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“Two Guns, A Girl and a PlayStation™": Gender in
the Tomb Raider Series

K. Cuelistte
macuelle@ican.net

Absiract

Thiy ety Irrl-zu»\ Il ez n-?ulr- tha selaivcly recenth ackrowledaed phe-
romenon of cmss-genéer identification as if appears in the Tomb Raider
series. By placing a feraale protagonist in roles previously occupled exciu-
sively by male heroes, video game creaiors have prodiced an environ-
ment which defies the previously aceepted notions of spectatorskip and
the gaze. As such, this paper rol onfy reopens the discussion of the gaze
{as.ana a priori), i problematizes the stability of gender.

introduction

The Tomb Raider series of video games is ope of the most snccessful
ever, with more than sixteen million copies having been sold world-wids
{Banman 52). Although Thab Raider's formula — shoot your way through
several puzzlefilled levels set in buildings or compounds — comes frem
sarlier games such as Castie Bolfenstein (1983} and Doomr (1993), thers
is one significant difference: the female protagonist, Larz Croft. As Gary
Eng Walk recognizes, “Lara Croft is a bona fide legend, an indelible tattoo
on the biceps of *90s pop culture. There are Lara T-Shirts. Watches. Fost-
ers. A coffee mble book. A movie deal” {100}, Walk does not mention that
there is almost as much negative attestion devoted vo Lara Croft. Aca-
demic criticiem of Torb Raider focuses mainly on the protagonist’s chest,
waist, and hip measurenients, and what Justine Cassell and Henry Jenkins
call the game’s “overt pandering to adolescent male interestz in “tits and
ass8’” (32). Such g statement discounts players” new-found ability to iden-
ify with the protagonists because of advances in “virual reality” techool-
ogy. For example, in 2 1999 commercial, two gamers argue over which
one gets to play the role of Ken Griffey It in a game of Major League
Baseball Feanring Ken Griffey J, on the Nintendo 64 platform. They
exchange cries of “Ne! I'm Ken Criffey Jr.” to indicate that the level of
“virtual reality” in the game enhances the role-playing effect, such that the
players ignore the real Ken Griffey Jr. 23 he knocks on their door: To simu-
late baseball in a8 detailed a fashion &s possible, the pame “ihelndes the
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possibility of trades, injuries, fatigue, and play based on statistical models
of actual baseball players. Those plaving the videc game can act as owner,
amanager, and player. The virtual reality of the games improves with each
successive generation of consoles and video cards.

For Tom#b Raider, the virtual reality created by the cinematic anima-
tion of the game produces an environmeni for male-to-female cross-gender
identification, a topic that has received little criticsl attention, It is worth
noting that Jean Laplanche and Jean-Baptiste Pontalis describe identifica-
nen as Hie “PsYChological precess i winea 4 subpeul assimilales an aspou,
a property, a characteristic of another and transforms himself [or herself]
totally or partially on the basis of this model” (184}, Indeed, psychoanalytic
literature considers such an identification to be atypical if not abnormal.
¥or exambple, in “Her Body, Himself: Geader in the Slasher Film,” Carol
Clover brefly examines the possibility of such an identification between
the largely male audience and the fernale character whe ultimately defeats
the monster{s) or “bad guy(s)” in slasher films, a stereotypical figure she
refers to as the “final girl™ £216). Since she was not aware of other zet-
tings and productions that achieved a similar effect, or of analyses thal
consider cross-gender identification, Clover calls for more research into
this phenomencn. More than ten vears later, little has been done to heed
Clover’s call. In Bad Girls and Sick Boys (1999), Linda Kauffman merely
echoes Clover’s sentiments: “Since Lanra Mulvey's groundbreaking work
on spectatorship, the male gaze has become a critical commonplace, bat
Clover suggests the need for further research about men’s identification
with women” {132} Justine Cassell and Henry Jenkins, in From Barbie io
Mortal Kombat, actually ceanect 7omb Raider with Clover’s analysis but
procesd no further, They acknowledge that “Asguments explaining male
gamers’ close trans-gender identification with Lara Crofls (sic) closely
parellel Carol Clover™s discussion of the ‘final girl” convention in 198Gs
siasher films. [However] the success of “Tomb Raiders’ {sic) has been
linked to the exaggeration of Lara Crofis' (sic) feminine cheracteristics™
{30-1). Unfortunately, this putright dismissal of the exisienes of cross-
gender identification during game play, and as an underdying factor in the
success of the game, is a3 close to an avalysis of the phenomenon 238 they
pet. Like many critics, Cassel and Jenkins are far more interested in cri-
tiquing what they perceive to be examples of patriarchal hegetnony than in
actalty analyzing the text. Thus, [ examine the cross-gender identification
between the {male) audience and Lara Croft. While the reverse phepom-
enon, females identifying with male protagonists, has been explored, for
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example, by Constance Penley, in Technocuifure {1991) and elsewhere,
this study is {currently) alene. This essay both draws on previous works
for ils theoretical basis while providing & challenge to the concephion of
the “male gaze™ as well a5 the stability of gender as a construct.

Admittedly, video games may appear at first giance to be a more
fartastic and (therefore} culurally less relevant site of popular culture then
even the camivalesque atmosphere of professional wrestling. However, as
Elizabeth and Geoffrey Loftus observe,

video games probably have more power than other pre-
vions instruments of socialization (for example, TV} t0
affect socialization, because of the hipghly interactive
nature of the computers that underlies the games. Com-
puters and computer games can literally replace ofher
people in many respects. Indeed we find some suiking
" differences between socialization in the video arcades and
socalizzation in more tradifional settings. (89)

Furthermore, Fabian Blache and Lauren Fielder remind us that the game
characters become more “like “real’ people. . .] with each year that passes.
Games are now seen, by those who play them, as viable enterzinment in
lien of activities like going te movies, so il stands to reason that games are
being made less superficial in scope with each instaliment or generation
that passes™ {1). More and more video games also have interactivity asa
built-in feature, which alters the experience from one of passive viewing
io active participation. This point is raised fequently in relation o the
vielence contained in many video games. The combination, it is assumed,
leads {(young) game players to become violent themselves. Mot surpris-
ingly, the topic has become the focus of most analyses of video games.
In this regard, Elizabeth and Geoffrey Loftus remark that *'What are not
nsually considered are the indirect benefits that video games can and do
yield. These can be unexpected and enormously powerful” (8). The argu-
ment that players of video games assume the violent persomalities of their
op-screen counterparts assumes an identification with those personae, but
this is as far as the critiques go. The need exist, therefore, to consider the
nature of these idestifications and what cocurs when the plaver and the
persona are of different genders.
Analysis of media such as video games requires a comprehen-

sive approach. Geoffrey Roclowell expresses surprise that the-academic
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commumity bas largely ignored video games as a site of study, other than
to peint out the “adolescent audience intended by most computer games,
Jand] the violent and sexist characler of many games” {17, Henry Jenkirs,
of MIT, offers further reasons for the lack of serious attention paid to video
games:

