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ABSTRACT 

Look Who's Pulling the Trïgger Now: 
A Study of Girlsf/Womenfs Relationship with Video Games 

Christine Daviault 

Video Games are rïch soaal and cultural texts, often dismissed by academics as 

diildren's toys not worth much study. However, they are startùlg to be taken 

seriously for several reasons. First, they account for a fast increasing share of 

children's leisure time, espeaally that of boys. Secondly, they are seen as a portal 

to the larger field of computer and communication technologies, as a way to 

acquire the necessary sküls, particularly in the case of girls/women who only 

represent a dismal proportion of students and workers in technical and 

computer-related fields. 

This has led to a lively debate as to what shodd be done to encourage 

o-irls/women to play video games. A number of software companies, run and 0 

staffed mostly by women, have dedicated themselves since the early 1990s, to 

designing games that answer the expectations of young girls. In contrast, female 

gamer groups, such as "Quake started appearing and cornpeting on-line. 

These women believe that it is the adaptation of existing games, allowing for the 

inclusion of more fernale characters, that WU lead to an hcreased number of 

female video game players. These two views are at the core of the present thesis 

which highlights their arguments and contradictions. 
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When 1 started looking for a possible topic for this thesis, I only had two aiteria. 

I wanted it to be about new media and women. As a joumalist and graphic artist, 

1 thought 1 codd provide some insight into women's relationship with new 

technologies and their often male dominated environments. Although, women 

can be seen making inroads into such fields as multimedia, production for the 

Web, and other areas, often diaracterized by their need for creativity, it is stül 

undear what kind of impact they are having on this new economy and how they 

are helping shape these new modes of mediation. 

As 1 searched for a topic, 1 kept coming badc to the margins, to small groups of 

women who use seemingly "masculine" media to express themselves and answer 

some of their needs; women who have chosen to explore, learn about and, 

ultimately, claim new technologies for their own purposes; women who de fy  the 

stereotypes that Say they are either incapable of mastering, or simply 

uninterested, in new technologies. 

First, I thought of studying how wornen use the Internet to effect social change. 1 

was partidariy interested in understanding why women have taken such a 

M g  to that medium, as well as electronic mail, establishing pardels between 

women's long time use of correspondence to communicate and their definite 

interest for e-mail today. But duing the course of my research on the htemet, 1 

became aware of several groups of women, featuring such names as Psycho 

Men SIayers or H e r s  Belles, who seerned to have redaimed the chauvinistic 

world of video games to fulfiU their own pleasuristic needs, blasting each other's 

butts into oblivion. 1 was hooked! These so-called "Quake @Is" - women who 

have a cornmon interest for the action/adventure game Quake - play on-line 

agains t each other or against male dans. 



Although I only started playing video games on-line recently, I have been 

playing at home on my computer for years. 1 have played aU sorts of garnes 

from Tetris - a game in which diçfererit puzzle pieces fall h m  the top of the 

screen while you try to turn and fLip them to embed them into each other - 
toQuake and Tomb Raider. So, 1 felt an almost automatic kinship to these women. 

My initial interest in these groups, also called clans, led to a larger research on the 

video games industry. Video games, as we know them today, are derived from 

arcade games. Although arcades st i l l  exist, they are not as popular as they were 

in the 1980s, and are usually the realm of older boys. For those who would 

rather play in the comfort of their living room, there are two kinds of home 

games systems: video games and computer games. The Nintendo 64 

Entertainment System, the Sega Dreamcast and the Sony Playstation are console 

systems, and are played on the television set with the help of a converter box. 

They are sold for about $300.00. The games, whidi retail for an average $50.00, 

corne on CD-R0M.s that are iwerted into the console. These games are mostly 

the realm of diildren and teenagers, with a majority of the players being males. 

But games c m  also be played on the computer. In this case the garnes are loaded 

into the computer and can be laundied much like any other software. The retail 

price of a video game for the computer varies between $39.99 and $79.99. 

According to Brenda Laurel of Purple Moon, a garne software developer, 

research has shown that girls perceive video game consoles as "boy things" and 

computers as gender-neutral (Cassell and Jenkins, 1998: 121). 

Further research highhghted deep divisions within the industry as to the types of 

games that should be designed. In a field essentiauy run by men for the pleaswe 



of other men, and mostly interested by profit, video game s o f i ~ a r e  companies 

have traditionally opted to produce games that appeal to the larger market of 

teenage boys. 

But in the early 1990s, a number of women, concerned with yourig *1s' la& of 
a 

interest for video games, and the industry's la& of response to this, started their 

own game software and electronic toys cornpanies, sudi  as Purple Moon, 

HerInteractive, Girl Garnes and Girl Tech'. What do these wornen have in 

cornmon? Thel;ey have extensive technical experience as researchers, designers 

and marketers for major game developers.2 They perceive boys have an 

advantage when it cornes to cornputers because of their familiarity with the 

video games. As a consequence, they strongly believe that one of the best ways 

to ensure that girls become involved with new technologies, is to get them 

interested in playùig video games at a young age. That is why they have chosen 

to target girls between the ages of seven and twelve. 

The launch of these companies, and the rationale behuid it, is one of the main 

aspects of my intervention on the subject of women's relationship with video 

games. As we will see in Chapter 1, the arrival of "girls' games" producers shook- 

up an industry, whidi ut i l  then, had been quite content catering to the needs of 

teenage males. Although not the only factor - major video games companies 

l~urple M m  is located in Silicon Valley in CaLifornia, HerInteractive is in Bellevue 
Washington, while Girl Games and Girl Tech are both in Texas, in Austin and Dallas 
respectively. 

2~renda  Laurel, CO-founder of Purple M m  worked at Atari Research Laboratory, where she 
explored artificial intelligence as a means of creating theatrical plots and characters in 
interactive media. She then joined Interval Research, another software research Company, 
before launchhg Purple Moon. Janese Swanson, founder of Girl Tech, worked at Brodehund 
Software, as a production manager for the popdar educational CD-ROM, Where in the World  
is Carmen San-diego? 



had reached saturation of the male market - the advent of video games 

designed by women for girls forced the industry at large to reassess their view 

of the market, leading to the creation of a greater number of female diaracters in 

mainstream games. 

According to Justine Cassell and Henry Jenkins3, the "girls' games" movement 

has emerged from an unusual and highly unstable alliance between feminist 

activists (who want to change the "gendering" of digital teduiology) and industry 

leaders (who want to create a girls' market for their games) (1998: 4). Do these 

women consider themselves feministç? Brenda Laurel of Purple iMoon c& 

herself an "equity feminist"$ believing in diversity and equal opportunity. 

My position is that if you want to make a difference in a major way, you 
have to do it at the level of popular culture. I could build great radical s tuff 
for PBS parents, but it wouldn't change the culture, it would change the 
thuigs that are currently marginalized and make them more mainstream. 
(Jenkins, 1998: 131) 

These women believe in a brand of feminism based on the creation of equal 

opportunity through better representation. As we will see, they think that by 

creating games appealing to @ls, they might get interested in the idea of using 

tedinology in general, wkch will better prepare them for the job market of the 

future. This also exposes their desire for indirect s o t i d  action. 

j~asseil,  an academic teduiologist and Jenkim, a d tura l  theonst edited From Barbie t o  
Morfal Kombat: Gmder and Cornpufer Games in 1998, a Çascinating look a t  the debate raging in 
that industry and the push For the use of video games as an educational tool. 

This is in reference to the book Who Stole Feminism? (1994) by Christina Hoff-Sommers, in 
which the author highiights schisms in feminism. 



It is quite obvious, however, that reconciling their political and economic goals 

will not be easy. According to Cassell and Jenkins, this vision has been aiticked 

for involving a "commodîfication of gender" that wiIl necessady work against 

any attempts to transform or rethink gender assumptions within culture (1998: 

4). It is also quite clear, in light of the "Quake girls" movement, that the ''girls' 

games" developers' view of the market is not shared by all women. 

In fact, the discourse is rerniniscent of past feminist debates, pitthg two distinct 

theoretical approaches against each other. 'rGirlç' games" developers have a 

gender-specïfic view of the market. They favor doing research to assess what 

girls/women want in a game Ieading to the creation of very market-specific 

products. On the other hand, such groups as "Quake girlsr', who obviously have 

no problem playing a game that is primarilv designed and rnarketed to men, 

favor a gender-neutral approach to gaming. Rather than ghettoizing female 

consumption of video games, they argue that it is the existing games that should 

be adapted to better fdfU the needs of the female market. 

Although there are several other views about video games and how they should 

be marketed, this particular division is at the core of the present thesis, to fry and 

explore both visions and highlight the pitfalls and the contradictions that exist in 

both approaches. This iç particularly important because it might have a 

tremendous impact on the uidustry, confinin, among other thùigs, the fernale 

market to a limiting niche. Indeed, "girls' games" proponents favor products with 

complex narratives from the point of view of the second person, which they say 

is what girls between the ages of seven and twelve want For example, the 

player might be asked to help a character through her first day at a new school. 

Female garner groups, however, prefer to play first-person shoot-em up games. 



A rnelting pot of influences 

Video pames are the produd of a melting pot of influences, indudhg, but not 

limited io, popular d t u r e ,  new advances in technology and the personal bias of 

their designers. 1 conçidered using several theoretical approaches in order to 

study women's relationship with them. 

At first, 1 thought of using a feminist approach. M e r  au, my personal view of the 

video game industry is informed by my own brand of "hard-core" feminism, as 

Chapter 3 will tes*. It also seemed logïcal that feminist scholars would have 

somethuig interesthg to Say about a field dorninated by men in which groups of 

women are trying to map a course of action. 1 was especially curious as to what 

they might Say about female gamer dans. 

But most of the research 1 found using a feminist approach to analyze video 

games was heavily dominated by a binary gender model. In other words, video 

games are seen in a negative light and are accused of reaffirmirtg sexist 

ideologies and circdating rnisogynistic images. Christine Ward Gailey (1993), for 

example, found that characiers in video games are constmcted according to 

traditional gender stereotypes, including the good but passive princess which 

motivates the action, and bad, eroticized women as cornpetitors who must be 

beaten back by the protagonist (Cassell and Tenkiw, 1998: 8). 

Although invaluable to understand the context within which female players have 

to experience the game, this view of the market has its limitations because it does 

not address other important aspects of women's relationship with video games, 



such as feelings of intense pleasure expressed by female gamers when they beat 

men at their own games. It assumes that these representations autornatically 

have a negative impact on female players. 

Moreover, on a personal note, 1 have always found the essentialkt feminist view 

- the whole nurtwing mother concept -, or best-sellers such as Women are from 
Venus and Mm are from Mars, viscerally offensive. To suggest that men and 

women are pre-progammed to be a certain way and that there is nothing they 

cm do about it, always rubbed me the wrong way. Maybe that is why the idea 

of fernales playing violent, gory games where the ONLY goal is winnirig - 
echoing some of my own preferences -, automatically appeals to me. 1 want to 

know what they are about, why they have chosen that path despite, and 

probably in total ignorance of, studies repeatedly making the point that women 

simply are not attracted to shoot-em up games. So, 1 deaded to keep looking for 

a theoretical approach that would better suit my needs and although I did not 

reject the feminist contribution to the analysis of video games, 1 definitely 

decided to be critical about it. 

Secondly, I considered enlarging the scope of my arialysis by uçing the cultural 

studies approach? Video games are a produa of today's fast moving, irttricately 

commercialized society. Because of this, 1 thought a cultural studies perspective 

might be more usehl to assess al1 the various factors that have an impact on the 

production of video games. For example, a cultural approach might raise 

questions such as: since more boys play video garnes than girls and since 

5~ecause it encornpasses such fields as femuiism, sociology, psychology, educationd theory, 
politics of gender, and economy of production and consumption, the field of cdtural studies 
seems very appropnate in this case. 



soaologistç argue that video games teach skiUs that are important in other areas 

of life - ski& such as the ability to imagine shapes in space, logical thought, 

rnemory, hand-eye coordination - should parents and educators worry? And if 

this is a concern, should they try to encourage to play video g m e s  by 

praisirtg the benefits of such art activity? Or should games software companies 

create products that answer their needs more specifically, üke "girls' games" 

developers have done? 

Although, they are often discarded by academics in other fields as children's 

toys, not requiring much study, cultural theorists view video games as rich soaal 

and cultural "texts" that can be read and interpreted on a number of different 

levels. The Media Analysis Laboratory at Simon Fraser University, for example, 

maintains that if we do not start paying attention to children's experience with 

video garnes, we might be missing one of the most important forces shaping 

their culture today. They believe that game playing is not so much a sign of the 

comuig information revolution as it is a sign of an entertainment and cultural 

one. The cultural studies approach, as defined by Jenkins et al., has the advantage 

of looking at a wide range of influences on a partidar teext, which is very fitting 

in thiç case- Also, since a lot of the discourse 1 encountered centered on sotietal 

pressures discouraging girls/women from experienàng video games, 1 thought 

it might also be uçeful to draw some iwight from the behavioral model. 

Cornparhg Apples to Oranges 

No matter what theoretical approach I choose to study women's relationship 

with video games, there are obvious limitations to this thesis, mainly imposed by 

the scope and amount of research done on game playing so far. 1 wiU review 



existing studies (Greenfieid, 1984; Kinder, 1991; Provenzo, 1991) which often look 

at children's usage and perception of video games. Unfortunately, it is a bit like 

cornparkg apples to oranges, because most of the research centers on diildren 

as a whole, while "Qtiake ,oirIs" are adult women. To overcome this disparity, I 

have decided to look at studieç done on television and other technobgies, since 

there are strong similarifies between video games and other media. For 

example, k m  Gray's (1992) assessrnent of women's perception of technology6 

offers an interesting cornparison with female gamers' highly sophisticated 

understanding of video game and Intemet tedinology. 

