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It can no longer be said that video games are a rare pastime. A survey of 1,162 college students released this week by the Washington-based Pew Internet & American Life Project “found just how ubiquitous game playing has become—65 percent of respondents said they were ‘regular’ or ‘occasional’ players of computer or video games.
” It can be argued that boys play more often than girls but numbers and rapidly changing. The same survey showed: “Sixty percent of computer or online gamers were women, a figure that was a surprise to researchers. The number of respondents who regularly played console video games was evenly divided between the sexes.” 
 Video games are relatively new kind of media, with rapidly changing styles, audiences, and attitudes. Since video games’ role in our society has not quite congealed, it may take time for the idea that games can serve as a valuable cultural critique to be widely embraced. By examining one video game in depth, I argue that video games in general will serve as a powerful form of cultural critique in the future. Through its depiction of society and society's reaction to the game, Grand Theft Auto 3 proves to be a very clear example of how a game as a product of the media can already provide a strong cultural critique.
Video games are a kind of entertainment the media brings us. Like movies or TV shows, video games give a means of escape by providing alternate personalities and situations to identify with. One article published in the Journal of Media Arts Culture explains the difference between the kinds of interaction a person has with various kinds of media: “In the cinema, spectators are positioned as voyeurs, sitting together in a darkened public place; their gaze intently focused on the screen…Television’s characteristic regime of vision is the glance, rather than the gaze.” 
 Apart from a “gaze” at a movie screen or a “glance” at a TV show, the article describes the phenomenon that gamers experience as “glaze”:
Game players go into glaze space — immersive spectacle — when they progressively remove their attention from immediate material and cultural surroundings, and plunge into a world with different physical and ethical parameters. In this state, players seem to be in a vegetative condition — their eyes glazed over. But this appearance is deceptive. They are actually intensively active, both consumed by, and actively consuming, the game. In glaze-space (which varies in intensity), players suspend their awareness of their day-to-day world to become cybernetically suspended within a virtualized sensorimotor space of the game world.

When a person is experiencing “glaze” according to this article, he or she is fully immersed in the world created by the game, and is subjected to its physical and ethical parameters. Therefore, the norms presented by the game seem more real than those presented by the actual cultural surroundings with the person is effectively ignoring. By contrast, a movie might have this effect temporarily, but the viewer is only a passive observer, watching to see how thing unfold in the situations created before them. Because of the increased interaction with the new social paradigm, the types of environments presented in video games have the potential to create even stronger commentaries on society than TV or the movies. For this reason, video game violence has already been under more scrutiny than its equally violent entertainment counterparts, the movies.
We condone violence in the media all the time. “The Sopranos” turned some heads but met little conflict when it began on HBO. Movies like “Fight Club”, “American History X”, even “The Passion of the Christ” feature arguably gratuitous violence. So why is it that kids involved in a school shooting often point the finger at Halo yet no one goes on a killing rampage and then claims that they were only trying to imitate the characters in “Natural Born Killers”? For instance, the case of the Buckner Brothers, “William Buckner, 16, and Joshua Buckner, 14, of Newport, Tennessee, were sentenced to an indefinite term in state custody after pleading guilty in juvenile court to reckless homicide, endangerment and assault. The boys told investigators they got the rifles from a locked room in their home and decided to randomly shoot at tractor-trailer rigs, just like in the video game Grand Theft Auto III.
 One idea is that video games are simply newer and more mysterious. It’s likely that the parents of a delinquent and the police arresting him or her have not played the video games the child has. Since they don’t have the same experience with them, it’s easier to inflate their influence on gamers. "For this generation video games have already been part of the entertainment mix. Video games are not a new phenomenon. To today's college student there're as novel as television…To say they're going to make them more sedentary is a hard thing to answer. All of the 'couch potato' things have been around as long as they remember."
 However, to the parents of this generation, video games can be quite mysterious. Video games audiences tend to be comprised of certain demographics and age cohorts, which makes them easy to point the finger at:

Unlike television content, which is homogenized to suit family viewing, games are often addressed to include and exclude groups according to taste. Part of the pleasure of playing games that horrify your parents is that it asserts your own identity. The popular demonization of games, characteristically on television, plays into this pleasure in non-conformity. Like much computer-based media, many games allow customization and individualized role-play. 

