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From Croft to Critters: 

Cultural Critque Through Character 

Throughout history great men and women have sought to comment upon and change the societies they lived in through the telling of tales, the writing of poems, and the composing of novels.  Through the use of characters, plot twists, description, satire, and all the rhetorical devices that grace the pages of high school Literature Class textbooks, authors across the ages have crafted critical commentaries and penned praising prose.  The media have changed, but the goal remains the same: to highlight the oddities of our ways of thinking, to communicate themes of deep insight, and to expand the experience of the audience.  

The contemporary medium of the computer game is often overlooked as a vehicle for social change, although in the past few decades it has become an entrenched and widespread element of popular culture.  We would do well to remember when designing computer games, that for all their newness and shininess, they are in many ways an altered form of the narrative that has been composed for centuries.  The interaction and power relationship between the author and the now active audience has changed, but much can be gained by examining and re-applying the same traditional elements that have been used to communicate themes in the past.  In particular we will now explore the use of character and characterization in the context of a computer game.  In this arena the playing field has been altered quite a bit.  The audience’s relationship to the main character in particular has been altered dramatically, creating greater potential for player identification with the character and greater need for delicate handling and development of that character.  Character development has the potential to guide the player towards meaningful cultural experiences and new perspectives while making play entertaining and enjoyable.

For the Love of Lara


The increase in direct interaction between the player and character alters the nature of the audience/character relationship.  This shift presents both problems and possibilities.  On the one hand, the act of controlling the character – rather than merely reading about the character’s prescribed actions in a book or watching them in a movie – gives the player a depth of involvement with the character not generally experienced in other media.  This situation creates a “three-fold framing of player consciousness – as a character in a simulated world, as a player in a game, and as a person in a larger social setting”(Salen et al, 454).  The player is represented by his or her avatar, and must make the avatar’s goals his or her own goals in order to play the game.  This creates a unique opportunity for not just sympathy with the protagonist of a story, but empathy for a character who may potentially have a very different view of the world from that which the player normally experiences.  On the other hand, because the player is taking on the role of the character as his or her own, it is more important than ever that the player is able to identify with the character on some level.  

For example, I greatly enjoyed Tomb Raider, identifying favorably with the daring Lara Croft, but by Tomb Raider III, stardom seemed to have gone to Lara’s head.  She spoke less, and when she spoke her voice was harder and colder than before.  No longer did she kill only animals, dinosaurs, and the odd assassin; she had moved on to shooting at native “savages” and military police who were only doing their jobs.  Such changes were subtle, but changed Lara’s character enough to cause me, and a short while later my brother, to lose interest in her and consequently the game, not caring to control a distasteful character with whom we could no longer identify.  This case also highlights the extreme delicacy and attention to detail needed in the construction and development of the main character.  Because the player has some control of the actions of the protagonist and at times the direction of the story, he or she must be very gently guided by every sound bite and pixel to come to understand the character of the avatar. 


Lara Croft provides a concrete example of both the impact a character can have on cultural discourse and the impact cultural discourse can have on a character.  In her analysis of Lara Croft, Anne-Marie Schleiner examines the many possible ways in which the female heroine Lara Croft functions in relation to the player controlling her.  She discusses Lara as a fetishized “Female Frankenstein Monster”, fulfilling heterosexual male’s fantasies of an unnaturally proportioned woman-like creation under their complete control; Lara as a “Drag Queen”, allowing male players to inhabit a female identity without the associated social risks; and Lara as a positive role model, presenting “for women and girls a possible entry point into the male discursive domain of computer games”(Schleiner, 4).  Whether Lara has had a positive or negative effect on the situation of women within gaming culture and within a wider social context depends on whom you ask, but the fact remains that Lara and the controversy and fascination surrounding her have brought issues of gender diversity in computer games to the table, turning upside-down the traditional hero/damsel in distress adventure game set up.  

My personal reaction to Lara when I first became familiar with Tomb Raider was, as I have said, positive.  Her anatomy did not seem to me out of line with the familiar super-heroines of Saturday morning cartoons and comic books, and she provided a strong female character to identify with and emulate (sans guns and back-flips).  

The culture at large, though, seems to have become fixated on her Barbie-like physique.  I have found it amazingly common when I tell people that I am taking a class on gender in computer games to receive a sort of snigger followed by the comment: “Like Lara Croft?”  “Provocative full-page images of Lara published throughout the gaming press since the first Tomb Raider game was released” are a testament to gaming culture’s fixation on her physical appearance (Salen et al. 524).  Lara’s changing character in the Tomb Raider sequels may in part be due to this cultural emphasis.  The fact that Lara started out as a likeable person and a strong female inhabiting a traditional male role is easily lost in the hype and marketing that has come to surround the games.  I personally find it interesting that Lara is so womanly.  In Carol Tarvis’ discussion of the correlation between female ideologies and female body-type preferences in the culture at large, she argued that an emphasis on women aspiring to fill male roles in society historically correlated with a preference for flat-chested, twig-like female bodies, while an emphasis on women aspiring to maternal, traditional female roles correlated with a cultural preference for large-breasted, curvy female bodies (Tarvis, 30,31).  Lara, though she inhabits the traditionally very male gender role of adventurer and fighter, is most unmistakably female.  Our own class research seems to indicate fairly strongly that male avatars are seen as the default, and some characteristic representative of femininity such as a bow, eyelashes, or breasts must denote female avatars.  A Lara who was stated to be female, but was more realistically proportioned, might well have been characterized as somewhat androgynous in the mind of the player.  