Furthemore, it is important to understand that ail research is biased by 

definition, espeady market drïven researdi like the studies on which 

games" software companies base their entire philosophy on. As a jom-dist, I am 

well aware that to get a certain answer one only has to ask a certain question. 

But despite these limitations, 1 s t i l l  think that the case of "Quake ,girls1' raises 

important questions about the direction video game production has taken in the 

last ten years. These problems make a strong case for added research on the 

topic of video games and, especially, @Is'/women's relationship with them. 

Finally, for the purpose of this thesis, 1 will use both "girls" and "women" to 

describe the female gender. When they are interchangeable I will use 

oirIs/women. When the context demands more spediaty, I wiU either use girls O 

when describing females between the ages of seven and eighteen or women in 

the case of adult females. I will also be using the terms "video game" to describe 

6 ~ r a y  studied the domestic environmentç of thirty female subjects in England, to show that 
technologies are embedded with symboüc meaning, some technology like the cornputer being 
considered "masculine" wMe sewing machines, washing machines, etc. are considered 
"ferninine". 



all the different types of games produced. A differentiation of video console 

games a .  cornputer games would not really serve any purpose in this 

argument. 





In order to understand how girls/women relate to video games, it is important 

to first have a look at the video game indwtry from political, economic and 

sociological points of view. How did it corne to be? How does it work? How 

powerful is it economically and culturally? Who are its key playea? How does it 

influence the larger field of new technology? It is also crucial to assess the place 

and role women play in that market or industry, first as consumers, but also as 

producers of tedmology and generators of discourse within the video game 

industry itselff and in souety at large. 

Indeed, like other social agents in western, developed countries, women are 

increasingly surrounded by discourses and texts in the public domain which 

assume a familiarity with the personal computer, multimedia and the Intemet. 

But is it a fair assumption? Despite the fact that a 19th century woman, Ada 

Lovelace? invented the binary code at the root of all computing systems, 

women stil l  only hold a dismal proportion of higher positions in the computer 

industry and computer science departments. 

According to the most recent (1996) CRA Taulbee Surveya, only 16% of the 

bachelor's degrees in computer science were awarded to women while 20% 

'Aithough she wam't fully credited for it, Ada Lovelace participated in the elaboration of 
Charles Babbage's Difference Engine, a machine capable of performing cdculations, in the 
mid-19th century. This mathematician, daughter of Lord Byron, later saw endless possibilities 
in Babbage's Analyticai Engine, a machine with the power to perform complex arithmetic. 
Aibough the machine was never buiit, because it was so far ahead of its time that the 
components did not exist, it established Ada Lovelace as one of the great minds of her time 
(Plant, 1997: 5-32). 

s ~ h e  CRA Taulbee Survey, conducted by the Computing Research Association (CRA), is the 
primary source of information on North American faculty and Ph.D. production in computer 
science and computer engineering. It is one of the most complete and accurate surveys of its kind 
in the science and engineering fields and reveals issues and trends affecting the cornpuhg 
research pipeline. The CRA is an association of more than 180 North Amencan academic 
departments of computer science and computer engineering; laboratories and centers in industry, 



received master's degrees, and 12% Ph.D.'s. In all the universities surveyed, only 

19% of assistant professors, 10% of assouate professors and 6% of full computer 

science professors were women (Cassell and Jenkins, 1998: 12). In Canada, the 

Soaety for Canadian Women in Science and Tedinolog reveals that women 

only account for 16% of the work force in the computer and technology 

uidustry. Can we assume then that wornen have as much infIuence as men when 

it comes to the production of technologies? Furthemore, is it fair to Say that 

they are as encouraged to explore and enter a field which, by d accounis, will be 

at the core of our daily existence - if it isn't already - from now on? 

A number of researchers and psychologists (Subrahmanyam and Greenfield, 

1994) have offered an interesting rationale to explain why the participation of 

wornen is important. They think that video games are zn easy and pleasant way 

to experiment with new technologies and develop skillç that can later be 

transferred to other fields. Unfortunately, they have found that girls/women are 

often turned-off by the sexist ideology, the miso,~st ic  images and the violence 

fomd in video games. This might explain why a majority of women seem 

disinterested in thern, although very few quantitative studies (Kinder, 1991; GiU, 

1996; Casselt, 1998; Le Diberder, 1998) have actually been done on the subject. 

The existing ones often adopt an essentialist position arguing that men and 

women simply do not have the same expectatiow when it comes to video 

games. This argument has often, in tum, been used by the industry to jus- 

their gender spedic view of the market, and their contention that women 

simply are not attracted to video games, so why spend millions of dollars t o  

pursue them? This raises a number of questions: if women are indeed rejecting 

govemment, and academia engaghg in basic cornputing research; and affiliated professional 
societies. 



video games, what iç it about thern, and new technologies in general, that they 

find offensive? Do they ignore video games because they feel they are 

embedded in the masculine identity, thus creating an environment in which 

women feel uncornfortable, or s h p l y  because they haven't been expoçed to 

their appeal? A look at the birth and development of the video game induçtry 

c m  help us amwer these questions. 

1.1 From ball-and-paddle to state of the art technology 

The first video game console was built at a time when a single computer could 

fill-up an entue room and cost tens of thousands of dollars. In 1966, the 

American military asked Ralph Baer, a consultant for a military electronics firm, 

to design a computer simulation to 'help refine their soldiers' military prowess 

by teadung strategy and mapIuSing reflex skiUs" (Hart, 1996). The system had 

to be compact enough to be portable - whidi in those days meant something 

lighter than eighty or so pounds - and use relatively inexpensive equipment, 

such as an ordinary television screen. With the help of 500 engineers and 

technicians, Baer designeci a bd-and-paddle game which, although primitive by 

today's standards, was the precursor of many things to corne. The first home 

video game system, The Odyssey, ais0 created by Baer, was released by 

Magnavox a few years later. 

Through the 1970s, the video game market slowly grew to become a sizable 

industry, relying heavily, at that time, on the existhg infrastructures of the 

television manufadurkg and home electronics sectors. The systems were 

distributed through television appliance stores and retail stores. The release of 

Pong - remember the linle white ball bouncing back and forth across the TV 



screen? - by Atari in 1976 can be seen as the defining moment of that period. 

M e r  signing an exclusive sales contract with Sears, Atari's sales dimbed to $40 

million that year and the video game industry was catapulted on the mainstream 

map, capturing the attention of Japnese companieç. 

This period of initial growth was, however, followed by a much darker time, 

between 1981 and 1984, prornpted by Atari's decision not to indude a disk drive 

in its latest console. The software Company argued that it would be too fragile 

for the consumer to handle adequaiely. This led to a gap between home game 

and arcade game quality - the latter having a storage capaav ten to forty-five 

times greater than home systems - and wodd mark the end of Atari's reign of 

the video game market, allowing todayfs key manufacturers to flood the market 

with more sophisticated software and hardware. In 1986, Nintendo introduced 

an eight-bit9 home console, the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES) - which 

captured 90% of the U.S. gamuig market - and the Super Mario Brothers 

charaders. Three years later, it was Sega's turn with its 16-bit Sega Genesis 

Home console. In the Iate 1980s, Toys R Us attributed 17% of its sales and 22% of 

its profits to the NES system and its games. 

g ~ h e  number of bits refers to the "power" of the chip at the core of the video game console. The 
more bits is has, the more data it can process. The more data it c m  process, the better the 
graphics look and the faster the gameplay is. " Whether they are gathering information, 
telecommunicating, running washing madunes, doing sumç, or making videos, aii digital 
computers hnslate information into the zeros and ones of machine code. These binary digits are 
h o w n  as bits and sbwg together in bytes of eight The zeros and ones of madune code seem to 
offer themselves as perfect symbols of the orders of Western reaLity, the anàent logical codes 
which make the difference behveen on and off, ... white and black, good and evil, ... [and] man 
and woman: 1, the definite, upright iine; and 0, the diagram of nothhg at ali: penis and 
vagina, thing and hole-.. A perfect match." This intereskg interpretation by Sadie Plant in 
zeros + ones (1997: 34-35), seems to be the ideal illustration of women's perceived role in the. 
compu ter industry. 



Today, more than fifty million households around the world own vide0 games 

- 2.5 million in Canada alone. In 1997, the industry's estimated global revenues 

reached an all-time high of US$16 billion. A successful video game, like Donkey 

Kong Cozintry released by Nintendo in 1990, has sold 7.4 million copies, raking in 

US$450 million. More recently, the new Sega Dreamcast system - equipped 

with a built-in 56K modem and a 128-bit chip, allowing it to grow and change to 

match advances in tedinology and the needs and desires of the consumer - sold 

a record 1 J50,OOO units in just a Zittle over three months. In its first 24 hours of 

availabiiity, Sega Dreamcast netted over $97 million at retail and during the 1s t  

rnonth of 1999,lO were sold every minute on average in North America. 

1.2 The Global Context 

No matter how much or how Little you know about the video game 
industry, I'm sure we can ail agree on two things: The industry produces 
way too much junk, and the indus- can never realize its true potential as 
long as its products are regarded by the mainstream media as children's 
toys. 

-Youichi Miynji, president of Entertuinment Softwme Publishing and 
GnmeAr ts 

We do not need statistics to know that video games and home game consoles 

often find their way to the top of childrenfs Christmas Lists, and that the 

possession of the latest game brings with it recognition and envy. Therefore, it is 

not surprising to fkd out that the video game industry commands tremendous 

power. In fa&, it is probably one of the most powerful segments of the 

media/entertainment industry today and it has grown hand-in-hand with the 

development of new technologies. Some have argued that without video games, 

we would s a  be using black and white cornputer monitors with poor resolution. 

Because of the demands for supenor quality graphies, speed and inû5cate plots, 



the video games industry has pushed the development of the computer Iidustry 

to new heights. J. C. Herz, author of Joystick Nation: How Virleogames Afe Our 

Quartms, Won Our Hearts, and Revived Our Minds (1997), is one of them. She says 

that al l  the advances that made the cornputer inclusq possible happened first in 

video games. "Vide0 game designers have to solve a lot of problems before 

people in other areas of the software industry, just to survive" (The Globe and 

Mail, 1997: C 19). Propelled by theçe technological imperatives, the video-game 

industry is reshaping most forms of entertainment. Herz also believes that video 

games wilI be a very important factor in how thuigs are designed from now on, 

from banking programs to virtual ma&. "You're going to find yourself in a 

Ralph Lauren environment. Little robot salesmen will have their avatars and it's 

going to feel like a video game" (The Globe and Mail, 1997: C19). 

But the most detennining factor of the industry's o u n g  history is definitively its 

marriage with another male dominated field: the film industry, a perfect match 

according to observers. 

Suddenly a new medium - and a new market opportunity - has opened 
up in the place where Hollywood, Silicon Valley and the information 
highway intersect. Carnes are part of a rapidly evolving world of 
interactive amusements so new that nobody knows what to call them: 
Multimedia? Interactive motion pictures? The New Hollywood? (Elmer- 
Dewitt, 1993: 68) 

Are video games changing the face of entertainment? The Pokémon 

phenomenon seems to testify to this. In its first two days at the box office, 

Pokernon: The First Movie raked in $25 million in the U.S. alone! Before Christmas 

1999, Nintendo expected to sell one million electronic Pokémon games in Canada 

and 1.5 million in Europe (Chua-Eoan and Larimer, 1999: 62). And that's just one 

example of cross-platform marketing strategies devised to enhance the revenues 



of one outlet by shu l a t i ng  its exposure in another. Even movies which do only 

mcderately well at the box office, such as the long-awaited Star Wars prequel The 

Phnntom Menace, c m  ensure high profits thanks to the release of video games - 
the Star Wnrs: The Phantom Menace video game set an industry record when it 

was released with sales of $28 million in its first day - and other paraphernalia 

assouated with the characters and plot Lines in the movie. 

It might have been foreseeable that the video game and new technology 

industries would find comfort in each other's Company, after all they are led by a 

pack of young men who have made fortunes out of what only seemed a distat  

dream twenty years ago. What ma? surprise, however, is that despite popular 

belief, the average buyer is not your garden variety pimply teenager, but rather 

a 31 year old with an annual household income of US$68,000. According to a 

study by American magazine Computer Gnming World'o, buyers of computer 

games - one segment of the video game market - "are evenly distributed 

between "X-ers" (25 to 34 year-olds), and %oomers" (33 to 49 year-olds). They 

are also overwhelmingly male (92%) and weU-educated, with 77% having a 

college education" (Computer Gaming World). 

To understand why video games are the way they are and how fiey have been 

marketed, one m u t  first understand how they corne to exist. There are about a 

dozen major game manufacturers around the world today but a large part of the 

'@The study was designed to draw a portrait of today's computer gamers and explore their 
attitudes about the games they purchase, the likeiihood that they will purchase similar 
games, their favorite types of games, and other computer productç used in their homes. 
According to the results, computer garners devote much of their ü m e  to computing. In fact, the y 
spend 22 ho- per week an their household computer, an average, with haif of those hours 
spent on gaming. Computer p e r s  will bi~y a game per month on average. They are evperienced 
cornputer users who own the most-up-to-date and powerful technology avadable. 



market iç controlled by Sega, Nintendo and Sony, three Japanese companies. 