I dop’tthink there’s any guestion that video games became
a media scapegoat in the post-Columbine ara. I thiok that
b mwn [214a® mee aerorey e
mblbea b Li.}_. Liid Taottldeldn il
digital media in general. Computers were nol a ceniral
pan of the lives of the current generation of parents when
they were growing up, but they are a central part of the

Hives of their children. (gid. in Russo 57)

aniatts marhiisy tea reritears shesge
QONICTY wniivm the rinlure anesy

As evidence of the technophobia, Tomn Russe cites a Wasiinglon Posi
survey conducted after the Columbine shootings which asked the public
what they theught was a significant cause of the shooting: “The top answer
was the Interhet (82%), while the avaitability of guns was cited by less than
60% of respondents™ {57}, An often unacknowledged reason for academic
prejudice against video games is, as Rockwell observes, “the general fail-
ure of traditional disciplines Lo deal with games of any sort as a form of
human expression worthy of sady™ {13, Clearly, then, the combinaticn of
fast-paced actien and puzzie solving means that action-adventure games,
such as the Tomb Raider games, are hybrids, An important part of the suc-
cess ef such a formnia rests in #s intertexiuality; that is, its incorporatien
of familiar plots, themes, characterizations, and symbols that have been
bommowed from other genres and other media.

From Pixel to Persona: Action-Adventure Video Gamas

Althouph they do represent a significant shift and advancement in com-
puter games, the Tomb Raider games meorporate features found in many
of their predecessors, in many different genres. The action-adventure gense
combines the graphical featarss of arcade-style games with the sceparios
cf role-playing or adventure games such as Casife Wolfensiein and Daom.
Resident Evil (199%), released six months before Tomb Raider, intreduced
third-persen perspective and an optional female pretagonist, Jill Valen-
tine. Tomé Raider represents another and mere important paradigm shift
in that it was “the first hit acticn game to use a real-time 3D engine with
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a third-person perspective’”™ (Rouse 9). One of the other important differ-
ences between Tomb Raider and earlisr games is that the camera position
necessarily must change. In a first-person gamse, the camvera is always in
the right position, in what film critics call the “I-camera,” for the first-
person, singulat, pronoun, position. Ina third-person game, the camera has
o move in order to provide the best angle from which to view (he action
while zlways remainiog within the game world. Moreover, views from
behind Lara Croft comprise the majority of the game play and the “camera
anyde" s aedcaniatinaily adinatcd to maintzin this position, afferding the
player an excelient view of the game world and the protagonist. In fact,
this feature of the game serves 10 minimize the available views and there-
fore the effect of Lara’s much maligned physique. Tn any case, the lamg-
est single difference is the increased visibility of the protagonist achieved
through the improved graphics eagine: Lara Croft becomes a real{istic)
character and the presentation is meant fo mimic cinemalography.

In addition io the shift of perspective, the game play in Tomb
Raider has several important changes compared to previous games. In
this regard, the most important change is the auto-zsiming feature in Tomd
Ruider, Whila this poiut might seem counter-intuitive, il does move Tomb
Raider away from the realm of the pure action “shoot’em up™ and into the
adventure genre, Richard Rouse explains the difference:

In Dosm much of the chailenge is hitting your demonic
adversaries, and the player’s ability 1o determine exactly
what [he orshe is] shooting af is key 1o this style of game
play. When the player is no longer seeing through the eves
of This or her] game world chamacter, aiming becomes
much more difficult and eounterintuitive, and a change
&0 a style of game play in which aitmog is not so central
becomes necessary, {9-10)

Resident Evid, in spite of its third-person perspective, has greater affinities
with action “shooters™ like Dogm. lis calegorization ie a different genre,
“sarvival horror,” which it is said to have initiated, reficcts the distinction
{ZDMet}. Instead of extra-terresirial mutants, players of Resident Evil {and
the characiers they conmol) must eliminate zombies and other monsters
borrowed from herror movies. In contrast, Tomb Raider is

more of an action adventure, with the player needing fo
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figure out puzzles, and divine means of attaining difficult
to reach positions. Though Tomb Raider has its fast achion

- moments, these are separated by long puzzie-solving pas-

: sages. However, the switch from pure actien to action
adventure was not done merely because the developers
felt like it; the removed view of a third-person game lends
itself more to navigating the player’s surrogate through
the world instead of aiming and shooting its inhabitants.
{uuse B)

1 is not untl Tomb Raider: The Last Revelation, the fourth game in the
series, that the player has the option of aiming Lara’s guns. In the third-
person perspective, it is incredibly difficultto do so. The nature ofthe game-
play reinforces the cinematic style of presentation by changing the pature
of what game developers call “player immersion,” or the way in which the
player is drawn into the game world. Again Rouse adds insight:

By being able to view their surrogate performing the
actions they command, players intuitively realize that the
character doing all those cool moves is very much not
them. In & first-person game, the player sees their actions
{sic) carried oul by the movement of the camera through
the world as wiewed by their (sic) character. Thus the
player is more drawa into the game and might — for brief
moments in time — even think they (sic) actually are in
the game world. {10}

As previously staled, in a first-person game, like Doom and the Woifen-
stein games, the player sees through the eyes of the character and it is
therefors much easier to become immersed in the game. Simulators use a
similar technigue to give players the sense of being “in the game.™ Indesd,
military combat simulators employ the same perspective used in Doom ta
prepare soldiers for acrval battle.

