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Beyond Good & Evil
 as a cultural critique

The video game is an emerging medium in the United States today and, like all media, video games can be used to draw critical attention to the beliefs, values, and behaviors which exist in our society and which might otherwise pass below the level of our awareness or inspection. An excellent example of this is Beyond Good & Evil, a game which is just such a cultural critique. In fact, Beyond Good & Evil questions society in two distinct ways. Firstly, the game is explicitly critical of culture through its settings, plot, and themes. Secondly, the choices made by the games’ designers imply a critique of current cultural norms.

In order to appreciate the cultural assumptions which Beyond Good & Evil calls into question, it is necessary to have some background knowledge of the game itself. Of course, a brief overview is no substitute for the understanding gained by actually playing the game, which I strongly encourage you to do.
Beyond Good & Evil was developed and published by Ubisoft in 2003. Ubisoft is a French-based company which ranks as the 3rd largest independent game publisher in Europe and the 7th largest in the US. Most of the games published by Ubisoft are extensions of established franchises (such as Myst, Prince of Persia, Chessmaster, or Rayman) or part of the successful Tom Clancy series (Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell, Tom Clancy’s Rainbow Six, and Tom Clancy’s Ghost Recon).
 In this sense, Beyond Good & Evil was an unusual project for Ubisoft because it did not capitalize on any previously-existing brand.
The protagonist of Beyond Good & Evil is a teenaged woman named Jade. Jade is a freelance reporter who earns cash by taking photographs. She lives with her adoptive uncle, Pey’j (an anthropomorphic pig), and other orphans (feline and caprine) inside a lighthouse. She travels from the Lighthouse’s island to the City’s Pedestrian District in a hovercraft, which can be upgraded (in exchange for some black-market pearls) at the Mammago Garage. The game consists of a series of missions, for which the player guides Jade through environmental puzzles, fighting or evading enemies. For most of the second half of the game, Jade is pitted against the Alpha Section soldiers. The Alpha Sections can’t be defeated face-to-face, so the player must either sneak up and attack from behind (where the hose connecting the helmet with the air tank provides an weak spot) or quietly bypass the enemies altogether. For the most part, the story progresses by means of cutscenes placed between the missions and dialogue with the companion characters at the scripted moments when things change.
The elements of a puzzle-based adventure game are interlaced with significant portions that extend into the territory of stealth action game, third-person shooter, first-person shooter, racing game, or collection game. This has made it difficult for reviewers to pigeonhole it within existing genres. It also makes for diverse gameplay.
One of the most interesting and original aspects of the gameplay is the use of the camera. As a photojournalist, one of Jade’s ongoing assignments is to document all the native wildlife on Hillys. In many instances, this gives the player a chance to stop and admire the beautiful scenery that abounds in the game, or forces Jade to entice creatures into the open where they can be photographed. Frequently, the player is required to develop a combat strategy that centers on buying enough time to switch into camera-mode and snap a photo of the foe.
The combat system in Beyond Good & Evil is also worth mentioning. In many ways it is reminiscent of standard over-the-shoulder combat, but there are a couple points that set it apart. Many enemies can be defeated using the Dai-Jo staff or, later, the Disk Shooter. But some situations make use of a creative device: using the staff as a bat to knock objects together. Sometimes you must hit an enemy which has been flipped into the air into a wall, and sometimes you hit an environmental object into the enemy. Combat also include a dodge command, which is actually useful, unlike other games where it seems to be included as an afterthought. Many of the boss fights require Jade to bide her time, dodging powerful enemy attacks, until she is given an opening to use one of her weapons.