I have also never come across any discussion of the fact that Lara’s arch-enemy in the first game was also a very well endowed female.  She, too, inhabited a rather male role, both in her identity as a corporate powerhouse and in her later-revealed identity as a ruler of the lost Atlantian civilization. Her bust size was easily as unrealistic as Lara’s, yet somehow she was simply brushed over as one more comic-book-style character.  If she had been a man doubtless she would have drawn more attention as creating a feminist strong-woman-overcomes-male-authority situation in the game.  Because she does not fit the mold of what the culture expects, she is ignored.  In a similar way, those aspects of Lara’s character that do not fit cultural expectations (either a normal or as critical commentary) often fall by the wayside.  Her complete independence and lack of romantic involvement in the first game have been replaced by a James-Bond-esque sense of her sexuality.  After all, what woman who looks like that (a woman) could only be interested in adventure?  Objectified or empowered, one cannot deny that Lara is a woman, and her characterization as such has sparked much debate and discussion.

Lara’s character achieves her aim more through brute force than through the careful creation of empathy between player and avatar.  For a look at some successful player coercion we now turn from bust and bullets to the wonderful world of real time strategy.

Zug Zugs and Bugs


Perhaps the most successful uses of subtle characterization I have experienced I came across in the Blizzard Entertainment games Starcraft and Warcraft III.  Both are real time strategy games with a very similar interface and game construction.  The player is given a birds-eye view of a map containing friendly units and structures under the player’s command and enemy units and structures against which the player must battle.  Both feature several races that a player may control, each with its own “culture”, abilities, units, strategies, personalities, strengths and weaknesses.  In the single-player versions of both games the story progresses through the completion of campaigns from the perspective of each race.  Thus, in order to progress through the entire story one must play on all sides of the conflict, even those which may be distasteful to a particular player.  


Starcraft chronicles a conflict between three races in a distant future setting.  The player must complete the campaigns of the Terrans (humans), Protoss (benevolent, honor-bound, telepathic aliens), and Zerg (evil, destructive, bug aliens) in order to follow the story through to completion.  Now at first the idea of taking on the role of a slimy bug-eyed monster struck me as utterly repulsive.  Not only are the Zerg the “bad guys” out to destroy humanity and bring buggishness to the farthest reaches of the universe, they’re just plain icky.  But after playing all the way through the Terran campaign and the Protoss campaign, I was involved enough in the story to brave the unfamiliar waters and become a bug.  Lo and behold, I liked it.  

In terms of game design that coerces the player into taking on different perspectives, Starcraft did several things right.  Firstly, it moved the player along a clear but very gradual progression from the familiar to the unfamiliar.  The player first gained control of humans performing familiar military roles (marine, flame thrower, special ops, etc), controlling familiar sci-fi vehicles and weaponry (siege tank, fighter ships, etc), and speaking familiar lingo (involving many four-letter words).  From this the player moved along to the Protoss, a chivalrous and admirable race, familiar in fantasy and in some vague idealized echoes of medieval history, half religious, half foreign and un-real, but not objectionable.  By the time the jump to the dark side comes, the player has already been warmed up for it.  The player’s consciousness has been made flexible by adapting from the Terran mode of thought to the Protoss, and the idea that being Zerg will not only allow him or her to finish the game, but provide a new challenge and a new and interesting experience has been imperceptibly inserted into the way the player views the game.  

But merely getting the player to take on a new perspective is not enough; the player must be made to identify with that new perspective on some level.  It is at this point that the second ingredient of Starcraft’s coercive success, the interface, comes into play.  The point of view through which a player sees and interacts with the virtual world within the computer game subtly and profoundly affects the way the player relates to the character he or she controls.  

Generally a first-person perspective allows the player to become more immersed in the world, to see the avatar as a representation of his- or herself and identify with the actions of the character as his or her own.  This, however, makes it difficult to give that avatar a deliberately constructed personality, limiting the usefulness of the game in encouraging the player to identify with previously unexplored worldviews and cultural experiences.  A third-person perspective, on the other hand, allows the character of the avatar to develop apart from the actions of the player.  This has the advantage of being less threatening and less likely to drive the player away, but also less engaging and immerse (Rouse, paraphrase).  

