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“We're the only gun store that let's you try it before you buy it! Need anti-tank missile? We've got'em! Flamethrowers? Oh yeah! No credit, no problem! No money down, 90 days, same as cash. Shoot now, pay later! You're in the 10 minute waiting period fire off a few rounds at the Ammu-Nation gun range, featuring faces of famous commie paint coats! Come by Ammu-Nation and register to win an anti-aircraft gun actually used when we whooped Australia's ass! This weekend is the Ammu-Nation Film Festival with free screening of the documentary Red Dawn! Ammu-Nation, protecting your rights!”
 
This is a commercial running on  the radio station in Vice City for a company called Ammu-Nation.   As main character Tommy Vercetti shows, the 10 minute wait period claimed in the commercial is an overestimate, since all you really need to do is step on the square, choose a weapon, and press X.  This is just a tad different from the common 30 day waiting periods between people and firearms in real life.  Such lack of realism is common in games and many people interpret such laxness as support for violent behavior.  Despite the superficial appearance of a game that glorifies violence and crime, GTA provides a very subtle, ironic critique of not only itself as a video game, but also of the society we live in as a whole.  This aspect of the game is most noticeable in the chat radio stations.  

It has long been known that the soundtrack of a game is a central feature of the game.  As such, Rockstar Games, the developer of the GTA series, as well as other titles such as Max Payne and Smuggler’s Run, gathers many musical tracks to populate the selection of radio stations available in the game.  The radio stations are almost exactly like a real radio station; they incorporate music from famous artists like Run DMC, and Motley Crue, and even contain a unique DJ for each station, complete with commercials in most cases.  All of this creates a more immersive atmosphere when a player takes a vehicle, they can choose from nearly a dozen radio stations, ranging from hip-hop to chat radio.  

Rockstar spends some of its budget paying royalties on real songs; similarly, it spends some of its budget hiring content writers for the chat radio stations.  One such contributor of chat radio content is Radio Lazlow.  This company writes and produces all sorts of content, ranging from some audio on Old Navy’s website to cartoons for Chef Boyardee
.  This production company passes its name onto one of the many recurring characters in the chat radio stations of GTA games, DJ Lazlow.  

On the topic of characters, GTA games have also been using the radio to provide some background on many of the characters that the player interacts with in the game.  For instance, in GTA Vice City, there are a few segments on the Vice City Public Radio (VCPR) featuring congressman Alex Shrub.  These segments provide this character to interact with other characters in the city, and provide dimension to a mission in the game where you must drive around taking pictures to document his affair with porn star Candy Suxxx.  Another example is that in GTA3, Tony Capriani, the mafia boss for whom Tommy works, calls in to Chatterbox to discuss his problems with his mother.  Then in GTA San Andreas, Rockstar took the immersiveness of their radio a bit further by adding connections between progress of the player and radio content.
  In essence, after completing certain missions, a news segment will run.  Many of which contain references to actions performed by the player, such as tricking people in the desert into thinking they saw UFOs.

While the radio pushes the game further in its task of providing a very strong representation of the real world and providing depth to the characters found in it, it also provides a very biting social critique.  It considers many topics, ranging from the government officials we currently have in power, to the ridiculousness of reactionary preachers, to news broadcasters and more.  For example, here is an excerpt from one of the aforementioned segments on VCPR involving Alex Shrub,

Maurice Chavez: [edited] Crime is up, people are scared to walk the streets, nobody is taking public transportation, police morale is at an all-time low, everyone is killing and maiming and giving each other the finger, metaphorically speaking.  Do you think the government is doing a good job?

Alex: Absolutely!  Those statistics are interesting, but like all statistics, they are also irrelevant.  Let me give you a better statistic, Chavez.  In 1980, when I was elected and you were, according to the intelligence gathered on you, a man with no mission.  You worked as a clown at birthday parties, corporate functions, bar mitzvahs, and go-go bars.  You, realizing that you were a hollow man that can only take on the personality of others, decided to become an actor...  And despite going up for 17 auditions that year, you only got work as a fluffer in a sex ed. video.  Your tax returns show that you earn less than $2000.  Suffering from anxiety, you attended a group therapy for a year and considered getting a sex change.  An idiot liberal felt sorry for you and now you host your own radio show, write a newspaper column (that lines my bird cage), you got an ex-wife and an attractive girlfriend although she's married to your best friend, and you're on top of the world.  So answer me this... Can you really say the years of living under my administration have been bad for you?