Excluded groups might not have enough experience with video games to make a valid judgment of the impact of video game violence, yet because they are excluded groups, they will not have the opportunity to be able to make that judgment.
As mentioned above, when a person becomes consumed by the world of a video game, or they enter “glaze space,” the person is no longer sensitive to the cultural paradigm they live in. Their decision-making faculties operate solely in the context of the alternate reality presented on the screen. Because of this heightened awareness of the social parameters of the game, the kinds of decisions the player must consider are entirely a function of the content of the game. So the question becomes, “does adopting the agency of a bad guy make you a bad guy?” Or in other words, does contemplating the value judgments made by immoral people teach us to act immorally? Conservative parents would most likely guess “yes.” One reviewer of GTA3 looks past the morality of the content to the kind of interaction a player is allowed to have with the game: “Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas (for PlayStation2) sounds like a game that glorifies delinquency, juvenile and otherwise. And it does. But it's also an extraordinary experiment in interactive storytelling.”
 Perhaps because video games really are a relatively recently emerging phenomenon, they simply have not met yet with the kind of restrictions that other more accepted media has already experienced. It seems that allowing video games to glorify delinquency and other socially unacceptable behaviors is simply a matter of society’s criticisms not having caught up to the technology. Instead of kids being read bedtime stories by their Daddy’s about Goldilocks and the Big Bad Wolf, now kids are telling themselves the story by actually acting out what happens. Since it’s likely that Daddy would never dare read a bedtime story about the things that can and do happen in Vice City, it’s possible that eventually there will be some more socially-acceptable alternative to your role in Vice City: “You play a playa, a Snoop-style gangbanger wandering through a vast, absurdly detailed virtual version of California.”

Even though video games are considered “highly interactive,” it is not to say that other forms of media are not interactive. The distinction between gaze, glance, and glaze is an important one, but ultimately the difference is subtle. Certainly it is possible to be swept up in the world created by a science fiction movie or a romantic comedy. Each has its own standards, its own rules, and its own responses that it conjures in viewers. The same article that introduces the concept of “glaze” argues that all media are “interactive”:

Any new visual technology emerges with its own conventions — its own structures of feeling. It has mechanisms that attract eyes, and techniques to counter distractions that might draw those eyes away. In this way, even traditional media are already interactive, in that they structure the activity of those who encounter them. A work succeeds only when its content and expression anticipate audiences’ responses.

This point is important to make only to support my claim that video games are merely a new kind of entertainment media that will soon be considered as much of a social commentary as movies, TV, or other more common types of entertainment.
Many people have pointed to GTA3 Vice City as the best example of the potential for real “free choice” in a gaming environment. The author of the “glaze” article writes: “While no single game can represent the characteristics of all others, the GTA series manifests many of the key characteristics of the emerging conventions of the glaze.”
 Similarly, the author of a Time Magazine article writes, “Vice City is the best demonstration so far that video games have come of age. As an interactive medium, one built around freedom of choice, video games are actually well suited to teach us about right and wrong.”
 As you gaze at the movie hero on the big screen making ethical or questionable decisions, you may agree or disagree with the choices made but you are still merely a passive viewer with independent thoughts, feelings, and motives. When you enter the video game sphere, the choice of whether or not the hero murders a member of the Italian mafia now becomes your personal choice. It is up to you to evaluate the potential rewards, consequences, dangers involved, and then act on your decision. The excitement comes in being in a position of control over what happens as well as the fact that you are “glazed” over so you essentially act in the parallel universe of the video game environment as naturally as you would in your own. As one article writer puts it:

Tommy Vercetti (the main character of GTA) is free to hijack that bus, but he must be prepared to live with the consequences, which may include being thrown in jail by Vice City's finest. Vercetti is equally free to give up his life of crime and become a taxi driver or a fireman or deliver pizzas for a living. It's up to you--he's as bad as you want him to be. He can even ride around on a moped all day without harming a soul, just soaking up that golden Vice City sunlight. So long as he parks it properly afterward. 