Brand names sudi as Playstation and GameBoy - a portable version of the 

home game console - are now part of the developed world's cultural hame of 

reference. Have we not all sa t  in a bus looking over a teenager's slouched 

shoulder feverishly pressing on the buttons of his/her Gameboy? 

The creation of a video game involves many people with different skills. 

Programmers, designers, artists, musiaans and writers aJ.l contribute to create 

appealing plots and a certain ambiance based on graphics and sounds. But the 

best designers - only eight or 10 have track records for making video-game hits 

- are a small and rare elite group. Part of their job is "to know how to design 

puzzles that are hard but not too hard. They have to Pace the dangers and 

rewards and have an intuitive feel for the nature of the medium" (Eher-Dewitt, 

1993: 72). Mostly, the great majority of them are men, in an industry that has 

been criticized for not creating games that appeal to women. In fact, the 

industry's biggest defeat has been their inability to atiract women both from a 

marketing and human resources point of view. 

1.3 Another Gender Divide: The Female Market 

The new focus on creating the "girlsf market" also reflects another 
sigruficant and broader trend in the American economy, the emergence of 
what has been called "entrepreneurial feminisrn." It has been estimated 
that by the year 2000 nearly half of all American businesses will be owned 
by women (Moore and Butler, 1997). (Cassell and Jenkiris, 1998: 16) 

Since the early 1990s, industry figures have shown repeatedly that women make 

up about 30% of the video game market. Industry analysts estimate that the 

number of "serious" game players, rnight be even lower: "Only 3% of the 



readers of GamePro magazine are female. And only 8% of the players who return 

product registration cards to Electronic Arts, a leading game maker, are female" 

(DeBare, 1996). It's easy to condude, according to these fiDgures, that women are 

simplv not interested in video games. 

But the video game industry didn't set-out to exdude women from their market 

right off the bat. When if started, in the 1970s, the games it released were not 

particularly "masculine" (Pong, Par Man). According to Le Diberder it was the 

brutality of the economic crises in 1977, 1983 and 1993 that pushed game 

developers to play it safe, concentrating their efforts on their surest market, that 

of teenage boys. As Le Diberder suggests: 

Les fabricants disposant d'un marché à peu près stabilisé, en particulier 
Nintendo, ont souvent misé sur des programmes plaisant aux filles (la 
série des Mano, par exemple). iMais les outsiders, Sega, et la quasitotalité 
des éditeurs sur le marché très risqué des micros ont eu tendance à Limiter 
les aléas de leur métier en se concentrant s u  la partie du marché la plus 
rassurante p o u  eux. (1998: 194) 

Why should the industry change its mind today and invest millions of dollars to 

create products that appeal to women? The answer mi@ be as simple as profit. 

Indeed, the video game industry has managed to penehate the male market so 

well- 80% of Amencan boys play video games on a re,dar basis and between 

30 and 50% of families in Amenca own or rent game systems and buy or rent 

games - fhat the cornpetition between the big three, Sony Playstation, Sega and 

Nintendo is heating up. The only way for these companies to avoid stagnation is 

to expand the market by readiing out to new cowumers, and turn their 

attention towards the fernale market. The problem is that few researchers and 

game developers agree on what it is exactly that might attract girls/women to 



the game, in great part due to a difficulty in understanding why it iç they do net 

play in the first place. 

These issues, among others, Ied to the aeation of several companies, such as 

Herhteractive, Girl Games, Girl Tech, and Purple Moon, dedicated to senring the 

female market. They are led by women and are largely fernale-staffed. "Their 

founders fit the profile of female entrepreneurs in other industries - women 

who had struggled to get their ideas accepted within the male-domiriated fields, 

which they found largely dosed to female-oriented products" (Cassell and 

Jenkinç, 1998: 16-17). These companies' interest in the female market is both 

fueled by a desire to take control over the production of content for video games 

and a desire to tap into a practically brand-new market, in an induçtry that has 

reached saturation. 

1.4 Techno-Literacy and Cultural Pedagogy 

Despite pressures to create a video game market for girls/women, many, 

among them parents and educators, argue that it's a good thing @ls do not 

spend their time riveted to a computer or TV screen for hours on end. However, 

there is a common desire among researchers to give girls/women a chance to 

familiarize themselves with the computer and new technologies in order for 

them to be cornpetitive in the curent and future job-market. The belief is that 

there is a direct link between the fa& that boys play video games more than gir ls 

and the faa that men hold a large majority of positions in compter-related 

fields. This is accompanied b y a certain panic, a necessity to correct the problem 

before it is too Iate. 



It is not just that girls seem to like today's computer games less than boys 
do, but that these differential preferenceç are associated with differentid 
access to technological fields as the children grow older, and thiç threatens 
to worsen as technological Literacy increasingly becomes a general 
precondition for employment. (Cassell and Jenkins, 1998: 11) 

Video games are seen by many as 

&oftus and Loftus, 1983; Greenfield, 

et al., 1985), a painless way to get 

a Md-friendly path to computer literacy 

1984; Greenfield and Cocking, 1996; Kiesler 

acquainted with new technologies and to 

acquire the cultural background assoaated with them, aspects which are even 

more significant in the case of girls/women considering their la& of 

involvement until now. 

Psychologists, who have often contnbuted to a better understanding of video 

games through a study of the behavior of its consumers, are proponents of this 

position. They have posited that children learn important cognitive ski& by 

playing video games, such as "the ability to maintain attention and to orient 

things in space, and these skillç differ befween boys and girls, apparently because 

of their differential exposure to this medium (Subrahmanyam and Greenfield, 

1994)" (Cassell and Jenkins, 1998: 11). These issues have led to the creation of odd 

assoaations between social agents (software companies, educators, parents, the 

government, etc.), with varying agendas, but a common goal to get women 

interested in technology at a young age. Ultimately, this has led to the 

emergence of a new group of consumers and users. 

And it seems to be paying off, at least in certain areas. Womenfs increasing use of 

the Internet - analysts Say they represent about 35% of the estimated 10 million 

users @eBare, 1996) -, for example, would seem to indicate 

indeed be attracted to interact with new technologies. A study 

that they can 

by Interactive 



Digital Software Association, found that 45% of aU US. computer users are 

female, with one-third of those users under the age of 18. These numbers 

suggest a definite interest in certain aspects of new technologies so, why is it that 

girls/women are stiU. rejecting videc games? And what c m  be done to change 

tha t? 

Several people in the "girls' games' industry, as w d  soaologists and cuitural 

theorists, believe that one of the main obstacles is access. The desire to play with 

video games seems dosely linked to the spaces withiri which they are purchased 

or played, spaces whkh are rarely girl-fnendly. As Shen Granier Ray of 

HerInteractive put it, "girls are no more comfortable in computer stores that 

they would be in a men's underwear department." 

When studying the pedagogical value of computers at home, educational 

theonsts, Giacquinta, Bauer, and Levin have shown that home computers are 

most often the "property" of men and boys, with the hardware residing in either 

a boy's bedroom or the fither's den. This situates the t eho logy  within male 

territory, potentially greatly lirniting access for girls/women. As Karen Orr 

Vered points out, the home is not the f is t  or only gendered site lirniting 

gir1s/women interactions with video games. "Ethnographies of garne arcades 

also document the maleness of public gaming spaces, dating badc to the days of 

pinball's predominance (Corn and Marquez)" (1998a: 173). As for point of 

purchase intimidation, one only has ïo step into a computer store to understand 

why women feel uncornfortable in an environment run by men, where women 

are either ignored or treated like they do not know the fbst thing about 

technology. 



A look at the content and packaging of video games also goes a long way to 

explain why women are reluctant to buy them. Alain and Frédéric Le Diberder 

surveyed video game catalogs in France in 1992. Their conclusions speak for 

themselves. As they explain: "La plupart du temps, le rôle de la femme y est 

secondaire. Elle est la princesse qu'il faut libérer (Mario), la récompense finale du 

héros habile (Double Dragon). Elle y est souvent représentée sous des traits 

négatifs" (1998: 194). Among games whose central diaracter is a humanoid hero 

(human being, humanized animal, like Mickey Mouse, or robots), they have 

fomd that 85% are male, women share the glory about 10% of the t ime and they 

are the main character in o d y  5% of cases. Advertising is even worse. As they 

put it: "Les revues spécialis6es utilisent assez souvent l'image de la femme pour 

séduire l'acheteur d'une manière plutôt primaire." One game, Barbafian, was 

promoted in the United Kingdom using one of the Szm's page 3 pin-up girls. "De 

telles publicités confirment les filles dans leur idée que ces jeux ne sont pas pour 

elles" (1998: 193). 

Micheue Goulet of Game Girlz, a Web site that offers, among other things, 

reviews of games by women and profiles of women in the gaming industry, cails 

it plain old sexism. 

You see girls everywhere in games. They are the bouncing blondes 
holding your trophies at the end of the race, the scantily dad heroines 
who wiggle and Wear next to nothing, and the models in magazine ads 
wearing thigh-high bIadc boots, holding a game box between their legs 
and a devitishly fLUtatious look on their faces. (Jenkins, 1998b: 340) 

She goes on to Say that "respecting the female characters is hard when they look 

like strippers with guns and seem to be nothing more than an eredion waiting to 

happen" (Jenkinç, 199%: 341). 



1.5 Boys will be boys, and girls will be guis... 

Respondkg to an ad for zn undergraduate rcsearch position on the topic of 

gender and computer games, this young man's reaction perfectly illustrates the 

essentialkt trend that has been leading the "girls' games" market for the last few 

years. 

Take my girlfriend and I for instance: 1 buy mostly combat/fÏghting 
games, which she doesn't really care for. But, 1 have a game called Donkey 
Kong Country that she just loves to play. 1 thuik that it's not so much video 
games that girls/women don't want to play, it's the kinds of games they 
want to play that make the difference. (Cassell and Jertkins, 1998: 8-9) 

Indeed, several game manufacturers have based their entire creative process on 

the theory of a gendered market where boys/men and girls/women simply 

expect different things from video games: boys being more interested in action 

and competition while girls favor cooperation and problern solving. It has been 

said, for example, that boys/men are more likely to play games, to program, 

and to see the computer as a playful recreational toy while the2 female 

counterparts tend to view the computer as a tool, a means to accompfish a task, 

such as word processhg or other dencd duties (Ogletree and Williams, 1990) 

(Cassell and Jenkins, 1998: 14). This would certainly explain the division of labor 

in the job market, where women often represent a majority in clerical positions 

while men dominate entertainment-related fields such as software design. 

Othe researchers argue that it is the violent content, featuMg death and 

destructionf in the exkting video garnes that t um women off. "In a sunrey 

reported by Bowman and Rotter (1983), 85% of games that were examined 



involved participants in acts of simulated destruction, killing or violence" 

(Griffith, 1996: 49). This is supported by more recent research done by Provenzo 

(1991), who analyzed the 47 leading Nintendo games, and found that o d y  seven 

of thexn did not hvolvz violace. "He reported that computer g m e s  were 

populated by characters like terrorists, prize-fighters, SWAT teams and robotic 

tops, and that women were case as 'victimsf and foreigners as 'baddies"' 

(Griffiths, 1996: 49). 

It is this dichotomous view of player preferences that has prompted producers of 

video games to design, time and time again, games that only appeal to boys, 

accordhg to "*Is' games" proponents, because designkg for gIls/women just 

seerned a lot more complicated and thus, less profitable. Ironically, it is the 

quintessentiaily anti-feminist Barbie who finally made them eat their words with 

the laundi of the hugely popular CD-ROM Barbie Fashion Designer released by 

Mattel Interactive in 1996. Pulling in over $500,000 in its first two months of sales, 

girls will buy computer games. But despite Barbie's initial and ensuing digital 

adùevements - in 1997, seven of the 10 top-selling giris' programs were Barbie 

titles, according to PC Data -, Karen Orr Vered likes to nuance the si@cance 

of this success. 

The software's success should not be attnbuted so readily to 
technotendencies, - phobic or - philic. The software sold as "Barbie", 
not as technology. Little girls did not write to Santa: 'Please bring me 
some girl-fnendly tedinolog'; they asked for more Barbie stuff ... (1998a: 
169-170) 

Soaologist Barrie Thome is not surprised by the indusiq's chosen path. 

According to him, the creation of a distinct market for girls simply reflects the 



'history of sex difference research that is driven by stereotypes and results in 

reinforcing these stereotypes" (Vered, 1998a: 170), and joumaliçt Rebecca L. 

Eisenberg agrees when she writes that certain games for girls take advantage of 

"rvd-established culturd stereotypes about the appropriate d e s  for men and 

women to create a new market" (Vered, 1998a: 170). Because video games are 

cowidered to be toys they are subjected to the marketing d e s  of the childrerfs 

market, says Vered. Dolls are for girls, action figures (dolls) are for boys. 

Why should software be any different? On the one hand, a need was 
identîfied: computer games for girls. On the other hand, when the 
products ap peared, with sugar-and-spice s tory lines and purple-and-pink 
packaging, they were assaulted for being just that, games for girk 
wrapped in all the gender stereotypes that are typical of children's 
consumer culture overall. (1998a: 170) 

This suggests that a same toy, or game, can be imbued with a variety of 

con.figurations and cultural meanings, making it, in essence, a different toy. 

Obviously, this has a lot to do with the perception of the player/user. As Erica 

Rand suggests in Barbie's Queer Accessories, the attributes of the Barbie doU can 

be seen in different ways. Commenting on a consumer's question received by 

Mattel, the producers of Barbie, asking why her doll had corne without panties, 

Rand says: "for me, this question immediately brought to mind bad-girl sex" 

(1995: 25), proving condusively that everything is a matter of interpretation. To 

M e r  this argument, Chapter 3 of this thesis explores how a Srpical shoot-em 

up video game, Quake, c m  be perceived by both men and women in very 

different ways and played for a number of reasons that have linle to do with the 

game content itself. 