Shrub’s character is an extreme satire on politicians, in this segment he brings up some fairly extreme occurrences from the past of Maurice Chavez, who returns for another appearance in GTA: SA.  Shrub’s opinion about statistics is an interesting one, since generally politicians are driven by statistics about their constituency.  Moreover, it is uncommon to see government officials purposefully alienating voters with such harshness in real life.


From this segment it is clear why each incarnation of the GTA franchise has carried an Electronic Software Ratings Board rating of Mature(17+), with a few exceptions.  If we examine a table of the findings of the ESRB on the game, including rating descriptors, essentially the major reasons why the game got the rating it did, we see a trend toward increasingly mature content with time.


[image: image1.emf]Title Platforms Rating LanguageBlood Violence Sexual Content

GTA (and Add On) PC, Playstation Mature Strong Animated

GTA Palm Pilot Teen Mild

GTA 2 Playstation Teen Strong Animated Suggestive Themes

GTA 2 Dreamcast, PC Mature Strong Animated

GTA 2 Game Boy Color Teen Mild Animated

GTA Advance Game Boy Advance Mature Blood Violence Sexual Themes

GTA 3 PC, PS2, Xbox Mature Strong Blood Violence

GTA Vice City PC, PS2, Xbox Mature Strong and Gore Violence Strong

GTA San Andreas PS2,Gamecube Mature Strong and Gore Intense Strong


Also, note that the most recent game, GTA San Andreas is the only one to sport a Use of Drugs descriptor.  Some people chalk this up to the aging of gamers, since by now, there are people in the ESRB’s Mature category who have had video games be a fixture of society for all their lives.  They claim that as these people age, they seek more mature content, while a more plausible claim would be that the age of these gamers allows companies to put such content into their games, knowing that they can restrict their audience and still make large amounts of money.  However, these ratings are often loosely enforced at the retailer levels, and parents do not read ratings and content descriptors as widely as they should, causing public outcry when this content falls into the hands of a twelve year old.  

Not only is the game visual content not appropriate for younger children, neither is the radio content, to evidence this claim, consider the following segment from a bit later on in the same show:

Alex: Well... I'm afraid that's apparently quite a difficult question, but my solution is easy.  I'm going to talk for a long time about a subject not in anyway related and pretty soon people will forget about it.  I'll remind people that I have a great haircut, and under my stewardship Vice City has had, on average, 15% better weather than before, while crime rates only go up if you don't turn the graph upside down.  Turn it upside down, and they have halved- HALVED under me, Alex Shrub.  Vote Shrub for president and you'll have a friendly face in the White House.  A man you can trust.  A local man who likes golf, and laughing, and photo opportunities at your store or place of business.  Just send me a letter.  I'll send you an automated, photocopied response.  We call it "democracy" and that's where the money goes.

[edited: Maurice tries to interrupt him]

Alex: This man won't let me speak! You, shorty!  Shut up and let me speak!  I'm taller than him, ladies and gentlemen, by at least three inches, which means I'm a lot more respectable looking.  Everyone knows politicians lie and steal and cheat, but at least with me in charge, you know I look good and I have a very supercilious manner.  Besides which, I've been abroad and I prefer it here because I'm a man of the people.  Vote Shrub!  You'll get richer and you won't feel guilty about it!

A young child would not be able to grasp the subtle forces at work here.  While the general public is aware of the behaviors being mocked here, particularly the emphasis on appearance and inefficiency that runs rampant in government officials today.  The technique that Alex declares that he will use of ignoring the question is still widely applied by politicians today.  Moreover, it examines the folly of the public to believe in these individuals, since his major claim is that he has a great haircut.  Most derisive toward government is the desire to misrepresent data in such a way that it is positive, even resorting to ludicrous claims, that the radio content writer has highlighted.

The anti-patriotism of the radio script continues with segments like the following, where a caller is talking to DJ Lazlow of Chatterbox radio (GTA3):
Caller: "Yeah, hi, I love the show, love hearing people's opinions, that's what made this country great. People. And opinions. And stuff. Most of all, guns. I've had it with people whining about 'guns kill people,' guns don't kill people, death kills people.  Ask a doctor, it's a medical fact. You can't die from a bullet.  You can die from a cardiac arrest or organ failure or a major hemorrhage, small piece of metal ain't the problem. Besides, I only use my machine-gun in the safety of my own home and car. I ain't hurting nobody. And countries that don't have guns ain't American."