In a first-person game, the player, for all intents and purposes,
is the character: in a third-person game, the distance between piayer and
chatacter removes this possibility. As with TV and movies, the player is
invited to identify with the character Tather than become the chamcter. As
Toby Gard, one of the original designers of Tomb Raider suggzsts,
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Generally speaking, if it"s third-person, then you're watch-

ing and controlling a character external to yourself. This

allows us to give that character more personality of their

{sic) own, and the plaver, suitably distanced, doesn’t find

it disconcerting when the character does things of itz own

accerd. In a first-person game you can’t do that because

you're meant to be {aking on that rele, and as a player you

expect te put all the personality of that cheracter in your-

~odl {gid. o Rousc 18]
Indeed, the player is not oaly “suitably distanced” from the character in
s game that uses a third-person perspective, the player is also at a greater
distance from the game world. Although the player still guides the pro-
tagonisi around through the various fevels of the game, the view-point
for the game is analogous to that of film or ielevision. Interestingly, in
the lztest instaliment, Tomb Raider: The Last Revelation, the designers
inchuded first-person perspectives when Lara performs centain fanctions,
such gs looking throngh binoculars or the scope of a cross-bow. However,
she is such a well-established character — due to previous games, the
atfention she receives, and the primarily third-person perspective in the
rest of the pame(s) — that it will be difficul: for players to believe that they
are Lars Croft. They do not share her personality or her gender but instead
occasionally share her poirt-of-view through a video game adaptation of
the traditional three camers approach to cinema, While their distantiation
is raintained in the fourth editien, the more cinematic approach results in
an increased identification with the protagonisi,

*Bigger Action, Befter Outfits:” Film Theory and Video Games

The irfluence of film on the animation in computer games shounld nof
be under-estimated. For example, in The Last Express, designer Jordan
Mechner admits that he tried to mimic the filming techniques nsed in
Hitcheock's Rear Window (Kouse 11). Tomb Roider’s creators similarly
imended to animate the game as if it were being filmed. Thus, it {s entirely
logical to apply methods and theories adapted ffom caiticisms of film znd
spectatorship 1o analyze 8 game like Tomb Raider and a character like Lara
Croft, The mest influential of the critical approaches for the considemation
of gender in film is Lanra Mulvey’s critique of what has come to be known
as the “male gaze,” in her essay, “Visual Pleasure and Namative Cinema”
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{1989}, According to Mulvey, there are two contradictory aspects of lock-
ing in conventional cinema:

) The first, scopophilic, arises from pleasure in using
another person as 2o object of sexuzl stimulation threugh
sight. The second. developed through narcissism and the
constitotion of the ego, comes from identification with the
image =een. Thus. in terms. one implies a separation of
the erctic identity [roin ihe object on IBe scIeen jactive
scopophilia), the other demands identification of the =go
with the object on the screen through the speciator’s fasei-
nation with and recognition of his tke. The first is 3 func-
tion of (ke sexual instincts, the second of ego libido. {18}

In “Visual Pleasure,” Mulvey considers only male-centred forms. The pri-
mary reason for this is that “in a world ordered by sexual imbalance, plea-
sure in looking has been split between active/male and passive/female”
{Mulvey 19%. The split between active and passive toles reduces female
characters te twa roles. They are either erctic objects for the characters on
the screen or they are erotic objects for the spectaters. This critique, aot
so nuch of cinema, but of the patriarchal apparatus that Mulvey perceives
as being behind its production, has contributed to a substantial body of
scholarship for the last twenty-five years and has only recently come to be
questioned.

Although he wants fo analyze Tomb Raider and its profagenist in
terms of the gaze, Steve Spittle admils that the game “cffers a much more
ambivalent experience” for which the gaze is unable to account. Spittle
explains that the ambivalence in Tomb Raider lies in the unusual tension
between its basis in the male gaze and its simullaneous identification with
an active female protagonist. That my female students felt empowered by,
ang attracted to, Tomb Raider suggests it does mark a shift in conceptions
of subjsctivity and identity. However, this shift is not total and still appears
to be rooted in existing gender definitions. (9)

Lara Crofl is not just the only fernale, she is the only protagonist in
every version of Tomb Raider. Since her primary role within the narrative
siructure of the game is to kill the bad guys and monsters, Lara Crofi fits
the basic profile of a charaster traditionally found in homor films:

the image of the distressed female most likely o linger in

the memory [. . .] the one who did not die: the surviver,
or Finat Girl. She is the one who encounters the mutilated
bodies of her friends and perceives the full extent of the
receding horrer and of her own peril; who is chased, cor-
nered, wounded; whom we sge scream, stagger, fall, bse,
and scream again. {Clover 1987, 2000

In zddition, the Final Girl is “presented from the outset as the main char-
dubih, The prdvibecd vienadt distiigasis o o b Niveds ssiouics uits
the film. She is the girl scout, the bookworm, the mechanic. Unlike [other
giris] she is not sexualty active™ (Clover 1987, 204), This aspect of Lara’s
lif is documented in the official biegraphy Core Design released in 1999,
Rather thar stay wih her family, “An advenaturous soul, Larz found the
idea of being sent away from home an exciting prospect.... Preferring her
DWE company to that of others, Lars would eften take off at dawn, retin-
ing only at nightfall for supper” (Walk 103}, In facy, as is reported on the
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation’s program, Undercurrents, the makers
and creators of Lara Croft and 7omb Raider were approached by advertis-
ers for a feminine hygiene product. Lara’s handiers refused to allow her
image to appear in the ads partly for fear that it would alienate her largely
male following, but partly out of fear that it would alter the image of their
star. As well, Lara conducts all of her archaeological expeditions aloge,
except for the first two levels of the fourth installment, Tomd Raider: The
Last Revelation (2000). Initially, she is accompanied during the treining
level by Prof. von Croy, of whom mers will be said, and in the second
level she has an Egyptian guide who evertually runs away, screaming,
Meither of these iz a snitable partner, in any sense, for Lara, While she is
partly a sexua! object, she is an unatizinable object,

Moreover, in the most recent release in the Tomb Raider series,
Larz’s non-sexual image is furthered by the opening sequence in which
she is depicted at the age of sixteen. She appears along with her mentor,
Prof. Wemer vor Croy, who also serves to reinforee the nen-sexus!, “look
den’t touch,” nature of the relationship between Lara and her audience by
assuming a protective, fatherly, role in the initial sequences. In conirast,
according to Mulvey, in an analysis Spitile (and others) would like to apply
to Tomb Raider, the preseptation begins with the woman as the object of
the combined gaze of the male speetator and male protagonist alike and
“By means of identification with {ihe protagonist], through participation in
his powrer, the spectator can indirectly possess her too” (Mulygey 21). This

Number 1, 2004 TEXT Technology 164

Mumba=ar 1, 2004 TEXT Technology 165

IR RY

WML 2RI L ASTEaNSY Y9 4T 2o

NLLYH

GLOSGoo @



analysis is based on the premise of a male spectator whe identifies with
2 male protagonist simply and whelly because they are both male. The
spectator, then, cannol “possess” the protagonist and cannet identify with
the female figure. Yel it is precisely the female protagonist with whor the
player of Tomb Raider wlentifies and ic whose power he (or she) partici-
pales.

