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Gender and Computer Games
Female Role Models In Electronic Role Playing Games
Many studies have argued that female characters in video games are typically “helpless, good, non-threatening, deferential, weak, emotional, nurturing, beautiful, etc.”
 Furthermore, girls who play video games “learn skills and roles that encourage dependency, lack of exploration, and thus result in a deficit in self expression and a sense of mastery.”
 I will argue that this is incorrect. Role playing games (RPGs) include many strong female characters, and, since players care about their characters, the existence of such female role models are especially significant. 

Role playing games are also popular. This is relevant since the more a game is played the more influence it has on shaping players attitudes. On a list of most popular Super Nintendo games, RPGs held four of the top ten positions: Final Fantasy VI, Chrono Trigger, Secret of Mana, and Final Fantasy IV.
 Due to the overwhelming popularity of these four RPGs, I will focus my report on them and explore in depth how they contradict the gender stereotypes. However, in order to argue in opposition to the standard classification of “stereotypical” female characters I must first delve into what gender stereotypes plague females, both in video games and in reality.

In video games, females “typically require rescue, assist the male protagonist along his quest, or are simply the reward.”
 They serve no function independent of the main protagonist’s role and are often classified into helpless roles. In a study conducted by Dietz, she reviewed the content of 33 popular Nintendo and Sega games and discovered that “The most common portrayal of women was actually the complete absence of women at all. […]. In ten of the video [games] that have characters, there were no women. Thus, 30% of the video [games] did not represent the female population. […] The second most common portrayal of women in this sample of games was the woman as the victim or as the proverbial ‘Damsel in Distress’.” Women were portrayed in this manner 21% of the time” 
 
First thing to note about these results is that although 41% of the games had no female characters, the total number being ten in the survey, seven of those were sports games. While it is true that sports games generally don’t have women, the fact that they are emulated after sports like the NFL, an entirely male sport, reduces the significance of finding no women in the video game replica. Also of the last three games only one of them, Mega Man 3, had a distinctly male protagonist. From this information it is safe to throw out the ‘no female characters’ category as not being gender stereotyping. 


The ‘damsel in distress’ classification appears frequently in analyses of these types. There is an archetype of game wherein the first frame consists of the only female character (usually wearing a rather skimpy outfit) being kidnapped by thugs. She often looks pitiful and laments about how much she needs rescuing. The game then consists of a buff guy nobly fighting his way through hordes of ruffians in order to rescue her. It becomes apparent after examining a few carbon copies of this model that characterization and plot weren’t on the designers ‘to-do list.’ The game is about killing things, and the amount of empathy the player can draw up for their character is negligible. It’s true that females in these games are hardly the role-models women should be looking up to, but it is just as obvious that players don’t look up to the females in these types of games. Her exaggerated helplessness causes players to not even view her as a ‘real’ person. On the other hand, female characters in RPGs, where the player empathizes with the characters, are anything but the helpless victim. 
Final Fantasy IV features Rydia. You first meet her as a seven year old girl after burning down her village and killing her mother’s guardian, thereby killing her mother. She ends up joining your party and, later in the game, one of the male characters loses a woman he was really close to. Rydia responds in a particularly unfeminine way, “Crybaby! You're a man, aren't you? A grown-up! So act like one...! You're not the only one who has lost a loved one...” In this scene, not only does the female child display an extraordinary amount of strength she also recognizes that fact that this is characteristically a man’s job. The game plays with the gender roles to show that these stereotypes aren’t correct: a girl can be stronger then a man. Rydia is later swept away from the party and isn’t seen until a particular battle. The entire party is beaten to within a fraction of their lives, paralyzed, and being eaten one at a time by a dragon when she appears and single handedly destroys the dragon and its summoner. The female character gets to play the role of ‘knight in shining armor,’ appearing unexpectedly and rescuing those she cares about. This is the opposite of the ‘so-called’ female helpless victims and in opposition to cultural stereotypes. 
Even characters that begin fitting certain stereotypes evolve and grow as the story progresses. Chrono Trigger features a female lead named Marle. Marle was born a princess, but hates being it. She is a disgrace to her family due to her “Tom-boyishness” so when the opportunity to adventure comes along she’s thrilled to escape. Rather early on she plays the role of the stereotypical female, she gets into trouble and needs rescuing. But throughout the story she matures as a person. Near the end of the game, she needs to rescue her father from an unjust trial. Since the guards won’t let her in even when after she collected the necessary evidence to free him, she is force to jump through a second story stained glass window into the middle of the trial in order to deliver the evidence and save her dad. This growth adds depth and realism to the character. It offers female players an example of a character that evolved and bettered herself. It shows that anyone can be strong under the proper circumstances.

