, are less filed with dangers, invite gradual investigation and discovery, foster an awareness of social relations and a search for secrets, and center around emotional relations between characters.  Both [games] allow the exploration of physical environments but are really about the interior worlds of feelings and fears.

In contrast, games that create male play spaces by representing women offensively, among other things, reinforce cultural stereotypes about girls and women.
 

Women are not the only culturally stigmatized group to be offended by GTA, however; minorities are represented in a stereotypically racialized way. In a provocative article, David Leonard forwards the following controversial claims: 

Video games represent a modern, sophisticated, multicultural, virtual form of minstrelsy. In other words, they provide players—a broad cross section of white middle-class suburbanites and young urban minorities — with the opportunity to be black athletes or Ninjas. In those frequent cases where white heroes rule virtual reality, the enjoyment comes from dominating characters of color, from transporting oneself into a foreign and dangerous environment. Video games enable the virtual enjoyment of those bodies and spaces (dangerous inner-city communities) which are currently off limits to a predominantly white middle-class suburban playing population.    

This is identical to the problem with the representation of women in games due to the industry being made of predominantly males.

Leonard analyzes the characters and settings of Grand Theft Auto 3, Street (a basketball game) and Madden NFL 2003, to argue that such video games reproduce racialized stereotypes and allow white game players to consume these images as virtual voyeurs.  In Leonard’s conclusion, he continues to provide a provocative argument:  Video games represent a virtual minstrel show along many fronts. ... Violent games create a virtual slum, providing middle-class whites the opportunity to engage in behavior that is shunned upon and forbidden within a free, republican Christian society.

A particular incident of clear reproduction or racialized stereotypes occurred in the early releases of Grand Theft Auto: Vice City. In an essay on morality in video games, Adam Thompson explains: 

At the beginning of one mission early in the game, Tommy Vercetti is instructed to, “Kill the Haitians!” This text is now going to be edited from future releases of the game... It is interesting that since the game is trying to emulate a realistic system of criminal ethics, it has come under the same scrutiny that such an activity would be subjected to in the real world. If the developers had chosen to use ficticous ethnic groups, there would likely have been no controversy. Strangely, most of the other activity in the game has not faced the same scrutiny.

Another example is that until Vice City, all the police in GTA were white. 

GTA is centered around crime; the main activity of the game is crime, and the only way to move the game significantly forward, is to perform crime. Clearly this is another reinforcement of the cultural stereotype linking minorities with crime. Together with the violence and treatment of women, GTA is an intimidating message to send to a young boy. The defense of the makers of the game is that there is an adult rating on the game, and therefore no underage children should be playing it. The National Institute on Media and the Family express the following regarding the rating:

The best selling games of the past year glorify and reward extreme violence, particularly toward women. While these games are rated M (Mature), they are extremely popular with pre-teen and teenage boys who report no trouble buying the games.

It is well known by those in the industry that simply removing the red pixels depicting blood can gain a game a T (Teen) rating. In questioning the effect of digital violence on the youth, I present the following two news snippets:
A teenager was shot in the leg ... after a fight erupted during a computer gaming tournament at a ... internet cafe...   The unidentified boy was hit when a gunman opened fire outside the ... cafe...Another youth was hit in the head,  possibly with a chair...The fight apparently began between rival groups playing the popular online combat game  "Counter-Strike."...  About 100 people had gathered at the cafe for a gaming tournament when two groups began arguing... The fight spilled into the parking lot, with brawlers wielding metal chairs and pipe, witnesses said.  "They threw a chair at someone's head, then two people started running, and that's where they started chasing them, and they pulled out a gun and started shooting. 

Phuong Huu Ly, 20, a junior at Santa Ana college, wanted to play Counterstrike [at a cybercafé] one night ... but all the computers were taken, so he stepped out for a smoke. Once outside, according to police, he encountered four gang members, one of whom allegedly stabbed him in the head with a screwdriver. He died in a nearby hospital eight hours later. Police have said that Ly was a "gang associate" and that the slaying may have been the result of a rivalry; Ly's family has described him as "a good kid" who wasn't part of a gang. The incident was only the latest in a string of gang-related assaults in a town that has become notorious for a new breed of criminal: the cybercafe hoodlum.

Samson describes the game that led to the previous incidences. 

CounterStrike is a popular computer game played at these cybercafes, where teams of players compete on networked computers against opponents physically present at the cybercafé (or any other computer terminal connected to the internet) in what amounts to the virtual analogue of a paintball game.  The violent incidents have led critics and local politicians to advocate strict regulations on cybercafés (Taylor 2002), often drawing upon assumptions that violence in computer games socializes game players to model violent behaviors in real life.