Part of the problem with Mulvey's formulation arises because she
attributes all of the power i a given scene to the male protagonist and the
Hiabe ~pOoIaiG0s o0 e baziz of gopdor She dess nor opneider poweer s
be a separate category of analysiz becanse she sees it as being part of and
determined by gender Sean Nixon neatly summarizes what is lacking n
dluivey’s critique:

Historical and secial factors which determice identily
are — in the end — reduced to the caleulus of psycho-
sexual structures. In addition, the emphasis on psycho-
sexual structures produces a reductive account of identity
conceived fundamentally in-terms of sexus! difference.
In other words, psychoanalysis privileges acquisition of
gender and sexual identity as the bedrock of identity.
Other determinants upon identity (such as class) are
effectively sidelined. (321)

Since gender 15 the “bedrock of identity,” if is permanently fixed. Since
gender is fixed, the positions of men apd women are fixed. Therefors,
Mulvey adds that in psychoanalytic terms,

the female figure poses a deeper problem. She also con-
notes something that the look continnally circles around
but disavows: her lack of a penis, implying a threat of
casiration and hence, unpleasure. Ultimately, the meaning
of woman is sexual difference, the visually ascertzinable
absence of the penis, the material evidence on which is
based the castration complex essential for the organisa-
tion of entrasce to the symbolic order and the law of the
father. Thus the woman as icon, displayed for the gaze
and enjoyment of men, the active controllers of the ook,
arways threatens to evoke the amticty it originally signi-
fied. (21}

However, Lara Creft's overtly feminine appearance immediately problem-
atizes this type of analysis when coupled with her dexterity in performing
tasks that are stereotypically male as well as her insertion into a narra-
tive formula that has been historically male. She is never a passive object,
but is inslead an active (and violent} agent. The camera does follow her
around, but it i3 in response to her movements. The player directs those
movements, but Lara’s actions are limited and defined by the artificial
mteligence built into the game.

Kuhzy maintzins that the male protaconist is the on-sereen sur-
rogate of (he {male} viewer. This is made pessible, she says “through the
processes set in metion by structuring the film around a main controlting
figure with whom the spectator can identify™ {20). However, such a posi-
ticn, based 2s it is on the study of only Hitchcock and von Sternberg,
is reductive. John Ellis offers a more nuanced approach to identification,
mvolving two different lendencies:

First, there is that of dreaming and fantasy that involves
the multiple and contradictory tendencies within the con-
struction of the individual. Second, there is the experience
of narcissistic identification with the image of 2 human
figure perceived as other. Both these processes are invoked
in the conditicns of entertainment cinema. The spectator
does not therefore “identify” with the hero or heroine: an
identification that wouid, if put in its conventioral sense,
involve socially constructed males identifying with male
heroes, and socially constructed ferpales identifying with
women heroines. (43)

Herces are not always in control nor are they always male. For example,
the same can be said of the spectator. Ellis elaborates;

The situation is more complex than this, as identification
involves both the recognition of self in the image on the
screen, a narcissistic identification, and the identification
of self with the various positions that are involved in the
fictional parration: those of hero and hereine, villain, bit-
part player, active and passive character. ldentification
is therefore multiple and fractured, a sense of seeing the
constituent parts of the spectator’s own psyche pagaded
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before her er him. {43)

m many genres, such as wesierns and professional wrestling, the hero
ascillates from beater to beaten, Based on Mulvey's premise this requires
either multiple changes io allegiance, so that the viewer always aligns with
the victor, This would require rapid changes in identification; changes oo
rapid to be feasible. Additionally, the male as the focus of the paze, with a
female controlling the gaze, commonly ocours i sports films {which typi-
cally feaiure female coaches or owners} aed advelhisoiusads fo clothes o
cosmetics {(for men). When involved in a video game, the player can spend
hovrs viewing not just the female’s body, bul also her perspective, and we
know that the constifuent parts of socially constructed males include those
1hat are ferminine.

If she is asked to perform a task she is incapable of completing or
which is not possible at thal point in the game, Lara Croft responds withan
emphatic *No!™ In the terms of the game, Lara has ultimate say and there-
fore uliimate centrol over what happens. True, the progranumers created
her himits, but for the practical purposes of playing the game, the on-sereen
figere {and her capabilities] diciate {he realm of possible movements and
possibie events. Larz Croft is not the figure Lacra Mulvey describes in the
introduction to her famous essay:

To sammarise briefly: the function of woman in forming the patriarchal
unconscious is fwaofeld: she firstly symbolises the castration threat by her

real lack of a penis and secondly ihereby raises her child into the sym- -

bolic. [. . .JWoman then stands in patriarchal culture as a gignifier for the
mate other, baund by a symbolic order in which man can live out his fan-
tasics and obsessions through lingmstic command by imposing them cn
the silent image of woman still tied to her place as bearer, ot maker, of
meaning. (14-15)

Unquestionably, Lara Croft lacks a penis, but does not automatically
represent the threat of castration. Instead, because of the structire of the
game, Lars represeats the obviatton of castratica, for you cannot castrate
that which cannot be castrated or is already castrated. The fact that Lama
is not sexpally acitve means that she will not (be able 1o} reise a child wmio
the patriarcha! order, even if the player of the game is 2 male. She will
not, as Mulvey maintains, “[turs] her child into the signifier of her own
desire 10 possess a penis” (14). Furthermore, ske does not lack a phallus.
In the game, the phalius or Law of the Father, is represented by Lara's
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gun(s} and, more frequently, Lara’s ability to solve the required riddies.
The latter form, especially, signifies not servitude, but rather a mastery
over the Symbotic Order.