1.6 What a girl wants 

There are a lot of things [girls] actively dislike. They hate to die and start 
over. They are not interested in dimbing a real steep learning curve just to 
be able to Say they've achieved mastery of something. They demand an 
experientid path, and something has to happen right away. They hate 
being stuck behind an obstacle or a puzzle that you must solve in order to 
move forward. 

Brenda Laurel, co-fonnder of Ptrrple ~Moon 

Since the early 1990sr many game developers, led by women, have Med to 

create games for girls arguing that since women have different expectations, 

they should havs games specifically geared towards them. But the makers of 

such games as Rockett's New School by Purple Moon, where the player is a new 

girl in eighth grade and has to navigate her way to the end of the day, have been 

critiâzed for narrowing the exploratory space open to girls. Heather Gilmour, a 

student at the University of Califomia, has researched how girls relate to 

interactive games, shedding some light, in the process, on the way the video 

game industry responds to a gendered market. She says that despite a lot of 

discussion about girlsr expectations, few products have materialized and that 

much of this speculation centers on categories of gender. Men are supposed to 

like action, solving puzzles, lots of definite and ngid rules, competition and 

challenging gameplay, while women are expected to prefer solving problems 

amonp characters, getting credit for m g ,  encouragement and support frorn 

the game, few and simple rules, winning through cooperation and quitting when 

they get bored. 

The binary structure of this list essentiakes women as neo-Victorian 
subjects who have short attention spans, prefer interpersonal 
relationships to competition, require encouragement to proceed with 
gameplay, donrt get as involved with games as men, prefer not to follow 
d e s ,  value competition over cooperation, and are easily bored. (1998) 



Mark Griffiths, who reviewed the existùig liarature on compter game playing 

in children and adolescents, leans in the same direction. He says that society 

discourages wornen from displayhg agression in public and are unlikely, as a 

consequence, to feel comfortable playing combat or war games (1996: 42-43). He 

mentions a study by Morlock, Yando and Nigolean (1985) of 117 undergraduate 

video game players in which males reported that they play for cornpetition and 

to master the games whife females liked more whirnsical, less aggressive and less 

demanding games. 

These behavioral conclusions, according to Karen Orr Vered, are more likely the 

result of how a question is framed rather than an accurate assessment of the 

many ways in whidi girls play. She criticizes researchers for asking questions in 

tems  of la& rather than expectatiom. Questions such as: why do ogük not play 

cornputer games? or why are girls not interested in cornputers?, predestine, 

according to her, the answers tumed out by researchers (1998a: 172). 

Faced with these contradictions, it can be diffidt to select a course of action in 

order to hrther the apprenticeship of new technologies by girls/women. wlde 

several sociologists, educational and feminist theorists seem to agree that there is 

a need for further involvement and a desire to befter understand the needs of 

girls/women, most of the research on video games so far has been done with 

marketing objectives in mind. A survey of the limited non-market based 

research in Chapter 2, rnay lead us in the right direction. 





Understandhg gîrls'/women's relationship with video games would be greatly 

faditated if more research had been done on the subject As it stands, most of 

the research iç market-based, that is it was hanced and accomplished to support 

the existence of a dichotomous ciew of the market Although it provides some 

insight into what girls /women expect from a video game, 1 thought it might be 

useful to cornplement market-based research by looking at studies done on 

other media to see i f  parallels can be drawn to bridge the gap between "girls' 

games" software developers and female gamer groups' dissenting views of the 

girls/women and gamirig issue. For example, a wealth of dtural,  behavioral, 

sociological and educational information has been gathered on television and the 

consumption patterns of its viewers, research that can be used, th& to the 

similarities behveen television and video games, to better understand the 

cultural significance of this technology for girls/women. 

2.1 Are Video Gameç Replacing Television? 

In 1992, Amencan Hip Hop band, The Disposable Heroes of HipHoprisy coined 

the phrase "Television, the Dmg of the Nation" in a Song cnticising the addictive 

properties of television, how it destroys other cultural pursuitç such as reading 

and the impact it has on childrdl, But the band is not alone harboring critical 

impulses about television. Indeed, many researchers have studied its impact on 

viewers in general, and on dUldren partidarly. According to Provenzo (1991), 

since the early 1950s, young people in America have become increasingly 

surrounded by an electronic environment. For example, the average duld will 

have viewed approxhately 16,000 hours of television between the ages of six 



and eighteen. This means that they will spend more time with these rnedia than 

in school or t a h g  with parents. " W d r e n  today are presented with an 

extraordinarily wide range of elechonic media options - ones that are 

constantly e,xpanding and gro~vïng" (Proverzo, 1991: 31). Among these media, 

video games account for an increasingly important part of chiidren's leisure time. 

Are they slowly replacing television as "the drug of the nation"? That remains to 

be seen because very few studies have been done to measure the impaa of 

video games. In cornparison with the considerable body of research addressing 

such issues as addiction, isolation, aggressiveness and the la& of educational 

value of television programming and its impact on young people, there iç only a 

dismal amount of work done on video games. 

There is, very Zittle reliable public data on the distribution of video games, 
on their use, or the reasons why children choose to play them let alone 
the* implications. Stone attributes this oversight to the feeling on the part 
of many academics that computer games are inherently educational, or on 
the other hand, as an entertainment medium beneath senous 
contemplation. (Video Game Culture, 1997) 

The Media Analysis Laboratory at Simon Fraser University also believes that the 

excitement surrounding the Intemet and computer literacy, seems to have 

produced a naive faith among many that interactive media are simply signs of 

the inevitable and empowering age of digital communication. "But in talking to 

kids we are convinced that video gaming is not so much the harbinger of an 

"information revolution" as an entertainment and cultural one" (Video Game 

Culture, 1997). They argue that unless we start liçtening to their experience, we 

might overlook one of the most important and influentid forces shaping 

children's culture today. The significance of this phenornenon has special 

resonance in the context of women's involvernent with new technologies. 

Indeed, if people at the Media Lab are right and we are on the verge of 



overlooking one of the most determining cultural aspects of youth today, then 

what does it Say about young girls' chances for the future? 

Furthemore, television being an established medium, it has been subjected to 

continuous scrutiny by parents, groups and agencies concemed with children's 

welfare. But so far, video games haven't really been put to the same test. 

Perhaps that will change as they become more established. 

That said, a number of issues regarding the spaces in which video games are 

played, and the relations within these domains, have been raised. Researchers 

have highlighted, among other things, the fa& that since video games and other 

electronic technologies are played or enjoyed mostly at home nowadays, they 

are subjected to the pressures of that environment. Ann Gray (1992), for 

example, offers an interesmg study about the introduction of new technologies, 

su& as the VCR in the home. She found that technologies have been either 

feminised or masculinised according to assumptions of what constitute 

appropriate fernale and male domains. According to her, women seem to have a 

less problematic relationship with technologies when knowledge or expertise has 

not been rendered masculine. Once again, this would seem to support the 

division of labor outside the home where women are often confined to more 

derical and less decisional positions, espeaally in technolo gy -1aden fields of 

expertise. 

David Morley (1986), who has conducted several studies on television, the 

viewing patterns of its audience and its cultural si@cance, agrees with Gray. 

"Television ... it is stiU largely conducted withirt, rather than outside of, social 

relations - in this case the social relations of the family household" (Morley, 



1986: 14). This is also t rue of video games. A survey of who plays them and ho-v 

many times doesn't r e d y  answer the deeper questions raised by a sociological 

approach. One cannot overlook the relations of power and gender at play within 

the home or in the public areria. 

As we have seen in Chapter 1, the video game industry emerged at the point of 

convergence between the computer and television; what the Media Anaiysis Lab 

c a b  the twentieth century's two most important communication technologies. 

There can be no doubt that this hybrid technology is poised to change the 
way children play and learn. Industry sources daim that video games 
have already been incorporated into the daily routines of 6550 of all US 
households, and 85% of those with male diildren. When US figures for 
game systems are measured against recent Statistics Canada estimates 
that PCfs have penetrated just 40% of Canadian households (the Internet 
into 20%), the video game appearç to be by far the more important 
diildrenfs communication medium rivahg television in its acceptance into 
childrenf s lives (Statistics Canada, 1997). (Video Game Culture, 1997) 

Indeed, according to Provenzo (1991), the real significance of video game 

technology for contemporary diildhood is that it represents the first stages in the 

creation of a new type of television - an interactive medium as different from 

traditional television as television is from radio (Video Game Culture, 1997). He 

further argues that the future will see the emergence and definition of this new 

media form in the same manner the late 1940s and early 1950s saw television 

emerge as a powerful social and cultural force. 

In fact, this process may have started over twenty years ago. M e r  decades of 

predominance by television in the hearts and homes of media consumers, a new 

generation of children, must have been starved for novelty and a way to 

distinguish themselves fiom the cultural environment of their parents. Indeed, as 



early as 1984, Greenfield found that video games were slowly replacing 

television. Of the four children, between the ages of eight and fourteen, she 

inteMewed about what they used to do with the tirne they now spend on video 

games, three out of four mentioned television. Two of those tlrree mentioned 

only television, the thud a number of other acîivities. When asked if they 

preferred television or video games, and why, the fom interviewees were 

unanimous in preferring the games to television. They were &O unanimous 

about the reason: active contra1 (Greenfield, 1984: 101-102). 

A survey by Scotland's HeTnld newspaper done in 1997, seems to codhm that 

highschoolers are indeed slowly switching from television to cornputer games. 

Although the study doesn't show a direct link between the two, it points in that 

direction. It showed that girls are spending three hours less in front of the 

television compared to two and a half hours less for boys, than ten years ago. 

Have they [cornputer games] taken over from the television as the new "thief" 

in the corner of the teenage bedroom rather than the living room?, ask 

researchers. Boys who play cornputer games (81% of alS boys surveyed) spend 

an average of seven hours a week on them while girls interested in games (46% 

of ail girls surveyed) will spend three hours and 40 minutes at the console (Media 

Matters Education Cowultancy, 1998). 

Are video games replacing television simply because they are the new kid on the 

blodc? In Complefe Freedom of Mouemmt: Video Gnmes as  Gendered Play Spaces 

(1998), Henry Jenkins points to deeper social changes to explain a rnove from 

television to video games. He explains how he sometimes feek nostalgie about 

the large empty spaces of suburban Atlanta, where he grew up in the 1960s. He 

says that these play spaces provided him and hiç fiends with " c o d e s s  



imaginary kingdoms" inspired by the heroes of television. He then compares his 

duldhood with that of hiç son, whose only natural escape from the concrete 

predictability of the aty is an occasional visit to the local park, and he argues that 

video games d o w  home-bound chddren to explore a richer variety of imaginary 

places and escape from adult supervision (1998a: 263). "Watch children playing, 

their bodies bobbing and swaying to the on-screen action, and it's dear they are 

there - in the fantasy world, battluig it out with the orcs, pushing their airplanes 

past the sound barrier" (1998a: 265). Have video games picked up where 

television Left off by providing a more complete experience of imaginary places? 

2.2 The Marriage of Tekvision and Cornputers 

McLuhan's recognition that games are media is an extremely important 
issue to take into account - one that iç emphasized even more by the 
evolution of games into inaeasingIy sophisticated electronic formats. 
(Provenzo, 1991: 70) 

A move fiom television watching to video game playing cannot corne as a total 

shock considering the strong similarities between the two, highlighted by several 

studies interested in dùldren's leisure activities. Both television and video games 

are sedentary, take place indoors - except in the case of the now zarginal video 

game arcades - and engage the viewer/player through screen images and 

sounds. Greenfield (1984), who studied the psychological and developmental 

effects of television and video games on children, also Fomd that the games 

seem to budd upon and utilize certain skills developed by television. hdeed, if 

noving visual imagery is important in the populariq of video games, then 

perhaps the visual skills developed through watching television are the reason 

children of the television generation show so much talent with the games (1984: 

100). Thiç suggests a definite complementarity between the two media or, as 



Marsha Kinder proposes, "an ordinary TV set c m  become a point of entry into 

video games" (1991: 110). 

Furthemore, such conclusions would seem to indicate that there is no apparent 

cultural or physical obstacles to girls having as much abmes with video games 

as boys. Since girls/women are just as immersed into today's television d t u r e  

as their male counterparts, and have seen or experienced the same programs or 

technological advances that have marked th& medium, then they should also 

possess the skill requirements to enjoy video games. 

Some researchers (Selnow, 19M) have also corne to the conclusion that 

adolescents will play video garnes for many of the same reasons they watch 

television. 

They are temporarily transported frorn life's problems by their playing, 
they experience a sense of personal involvement in the action when they 
work the controis, and they perceive the video games as not only a source 
of companionship, but possibly as a substitute for it. Heavy users of video 
games may be "satisficing" their companionship need with video games 
rather than with less readily available Oess fun, less exciting) human 
companions. (1984: 155156) 

But the similarities between television and video games go beyond the physical 

attributes of both media and also encompass content. Most media analysts, such 

as the Media Analysis Lab, will concede that video games are more dynamic and 

engaging than television programs, however, they are not so positive about 

their content. According to their research, the contents and themes found in 

video games often appear to be extensions of escapist TV fare at its worst. This, 

they Say, leaves people wondering whether "we really have transcended 

television in this new digital playground when so much of the contents promote 



testosterone fantasy and grotesquely cartooned violence" (Video Game Culture, 

Provenzo (1991) agrees and wonders if video games are simply extendhg TV 

culture into the future: 

If the video game industry is going to provide the foundation for the 
development of interactive television, then concerned parents and 
educators have cause for considerable alarm. During the past decade, 
[they have] developed games whose soaal content has been 
overwhelmingly violent, sexist, and even racist (Video Game Culture, 
1997) 

2.3 A Monster with Two Keads? 

Although television and video games share a lot of the same characteristics, they 

seem to be subjected to different levels of scrutiny, at least mtil now. As 

Cornstock notes, children and young people are without a doubt the most 

studied population when it comes to television. He identifies a number of 

reasons for this such as public concem over their welfare, and scientific interest in 

socialization and duld development. 