There was another study conducted on gender roles in video games. This study is of particular interest as it was conducted on RPG games. Roger Hanna conducted an analysis of twelve popular RPG games (three of which are in this report) in an attempt to classify which classes the genders were most often assigned to. She concluded that “there were significantly more male fighters than female fighters, which suggests these games are reinforcing society's stereotype of male aggression,” and that “there were significantly more female clerics than male clerics, reinforcing society's stereotype of female nurturing. […] Impressively enough no male characters in the video games were classifiable as a cleric.”
 This study draws a direct link between cultural stereotypes and the designers’ choice on character classes. While the writer did conduct his study correctly he missed a key element, the class a character isn’t a direct correspondence to their relationship with other characters in the game. It is possible to have cleric classes showing the aggression this report reserved for fighters and vice versa.


Secret of Mana characters have no original name and there are only three of them: boy, sprite and girl. The girl plays the role of the ‘cleric’ once the characters are given the gift of magic, but she is the most aggressive and selfish one of the party. She meets the boy after rescuing him from a pack of goblins since she mistook him for someone else. After not recognizing him she leaves without even giving her name. The next time you see her, she is furious with her father for not trying to rescue Dyluck, the general she likes, and storms off to rescue him herself (sense a pattern) when she runs into the boy. “Hey! It's the guy I saved! say what? You're a swordsman? This is GREAT! I helped YOU, didn't I? It's your turn.” Even when she realizes the boy is on a quest to save the world she refuses to do anything but rescue Dyluck, and if the boy isn’t going to help her she’ll do it alone. 

It is true that, although there are notable exceptions, the males are often classified into the fighter based characters. However, that fact alone hardly makes the characters of a game stereotypical. Guys are physically stronger on average then women are in real life and there are more male soldiers then female ones. A game can be realistic in its breakdown of genders in classes without reinforcing gender stereotypes. A good game should have some females who fit into the stereotypes that are often put on women just as it should have some who don’t. In order for the characters to be good role models they must be diverse. Having a single woman who can accomplish everything isn’t only unrealistic, it’s demeaning. As Cal Jones pointed out about the super-babe Lara Croft in Tomb Raider “Lara could easily make us feel inadequate. Not only does she have an impossible figure, but she is capable of feats of strength that most men couldn’t muster… She’s a fantasy, and one that is pretty damned impossible for us women to live up to.”
 


Chrono Trigger has two other female playable characters besides Marle. While Marle fits into the princess in need of rescuing that evolves over the storyline the other two provide diverse talents. Ayla, a prehistoric warrior, is the strongest character in the game. She is the only character whose physical attacks can do the maximum damage in a single hit, and what’s more, she’s armed with only her fists. However, she isn’t an overly perfect character. She lacks many of the social graces the other characters have and lacks overall knowledge. Lucca, on the other hand, is one of the physically weaker characters, but she has intelligence to spare. She’s the inventor of the party and is a mastermind of machinery. She figures out futuristic technology and reanimates a robot from the future to help the party. She also gets to sneak into a castle to rescue the main character from an unjust execution. These three women all have different strengths and weaknesses, and together they paint a diverse picture of skilled realistic women.