As the game progresses, Lara acquires larger and more pewerfil
guns as well as more vahuable treasures and magical items. Ukimately,
Lara uses the phallic objects to destroy the bad guys and monsters. These
actions constitute ihe “castration, literak or symbolic, of the killer at [the
Final Girl’s] hands™ (Clover 1987, 208). Thus, Lara Croft's Presence oot
rs_n}:,r remawes ine hreaf oleusiraling 3 fosdesd relocates the thecat by pro-
Jeeting it onto its real source: the bad guys. In Clover's terms, the i_mlpnr-
tance of this act is that “At the moment that the Final Girl becomes her
own gavior, she becomes a hero; and the moment that she becomes a hero
is the moment that the male viewer gives up the last pretense of male iden-
tification” (Clover 1987, 218-19}. Ciover means thig both interms of iden-
tifying strictly with on-screen males and in terms of not considering the
Final Girl as a sexual objeci. The viewer identifies with heroes, oot sexual
objects. Lara Crofi's life is in danger from the moment the game bepgins.
Therefore, movement through the various levels of the games is predicated
on Lara having alresdy been a savior and/or being a savior again, Given
the type of scenaric the games involve — that the player spends most of
the game siaring at Lara Croft’s back, andior solving puzzles — the male
spectator’s gaze effectively ends when ke siops looking st Lara, opens the
box and begins playing. In addition, 25 soon as the first puzzle is solved, or
the first enemy shot, mzle identification ceases to cecur because the herao,
the possessor of the phallus, is not male.

It is curious that Clever recognizes that the first significant men-
ton of the concept of male-to-female cross-gender identification comes
from Susan Barrowelough's review of the Nationa!l Film Board of Cana-
da’s documentary, Not a Love Story (1982). This NFB production purports
to demonstrate the threat to socisty, and especially to women, posed by
?emogsaphy. Acorollary goal of the documentary is a thorough and damn-
ing aritique of patriarchy. Barrowclough suggests that

cenirary to the assumption that the male uses pomography
to confirm and celebrate his gender’s sexual activity and
dominance, is the possibility of his pleasure in identifying
with a “feminine” [perspective.] [.. ] Whose pert does
he take when, as often occurs in such representations, the
woman is the [...] active, dominant or aggressive part-
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aer? Does the passive role offer fantasy relief from the

sirains of phailic performance? (35)
Given the earlier analysis of Tomé Raider, the word “pomography” could
- be replaced seamlessly by the words “video games” in the scenario Bar-
rowelough describes. Criticizing the games on the mere basis of the pro-
tagonist’s phenolypic qualities assumes too mach, expiores too litile, and
obscures the complex relstionships created by the games” environment. §
fais1 65K, along with Bamowowough, Vbel ale s cutbaadios DKL
representations of sexuality and sexual activity, between fantasy and enact-
ment [because the] ways meanings are produced and consumed — and
their relation to other aspects of sexed and sexual behaviour — demand
an analysis which caonot be conducted within a moral parable of the lost
sheep recleimed from lbe Big Bad Wolf* (36), or in this case, Polfensietn,
Docm, or Tomb Raider.

“When a Killer Body tsn't Ensugh The Impact of Marrative on
Gender

Although spectatorship is central to their consumption, witheat a plot the
action-adventure or action-homor videe games would not be terribly dif-
ferent from early action games like Space fnvaders, Missile Cepunrand,
and Asferoids. As insignificant as it is, even these games have a modest
plot: the earth is in danger and must be saved by eliminating the threat,
Ths importance of narrative, indeed its very existence, in videc games is
often overlooked by critics and scholars. Carol Clover notes ihat the role
of the Final Girl has changed significantly as the horror film genre has
progressed. The protagonist’s position has shifted from passive 1o active
defense. That 15 to say, she 0o longer flees the monster or bad guy unti! she
is saved by a man, 4 /a Little Red Riding Hood. The vides pame squiv-
alent of the fairy tale heroine is Paulme, the princess in Dorkey Kong,
who must be rescued from the gorilla by Mario (later of Super Mario
and Mario Bros. fame). As the movie formula has develeped successive
heroines have defended themselves with force and alkimately have killed
the assailants by themselves. For example, in the 4#en series, Ripley kills
the mother of the parasitic aliens and successfully defends the space sta-
tion. A further progression can be seen in Buffy the Vampire Siayer and in
Tomb Raider. Like Bufly, Lara Croft’s role is one of pure offense, Thaugh
they acknowledge the shift that has occurred, Cassell and Jenkins express
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reservalions regarding the new roies of female protagonists:

The suecess with women of self-defease classes and of
female-centered action films, such as Thelma and Lowvise
or dliens, shows that violenl imagery is compatible with
notonly feminine taste bt feminist politics. Female action
protagonists, such as ielevision’s Xena and lhe comic-
book heroine, Tank Girl, have attracted stropg female fol-
lewings, Including leshians, who celebrate their refusal
o conform to tradmionzi gender rotes and iheir atabity o
hold their own against male opponents. Much of what
gets read as female empowermment within popular cultare
repfesents feminist appropriation of violent images for
their owm ends. (29}

Part of the skepticism Cassell and Jenkins express results from the focus of
their critique. They only consider the political impact of powerful female
profagonists from an essentialist viewpoint that is based on the visual
agpects of the texis they cite. Rather than analyzing games, (heir uitimate
goal is to find methods of encouraging more females to use computers.
Thus, they do not examing the impact of female protaganists on the narra-
tive structure, nor do they consider the identifications that arise from the
insertion of female characters into roles traditionally occupied by male
heroses.

Simply put, there is more to a character than her phenotype. In
adéition, the character should be investigated within the context of the
narrative conventions of the genre. In this regard, Lara Croft is a natural
successor to the Final Girl lineage. In fact, Lara Croft i part of 2 much
longer line than just that of the Final Girl, for, properly speaking, Tomb
Raider follows the nammative conventions of the romance. According io the
archetypal taxonomies of Northrop Frye,

The essential element of plot in omance is adventure,
which means that romance is naturally a sequential and
processional form [ . ] At its most paive it @5 sn endless
form in which a ceniral character who mever develops or
ages goes through one adventure after ancther [...] We
see this form in comic strips, where tbe central characters
persist for years in 2 state of refrigesated éalblessrzcss
{Frye 1957, 1B6)
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With the exception of Tomb Raider: The Last Revelations opeming
sequence, Lara Croft does not ape al all. Other games have Followed suit.
Perfect Dark is derived from GoldenEye which is in ten based en the
James Bond movie of the same pame. Tan Fleming’s super spy is perhaps
the most frithful follower of the formula Frye finds in romance. The movie
version of the here has been played by five actors who span forty years, all
without aging. One can assume thal Mr. Bond's colleague, Joanna Dark,
will enjoy a similar career. That is 1o say, (he female protagonists in con-
wilipotal s wadeo gamcs hove boen incerred inre berous roles Bitherto ncen-
pied by males and have become fixtures m the genre,