The plot of Beyond Good & Evil involves exposing the treacherous Alpha Sections, who are secretly working in league with the DomZ aliens from which they claim to be protecting the citizens. Early in the game, Jade discovers and joins the IRIS Network, and underground faction dedicated to bringing the truth to the people of Hillys. In her mission to gather photographic evidence of the Alpha Sections’ deceit, Jade rescues another IRIS Network member, Double H. She discovers that the Alpha Sections and the DomZ are conspiring to capture and transport the Hillyans to the DomZ base in orbit around the planet, where they are tortured and used to replenish the DomZ forces. When Pey’j is kidnapped by the Alpha Sections, Jade follows him into space to face off against the DomZ once and for all.
The first level of cultural critique is explicit – that is, the story being told through the Beyond Good & Evil raises points in opposition to traditional social practices and values. For one thing, the story revolves around corruption and deceit in the government. The government is a cornerstone of society, and deeply invested in the culture. Almost by definition, any story that displays the governing body as untrustworthy is critiquing the social order. This is particularly true in our current cultural climate, where the idea of a government waging war with questionable motivation draws an obvious parallel.
Secondly, Beyond Good & Evil plays with the common video game theme of good vs. evil. This is more than just a satire of the video game medium, however. It calls into question the cultural values that endorse the traditional oversimplification of conflict. Specifically, the story denies both the legitimacy of established authority and the essential maleness of the protector-figure, qualities which culture considers inherent aspects of their respective social roles. Within the context of mass-marketed stories – particularly but not exclusively the stories upon which video games are created – the established authority figure is generally cast in the role of good posed against an evil usurper who threatens the status quo. (For example, in the Super Mario Brothers franchise the Mushroom King is overthrown by Bowser, who promptly kidnaps the princess and terrorizes the citizens.
 Please note that this theme of evil overthrowing authority does not hold true for all stories. Still, it is meaningful that so many of the classic villains are uncles, viziers, or stepmothers who have seized power for some nefarious purpose.) Beyond Good & Evil upends this practice by creating a traditional dynamic (the righteous authority of the Alpha Sections versus the evil DomZ usurper) and then exposing it as a lie. In fact, the force for “good” is not the established authority but the rebellious element (the IRIS Network) which is trying to overthrow it. 
At the same time, Beyond Good & Evil entirely dismisses the idea of the male’s role as protector of the family and society. Again, this concept exists in stories told through all media, but is especially prevalent in video games. The role of protector is filled instead by Jade, who protects and cares for her family and ultimately saves Hillys from the DomZ. In a more general sense, the gender-inclusive IRIS Network stands between the citizens of Hillys and the (pointedly male) Alpha Sections. As a particularly incisive satire of the protector, Jade’s uncle Pay’j repeatedly tries to stop her from embarking on dangerous assignment, ostensibly for her own protection; however, it is Jade who ends up protecting and rescuing Pay’j from danger.
Another way in which Beyond Good & Evil is explicitly critical of society is the emphasis on non-traditional family. Jade has a father figure, not an actual father; she acts as an older sister to the orphans, but she has no biological siblings. Jade does not have a husband or boyfriend, and does not seem troubled or unfulfilled by (indeed, does not even comment on) his absence. Despite the lack of biological ties that would qualify it as a traditional family, the Lighthouse is clearly a loving and supportive environment.
The setting of Beyond Good & Evil is also a critique of cultural norms. Hillys is an advanced technological society, but it differs significantly from the primarily male conception of technology which is most commonly represented in the media. Research has shown that men, in a general sense, view technology as a weapon that can be used for taking control and exerting power, which is meant to be consumed to grant them autonomy and transcendence. Women, in contrast, view technology as a tool that can be used to facilitate communication and creation, and which can be integrated into their personal lives to empower them and increase their ability to share with others.