Neither the mature rating nor the excuse that violence in games does not effect the youth are adequate explanations for why game developers continue to make and publishers continue to publish these games. Society is becoming aware of the danger of the game, and yet even as it begins to come under scrutiny, its popularity is overwhelming. 

At this point it is important to analyze why is this game so popular. In his essay, The Ethics of Representation and Action in Virtual Reality, Phillip Brey theorizes on why VR is so appealing: 

A VR application can in principle enable and graphically represent the realization of almost any imaginable action. Consequently, VR applications may be developed that allow and graphically depict almost any conceivable immoral act including murder, mutilation, torture, rape, robbery, and grand theft. ... So what reasons could anyone have to believe that it is wrong to murder, rape, torture or rob virtual human characters in virtual reality? 

In board games, the player is often the spectator, but in video games, the player is almost always the actor. Brey goes on to answer his own question:

Kantian duty ethics, first of all, upholds as the most fundamental moral principle that human beings have a duty to treat other persons with respect, that is, to treat them as ends and not as means, or to do to them, as one would expect to be treated by others oneself. However, a virtual person is not by any measure a real person, but is merely a simulation of a person, so it would seem that human beings have no intrinsic duty to treat virtual persons with respect. Yet, perhaps it can be argued that our duty to treat real persons with respect requires that we do not treat virtual beings or things disrespectfully. 

In society today, morals and values are not subjects in schools, and each individual develops their own set of morals. Morality is defined as “conformity to ideals of right human conduct” or “moral conduct virtue” and ethics are “the principles of conduct governing an individual or a group” and aid in determining what is “right” and “wrong”. 
 Play is where society expresses and explores its interpretation of life and the world, and therefore morality has much potential for exploration in video games. One can do things they “would never do” in real life.

GTA is extremely unique and progressive in its ample amount of player freedom. The game timeline is very leniently structured, and it welcomes the player to take as long as they like to make significant advances in the game. There is a lot of time, space, and items to explore and examine in between typical quests and challenges. Essentially, the player can do whatever they choose. In contrast, however, the game is pushed forward through challenges that force the player to choose from two evils. Getting “busted” and “wasted” are mere inconveniences, as the player immediately appears outside of the jail minus some cash and weapons, or outside the hospital. The police force is present, however, the player can change clothes and repaint the car they are in while being pursued. GTA tried to reproduce the ethics of the real world, but they are clearly inconsistent. For example, a player can earn cash doing a quest that involves driving hurt people to and from the hospital with an ambulance. The inconsistency arises when the player notices that they can run over pedestrians on the way with no negative consequence. The more plausible approach would be that no innocent lives were lost. So, while GTA appears to allow for more ethical decisions, it is mainly made up of various crimes.

Play is one of mankind’s foremost methods of learning. When humans play, they learn to interact and create structures and hierarchies, make decisions and solve problems. Play is also how humans learn to use and derive pleasure from power. Johan Huizinga asserts that, “...culture arises in the form of play, that is played from the very beginning. It is through this playing that society expresses its interpretation of life and the world.”
 It is interesting to examine the culture of play surrounding women with respect to how it affects their concepts of pleasure and power. Bertozzi points out:

It is no coincidence that we call masturbation “playing with yourself”. Masturbation can be seen as the means through which we learn about our own bodies and our own sexual power. It is also the means through which many learn about orgasm and first manage to experience it for themselves. Women are less likely to play in general than men and far less likely to masturbate (Michael 1994). By playing less, women have less practice with power, less experience of power, and derive less pleasure from power.

Playing games also comes with the consequences of winning or losing the game. In our culture, women face serious social consequences when they beat a male at a game. Winning women are often labeled unfeminine. When women and girls have to choose between dating and gaming, the stakes will be too high for women to seriously engage in play.


There are other cultural consequences for women who play. In western culture, men allocate large chunks of time to playing/watching games. Most women juggle family, career, as well as a host of other tasks, which result in them feeling that they do not have the time to engage in play. Society accepts men spending large amounts of time gaming, however with women, it is often perceived that they have better things they should be doing. Men suffer no social consequences as a result of play, and this can also contribute to detracting women from games. Society steers women away from games, science, and technology. Bertozzi points out that, “This is a circular phenomenon given that one of the ways to become comfortable with technology is to play with it. Thus by not playing with their computers, (or their cars, or their plumbing), women fail to attain the same levels of comfort as men.”