Although seemingly losi on Cassell and Jenlans, the plot is an
important part of the game for players and designers alike. For exampie,
i fhe fourth Tomb Raider, “The entire game takes place in Egypt. {This]
allows us 1o focus a fol more on the game, the game play, and mest of all,
the story™ explains Adrian Smith, Core’s direcior of eperations (qtd. in
Walk 102}, Sharon Sherman draws on another archetypal theorist, Joseph
Campbell, and his concept of the “monomyik” to illustrate the intertextual
allusions that structure the plots of video games. In The Hero with @ Thou-
sand Faces {1973}, Campbell summarizes the pattern: “A hero ventures
forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wender:
fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the
hera comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to beslow
boons on his fellow man” {30}, Ia Sherman’s view, the journey described
by Campbell is “so significant that popular culture creators from Disney
to Geoige Lucas to Steven Spiclberg to Nintendo game producers recreate
the themes most important to them from their own remembered childhood
pasts and, at the same time, creaie an intertextual framework insiantly
recogmized and reiaforced by children on 2 global scale never dreamt of
by historic-geographic researchers” (246). The notion of interiextuality

takes on greater significance with regard to cross-gender identification
when thematic elements and characterizations are added to the analysis.
Frye's model of fiction also includes the quest narrative. He writes thai the
“complete form of the romance is clearly the successful quest, and such
a completed form has three main stages: the stage of the perilous journey
and the preliminary minor adventures; the crucial smuggle, usually some
idnd of battle in which either the hero or his foe, or both, must die; and
the exaltation of the hero” (Frye 1957, 187). The final Tomb Raider game,
for instance, follows this siructure clogely: the game begins with a training
level copstructed around a flashback to the time when Lara was a sixteen-
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year-old, then the crucial stuggle requires that Lara retumn the spirit of an
evil Egyptian god to ifs resting place, and, curiously, both the gamer and
Lars are exalted when the game is finished. A special animated sequence,
in which Lara is honeured, plays after each successful completion. Other
garaes treat their heroes similarly and in many cases, the only way to view
certain scenes, play certain [evels or view the credits is to complete the
game.

Since Lara Croft is, in & literary sense, the iero in 2 romance, it is
fitting that she maintain the conventionalized attributes required of such &
character. Consuiting Frye again, we learn e following about the hero of
foIRance:

¥ superior in gegree to olher men and te his environment,
the lero is the typical bero of romance, whose actions
arz marvelious but who is himself identified as 2 human
being. The hero of romance moves in a world in which the
ordinary laws of nature are slightly suspended: prodigies
of courage and endurence, unnatoral fo us, are ngtural
to lim, and enchanted weapons, talking animals, ter-
rifying ogres and witches, and talismans of miraculous
power viclate no rule of probability once the postulates of
romance have been established. (Frye 1957, 33)

Clearly, it never cccurred to Frye that there could arise a female herc in a
romance. However, the conventions of the genre, or mods, as Frye calls it,
stiif apply. Lara Croft is superior in degree to other women and men. Her
curning, as supplied by the gamer, and her physical prowess — incredible
endurance, strength enough to climb ropes and swing band-over-hand, eic.
— set her apart. For Frye, the hero stands out because “The success of the
hero derives from a cusrent of energy which is partly from him and partly
outside him. Tt depends partly on the merit of his courage, partly on cerfain
things given him: unusual strength, noble blood, or a destiny prophesied
by ao oracle” {Frye 1975, 67). Lara meets all of these criteria, which serve
to solidify her position as a hero in 2 romance. For example, in Lara’s offi-
cial biography we learn that as

The daughter of Lord Henshingley Croft, Lara was
brought up in the secure world of arstecracy — want-
ing for nothing she was surrounded by servants, social
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events and high society. Having attended Wimbledon
High Schoo! for Girls from the age of eleven years, Lara’s
parents decided that since she was sixteen, she should
broaden her education by studying for her A levels at onc
of England’s most prominent boarding schools. (gid. in

alk 103)
By making Lara of noble birth, Croft’s creators present her as being like
us, Bt zomenoy abovs ne; comensne whon we shanld admice ond aspirs
to be,

This is in keeping with the traditions of remance, for as Frye con-
cludes, “The social affinities of the romance, with its grave idealizing of
heroism and purity, are with the aristocracy” (Frye 1957, 306). In his sub-
sequent study, The Secular Scripture (1975}, Frye claborates on the con-

cept.

One very ebvious feature of romance is is pervasive
social snobbery. Naive romance confines itself largely to
royal familtes; sentimental romance gives us pattems of
aristiocratic courage and courtesy, and much of it adopts
a “blood will teli” conventien, the association of moral
virme and social rank implied in the word “aeble.” A hero
may appear to be of low social origin, but if he is a real
hero he is likel¥ to be revealed at the end of the story as
belonging to the geniry, . . . Detective stories often fea-
ture an elegant upperclass amateur who is ever so much
smarter than the merely professional police. {161)

As much as Corrosive Software’s Kate Roberts might lament, “Would
Tomb Raider have sold as many copies if Lara had been wearing & nice
warm sweater and sweatpanis,” the conventicn would never allow her o
be anvthing but fantastic in every wWay (gtd. in Cassell and Jenkins 30). In
Frye's words,

The essential diffzrence [in] romance lies in the concep-
tion of characterization. The romancer does oot atlempt
to create “real people” so much as stylized fgures which
expand into psychological archetypes. [. . ] The romancer
deals with individuality, with characters in vacuo ideal-
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ized by revery, and, however conservative [the romancer]
may be, something nihilistic and untamable is likely to
keep breaking cut. {Frye 1557, 304-5)

Within the confines of 2 videe game which is clearly part of a subset of
romance, a charecier like Lara Croft is necessadiy lacking in personality
and overflowing in physicality.