Concern about television's possibly deleterious effects denves from the 
extensive amount of tune devoted to television by young children. Such 
concem has focused research on television's impact on other acfivities 
including use of other media; television's influence on behavior, and 
especially aggressive and antisocial behavior; and television's influence on 
beliefs, values, and attitudes. (1975: 20) 

But since their appearance on the market, video games have not been subjected 

to the same scrutiny. Indeed, while there are d e s  and codes of ethics regarding 

diildren's television and several studies arguing against too much unsupervised 



exposure to the medium, the same cannot be said for video games. It certainly iç 

not because video games have not fallen prey to dubious content, as pointed out 

by Provenzo above. 1s it then because video games involve the cornputer which 

is seen as a positive tool in our souety? Or is it because video games being more 

interactive, they appear to allow aggressive behavior to be dealt with? It may be 

a possibility- according to Greenfield. Although her research has shown that 

violent video garnes that are solitary in nature (such as Space Invaciers) seem to 

have harmful effects, stimulating further aggression, it appears that a two- 

person aggressive game (such as boxing) may provide a cathartic or releasing 

effect for aggression. She wonders if perhaps the effects of television in 

stimdating aggression will also be found to stem parîly from the fa& that TV 

viewing typically involves Little social interaction (1984: 104). 

Whatever the level of involvernent Tim Gill maintains that "cornputer games 

actively involve children; the games demand choices, develop certain kinds of 

skill, foster cornpetition (and sometimes cooperation) between players and in 

some cases encourage taaical and strategic awareness" (1996: 38). Games are 

also explicitly aimed at chikiren while television, as a whole, targets mostly 

adults, despite extensive research on diildren and television. 

Provenzo also sees important distinctions to be made between the two media 

arguing that television is a passive medium and that viewers have virtually no 

control over what takes place on the screen. He says that video games, on the 

other hand, represent an active medium. 

Television does not require the viewer to pay constant attention to it, 
whereas video games require total concentration. Finally, television 
presents actual acts of violence (as in news reports) or detailed simulations 
of violence (as in detective shows), while video games represent violence 
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at a more abstracted level (space invaders mardung in rows across the 
video screen). (1991: 66) 

This point of view, however, has been repeatedly criticized. Several researdiers, 

among them feminist theorists, have argued that although television appears to 

be a passive medium, its influence can be signincant. Media analyst James Lull 

(1980), of the University of California, for example, has shown that television can 

have a bonding effect on viewers. He found that television's characters, storïes 

and themes are employed by viewers as ways of illustrating experience - 

common references which other people can be expected to understand. As he 

points out, people often use television programmes and characters as references 

known in common, in order to d a r q  issues that they discuss. 

2.4 "Microworlds" 

As a type of computer, video games create a culture of d e s  and 
simulations. Ln doing so, they represent miaoworlds complete unto 
themselves. The images they present are easy to f a l l  in love with, often 
narassistic in nature, allowing the player the potential to function within a 
self-selected and artificial microworld. (Provenzo, 1991: 38) 

The notion of "microworld" is an important one when studying video games. 

Indeed, games being played in different spaces, both public and private, are 

subjected to varying rules and social relations prevalent in these spaces and ful€ilI 

a variety of needs for the players. 

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, video game-playing was net a home-ba~ed 

activity. Arcades were the environment where game-playing took place and 

they were mostly populated by adolescent males (Cunningham, 1995). Today, 

although the home video game market has erploded, video games are king 



played in arcades and, more and more, in entertainment complexes like the 

30,000 square-foot Sega Garneworks in Seattle, a US$15 million adventure. The 

developers hope that these spaces will be changing the face of entertainment and 

w u  becorne the g a t h e ~ g  places of the "Nintendo generation." Such 

environments provide the users with an alternative soaal and cultural space, in 

the public arena. "Like the pool hall, the video game arcade is generally off limits 

to parents and adults. For teenagers this means the ability to establish a separate 

and autonomous culture" (Provenzo, 1991: 58). 

Lull (1980) has shown how television viewing contributes to the structuring of 

the day, punctuating time and family activity - such as med times or bed &es, 

for example, thus contributing, in essence to the construction of a microworld or 

environmen t. 

TV is a cornpanion for accomplishïng househoid chores and routines. It 
conhibutes to the ove rd  social environment by rendering a constant and 
predictable assortment of sounds and pictures which instantly creates an 
apparently busy atmosphere. The activated television set guarantees its 
users a non-stop badcdrop of verbal communication againçt which they 
c m  construct th& interpersonal exchmges. (1980: 202) 

The same is true of video games, especially for young people. More than the hot 

television show of the moment, children today seem to be taking about the 

latest video game or the imminent arriva1 of the next Sega console. The 

Pokémon phenomenon certainly illustrates this, but mostly, it shows that video 

games, just Iike television, provide players with a frame of reference, a common 

ground for soaal interactions. 

In Satellite Telmision and Eue yday Lifer 

Moores raises questions about the 

Articzdating Technology 

practices and politics 

(1996), Shaun 

of domestic 



conçumption, the meanings of "home" and "cornmunity", and the role of 

communication technologies in mediating between private and public domains. 

Again, television cornes as the readily available tool of cornparison with video 

gamss. Although television is situated withui the private realm, it "serves :O 

forge collective linkç with formerly remote events or happenings in the public 

world" (1996: 1-2), according to Moores, suggesting that television is also part of 

the public space. In fact, the merging of the private and the public is a popular 

topic in an hcreasingly global environment where we can share someoners 

everyday life on the Intemet at the buzz of a modem. 

Just as video garne arcades did twenty years ago, home video games can also 

lead to the creation of an adult-hee zone because the technology is so new and 

constantly changing that many adults are exduded fi-om it, thus making it a 

relatively secret and protected domain. The invasion of the home by video game 

consoles has also opened up the doors to girls and younger kids who were either 

unwelcome in arcades or simply too young. 

As the context of games-playing has changed, female participation in 
games culture has increased. Young girls can now be found huddled 
around Gameboys in the playground, and girls as well as boys now talk 
of Sonic (Segars irademark) and Super Mario (Nintendo). (Cunningham, 
1995: 188) 

Cunningham goes on to Say that the move from "street culture" in the arcades 

to "bedroom culture" in the home has transformed the experience of game- 

playing for young girls. "This domestication of computer games has fed into 

girls' existing "bedroom culture", and now both boys and gUls spend hours in 

th& bedrooms playing computer games with hiends" (1995: 192). Other 

researchers, such as Kafai (1996), have gone further in distinguishing between 



the fantasy worlds of girls versus those of boys. He found that girls will often 

chose more familiar real-life settings for the5 journeys, such as a dassroom, a ski 

slope or an airport, while boys will favor more irnaginary cities, islands or 

countnes. 

According to Cunningham, however, this retreat into the bedroom has more to 

do with fear of strangers and fast cars than any addiction to Sonic or Super  MTmo. 

Indeed, thiç evolution was welcomed by many parents who were relieved that 

their diildren had taken up home-based activities rather than play in the streets 

(1995: 194). This is in reaction to the popularity of arcades in the early 1980s, as 

they became the collective point for youths to hang around and video games 

were blamed for delinquency. 

From his perspective, Morley doesn't see the invasion of the home by electronic 

media as an automatically negative phenornenon. 

The dominant image of the relationship between the family and television 
(or the media in generat) is one in which the media are seen as having a 
primarily dismptive effect on household routines and family 
relationships ... (1986: 22) 

He maintains that we should look at it the other way around and examine the 

ways in which television provides family members with different schedules for 

gathering or acceptable zones for private pursuits. Rather thm simply think of 

television as having a dismptive effect on the household, he suggests we 

examine the ways in which television programming does not so much intmde 

on existing family activities as provide organizing centres or focuses for new 

types of communicative contexts (1986: 22). Or, as Kinder argues, video games 



have actually brought families together for shared play and interaction, 

somethU-ig they had not experienced since the appearance of TV (1991: 104). 

But of all the social groups toud~ed by the arrival of new technologies, women in 

general seem to have benefited the least. Indeed, as we have seen so far, women 

are often still confined to "ferninine" work marked by a la& of agency, whether 

it is in the public or private spheres of their lives. Gray (1992), for example, 

highlights gender relations as they pertaui to the introduction of new 

technologies, such as the VCR, in the home. She studied the domestic 

environment of thxfy female subjects, to demonstrate that new technologies are 

just as embedded in stereotypes and relations of power withui the home, as the 

so-cded older technologies, sçuch as television - think of the age-old battle for 

the supremacy of the remote control. "It would seem that there are decisionç 

made by the women to remain in ignorance of the workings of the VCR, so that 

it is their husband or partner's job to set up the timer" (1992: 169). Whether they 

consuously or unconsüously chose to rehquish control, Gray sees negative 

repercussions stemming from that decision, since the women end up feeling 

stupid because of their lack of knowledge. Womenfs relationship with video 

games raises similar issues. Women would rather Say they do not play because 

they do not like video games instead of admitting they do not h o w  how, or 

learn in front of men. 

In addition to spaces, issues of time are also at the core of women's interaction 

with new technologies such as the VCR, cornputers or video games. Gray 

mentiors one woman who felt frustrated because the members of her family 

had more time to spend on the compter, while she had to attend to other 

duties, a situation that placed her on the margins of the leaming process (1992: 



170). She also points out that when the famiIiarization with a new piece of 

technology does not happen when it is firçt introduced into the home, there's a 

good chance that the woman will not learn how to use it. "This is not a simple 

matter of available time, but of the rïght to time which is daimed by the men, as 

if what they are doing is significant by virtue of the fact they are doing it" (1992: 

171-172). Thk has far reaching implications for the organization of domestic life 

giving the males of the household a chance to become techno-literate much 

more quiddy and effectively than the fernales. 

2.5 A Redefinition of Childxen's Boundaries 

In conjunction with the creation of microworlds, the emergence of cross- 

platform marketing (see Chapter 1) has had a blurring effed on the edges of the 

private, the public, the imaginary and the real world, as they become less and 

less defined, leading to the creation of a complex multi-layered environment. 

Kinder mentions the case of an NBC series titled "Captain N - The Game 

Master," in which the animated heroes (Mario and Luigi), the villains, spatial 

configurations, and music all corne from Super Mano Brothers 3. 

Although the episodes usually begin in the ordinary world of animation, 
the setting was identified as Brooklyn and calIed "the real world", the 
heroes find a warp that enables them to enter the spatial world of the 
video game. This double reality is then put within a third spatial realm: a 
frame where a teenager (the spectator-player in the text) plays the video 
game in his living room and then enters the TV set, which is his entry into 
the warp zone. (1991: 110) 

This blurring of video game playing, television watching and reality is perhaps 

what makes video games so appealing to diildren. It rnight explain why they are 

so enraptured in the glow of the TV or the cornputer monitor. Indeed, as Sefton- 



Green points out one of the most salient images of a contemporary child in 

western souety is a picture of a rapt face staring entranced at, almost into, the 

cornputer screen. ''This image is powerful not just because it encapsulates the 

hopes and fears wivithiri popular narratives of childhood but because it dso tells a 

parallel story, the narrative of tediriological progress" (1998: 1). 

Video games seem to have allowed children to take a more active role in the 

choices of entertainment offered to them due to a la& of supervision or control 

over the medium's content, and a lack of research done to highlight the 

consequences of extensive play. This has led some researchers like Sefton-Green, 

to suggest that new technologies are helping to redefine the boudaries of 

diildhood. On the one hand they allow young people to act with "grown-up 

power" in the digital realm while, on the other, they seem to have continued the 

process of juvenilization associated with leisure pastimes (1998: 3). Even 

institutions like Standard and Poor, who publish several industry surveys, 

induding one for toy manufacturers, indicate that there is no longer any reason 

why certain manufacturers should limit thernselves to rigidly defined markets 

such as the under-12 segment or adult novelty products and board games. "A 

blurring of the distinctiom among children, teens, and young adults has taken 

place as children become increasingly more sophisticated and mature in their 

choice of entertainment" @%der, 1991: 118). 

Because the production of television for children is govemed by numerous d e s  

and regulations, the programming possibilities are limited and children have 

very little influence over what is actually produced. The video game indus% 

however, is not bound by such limitations and since it is highly driven by the 



market, children - the bîggest target market - have a better diance of actually 

having a Say in what gets produced. 

Provenzo provides us with a glimpse of where video games are dtimately 

going. He asked eight- and nine-year-old boys what they want in a video game. 