A good example of the male conception of an advanced technological society is Deus Ex: Invisible War. The society represented in Deus Ex is fundamentally dependent on the consumption of technology. The protagonist has been technologically enhanced with implants that act as weapons, and allow him or her to become an autonomous fighting force.
 Another example is Enter the Matrix, in which characters use technology to transcend their physical bodies and become super-naturally powerful.

Technology is visible throughout Hillys, but it is present in a capacity that has more in common with the way that women view technology than the way men do. The most advanced pieces of technology are communication devices such as Jade’s S.A.C (Which she uses to store items, review instructions, communicate with her holographic pal Secundo, and report back to her employers). Other forms of technology, such as vehicles and the Disk Shooter, seem downright primitive. It’s not that masculine technology doesn’t exist in the Beyond Good & Evil world, but it is depicted as strange and demonized. The Alpha Sections carry large, powerful energy weapons and their bodies are literally encased in technology, including the air tanks strapped to their backs which provide their Achilles’ Heel. It seems more than simply ironic that the Alpha Sections envelopment by technology provides Jade with a means of defeating them in combat. It is symbolic of technology-as-empowerment overcoming technology-as-transcendence. 
The plot, characters, and setting of the story provide numerous points of cultural critique. However, as in any medium, there are two components of any video game: the story being told and the way in which that story is communicated. In addition to the explicit critique of social values and assumptions found in the story of Beyond Good & Evil, there is an implicit critique built into the design of the game. Some of the choices made by the designers – such as the characterization of the protagonist and the cooperative element of the gameplay – defy traditional game-design practices.
Jade is an unusual choice for the protagonist of a video game. Jade is a female character, whereas the vast majority of video game avatars are male. Summarizing an interview with Professor Elena Bertozzi, who studies the issue of gender and sex in games, Kym Buchanan remarks on how rare it is to find a strong and complex female character in a game.
 In addition, Jade does not fit into either of the common archetypes for female protagonists, ultra-masculine and hyper-sexualized, but instead defines a unique character that players can identify with more easily.
In many games, a female protagonist fills the role of the hero archetype, which, like the protector, is culturally assumed to be male. Instead of changing the role to fit the female character, the character is adapted to become more appropriate to the role. That is, the female character is made masculine. The ultimate example of this is Samus Aran of the Metroid franchise. In the original Metroid, the player was not even aware that Samus was a woman until the end of the game (to the extent that the game’s instructions referred to her as “he”).
 In contrast, Jade is a “heroic” character who remains feminine.
It has been proposed that all perceived differences between male and female are socially constructed, which renders the words “masculine” and “feminine” meaningless, at least in an absolute sense.
 Even if this is true, our interpretation of a character is partially determined by the culture to which we are indoctrinated, and within the context of our society the words are far from meaningless. Characteristics can be neatly classified as either “masculine” or “feminine” and these classifications affect our interpretation of the character. Although Metroid can be viewed as a cultural critique in that it puts a woman in a role typically reserved exclusively for men (indeed, in its day it was hailed as a great step forward), it does Samus a disservice by stripping her of all feminine characteristics. The message, in fact, is not that women can be as strong and powerful as men, but that in order to be strong or powerful a woman must become like a man.

Jade is not stripped of her feminine characteristics. She is heroic, but she is also maternal. She accepts dangerous assignments in order to provide for and protect the children who live at the Lighthouse. All of her missions are based on saving or protecting her friends. Jade is willing and able to fight, but she is not brutishly violent. In many cases, she can outsmart her enemy rather than outgunning him
.
Jade also wields mystical power – spirituality being a traditionally feminine characteristic. Although she has access to technology, her primary weapon is her Dai-Jo staff, which she can charge up until it releases energy that literally lifts her off the ground. The fact that Jade’s arsenal combines technological and mystical weapons illustrates the way that her character combines traditionally masculine and feminine elements. The fact that she chooses the spiritual over the technological is symbolic of her, as a character, maintaining her femininity in a traditionally masculine role.
Along with the masculine “hero” character, another common female protagonist is the hyper-sexualized woman. There are numerous examples of this in video games, the most famous being Lara Croft from the Tomb Raider series. Typically, women in video games – particularly the women who play a major role in the story, such as the protagonist – are depicted as exhibiting accentuated physical characteristics that indicate fertility and sexual arousal. Some of these traits include large breasts, a slender waist, long hair, and increased blood flow to the lips and eyelids.
 An excellent example of this is Rayne from the BloodRayne series. In addition to her physical features and revealing costume, Rayne’s attacks and animations are highly suggestive of sexual acts, and include rapid breathing and moaning.
 Rayne’s product manager, Liz Buckley, defends the character. Quoted by Zoe Flower, she says:

“ If you don’t have the gameplay to back up the character appeal, T&A will only get you so far… BloodRayne resonates very well with our target audience of males ages 17 to 34, but Rayne has a huge female following as well. I think that’s attributable to her strength and attitude—it’s definitely empowering to play as her.”

That may be so, but it demands the question, which Flower subsequently asks: “So if it’s all about personality, why bother with the heaving bosom and leather chaps?”
 Jade proves that it is possible to create a strong female character that is not overtly sexualized. Lara Croft is another prime example of the over-exaggeration of physical traits.
 In comparison, Jade is less sexualized – the size of her breasts is much more realistic, and she wears her hear cut short instead of long. Ewa Charkiewicz draws the same comparison, stating that while Jade is “stylised along the mode of the empowered femininity of Lara Croft… she appears not to reproduce the Aryan beauty image.”
 

Another way in which the design of Beyond Good & Evil is critical of cultural assumptions is through the unusual cooperative element of the gameplay. Jade is almost always accompanied by a computer-controlled side-kick: either Pey’j or Double H. Each of these characters can perform special moves which allow Jade to defeat certain creatures, press switches, trigger explosives from a distance, or open passageways. This contrasts with the common kill-everything-that-moves style of game, which is more common in shooters and even adventure games. In his review of the game, Kaiser Hwang describes the experience as “like co-op play, but with only one player.”