Lara undeniably has an exaggeraled chest measurement and an
incrodibly narrow ornist, but so does Amneld Schwarzenegger in (o
mande, Runaing Mar, and all of his other movies. Syivester Siailone’s
character, Rambe, is 2 similarly portrayed action bero. Since she was
originzlly svnting in 1993, the most advanced games to which Sherman
could refer were the Mario Bros. series for the Nintendo 64. Wevertheless,
Sherman recognizes the importance of the narrative formula to intertex-
ruality and identification: “Video game players share their identities as
Mario characters; they are, at once, acting as heroes in 2 plot, yet also as
individuals, with tkeir self-jdentities shifting within the social sitnation™
{251). The familiarity of the parrative formula, she condends, increases the
pleyers’ identifications with their on-screen surrogates. When asked how
the character, Lara Croft, came sbout, Core Design Operation Direcior
Adrian Smith, responds:

It"s strange when pecple ask this question because really
what came about was a game called Tomb Raider. It just
so happened that it featured 2 female character . . . And
what actually happened was that, whea we were design-
ing the game of Tomb Raider, we put down a load of dif-
ferent sets of attributes, different things that we wanted
of a main charzcter, and all these things tumed into Lara.
a4

In response to the next logical questicn, “Why a female character instead
of 2 male?" Smith replies “A gumber of reasons. We literally wrote down
a big list of things that we wanted the character to do — we wanted to be
coy, we wanted o be agile. When we wrote this long list down it didn’t
really point towsards a male character [, . ] All the attributes we put down
pointed us towards a female character, We didn’t want to end up with an
Amold Schevarzenegger type” (44). Perhaps the atiributes of the charac-
ter arz “Temale,” but she has been thrust intc a narmative stnicture that is
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dominated by male heroes. In the same inferview, Smith goes some way
ipward recognizing the paradox of Lara’s simation. He says simply: “Lara
45 a female version of Indiana Jones and Indiana Jones, at the end of the
day, is an adventurer, just like Lara™ {45}, Thus the success of the game
depends on players’ familiarity with the genre to which it belongs and the
conventions of that genre,

Whereas Sharon Sherman sees the identificalions produced from
video games as being related to their intertextual affinities with quest nar-
Lgrixus, Slasim Kaador asacrts $hat they ore part of 2 much Targes seslem
Typical of other critiques, Kinder describes identifications produced by
viden games prior to the incorporation of three-dimensionel virtual real-
ity animations. Thus, she foresees neither female protagonists ner cross-
gender identifications arising from the inlertexts she observes. Neverthe-
less, her approach points o this eventuality. According to Kinder,

home video games cultivate a dual form of speciatorship,
which positions young spectators to combine passive and
interactive modes of response as they identify with slid-
ing signifiers that mowve fAuidly across different modes of
image producticn and other coltural boundaries but with-
out challengiog the rigid differentiation between genders
on which patriarchal order is based. (307

By “shding signifiers,” Kinder means the variety of shapes and forms —
e.g., mtant tortles, purple dinosaws, and Transformers — that cartoon
{and video game) characters take, and the meanings they carry. Clearly,
gender is not among them becaunse for Kinder, gender is an imperms-
able boundary. Vet she describes the situation of people identifying not
Jusi with real animals, but wiih cartoen animals on the Saturday morning
shows, She claims thai

by identifying with such anthropomorphized creatures,
spectators are able to scknowladge their own shipperiness
as signifiers — as both animal and human — while stll
affirming their own uniqueness as the animal who pos-
sesses the functional difference of subjectivity. [. . ] For
us adults in our congealed subject positions, such identi-
fication helps vs regain some of that lest foelal flexibility
which is 50 central to [many toys and cartoon characters

Number 1, 2004 TEXT Technology 176

Instead of evelking a single mdividual or species, all of
these creatares evoke a system (of evolulion, reproduc-
tien, biclogical development, acculturation, or transme-
dial intertextuality). Identification with these creatures
serves as an emtrance into these layer systems. {42)

Amazingly, Kinder admits that humnans can identify with creatures not just
outside of their own species but whe exist only in fiction. Nevertheless,
she does not allow for within-species identification across genders. Man
can dently wim e egze m LircamWorhs dvevie, Shrca, ban awd with
women}

The most important of the layer systems for Kinder is the “Cedipal-
ization of Home Video Games™ (48). She notes that “The Oedipal dimen-
gion of video games helps accounl for choices within its system of inter-
textuality. There is & beavy reliance on action genres {the epic, romance
quest, and western) in which male heroes have raditionaily grown info
manhood and repiaced father figures™ (49). At the tme of Kinder's writ-
ing, 1592, in most video games, “females are sfilf figured as objects of
the male quest” (49). With regard to the various Teengpe Mutart Ninja
Furtles productions, Kinder finds “2 network of intertextuality 1bat cuts
across several modes of image production, that appeals to diverse genera-
tions, classes and ethnic subculures”{5Z). At (he heart of this intertext is
the Oedipal struggle to replace the father. Tomb Raider is similariy posi-
tioned. There are action figures, a movie starmring Oscar winner Angelina
Jolie, posters, websites, efc., devoted to Lara Croft and Tomb Raider. Yet,
as we discover in Tomb Raider: The Last Revelation, the story is based
on the Oedipal dynamic, In Tomb Raider, Lara’s father is dead and she
has been placed in the custedy of Dr. Werner ven Croy, who serves as 2
father-figure for the young explorec Indeed, he is 2 mentor of soris for her.
Eveatually, we learn that von Croy is evil. Rather than there being two
father figures, there is only the bad father. It is not even a case of the two
fathers being complicitous. Indeed, von Croy is not working for an “other
side,” so much as he is working for himse!f. This is the greatest betrayal of
all — he has abandoned his “child” When von Croy trains Lara to be an
expert tomb raider — that is, te replace ber figurative father — he does so
caly to take advantage of her physical prowess and her cunning. Dr. von
Croy is old and unable to perform many of the tasks required to obtain the
lost treesuces. He also does not need to be able 1o do so because ke can
have Larm dc the work for him. Then he can e5minate Lara and take all of
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the credit and resultant glory for himself
Until now, this section has been concermned primarily with illus-
Irating the interlextual framework within which video games with female
_proiagonists operate. This framework, borrowed from fictive forms tradi-
tionally based cn male protagonists, enhances the eross-gender identifi-
cations by swrounding male players with an otherwise entirely familiar
medium. However, this argument opens iiself to the notion that the female
is merely mascalinized and that this subverts the effects or pessibility
gt coooo mender tdentificafinn Hoswewen dhere is anoaspect of the Final
Girl thal indicates that she is not as mascolinized as previously supposed,
Clover explains that the Final Girl is

boyish, in & word. Just as the killer 1s not fully masculine,
she is not fully feminine — nof, in any case, feminine in
the ways of [other females]. Her smariness, gravity, com-
peterce 1o mechanical and ether practical matiers, and
sexua! reluctance set her apart from the other girls and
ally her, ironically, with the very boys she fears or rejects,
not to spegk of the killer himselE {1937, 204}