Because the Grand Theft Auto series seems to epitomize the type of game play environment that I argue is a valuable cultural critique, I will focus on its particular story for the remainder of the paper. In the game, “there's no hard-and-fast narrative. You go where you wish and do what you like, and the game makes things interesting accordingly. This is something that's possible in no other medium. San Andreas combines the richness of art with the freedom of real life to create something entirely new, and totally unclassifiable.”

Even though it’s “entirely new, and totally unclassifiable,” ironically, GTA3 is considered both “more interactive with more emphasis on free choice” and more “like a movie” with “more televisual or cinematic audiovisual qualities.”
 This blending of the impacting qualities of cinema with video games seems like a logical next step in the evolution of the medium:

GTA3 is the first fully three-dimensional game in the series. It contains more voice acting, a substantial soundtrack featuring radio stations from the fictional city, and a far more detailed world. GTA Vice City, released in 2002, gives the main character a name (Tommy Vercetti), a voice (played by Ray Liotta), and a historical location (the 1980s). It has even more developed visual and sonic complexity and depth to the point where the gaze, the glance and the glaze can be juxtaposed without any apology. 

If the trend towards more “cut scenes” continues, it may introduce an easier way to pass judgment on social commentary in games. Although realistic violence and special effects was at one time novel for movies, eventually the superficial aspects were surpassed by attempts to produce actual quality films (in some cases). Video games should follow the same path. Some agree, "It's very clear [GTA3] found an audience not because of the violent content so much but because the game itself has a fundamental advance in game design."
 It seems clear that the technology must come first and then social sensitivity can follow.

Since video games offer the latest in voyeuristic pleasure—more than just watching your alter egos, you get to pretend to be them in a “Being John Malkovic” sort of way. And so it should come as no surprise that it is more exciting to enter the fantasized paradigm of already elusive personalities. If to impersonate certain cultural figures as the “gangster” means to have to face racial and ethical issues, then it seems games must have to face the issues.

Most games avoid dealing with ethnicity by marking others as space aliens and mutants. GTA’s cities are populated by a range of ethnically-marked criminal gangs: Italian Mafia, Japanese Yakuza, Columbians, Yardies, white collar corporate criminals, crooked cops and home-boys in colors. These glaze world stereotypes reflect recognizable images from a repertoire of Western urban cultural myths.

Although it seems obvious that a game making light of cultural stereotypes and race relations can be detrimental to the ethical fabric of society, it can be argued that games pointing out stereotypes to such a ridiculous degree that they cannot be taken seriously do in some ways show positive cultural growth. Just as a stand-up comedian targeting and making fun of certain groups can actually reduce conflict by making accepted stereotypes seem silly and strange. “Critics of the game tend to overlook the complex ethical dynamics of games. Certainly gender and ethnicity are represented in this game in highly problematic ways, to a point of self-parody.”
 Self-parody can be an important part of self-criticism. If the world you live in calls attention to its own prejudices and accusations, it is possible that it could increase awareness of irrationality or possibly even stimulate discussion on the subject. The fact that the Hatian community protested the line “Kill the Hatians” appearing as instructions at one point in the game shows that the game has already begun to undergo the process of accepting criticism. “The offending line has brought public rebukes of the company from both Mayor Bloomberg and the Anti-Defamation League, and Take-Two has responded by saying it will remove the words from future editions of the game.”
 Clearly people will continue to evaluate the game critically and make changes when appropriate. One reaction to the social paradigm presented by a game that is not constructive is to evaluate whether the game presents predominantly positive or negative values.

Many critics of game violence seem to evaluate games by applying a moral accounting that attempts to weigh up the social benefits and liabilities of a particular work to define whether of not it has redeeming value. The dynamic ethics of the game are not reducible to such a simplistic calculus. Much of what appeals about the game is in its exaggerated but evocative representations of a possible world that parallels our own without ever being it.