Lazlow: "Y-you know that's a really good point. Countries that don't have guns aren't American. You know, if more people had guns, we'd have less shootings in this country."

This segment occurs in a slot common to Chatterbox where a person living in the community calls in and describes some crazy notion, ranging from killer bees to taxes.  This particular segment can be taken in conjunction with some of the other content of Chatterbox, like the one in the introduction of this paper to express points about gun control.  The two segments actually seem to be making different points, because one seems to wish to make the point that in this video game world, control is terribly lax, perhaps noting that in our culture, gun control should at least be more stringent than a world where one can easily access flamethrowers and rocket launchers.  The second points out that these firearms can easily kill people, despite the common slogan, “Guns don’t kill people…,” when in fact that is exactly what they do.  Moreover, one questions exactly for what he is using his machine gun for in the safety of his home and car.  It is a bit unclear how Lazlow’s statement is supposed to be taken, since he expresses a view that is actually commonly held in the society, despite its ridiculousness.

This viewpoint is taken a step further in GTA Vice City, as the following segment demonstrates:

Speaker: What makes a real American? A cowboy hat? Enjoying a fine T-bone steak? Going to a baseball game? Shooting a gun? Maybe it's the freedom to go into a poor country and tell them how to do things! Heh! Those are all great qualities! But one thing that makes a true patriot is the ability to choose an American car. When you buy an import you take a hot meal off a hard working American's table.

Baby: *Cries*

Speaker: There, there! This poor girl is going to starve to death, just because you bought a cheaper, more efficient Maibatsu. Without gross symbols of excess, what will Americans have to look up to? Our great industries are threatened! Cars, pornography, armaments! And they need your help! So the next time you buy a car, a piece of adult literature or a missile defense system! Make sure you do the American thing!

While this segment is examining the nature of the consumer society we live in, it is also examining what exactly the American way entails.  Particularly of note is the part where America invades poor country and tells them how to do things, just as is currently being done in Iraq (this game was made long before that invasion).


While there are numerous other topics addressed in the radio station segments, such as public radio’s demanding money from its listeners and the violence of football, the advertisements provide an even stronger critique about our society.  Generally, people dislike commercials, and among the most common complaint about them is, “Commercials claim too much for the product.”
  Along those lines, consider the following segment:
Woman: "I've tried everything, and I just couldn't keep those extra two-hundred pounds off! It started to affect my marriage."

Man: "She was too big for me, and I'll sleep with anything!"

Woman: "The Abdomatrix, the Thigh-asizer, tummy stapling, I've had my mouth sewn up, my hands chopped off, you name it, I've tried it!"

Man: "Except for exercising and eating right, porky!"

Woman: "That's right, honey! Then I found The Dormatron! Using a new technology called bio-rhythmic-subconscious-gymnastics, The Dormatron exercises you while you sleep. Just strap in your arms and legs, put on The Dormatron headset, then wrap yourself in the special high-voltage electric blanket. Turn it on to 11 and burn those pounds away while a relaxing nights sleep! Now that I've lost 280 pounds, my husbands all mine again!"

Man: "That's right honey, no more escort services for me!"

Male Voice: "Don't be fat a day longer than you have to! Remember, being fat can even ruin a romantic cruise! *whooo* Call Dormatron now, at 1-800-sleepofflard. Or visit www.sleepofflard.com and sleep your way to a thinner, happier you!"

This segment shows a common technique used in many commercials, promising that despite the consumer putting in no effort, great results will occur.  Along these lines, the commercial points out how unwilling people are to do things the way that they know will work, but has difficulty associated with it, in this case exercise and diet adjustment, choosing instead arcane solutions that cause severe harm.  This ad is strikingly similar to the radio spots put out by diet pills, and other exercise equipment.  Along similar lines is the following commercial about antidepressants:

Woman: "I used to be concerned and nervous about the future. Sometimes I'd get scared before an important event, such as childbirth, or a family funeral. Hey, sometimes you need a little help navigating life's trouble spots! That's when I discovered Equinox!"