Starcraft incorporates a bit of both worlds.  It is first person in that the player cannot see his or her avatar except as a cursor on the screen.  It is third person in that the player can only interact with the virtual world through others.  Thus one may retain a sense of self (“I am not a slimy bug-alien”) while being compelled to collaborate with, to interact with, and to protect one’s underlings.  Thus it is through incorporation into a group, that the character of the player is gradually and unconsciously developed.  This emersion of the player as an individual in a collaborative relationship with the culture of the race he or she commands is further realized through differences in artistic appearance, storyline, and strategic game play between the three races.  The information screens through which the player manages his or her resources and forces change in appearance – from somewhat rusty, riveted metallic screens the likes of which can be seen in any World War II submarine movie; to oddly yellow material studded intermittently with blue psionic crystals; to slimy, visceral growths that somewhat resemble entrails.  The appearances and responses of your subordinates and underlings also change, whether they swear at you, swear to you, or spit and purr for you.  To counterbalance the initial suggestion that the Zerg are bad, they inherently favor the simplest and easiest to master strategies of the three races, and they are in some ways portrayed in a far more sympathetic light than the Terrans through the action of the story.  Once one has begun to associate with the Zerg, it is hard to think of them as purely “evil”.  They are far more group-driven and inclusive than humans (who are portrayed in the game as on the whole politically fragmented and backstabbing), and have a visceral, almost maternal feel to them.  They are, in a way, more biological and “human” feeling than the humans themselves, whose organic nature is only apparent as little splashes of blood when their powered armor is blown apart.  Did Starcraft succeed in making me empathize with the enemy?  Let’s just say from time to time I catch myself growling the peculiar rasping purr of a hydralisk.  

Warcraft III employed many of the same devices, though not to quite as successful an end.  The interface, with all its advantages, was very similar.  There were four races in Warcraft III: the Humans (knights in shining armor), the Night Elves (tree huggers, a very graceful and feminine race), the Orcish Horde (traditional enemies of men and elves in previous Warcraft games), and the Undead (the demonic…well…undead).  Once again the sequential storyline required one to play all levels, but the obvious “enemies” – the Undead, were placed only second of the four races.  This was in part compensated for by the fact that Prince Arthas, who the Human campaign had followed closely, went over to the dark side at the end of the Human campaign, and so the player might feel slightly more comfortable going along with him to join the Undead than just making the transition alone.  All the same, it was a little difficult to be pulled in.  My father lost interest in the game at this point.  Loosing interest and ceasing to play are not conducive to increasing empathy.  My brother and I suffered through.  The one advantage of this sequence of campaigns is that when one got through the Undead campaign, the Orcs seemed saintly.  

The greater culture-questioning accomplishment of Warcraft III lay in the re-alignment of alliances on a larger scale.  Warcraft had traditionally always been Orcs (with demons and sorcery) vs. Humans (with Elvish archers).  But through the separation of demonic power and the Orcish race and the establishment of the Undead as a new enemy, a greater evil against which all others must unite, the Orcs, Humans, and Night Elves are brought together.  The tone of reconciliation is set in the very outset of the game, in an introductory cinematic sequence which shows a battle between an orc and a human interrupted by the dramatic arrival of a daemon, ending with the black blood of the orc and the red blood of the human mingling in the shallow pool where both have fallen.  The player is then warmed up to the idea of Orcs as “good guys” by a short prologue Orc campaign that teaches the basics of the interface.  The story of the prologue parallels the beginning of the Human campaign:  A prophet warns the Orc leader of a great danger and tells him that the Orcs must escape across the sea; then the Human campaign begins with the same prophet delivering the same message.  Given that though dramatic irony, the player knows that the prophet is correct, the Orcs respond rightly in trusting him, which further helps to cast them in a sympathetic light, while the humans are once again caught up in political squabbles (and eventually, yes, they get to backstabbing too...literally).  

The overall effect of both games is to disrupt the traditional notions of “us and them” by forcing the player to take both sides in the conflict and by rearranging intuitive lines of division, revealing such divisions as arbitrary and surmountable.  Perhaps it is possible to apply similar strategies of game design to even more instances of real-world conflict and ideological barriers.  Perhaps the effectiveness of Starcraft and Warcraft in gaining this kind of influence over the player is rooted in the fact that though the situations represented mirror real life, they do so in a fantastic and removed way, suggesting change and openness to “the other” in an abstract and general way.  

And so we have seen two very different approaches to the use of character as cultural critique.  Tomb Raider, in its non-traditional casting of Lara Croft as a female adventurer and heroine, stirred the waters of gender-role debate and discussion over the media portrayal of women.  Starcraft and Warcraft subtly guide the consciousness of the player towards greater openness and flexibility.  Can Lara topple cultural gender roles and stereotypes?  Can Warcraft bring about world peace?  I would think not, but they may be able to move a few people to consider the questions involved and modify their thinking slightly, and what more can a computer game hope for?
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