They taIked about wanting to be able to define the characters in their 
game, to shape the power that they had, and to design the settings in 
which the games took place. Such desires suggest that children are 
trapped in microworlds created by cornputer programmers, which, 
although highly appealing, are ultimately limited in terms of the needs 
and interests of the children who play the game. (1991: 48) 

Perhaps this points to a time when video garnes will provide an even more 

multi-layered environment where the imaginary and the real world will be even 

more blurred. However, before imputing su& flexibility into video games, 

software developers will need to deal with the female in gaming issue. Right 

now, "teduiology is used as a symbol of intellectual ability, of indisputably male 

territory to which a woman can only gain entry via her husband" (Gray, 1992: 

174). AIthough women operate sophisticated pieces of equipment in the course 

of their daily domestic work: washïng machines, cookers, microwave ovens, 

s e W g  machines, etc., they do not refer to or consider them as technology. In 

the majority of cases, their male partners had not staked their daim to thiç 

knowledge. The importance of this is two-fold. First, it is an indication of 

assumptions about appropriate "female" technology and second, when 

knowledge or expertise is not rendered "masculine", women seem to have a less 

problematic relationship with it (1992: 179). 

This iç important in the context of this analysis because it points to a possible 

cause for girlsf/women's reluctance or inability to embrace video game playing. 



It also highlights the fact that what happens in the domestic context c m  have 

signihcant consequences in the public domain as it pertains to women and new 

technologies. 

Finally, it op- the door to our next chapter in which we will see that there are 

signincant differences when women use technology in their daily professional 

lives. Indeed, women who have developed a certain knowledge and expertise of 

new technologies do not seem to get trapped as easily by the social limitations 

imposed upon them or, at least, engage with the technology from a different 

position, one in which they have more agency. 





In Chapters 1 and 2, we have seen how market research in the video game 

industry has led to the creation of a gendered market. "Girls' games" software 

developers are convinced, based on their extensive studies of the seven-to- 

twelve year-old female segment, that it iç through the design of gender-speafic 

games that girls/women will become interested in playing, and ultimately, get 

acquainted with new technologies. As we will see, thiç view of the market has 

prompted a lot of aiticism kom very different groups of women, such as 

femùUsts and gamer clans. 

Feminist theorist, Suzanne de Castell, for example, wonders: "How m a v  of us 

harbor memories of dismembering our dolls, hadung off their hair, positioning 

them in cornpromising postures?" She sees a discrepancy befween what "girls' 

games" companies are daiming and what her own memories tell her. She 

condemns gendered toys, calling them "feminized playthings that escort girls to 

the3 proper place in the gender orderf' (de Castell and Bryson, 1998: 231). Castell 

might have a point since the appearance of the "girls' games" companies does 

not seem to have had any positive impact on the female proportion of video 

game players. Its lasting impact seems to have been to push girls/women into 

the pink section of computer stores. 

Moreover, the growing popularity of female gamer groups, such as the "Quake 

girls", who test their talents playing violent games on-he,  and more recently the 

creation of Sissyfight 200012, raise even more questions. Cunningham's research, 

for example, suggests that: 

12playing Sissyfight fittp://www.sissyfightcom) means reducing other schoolgirls, in their 
Little schoolgirl out£&, to whimpering sissies. 'Through a barrage of scratching, teasing, 
tattling and grabbing, players knock each other out of the game by chipping away at their 
opponents' self-esteem" (Spencer, 2000). 



the gendered nature of game-playhg is changing. A large number of girls 
appear to enjoy playing computer games. Female participation in games 
culture has significantly increased since cornputer garne-play moved out 
of the arcades and into the home. (1993: 196) 

These apparent contradictions highlight a definite need to do more research 

about the women who defy statistics and Like video games? Do they exhibit a lot 

of masculine qualities? Do they assume a different identity when they play video 

oames? And if so, is that part of the appeal? Studies based exdusively on 0 

identification can only go so far in explaining women's growing interest in 

garnes culture. 

Cassell and Jenkins' From Bnrbie to Mortal Kombnt (1998) - a collection of articles 

presented at a one-day symposium on gender and computer games at the 

Massachusetts Inçtitute of Technology in 1998 - tries to draw a portrait of the 

female video game player. The experiences of women video game players, 

particularly those who have chosen to play within the context of gamer dans are 

key to better understand what makes them different and why they chose to 

reject society's boundaries regarding what is their "natural" place. 

A study of activitv cannot sirnply be limited to the dynamics between 
mouse control a d  movement of objects on the screen. It must also 
incorporate the social context in which play is both conceptualized and 
actualized. Given certain opportunities and constraints, children transform 
a game for one player into a group activity defined by a sophisticated 
soaal shucture and activated through play. (1998b: 44) 

Could it be that just like the diildren in the study mentioned here, women, if left 

to their own devices, wiU transform a limiting solitary situation into a social 

activity? 



3.1 The Creation of a Virtual Community 

As expressed by Aurora of GameGirlz, a Web site dedicated to o f f e ~ g  fernale 

gamers industry news and profiles, as well as game reviews: 

It wasn't until the beginning of Qzrake and the on-line playing that 1 
actually realized that there were other female gamers out there. On-line 
gaming has brought me hundreds of new friends, both male and female, 
who ail share a love of fragging, slaying, and taking over worlds. (Jenkins, 
1998b: 336) 

Aurora is not the only woman, or man for that matter, who has found a sense of 

belonging in the world of on-lîne gaming. In fact, gaming dans are sprouting 

everywhere because they offer players a sense of community. For a very long 

time, video games were, by the nature of the existing techrtology, a solitary 

experience. At best, you played against a friend in your living room. But with the 

marriage of the computer or game console with telecommunication capabilities 

- the Intemet and local area nehvorks - video games can now be a shared 

experience. Furthemore, belonging to a dan and gaming on-line transforms an 

often predictable - the computer c m  only surprise you so far - activity into an 

exciting and ~mpredictable group one. This is especially m i e  for women who, as 

we have seen, are often excluded from more haditional playing grounds sudi as 

arcades. 

Clan members have also developed their own lingo as they chat between games; 

GG for good game or GJ for good job. They also share personal information 

about where they live, what they do, about their families and pets, about how 

their day went, and develop a virtual relationship based on a common love for 

and extensive knowledge of the game. Since on-line gamers' play is often 



dictated by their schedule, they often run into the same people which contributes 

to the corrtmunity building effect. 

Female on -he  gaming has &O Ied tu the ernergence of a sub-culture 

comparable to the development of the riot grrrP3 movement in the eady 1990s. 

This feminist network first grew out of the underground music communities of 

Olympia, Washington, and Washington, D.C. to challenge sexism in the music 

scene and encourage girls / women to assert themselves (Leonard, 1998: 102). It 

then moved on to different areas of the country, and the world, and led to the 

creation of several zines" and Web sites. The riot g m l  and female garner groups 

sub-cultures share a number of characterktics. They unite disparately located 

participants who have a common interest. They give geographically isolated 

people a sense that they are not alone in identifymg with a particular sub-culture, 

and that they belong to a c o m m ~ t y .  But  most of all, both r io t  grrrls and female 

gamers refuse to be thrown into a homogeneous category. Indeed, interviews 

with members of these groups show that they often do not pursue the same 

goals, and that they have different strategies for attaining them. "Attempts to 

contain riot g m l  within an explanatory grid ran counter to its very ethos as an 

expansive and changing network" (Leonard, 1998: 110). 

According to Karen Orr Vered, the findings of several studies, conducted to try 

and define what girls want in a game, indicate that the social setting and 

IjThe spelling of "gml" was chose. in order to differentiate riot grrl Web sites from 
pomographic Web sites who put the word girl in their names to facilitate Internet searches. 
Type the word "girl" into any search engine and you will understand why. 

14~arion Leonard (1998) wrote an interesting analysis about the riot grrls sub-culture. She 
describes zines as self-published, independent texts devoted to various topici including hobbies, 
music, fi and politics. They are usually non-profit-making and produced on a srnail scale by 
an individual or srnail group of people- 



interpersonal dynamics assoaated with group play si,gnScantly influence girlsf 

choices and that the playing environment may a m d y  be more important than 

the actual content of the game (199Sb: 55) - a fact that raises further questions 

about content-driven "girls' games" companies. Tne advent of the Internet 

might then be considered a key factor -in the development of female gamer 

groups. Indeed, women can now play in the privacy of their home and not be 

intimïdated by the pressures of the soaally charged and gendered environment 

of the arcades of yore. They may now fïnd pleasure in the game itself without 

being distracted by the tensions of their surroundings. 

In fact, the multiplication of female gamer groups has happened in conjunction 

with the creation of several Web sites dedicated to video games and catering to 

the needs of girls/women in that regard. The sites, such as GameGirlz, Cybergrrl 

and GrrlGamer, promote an ideal sense of community with sections for 

members to chat, editorials, reviews, profiles, etc. This does not mean, however, 

that women never get harassed on-line. "1 had guys asking for pibures, or 

asking for intimate details about my anatomy and t e h g  me what they'd like to 

do wïth it," says Amy Marie Heam, a 29-year-old Vancouver artist, a.k.a. PMS 

Lady Death. Others got e-mailed death threats or men hunting down their real- 

life phone numbers (Thompson, 1998:, C11). 

Today, there are about 20 active all-fernale dans devoted solely to Quake, and 

they bring a fresh outlook to the garne.15 They are called Psycho Men Slayer 

(Pm for short) with members such as Super Bitch, Medusa and Raven, Hell's 

Belles, Clan Chix and Clan Crackwhore. These names attest to the clansf sense of 

l j ~ n  ail-female Quake tournament, organized in August, 1997, attracted 160 women. 



humor and their obvious desire to send a message to other gamers, induding 

men. 

Possibly because of their outsider status, women @die players have a 
scathing sense of self-parody. They particuiarly relish the wild disjunction 
between their bloodthirsty Wtud lives and the stereotype of femininity 
- not to mention their otherwise normal, everyday lives, with jobs and, 
in many cases, kids. (Thompson, 1998: C11) 

Accordïng to Thompson, there is a "perverse irony" in on-line gaming in that it 

"resoaalizes a game otherwise d e h e d  by its sociopathic aspects: m, hide, 

shoot." 

Consciously or uncon~ciously~ female gamers are making a political statement. 

Indeed, for a dan to declare itself all-female in the boy-heavy arena of video 

games, attracts without a doubt the attention of male players and draws soma 

Iess than pleasant comments. Female gamer groups go even further in rejecting 

and exploding the notion - widely disseminated by girl software companies - 

and the gender stereotype that women wiU not or cannot display any signs of 

aggressivity. According to Nikki Douglas, editor of the GrrlGamer Web site, 

"this stuff about women not being aggressive is total crap" (Thompson, 1998: 

C11). Responding to a News Editor at Cornputer Ganzing Wurld who said that boys 

play video games to relieve their stress white girls like to solve problen-s, she 

answered: 

Lord knows we, as women, don? need to relieve stress. We just go 
shopping or eat or color code our underwear drawers, right? And 1 w&t 
all my gaming to be about adùevuig goals, just like my life is, not some 
escape. Oh, no, why would 1 want to temporarily escape all the stress and 
problem solving that I'm faced with every day? (Jenkiw, 1998b: 332) 



Cunningham suggests that the aggression generated in game-playing and 

focused onto the machine can be seen as relieving stress, tension and pent-up 

aggression. "My own compter garne-playing is my method of switching off 

from the day's pressures by fomsing on Szrpm 1Lulrio and how to get past the 

boss character at the end of the level" (1995: 195). 

3.2 The Demographic Gap 

Although "ogirls' games" companies are easy targets when it comes to criticipng 

the video games industry's essentialist view of the female market, blaming them 

for the contradictions aiready mentioned would not only be unfair, it wodd not 

be based on reaüty. Indeed, one of the main sources of contradiction comes from 

cornparhg the market targeted by the game software developers - mainly 

seven-to-twelve year-old girls - to adult female players. Beyond the faci that 

they are older, the members of female gamer clans also feel at home in the 

digital world. According to Jenkins, they do not want a space of their own but 

wodd much rather beat boys at their own games. 

Their voices are nineties kinds of voices - affirrning women's power, 
refusirig to accept the constrau-its of stereoiypes, neither those generated 
by dueless men in the games industry nor those generated by the girls' 
game researchers. (1998b: 329) 

But who are these women exactly? In Girl gamers baffle bins, Thompson 

intemiewed severd of them. Of the five women gamers quoted in his article, one 

is an artist, while the others are a game designer, a digital-imaging tedinician, a 

network administraior, and a Web site editor. Most of them are in their late- 

menties. 1s there a Zink then between the professional lives of these women and 

the fact that they are attracted to video games? Most probably, because they are 



not afraid of technology in general which, in turn, brings us back to accessibility 

to new technologies. These women want to be taken seriously by the game 

indushy, questionhg the gender stereotypes at the roots of exkting games and 

advocating p a t e r  access to cornputers for their younger sisters @dcins, 1998: 

329). Female gamers may indeed be different in that they have usually 

discovered the games on their own. "They've certainly never seen an ad for 

Qunke in SeuenLeen. How many other girls would discover they enjoyed 

destroying aliens if only informed that it was OK for them to play" (Brown, 

1996a). 

h fact, a lot of female gamers are very critical of software companies who design 

games specificdy for girls. Stephanie Bergman of Game Grrk, for example, 

argues that what "girls' games" companies have to understand is that although 

there is a market for games like Barbie Fashion Designer, there is just as big a 

market for girls who like to do the same things the boys do. She does not see 

anything wrong with girls /women who enjoy a first-person shooter game. 

"BarbieJs not really a game. You point, click, do all sorts of things, but where's 

the cornpetition? Wherefs the adrenaline rush of WINNING? Itfs not there ... The 

concept of "girl games" is detrimental to the little girls who game" (Jenkins, 

1998b: 330). 

This is one of the main critickm these companies have had to face because their 

view of female consumers has led to a polarkation of the market, at the expense 

of other possibilities. If the "girls' games" vision of the market had not emerged, 

perhaps existing software companies would have had to adapt future games to 

be more appealing to girls/women. 