Just because the main character isn’t a Good Samaritan who goes around picking up trash and rescuing kittens in trees doesn’t mean the game is without useful social commentary. Again, along with self-parody comes self-criticism. It may be a slightly more intellectual leap than critics are willing to make at first in the face of such startling realism. For instance, “the imagery of violence is gruesome and distasteful. But unlike many games in which the dead simply evaporate, in this game ambulances come to take away the bodies.”
 The game tries to get closer to reality by having realistic metropolitan reactions and realistic attitudes towards choice.
Even though GTA3 offers more capacity for “free choice,” it can never be really free. There is certainly an element of Homo Ludens
 or "man as player," where the fun comes in how you choose to go about achieving your goal. But the goals are basically set out for the player in the game. Choice comes only in how they are accomplished:
…Games are not without their normative tendencies. In order to progress in a game, the player must play in a certain way. In the case of GTA this means acting according to what would usually be considered quite amoral standards. In Liberty City, extreme acts of violence are problematic not for their impact upon victims, but because they attract too much police attention.

So even though there is total free choice and the player is free to “ride around on a moped all day without harming a soul,” there is still motivation not to do this, but instead to act to the best of your ability according to the laid out rules of the ethical paradigm. In this case the player is forced, more or less, to break the laws and act unethically. The decision to adopt the role of a gangster does force the player to act how society assumes a gangster would act.
If to serve as a “cultural critique” means that a medium must “identify and make strange cultural values, norms, and stereotypes, in order to question the effects and products of such cultural values, norms, and stereotypes,”
 then I believe GTA3 has a strong case as a cultural critique. The game’s ability to present an exaggerated version of cultural norms may not have the primary concern of raising questions and stimulating discussion since players might still be giddy with the novel sensation of being rewarded by running down pedestrians in a car. But certainly, when looking at the game from afar it is clear that the concept of self-parody is (intentionally or not) pointing out the absurdity of commonly held beliefs. If to serve as a “cultural critique” means that a medium must “alter existing practices that reiterate, reify, and reproduce such values, norms, and stereotypes,”
 then GTA3 might not make the cut. Even if the game points out problems with our cultural paradigm, it certainly doesn’t offer any constructive alternatives to our way of being. If to serve as a “cultural critique” means that a medium must “acknowledge and enable alternate modes of being”
 then certainly we have a vehicle for cultural critique. Simply by virtue of the fact that the social paradigm of the game provides distance from our common paradigm means that it gives people a lens through which to view our world. It gives an opportunity for out-of-paradigm scrutiny. In the world of GTA3:

Police take bribes, and are so dumb that they can’t recognize you if you have sprayed your car a different color. Bystanders show self-interested indifference to violence nearby. You buy an ice cream factory that operates as a front for selling drugs, and a used car lot that gets its stolen cars delivered in the middle of the night.

This does not imply that players of the game will be more likely to assume there is stupidity amongst the police force, become self-involved apathetic citizens, or become drug dealers. But it does mean that these possibilities are brought up for possible thought or criticism.
Because GTA was hailed by the media as having the most realistic violence in a game, some of GTA’s audience may have been won by this warning as a glorification.
The first [GTA] was controversial at the time because it seemed to encourage criminal behavior, attracting the ire of Senator Joseph Lieberman in the US. The producers’ media savvy was demonstrated by the way they embraced the publicity this controversy generated.

This article suggests that somehow the producers capitalized on the negative attention given to GTA. Though it does not specify how, we can imagine that a game so controversial in its realism that it is the topic of debate amongst politicians must give it some notorious popularity.

As Steven Spielberg said of video games at the EA Game Innovation Lab at USC, "I think the real indicator [that games are art] will be when somebody confesses that they cried at Level 17."
 Perhaps games haven’t begun to manipulate emotions on quite the same level as the movies, but as far as their effectiveness as a cultural critique, they are certainly gaining momentum. Grossman describes his experience on level 5 of Halo: After escaping in an enemy aircraft after battling aliens for hours in an icy canyon, then the waterworks began. “A video game made me cry.”
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