Play is considered by society to be a selfish act because it involves spending time playing with one’s self. Society raises women to feel responsible for others and to be the caretakers and mothers. They tend to have a strong sense of responsibility for the happiness of others. This can interfere directly with play. In the digital world, women are not represented as mothers. (I can find one example: Myst III: Exile). If women cannot be represented as mothers, what is left? Bertozzi claims:

If females lose their radical otherness, their femaleness, their role as the creatrix of life, inhibiters of moist, pregnable, penetrable female bodies, then we become monads like any other—simple, homogenous, consoles on the web without any differentiation. Women as true, unique subjects disappear into the digital simulations of women as represented by Lara Croft and Real Dolls. Once the digital simulacrum is complete, there is nothing left of women but a digital shadow created largely by men.


Here she is discussing the cyborg women created by the overwhelming amount of women in the digital world represented purely as sexual objects. The age of this new cyborg has brought with it a new way for women to relate to their bodies. In the past, women compared themselves to brutally thin or impossibly airbrushed fashion models. Before that, honor and worth for women was based on their sexual purity. Her virtue is based on whether or not her physical boundaries have been penetrated by a male. Now the ideal woman has been created by digitally by males to fit their fantasy. Bertozzi goes on to discuss men in play:

Through play, the energies of the most volatile part of society – young males—is harnessed and directed by the culture industry. Rather than turning their attention to issues important to their organic lives, they lose themselves in digital dreamworlds. Play thus can enforce and perpetuate cultural norms or it can be subversive and demonstrate a way out--- overthrow of the established order, potentiality for creating a new universe with new rules.

What is “being played” within a culture at any given time matters because play behaviors are how culture perpetuates itself. Children in this country learn that violence is an acceptable way to resolve conflict from their culture which supports its citizen’s right to bear arms, allow people to physically discipline their children and spouses, uses the death penalty, and is almost constantly at war, as well as the games made by this culture which reflect these same qualities. 


Cyberspace functions as a public square, and it is important to consider what is being shown in these areas. Women are constantly objectified and humiliated in the digital world, and so it should be no surprise that they are intimidated by that play space. GTA is a beautifully designed game, nominated for game developer’s choice awards. Many females enjoy the aggressive game play, the aesthetics of the game world and the complex narrative.  Bertozzi points out that because the women in the game are represented primarily as ‘bitches or whores’, and playing the game involves, “accepting these rules and implicitly acknowledging the legitimacy of this interpretation.”


Children are the future, as well as tools for examining our culture. In examining how a child learns and plays, we learn about our society and ourselves. Bertozzi discusses this further:
Left to its own devices, a healthy child will play. Play is the default mode for children. Children play unselfconsciously until, as they develop a sense of self, they play self-consciously. Play then becomes a way to keep experimenting and growing as time passes. ... As the child grows, the body changes and the cultural body is imposed ever more firmly from the outside. Particularly for females, the assumption of the cultural body is traumatic. It involves intense observation and criticism of the organic body. Rather than inhabiting the body as an instrument to be played, girls/women often come to see their body as something external to them, which must be controlled.

Who is responsible for these children and making sure they aren’t playing adult games? Parents are to blame for letting kids buy games with mature ratings. Stores are to blame for selling kids mature games. The ERSB is to blame for leniency, as well as game publishers for making molds for little boys to grow up into men of their fantasies. Many factors contribute to the effect these games have on children, and keeping the games that are not meant for children away from children is a step in the right direction.


Now that we have thoroughly analyzed the cultural implications of play and digital play, we can see that GTA acts as a cultural critique. The designers did not intend for this game to be played by children. If only the appropriately aged people played it, this game would still reinforce cultural stereotypes, as well as depict women in a degrading and intolerably violent fashion. It is important to look at these games that are a mirror to our society, designed by the men of our society, and sent out to the little boys. What effects does this have on each of these groups, and on culture as a whole? What about women? 

GTA clearly represents and mimics many of the aspects of today’s society that are less than ideal. The comments made by the game are cynical in general, and supportive to cultural stereotypes, as opposed to against them. When we look into this mirror and we observe the children playing in the sandbox it provides, we must watch the development of play and the players, and the effects on society as a whole. The change we observe is identical to the one that our actual culture is experiencing, and we can recognize errors and try to steer away from things by observing games that act as cultural critiques.

Figure 1, shown here, is an example of the hyper sexuality of the female avatars. 
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