ALiza Sherman of Cybergrrl, for example, wonders why are there not games for 

girls/women on the market that teach them a new set of values such as 

competitiveness, assertiveness, and take advantage of a fernale's natural hand- 

eye coordination. "1 think ihat as a soue j, we have a big taboo against strong 

women and a greater fear of women as warriors" (Jenkins, 1998b: 333). Instead 

of designing with Barbie, she suggests creating shoot-em up games sudi as a 

Western based on Annie Oakley, or a fantasy rough and tumble game based on 

X e n ~ l 6 ,  or a scary, evil "stab them in the heart with a stake" à la B u f i  the Vampire 

SlayerY She goes on to venture that studies and articles where experts Say girls 

do not like shooting and blasting games but instead prefer quiet, contemplative 

games with well-rounded characters and storylines that stimulate their 

imagination, are a reflection of how we condition girls to be passive. "The image 

of a woman with a p is too shodcing, too dismptive and threatenhg to the 

male dominant order of things (Jenkins, 1998b: 335)18. 

Female gamer's rejection of traditional expectatiow regarding their gender is 

particularly daring if we believe, as Vered argues that: 

The social discourse and interpersonal dynamics developed in different 
play activities serve as prnctice for social actors and reinforce social 
behaviours whidi are generalized from one Urcumstance, computer game 
play, to others. In thiç way, computer game play does not merely 

16~very week on television Xena: Wan-hr Princess, sporting the latest in gladiator "chic", 
battles wadords, gods and other my=thical creatures. This series, produced in New Zealand, has 
tnggered the crea tion of ari important sub-culture of fans. 

%ornething evil is brewing in sunny Sunnydale, California. Golden-haired BufSr The 
Vampire Slayer, the chosen one, pits her skills against demons and vampires every week on 
television. 

%ne only has to look at the media coverage of acts of violence perpetrated by women, sucfi as 
the brutal killing of a teenage girl in British Columbia last year at the hand of other female 
teenagers, to see that society jus t cannot conceive of women being violent. 



replicate gendered behaviours and attitudes but actually functions to 
construct and maintain differences between boys and girls. (199%: 43) 

Indeed, these women reject the boundaries placed upon them, and chose to play 

in a male dominated world, an act probably made easier because it h a p p a  in 

the vimial world, where violence does not infiict any bodily harm. But according 

to some researchers (Jenkins and CasseU, 1998), the growing visibilify of "Quake 

girls", suggests that there has always been a healthy degree of "crossover" 

interest in the games market and that many girls enjoy "playirig with power." 

hdeed, girls c m  cornpete more directly and aggressively with boys in the video 

game arena than wodd ever have been possible in the real world of backyard 

play, since differences in physical size, strength, and agility are irrelevant. "And 

they c m  return from combat without the ripped dothes or black eyes that told 

parents they had done something "unladylike" (Jenkins, 1998a: 291). 

The existence of an environment, albeit virtual, in which women can be who 

they want and act how they want certainly is a positive element in the growing 

popularity of female garner groups on-line. 

3.3 The Process of Identification: The Transgendered Gamer Body 

Several feminist theorists have argued that women are socialized at a young age 

to embrace ferninine traits and qualities, as defined by a patriarchal souety. 

Women are taught, for example, to identify with "appropriate" toys designed 

and diosen dong gender lines. 

A girl given a doll is being told, "Girls play with do& just like mommies 
take care of babies." A boy given a computer game is being told, "Boys 
play with cornputers just like daddies use them for work." A girl given 



Barbie Fashion Designer is being told, "Girls play with computers just like 
girls play with dolls." A lucky few might get the message that, as some 
girls exdiange d o h  for real babies, others might progress from Barbie 
Fashion Designer to red-life fashion designer, or engineeag systerns 
designer, or software designer. But there's a good chance that many will 
no t. (Ivinski, 1997: 28) 

As a product of the marriage between toys, the computer and television, video 

games are imbedded with the same ability to trigger identification in the player. 

Indeed, just like television did it for the past decades, new media provide 

individuals with the possibility to identify with characters, situations and settings, 

thus creating a "safe" environment in which the viewer can interact with the 

medium. The Intemet and video games go even m e r  in allowing for the 

partiapation of the user. Indeed, identity on the Intemet is as fluid as cm be. The 

popularity of chat rooms testifies to this cultural taste for the masquerade. As for 

video games, they let the player pi& a character and a name, a sure sign of 

identity definition. Moreover, Intemet gamkg, where players battle each other 

as opposed to the computer, allows for even more originality and for personality 

to shine through. Is it any wonder why Intemet gaming is growing rapidly? 

Moreover, the Internet and video games combine an added element of interest: 

space. Jenkllis (1998) argues that spaces have an important influence on the 

formation of identity. He says that children's exploration of their surroundings 

allows them to "map their own fantasies of empowerment," particularly in the 

case of unsanaioned spaces suc! as the back d e y s  or the vacant lots, as opposed 

to the playgrounds. Video games provide such environments as well because of 

the generational gap between their knowledge and that of their parents. 



However, he points out that play spaces are stnictured around gender 

differences, girls being given much less mobility than boys, mostly because of 

parents' concems for their safety. These restrictions placed on girls' movements 

have a aippling effect on their sense of mastery over their environment, theh 

freedom, and self-confidence (1998a: 267-268). 

Although, no study has been done to see what impact video garnes have on the 

formation of identity, some psychological and souolo~cal research has been 

done on the broader subject of play, shedding some light, albeit limited. 

According to Iviwki, play enables children to try out different roles, test 

boundaries, and formulate identities. It also establishes templates for adult 

behavior, especially in relation to the division of labor by gender. "The limited 

number of patterns for Barbie's clothing becomes a metaphorid template for 

the adult oppominities that will be avaïiable to the girls who play with her" 

(1997: 28). 

The notion of transformation is an important one for chüdren as they are trying 

to test their boundaries and are looking to form their own identity. According to 

Doug Glen, president of Mattel Media: "Boys and are ail going through 

constant change - you see it in Cinderella, The Ugly Duckling. You also see it in 

toys that are designed to transform from one kind of vehide into another" 

(Meloan, 1996). He argues, predictably considering Mattel's gender-speofic view 

of the market, that for boys the process usually involves a move from less 

powerful into more powerful, while girls are more attracted to glamour and 

magic (Meloan, 1996). 



Ih Barbie's Qzieer Accessories, Rand argues that the formation of an identity can 

also go against expected gender stereotypes. "Tomboyhood and dykehood can 

be seen to involve parallel mental aaivities: first you figure out that you do not 

want khe toys &"Is are supposed to have; Iater you figwe out that you do not 

want the object of desire girls are supposed to have" (1995: 111). 1s the growing 

number of "Quake a sign that female gamers are more in tune with their 

masculinity? Or do they adopt a more masculine personality in order to wield 

more power within the realm of the video game world? 

Video games are a great way to adopt a different identity and to reclaim some of 

the self-respect and power wornen are barred from by adopting or exhibithg 

what are considered male qualities. 

Ln most areas of society this violent and aggressive side of a girl/womanYs 
nature has to be repressed in conformity to socially expected norms of 
what is acceptable 'ferninine' behaviour. Playing violent games gives 
female players the chance to express this aggression in a safe context. 
(Cunningham,l995: 198) 

L 

and vice-versa, could 

believe, however, 

relationships with the 

Cunningham's research shows that when girls play video games, they often 

chose to operate the male daracters because they have "better moves", and 

soeaal skills and functions. Male characters being operated by female players, 

be seen as "transgender identification." She does not 

that "identification" adequately describes players' 

characters on the screen. "Future research on computer 

games should perhaps concentrate on the expenence of playing these games and 

how 'pleasures' are created" (1995: 198). This might also suggest then that it is 

useless to s p n d  so much t ime designing female characters that could apped to 

wornen. 



One interesting example of transgendering iç the game Metroid, in which the 

heroic Samus tums out to be a female in warrior drag. 

The main object of Samus' quest is to find and destroy the Mother Brain, a 
plot higldy reminiscent of the movie Aliens. While cornfortable playing 
this game because of its female .hero, they [women] are nevertheless 
positioned to reject the monstrous matemal and to mode1 themselves 
after the father - which can hardly be reassuring to feminists. (Kuider, 
1991: 107) 

Bryson and de Castell suggest that the way games for girls are marketed and the 

way girls have leamed to "package their desires in pink boxes" has a lot less to 

do with what girls want then what adults want for girls. "Such desires surely 

have far more to do with the gender-identities developed by adult males than 

with those of duldren themselves, since it is masculinity that has always been the 

desired response to the question of what girls and women want" (1998: 251). 

3.4 Role Models 

Like many other women gamers out there, 1 dislike the image of females 
that many software companies have set. This image is a topic 1 have 
discussed at length with many wornen (both game players and women 
working in the industry). In the eyes of the cornputer gaming industry, jf 
you are a young girl, your only interests are boys and make-up. If you 
are an adult female, you Wear leather and a bra big enough to double as a 
dust cover for your monitor. (Jenkins, 1998b: 337) 

-Aurora of GameGirlr 

If the creation, definition and positionhg of an identity is an important process in 

game-playing, then role models could be auc ia l  to help girls/women develop 

their self-confidence and see the world without blinders. But, as in other fields 

such as commerce, saence or academia, video games exhibit a definite la& of 

them. In fa&, it iç often mentioned as one of the reasons why girls/wornen are 



not more interested in the games, and in new technologies in general. Although, 

some researchers have suggested that girls will play games without female 

characters more easily than the opposite for boys, the lack of character to 

identify with is seen as an obstacle to deveiop interest arnong @ls. 

But what about existing female heroines? Are they perceived as a step in the 

right direction? The launch of Tomb Raider, an action/adventure game dong the 

lines of Indiana Jones, by Eidos in 1997 imposed such a fernale diaracter in Lara 

Croft, a 5'gff, 126 lbs, 34D/24/35 archeologist whose turn-ons are motorcycles 

and M-16's, according to an ad in a cornputer magazine. Alain and Frédéric Le 

Diberder caution against seeing here a feeminization trend in video game 

production. According to the developers of the game, the goal was to create a 

character that's easy on the eye. Indeed, in an interview with Time Magazine to 

mark the launch of Tomb Rainer IV: The Last Revelafion, in 1999, Adrian Smith, the 

creator of Lara Croft was happy to report that "she's got a bottom now" 

(Taylor, 1999: 50). Cal Jones, Reviews Editor for PC Gnming W d d  says that the 

problem with Lara iç that she was designed by men for men as proven by her 

thin thighs, long legs, a waist you could encircle with one hand, and knockers 

like medicine balls. "Show that to a guv and although he may not admit it, deep 

down he finds Lara pretty sexy." Women, on the other hand, will cornplairi that 

she is anatomicdy impossible (Jenkins, 1998b: 338). However, despite the fact 

that Lara Croft obviously was not designed to be a role mode1 for girls/women, 

she does appeal to a lot of them. Jones says this is due to Eidos' marketing 

strategy. 

Obviously her figure will appeai to blokes (the straight ones any way), but 
apparently women will like her because she's tough enough to dimb up 
rock faces, shoot men in the face, and wander around in the freezing cold 
in only a pair of shorts and a vest without so much as a pointy nipple in 



evidence. Lara, you see, has gone from being a female character in an 
entertauùng game to (post-Eidos marketing campaign) Girl Power 
incarnate. (Jenkins, 1998b: 336) 

ïhe  Lara Croit exampie is interesting because it raises questions about the 

importance of identification with the characters in fernale play. If are more 

indiried to play games devoid of female characters, as stated above, maybe it is 

because they have gotten used to it. 1s it possible then that female players have 

transcended the need for female characters and female role models? Are they 

capable of construding their own heroines no matter what the game reflects 

badc at them? Or is it possible that women take pleasure in identifying with male 

characters because they embody power and confidence? Only more research can 

answer these questions but Michelle Goulet of Game Girlz has her own 

interpretation on the subject. "1 do not think I would want to play a homely 

looking three-hundred-pound fernale anymore than 1 would want to play a 105 

pound blonde with enormous breasts." She says that the point of contention is 

deciding whose ideal body image it is. Most male characters fit the ideal body 

image of guys, but female characiers fit men's ideal image of a woman. "1 think 

this is the reason why the bimbo with big lips and a matdung set of bazooms 

upsets a lot of gaming girls" (Jenkins, 1998: 340). 

Butjust as there are several fy-pes of female bodies, should there not be several 

Srpes of game character bodies? And is it not unrealistic to expect that video 

game producers will agree on a specific body type that will appeal to d women? 

M e r  all, fashion magazines have been projecting "twisted" images of women by 

women for centuries despite criticism. 1s it redistic to expect that an industry 

dominated by men will succeed where women have knowingly failed? Probably 

not. The answer rnight then be somewhere else. 



According to Goulet, the key word is respect. She joins "girls' games" 

companies, at least partially, in arguùig for more female participation in the 

design of female diaracters. Where the two differ is that she does not want to 

change the games' content, only the diaracters. 

This doesn't mean that the girls in garnes have to be some kuid of new 
butch race. Femininity is a big part of being female. This means that girls 
should be girls. Ideal body images and character aspects that are ideal for 
females, hom a female point of view. I'd be w i h g  to bet that guys would 
find these females more amactive than the souped-up bimbos they are 
used to seeing. (Jenkins, 199813: 341) 

This position, adopted by feminists in the 1960s, prodaiming that a more equal 

representation of women in fields dominated by men will eventually lead to 

content more appealing to women did not have the desired effect however. 