There are generally more playable male characters then female ones. However, I do not find this indicative of gender stereotyping as long as the relative abilities of the male and female characters are well balanced. So long as the females have a broad range of talents and abilities, the game shows proper gender representation even without having a multitude of female characters. Quality is significantly more important then quantity.
Final Fantasy VI has sixteen playable characters, but only 3 of these are female. However, the quality of these three realistic female characters makes up for the lack of quantity. Terra, the main character for the first half, is half human, half esper (a magical creature that has been at war with the humans) child. Because of her species, she is unsure about whether she will ever be able to comprehend human emotions. She begins the game under the mind control of an evil empire and forced to slaughter. After she is released from her mental captivity she has lost her memories. Throughout the game she is exploring herself and the world around her trying to save the world from destruction while trying to understand who she is and how she can fit into the society. Interestingly enough, Terra has the potential to be the physically strongest character in the party and the second strongest magic user. Celes, the main character for the second half, begins as a traitor to the empire, tortured and sentenced to execution because she refused to take part in a massacre. She is rescued by one member of the resistance and mistrusted by almost all of them. Throughout the storyline she discovers what evil she helped the empire accomplish and attempts to convince the entire resistance, herself included, that she can be repay that debt. When the world is destroyed all the characters are thrown to different sides of the map and she takes on the role of gathering everyone together again in order to rid the world of evil. The last female character is Relm. Relm is a free spirited ten year old artist. Her main goal in life is trying to have fun and making sure her grandfather doesn’t get into too much trouble. Her grandfather is enlisted to lead the part somewhere dangerous and refuses to allow Relm to come along. Naturally she follows along anyways and joins the party once they’re on the verge of death. She defeats the enemy (a giant octopus) not through violence, but by painting its picture, where upon it discovers “How can this be? I... I'm nothing more than a stupid octopus!” and leaves. Each of these three characters has their own motivation for fighting and their own personality. They aren’t carbon copies of a particular template; they all have strengths and flaws. Each one is a role model in their own unique manner.


It could still be construed as gender stereotyping, even with the deep and diverse personalities, if all female characters were relatively useless at actual play. However this is not the case. There are sixteen playable characters in FFVI, on a poll of 366 votes as to which characters people preferred, the three females ranked at 4th, 5th, and 15th place.
 This is within statistical probability for choosing three characters at random and therefore there is no gender bias. Out of the seven playable characters in Chrono Trigger, on a poll of 3403 votes, the three females ranked at 4th, 5th, and 7th.
 This shows a gender bias towards the male characters. Out of the twelve playable characters in FFIV, on a poll of 2048 votes, the three female characters ranked at 2nd (by 4 votes), 4th (by 9 votes), and 9th.
 This shows a minor gender bias towards the female characters. Secret of Mana had three playable characters and due to this it proved impossible to find a quantitative study on preferred character. However, qualitatively the consensus is that the sprite (genderless character) is the most useful with the boy and the girl tied for second place. Some of these RPGs appear completely unbiased with regards to gender roles whereas others appear to have minor bias in one direction or the other. Combined the games had a fairly even distribution of how useful the female characters were in relation to the male characters.

Another important factor to consider is the stereotypes that curse women in real life. If a video game is supposedly reinforcing real life classifications, then these characteristics should be embedded in who the characters are. Carol Tavris in her book, The Mismeasure of Women, list what is stereotypically considered “wrong” with women. Although not all of the classifications she lists are applicable to video game characters many can be applied. The most relevant characteristics with regards to video games are low self-esteem, selflessness, dependent, conformist, weak leadership, and stunted moral reasoning. These are not issues that haunt these video game characters. Rydia wasn’t showing low self-esteem and dependency when, in response to a party member telling her it was too dangerous to fight with them, she proclaimed, “You'd better be kidding, because I'd hate to be you if you weren't. Let me tell you what I'd do to some pig who talked to me like that. I'd end his reproductive years rather quickly.” The Secret of Mana girl wasn’t showing selflessness and weak leadership when she exclaimed “Dad! You're impossible! I'll make my own decisions about my life!” Celes wasn’t showing conformity and stunted moral reasoning when she, chained and tortured, yelled at her captors, “How can you serve those cowards!” 
Each of the female characters in these games are interesting, unique and worthy of respect. They would make amazing role models in real life as they are all strong and, more importantly, real characters. That’s rather a long way away from characters that “encourage dependency, lack of exploration, and thus result in a deficit in self expression and a sense of mastery.” that the studies seem to feel female video game characters exude.
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