[edited parts]

Male: <fast speech>"Equinox may cause nausea, loss of sleep, blurred vision, leakage, kidney problems and breathing irregularities. Do not take Equinox if you are operating any machinery, driving a car, pregnant, a child of low age, unhappy or if your family has a history of mental disorders. </fast speech>

Male Voice: "Equinox...softening life's harsh realities!"

This commercial provides a look at our society’s desire to “improve quality of life” by taking medications to cope with the difficulties of life.  It is especially worth noting how severe and restrictive the side effects of this medicine are.  Such side effect lists are not uncommon for prescription drugs, though occurrence of them is generally low, but it is usually not the case that companies advertise a drug to be taken daily which prevents driving.  Also of note is that they say not to take this drug if you are unhappy, thus excluding anyone from the public to be willing and able to take this prescription.

This franchise does not stop at drug companies either; they make some commentary on the game industry itself as well, as exemplified in the following segment:
Speaker: Are ya tired of dad?

Boy: Dad, no one wants to hear your stupid Vietnam stories.

Speaker: Are ya tired of mom?

Mom: Hi angel, do you want to read a book or go outside?

Boy: Nooo!

Backing: Degenatron!

[edited]

Speaker: The Degenatron gaming system plays three exciting games including Defender of the Faith where you save the green dots with your fantastic flying red square.

Kids: Cool!

Speaker: Monkey's Paradise where you swing from green dot to green dot with your red square monkey.

Kids: That's red!

Speaker: And Penetrator where you smash the green dots deep inside the mysterious red square.

Kids: Wow!

Speaker: The Degenatron brings arcade realism to your living room. It can even take quarters and a strange sweaty man comes by to empty the machine on Fridays.

Backing: Degenatron!

Speaker: Degenatron, fighting the evil of boredom.

Kids: I'll never go to school again.

Backing: Degenatron!

This commercial for a home gaming system brings out many of the major arguments against video games themselves, primarily that they detract from school time.  Content like this shows that the developers are aware of the effects that their work has on the community in general, and perhaps the purpose of this segment is to point out that being this particular kid is not a good thing, because he has some aversion to reading and being outside.  Additionally, this commercial considers the humble beginnings of video games, starting with square based graphics out of arcades and progressing all the way to 3D games with detailed modeling like GTA San Andreas.

 
From the evidence above it is clear that the GTA franchise is providing a satirical perspective on society, both through its segments and commercials.  Moreover, like all good satires, it spends some time satirizing itself, because as J.M Bernstein states, “In general the position of a critic of culture is a dubious one; as critic he reveals a discontent with the very civilization to which he owes his discontent. … Worst of all, by attending to culture with such seriousness, he confers a spurious dignity and autonomy on it.”
  The segments presented above are only a small subset of the content available, and the rest of the content examines social norms ranging from the treatment of the elderly, news broadcasters, reactionary priests, football, and lawsuits.  However, in each segment they provide a view of the social norm in such an exaggerated way as to highlight logical inconsistencies and the like.  This contrasts sharply with much of the content of the real radio in recent days.  There are very few radio stations surviving without centering on music, and this is actually represented in the radio stations in the game, because the large majority of them are music stations.  However, those radio stations that are composed of interviews and taking calls from the audience often provide a look at our society that is considerably different in perspective.  This perspective is often driven by the bottom line, and as a result is generally seeking a greater audience, thus tending toward centrism.  However, in a game, there are no ratings, so providing a more radical perspective is possible.  Moreover, the game is not selling based on the radio, instead primarily on its merits as a pioneer in 3D interactive environments.  This does not mean that Rockstar Games has not seen the potential to market its radio content on separate CDs, however, since these are available online.
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		Title		Platforms		Rating		Language		Blood		Violence		Sexual Content

		GTA (and Add On)		PC, Playstation		Mature		Strong		Animated

		GTA		Palm Pilot		Teen						Mild

		GTA 2		Playstation		Teen		Strong				Animated		Suggestive Themes

		GTA 2		Dreamcast, PC		Mature		Strong		Animated

		GTA 2		Game Boy Color		Teen						Mild Animated

		GTA Advance		Game Boy Advance		Mature				Blood		Violence		Sexual Themes

		GTA 3		PC, PS2, Xbox		Mature		Strong		Blood		Violence

		GTA Vice City		PC, PS2, Xbox		Mature		Strong		and Gore		Violence		Strong

		GTA San Andreas		PS2,Gamecube		Mature		Strong		and Gore		Intense		Strong