Cultural studies, arnong other fields of media analysis, have gone a long way to 

show that there are other factors to consider. IVomen in positions of power will 

not automatically transfomi their environment into a more female-friendly one. 

If that is their goal, and it might not be, they also have to deal with, among other 

factors, corporate, economic or soaal pressures that might prevent them from 

having any real impact. 





In an industry dominated by giant software companies - Sega, Nintendo and 

Sony - who have made a fortune catering to the most basic of teenage male 

fantasies, is it any wonder that women only account for 30% of the video game 

market? \%en women are represented in video game marketing and content, 

they are either the tantalizing banshees to be slayed or the demure yet "overly 

busty" princess to be rescued. 

Most researchers, educators and parents interested in gender and video games 

agree that sornething must be done to better prepare girls for the challenges of 

the increasingly technologîcally sophisticated work market, and world in 

general. However, as we have seen their interventions on the subject Vary 

greatly, which has triggered a lively debate. Like in most other areas concemed 

with the empowerment of women, some argue that it is the social context in 

which girls are brought-up that needs to be addressed in order to convince them 

that it is all  right to be aggressive and to want to win. Wodd girls/women be 

more amacted to video games if these conditions were to change? Others see in 

the under representation of women in tedinology-based disciplines a problem of 

inequity in education, while others still, see in girls'/women's absence from the 

culture of computing a problem of untapped markets by industry (de Castell and 

Bryson: 1998,237). 

The emphasis placed by "girls' games" software companies on responding to the 

expressed tastes and needs of the girls market - Brenda Laurel of Purple Moon 

said many times that she would respect the results of focus-groups even if it 

meant sending products in pink boxes - s e e m  to go agaùist the general desire 

to effect change in getting girls better acquainted with new teduiologies. Indeed, 

by catering to the exiçting predilections of girls, are these companies not simply 



reinforcing stereotypes? A qui& look at the products released by these game 

developers over the years shows that they have stuck aknost exdusively to very 

traditional female inter ests such as journal writing, reading, gossiping and 

beauty, resuiting in siow-paced, linear stories, that are a far-cry hom the fast- 

paced, graphically complex produds offered by the rest of the video game 

industry. Once again, is this not counterproductive if the goal is to prepare 

young girls for the speed and complexity of the technological world in which 

they will live and work in the future? 

Furthermore, is it realistic to expect that empincal studies will yield results 

devoid of the social and cultural pressues imposed on children at a very Young 

age? Can we expect that a seven-year-old girl will be able to express what she 

really wants in a video game or will she simply regu~gitate what she has been 

taught she should want? Girls and boys receive gender-specific signais as soon as 

they are born - pink for girls and blue for boys -, and are constantly being 

pinned against each other when it cornes to their s o a d y  expected desires. 

"Girls' games" designers have argued that in a market dominated by giant 

software companies, they have no choice but to stick to market research in order 

to have a fighting chance of surviving. Several interviews with female game 

designers in From Barbie tu Mortal Kornbaf (1998) highlight the diffidties some of 

them have with the narrow creative window they have been dealt. They often 

tell of moments where their own political commitments, to provide information 

about birth conbol or queer sexualify, for example, ran up against the 

expectations of the market or the threareats of boycott by çchools and parent 

groups (Cassell and Jenkins, 1998: 20). These women then, are making a 



conscîous decision to stay away from contentious issues, bowing under market 

pressures to conform instead. 

The Trials and Tribulations of Barbie 

As c m  be expected, feminist theorists have had a lot to Say about the gender- 

speufic view of the video game market, over the las t few years. Sherry Turkle of 

ha, for example, wonders if "girls' games" developers are not simply 

reinforcing existing stereotypes. 

If you market to girls and boys according to just the old stereotypes and 
don't try to create a computer culture that's really more inclusive for 
everyone, you're going to just reinforce the old stereotypes ... We have an 
opportunity here to use this technology, which is so powerful, to make of 
ourselves something different and better. (Cassell and Jenkins, 1998: 18) 

Turkle's intervention reflects the overardllng feminist rhetoric on the topic, 

which is that toys play a crucial role in socialiPng children to conform to gender- 

speàfic and highly restrictive social roles, and that something needs to be done 

to change that. Although idealistic, her vision of the market raises important 

questions. Do girls really need to be pushed into their corner of the stores where 

they will fïnd, yet again, the symbols - make-up, shopping, etc. - of 

paternalistic   en der dichotomv revamped in a digital format? Kate Bernstein, 
L V J 

author of Gazder Ozrtlaw (1994), sees it 

we're looking for something beyond 

the girls want, and why do we have 

1996b). 

as a double-edged sword. Tt's good that 

blood-and-guts. But who's judging what 

to label that specifically 'girl'?" (Brown, 



Others warn that perhaps we should not be so qui& in rejecfing girls preferences 

as trappings of a patriarchal souety. In fact, according to Cassell and Jenkins 

(1998), much feminist scholarship in recent years has centered around redaiming 

and re-evaluating womenfs traditional culturai interests and cornpetencies, 

reco,@zing, for exarnple, the political power of gossip or the community- 

building functions of quilting. 

E h  Seiter (1993) has suggested, that broad-based critichm of "sweet and frillyf' 

,girls' shows such as My Little Pony and S i - r a w b q  Shortcake, which have been 

called "insipid", often resemble earlier dismiss& of adult women's genres such 

as melodrama, romance, or soap opera. It is her contention that these attadcs are 

grounded in a distaste for women's aesthetic preferences toward character 

relations and emotional issues, and they are rooted in the assumption that 

nonprofessional women are mindless and unaitical consumers of patriarchal 

culture. 

But, as Radway (19M) shows, if one examines not just the content but also 
the soaal event of reading, one finds that for many romance readers 
reading itself is a combative act, carried out during stolen moments of 
privacy, and contesting the uçuai self-abnegation of their lives. (Cassell 
and Jenkins, 1998: 21) 

Even Barbief who triggers knee-jerk feminist horror, might need some re- 

evaluation, according to some (Spigel, 1994; Cassell and Jenkins, 1998). Erica 

Rand (1995), for example, has hied to reappraise the doll from a queer 

perspective. In the end, she conduded: 

One thing I learned from talking to people about Barbie is that we need to 
be very humble about our own ability to inscribe meaning in objects, to 
discem the meanings that o ters  attribute to them, or to transfer 
conclusions about resistance, subversion, and hegemony from person to 
person, object to object, context to context. (1995: 195) 



Moreover, it could be argued that the mimetic process by whidi young girls 

develop their identity by purchashg Barbie dolls or games might not be the root 

of ail evil. After all, not all the little girls who worship the Spice Girls will end-up 

looking like their idols. 

Look Who's Pulling the Trigger Now 

The "Quake girls" - some of whom probably have a few disheveled Barbie 

do& in their childhood dosets - phenomenon which has added, in the last few 

years, an interesting element to the whole debate would seem to testif-y to that. 

These womenfs avowed enjoyment of the game Qzrake, a fast-paced and violent 

game whose sole goal is to blow your opponents into obïivion in order to win - 
each level ends with an Olympic-style podium displaying the three highest 

ranking characters - throws the notion that @ls/wornen will not play 

mainstream games into question. The fact that these women are older and more 

in-hine with new technologies only goes so far to explain their attraction for 

video games. 

Indeed, if we follow the logic that says it is because of their experience with 

teduiology that these women are attracted to video games, then it could be 

argued that in a few years all the little girls who got acquainted with the 

computer through "girls' games" will switch to more action-oriented games. Are 

companies produchg games for girls doomed to disappear once this process has 

been accomplished? The demise of "girls' games" software Company Purple 

Moon - who had managed to gain a n  estimated 5.7% of the girl's market -, on 

February 19, 1999, certainly pub the gender-specific view of the market into 



question. Was it realistic to expect girls to be excited at the idea of playing games 

that are so dose to their everyday reality (helping a new student at school, 

exchanging gossip, etc.)? 1s the discovery of new environments not a main 

a t trac t i m  of game-play? 

Although female gamers agree with critics arguuig that video games display 

negative images of women, they refuse to let that deprive them of the 

enjoyment of the game. Does that mean they are capable of trançcending the 

visual cues of the games to get what they want? 

Further studv of the social, educational and cultural background of female 

gamers would be invaluable to better comprehend why these women, as 

opposed to the girls described in market research, have embraced play habits 

usually assouated with boys/rnen. What factors, other than the fact that they are 

familia with the technology, have contrïbuted to their desire to explore the 

inhospitable world of on-line gamin=? a 

Ive can only imagine at this point in t ime that the games d o w  them to fulfiU 

needs and desires different than those of men. Since rnost of these women insist 

they discovered the game on their own, does it mean that they were iooking for 

something that was absent hom their daily lives? It is also difficult to evaluate if 

it is under the pressure of "girls' games" companies or that of fernale gamers, 

among others, that industry has been slowly introducing more female characters 

in their products. 

I started this project with a vague interest in women and their relationship with 

new technologies. 1 condude it with dozens of questions, an even greater 



interest, and a finn beiief that more research needs to be done to understand the 

contradictio& present in the "girls' games" market. 

Recenily, as 1 was working on a project to develop a meniorhg Web site to 

encourage high school girls to choose studies and, ultimately, a career in science 

and technology, 1 was surprised, and delighted, to see that similar sites are going 

up all over the world. This sugges ts that the concems highlighted in this thesis 

are not Iimited to North America. Food for thought. 
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Interesting Intemet Addresses 

Girls' Game Software Companies 

Girl Games 
www.girlgamesinc.com 

Girl Tech 
www.giritech.com 

Mattel Interactive 
http: / /www.mattehteractive.com/ 

Other Software Companies 

Id Software: 
http: / /www.idsoÇtware.com/ 
Creators of Qzrake 

Eidos 
http: ./ / wwwl.eidosinteractive.co.uk/ 
Creators of Tomb Rrzider and Lara Croft 

Girl Gamers Web Sites 
These are community-oriented Web sites, with bulletin boards, advice columns, 
contests, pen pals, interviews with mentors, and on-line games. 

Cybergrrl 
http: / / www.cybergrrl.com 

GntlGamer 
http: / /www.grrlgamer.com 

PlanetGirl.com 
A subsidiairy of Girl Games Inc. 

Purple Moon Place 
http:/ /www.purple-moon.com/cb /laslink/pm?stat+pm_place 



Fernale Garner Clans Web Sites 

http://www.danpms.com 

http: / /cradcwhore.com/maininhtml 

http:/ /www.grrlgamer.com/ 





Television, the Drug of the Nation 

One nation under God has tumed into One nation 
under the influence of one drug 
Television, the Drug of the Nation 
Breeding ignorance, Feeding radiation 
T.V. 
it satelite Links 
Our united states of unconsciouness 
Apathetic therapeutic and extremely addidive 
The methadone metronorne pumping out 
150 channek 24 hours a day 
You can Oip through all of them 
And still there's nothing worth watdung 
T.V. is the reason why less than ten percent 
of our nation reads books daily 
Why most people think Central America means Kansas 
Socialism means unamerican 
And apartheid is a new headache remedy 
Absorbed in its world ifs so hard to h d  us 
It shapes our mind the most 
Maybe the mother of our nation 
Should remind us that we're sitting too dose to ... 
Television, the Drug of the Nation 
Breeding ignorance, feedhg radiation 
T-V. 
is the stomping ground 
For political candidates 
Where bears in the woods 
Are chased by grecian formula'd bald eagles 
T.V. 
is mechanized politic's remote control over masses 
Co-sponsored by environmentally safe gases 
Watch for the PBS spead 
It's the perpetuation of the two party system 
Whzre image takes precedence over wisdom 
Where sound bite politics are sewed 
To the fast food culture 
Where straight teeth in your mounth 
Are more important than the words that corne out of it 
Race baiting is the way to get selected 
Willie Horton or will he not get elected on ... 
Television, the Drug of the Nation 
B reedhg ignorance, feeding radiation 
T.V. 
is the reflector or is the director 
Does it imitate us or do we imitate it . 

Because a child watches 1500 murders 
Before he's twelve years old 



And we wonder how we've created 
A jason generation that learns to laugh 
Rather than abhor the horror 
T.V. 
is the place where arrnchair generals and quarter b a h  
Can experience first hand 
The excitement of video warfare 
As the theme Song iç sung  in the background 
Sugar sweet sitcoms that leave us with 
A bad actor taste while pop stars methamorphosize 
Into soda pop stars, you saw the video 
You heard the sound track 
Well now go buy the soft drink 
Weil, the only cola that I support 
Zs a union C.O.L.A. (cost of living dowance) on 
Television, the Dmg of the Nation 
Breeding ignorance, feeding radiation 
Back again, New and Improved 
We return to our irregularly programmed schedule 
Hidden deverly between heavy breasted beer and car commercials 
CNNESPNABCTNT but mostly B.S. 
Where, oxyrnoronic language like: 
"Virtually spotless" "Fresh frozen" 
"Light yet fillingr' and "Military intelligence" 
become standard 
T.V. 
is the place where phrases are redefined 
Like recession to necessary downturn 
Crude oil on a beach to mbusse 
Civilian death to colateral damage 
And being kiUed by your own army 
is now called friendly fire 
T.V. 
is the place where the pursuit of Happiness has become 
the pursuit of trivia 
Where toothpaste and cars 
Have become sex objects 
Where imagination is sucked out of children 
By a cathode ray nipple 
T.V. 
is the only wet nurse 
That would create a cripple 
ON T E L r n I O N  

The Disposable Heroes of HipHoprisy from the album Hypocrisy is the Greatest 
Luxury. Island Records Inc. (1992). 