Max Payne, a game with some superficial similarities to Beyond Good & Evil, exemplifies this style of gameplay. Max, like Jade, explores large systems of labyrinthine corridors from an over-the-shoulder perspective and encounters enemies along the way. Because Max doesn’t have a companion, the feel of the game is very different: much more predatory, fast paced, with less of an emphasis on cooperative puzzles and more of an emphasis on combat.

Including a companion character calls attention to the interpersonal relationships that are stressed by the game design. Perhaps this is made most obvious by the cooperative puzzles spread liberally throughout the game. In many situations, you are dependent on your companions to perform actions that you can’t do yourself. When describing Pey’j, Charkewicz comments that “strategic partnerships are crucial to succeed in the game.” The social aspects of the world include supporting characters that are more than the cardboard cutouts found in other games. The shopkeeper in Baldur’s Gate: Dark Alliance, for example, is a character who exists for no reason other than to perform the function of buying and selling items. He offers no useful or interesting dialogue, and has no distinguishable personality.
 The store in Beyond Good & Evil, Mammago’s Garage, on the other hand, is run by three characters among which personality abounds. Even though they play an extremely small role in the story, these characters offer bits of dialogue and conversation which add to the sense of community on Hillys. These kinds of characters make it feel as though Jade is legitimately connected to a large and meaningful social network.
Of course, as with any expression in any form, there are limits to the cultural critique that Beyond Good & Evil presents. Although Jade is not sexualized to the extent that Lara Croft or Rayne are, she is not proportioned like a normal human woman, either. Her character design has cartoon-like qualities, such as a large head, and also exaggerated lips and an unrealistically small waist. Double H is an even more ridiculous exaggeration of the human form, with comically disproportionate shoulders and waist. It is also troubling that the anthropomorphic characters that inhabit Hillys are strictly gendered. For example, the walrus characters are exclusively male, while the feline characters are exclusively female.
It is also disappointing that the interpersonal cooperation that makes this game different than other action adventures does not extend to real-world cooperative play. Although the world of Hillys has a strong social component and special pains are made to emphasize the social relationships between characters, there is no opportunity for the player to socialize with other human players. Many games published today can be played with many people over a network connection, or can be played cooperatively with a friend in the same room. Blinx 2 is an example of a cooperative game, where two players must work together to complete the missions.
 The lack of real-world socialization is significant because it has been found that female gamers are much more attracted to the social opportunities presented by multiplayer games than men are.
 53% of female gamers are likely to play online games (compared with 43% for male gamers), so online capability is clearly an important issue.
 This has been demonstrated by Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing Games such as World of Warcraft, which has a large social component and a remarkably high number of female players.
 By failing to include a multiplayer aspect to the game, the designers may have made it less attractive to women, who might have found the game enjoyable if they had played it.
“Might have found the game enjoyable if they had played it” is a theme of the consumer response to Beyond Good & Evil. The game garnered award and critical acclaim, and was rated highly by those who actually played the game. However, its sales were disappointing because not enough people were exposed to it. It’s hard to say why this is. Chris Oliveira speculates that this is because of poor marketing. He says:

I’ll admit, after seeing various advertisements and reading about Beyond Good & Evil, I thought this was going to be a pretty weak title. Honestly, Jade… is pictured standing next to a fat pig and is holding a camera… The look of Beyond Good & Evil just really doesn’t leave a favorable impression whatsoever, but once you finally get some hands-on time with this title, you’re going to regret that you ever had any doubts.

This may have contributed to the lackluster sales. Sales for the game were so disappointing, in fact, that they may have eliminated any hope for the continuation of the franchise. Beyond Good & Evil was originally conceived as the first in a trilogy of games, but the sequels have been suspended and will probably never be made.

All in all, Ubisoft has made a significant step forward in socially responsible game development with Beyond Good & Evil. The game dismisses cultural assumptions and grants us a new perspective on the way that games can be made, through both explicit and implicit critiques of social norms. Of course, some problems remain, but this is merely an early step toward a conception of the video game – indeed, of all media – that allows for thought unrestricted by the cultural values and practices for which we are programmed. The game is (hopefully) an indication of things to come, but the disappointing sales demonstrate that our culture has a long way to go before the potential hinted at by Beyond Good & Evil truly manifests itself.
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