As mentioned above, the Fipal Girl is not sexually active. Similarly, the
heroines of the games studied in this chapter are oot romarticslly or sexu-
ally iavolved. What Clover does not censider in her analysis is that the
typical heroine of momance is aa eternal virgin. Frye wryly observes that
“t looks 23 though there were some structural principle is this ype of
story which makes it natural to postpone the first sexval act of the hereine,
at least, untii after the birth mystery in the plot bas been solved” (1975, 72-
3). In his exhaustive studies, Frye noles thal most romances end afier the
levers are united, bul before the first sexual act. An excellent contemporary
analogue is Princess Leia of Star Fars. The birth mystery is not solved
unti! the end of the last movie of the serics and the series ends before a
sexual union, Moreover, the princess is cunning, adept with a laser pistol,
znd of nable birth. Similarly, Lare Croft™s origins are not revealed umtil the
Last Revelation. Lara and Princess Leia recall another of Frye’s axioms:
“we nofice that one recurring theme in romance is the theme of incest, very
often father and daughter {and] what it shows 15 is that some conventions
of storytelling are more obsessive than others™ (19735, 44). Leia is involved
in two such themes: one with her fzther, Darh Vader, and the other with
ber brother, Luke Skywalker. The familial ties are not revealed uantil late

Number 1, 2004 TEXT Technolcgy 178

in the series. In Tomd Raider, the theme of incest is raised once the player
becomes aware that von Croy s using Lara to achieve his aims and the
professor chastises her for being a girl. Nevertheless, i1 is clear as the game
progresses that he derives pleasure from her suffering,

Players of the video games cited are not merely rescuing the prin-
cess, oor are they idepnifying with 2 merely masculine female, The stu-
dent of romance knows that “virginity is female hones, the symbol of the
heroine’s sturdy middle-class independence . . . [thus] the heroine’s life is
lived on twe social Jevels” (Frve 1975, 76). The second part of (ke pas-
sage rom Frye reiates io the lendency ot the berome o marry only on
her terms, especially if an elevation ia social standing is invelved. Lara
Croft works alone. As well, Joanna Dark’s name is definitely mean: fo
emphasize this point, Obviously, her name is derived from Jeanne d’Arc,
or Joan of Arc, the virgin warrior and heroine of the Hundred Years® War.
Joan saved herself for her figurative marmiage with Christ; no man is good
encugh, Perfect Dark gets its name from Joanna's rank in the spy ser-
vice: she is “perfect,” the highest level. Players of the games cited are
positioned to identify with the protagonists described, including guarding
their sexuality. The last function is pot as the “white knight” who saves the
prinicess, such as Daring Dirk of Dragon ¥ Lair or Mario of Donkey Kong,
in the 1980s. The “white knight” is gone. He is superfluous. This brings us
to one of Frye's more enigmatic points: “the social reasons for the empha-
513 on virginity, however obvious, are still not enough for understanding
the stnucture of romance™ {1975, 73). Rather than the author expressing
social resistance, Frye asserts, “it is the romantic convention [the author]
is using that expresses the resistance [bevause] an element of social pro-
test is inherent in romanee™ (1975, 77). |t is as the simultanesus hero and
heroine of romance that Lama Croft, Jeanna Dark, ef @f make their most
powerful statements. The intertexts with masculine elements necessarily
evoke identifications. However, contrary to the notion that they are merely
heroes in drag, the female protagonists maintain perhaps the maost signifi-
cant features of the herines of romance, This makes their gender one of
the sliding signifiers of the game and has a commensurate effect on the
identifications of the players.

Conclusions

The heroines of video games have chanped substantially from their earli-
est virtual fore-mothers such as Ms. Pac-Man and Princess Pauline from
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Donkey Kong. In lerms of the animations possible, female heroines have
kepi pace with their male counterparis, but in terms of characterizations
_the female protagonists have developed al a greater rate. Admitiedly, the
first female video geme characters were little more than “eye candy™ for
a male audience but the critivism has oot advanced to recognize hybnd
games which feature all of the atibutes listed above. Video games in the
action-adventurs category, especially, coniain all of the features of games
that are said to be masculine as well as these that are said to be feminine.
For example, Famb Baider, involves competition. control. and reactions.
On aoeasion, tasks must be complersd wilne 4 given e, Lhe plaver
controls most of Lam Crofi's movements. Reactions are required when
enemies or ohstacles appear suddenly. Nevertheless, the story is central
to the game and gives it additional meaning. Lara must solve dozens of
puzzles invelving collaboration, commmication, and anticipation — both
with op-screen characters and the player. Moreover, aesthetics and imag-
ery improve with sach new generation of games and hardveare. Plots, woo,
become mote sophisticated as designers are able to 2dd more detzil to
the games. To paraphrase Carol Clover, what game designers, like film
makers, “seem to know better than eritics is that gender is less a wal) than
a permeable membrane™” (1987, 208). Hybrid games necessarily produce
hybrid identifications — using ths categories and conclusions laid out by
the scholars cited.

Given the widespread appeal of video games, there must be rea-
sons for this appeal other than sexually provacative fomnale protagonisis
and other identifications than those that preduce mass murderers. Ciber-
wise, they would not have reached a position such that in the United States,
in 19599, “the electronic games industry was the second-most popular form
of home enlertainment after TV (Quitmer 300, Boys, it is assumed, play
because they are male and the designers are male, the pames are violent
and men are viclenl, Yet more than half of the top games feature female
protagonists. As we have scen, female protzgenists do pot conform to
the rules of the paze, as set out by Laura Mulvey, Rathes, they are analo-
gous to the Final Girl of homor films. Carol Clever's model is especially
apt with respect (o Tomb Raider and the many games which followed its
lead in raving a female prodagonist. As well games, such as Tomb Raider
and Perfect Dark, follow even more closely the narmative pattern of the
romance. The major difference is that the hero is female, rather than male.
The charecier is, admittedly, fictive, but ne more s than a character in a
written work. Clover would agree: “The slasher is hardly the first pente
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~ in the literary and visual anis to invite identifications with the female; cne

cannot help wondering mere generally whether the historical maintenance
of images of women in fear and pain does not have more to do with male
vicarism than is commonly acknowledged™ {1992, 62}, This is especially
true when the female protagonist otherwise matches the traditional Oedi-
pal model found in other, more conventional, narrative forms. The female
protagonist, then, provides a buffer against castration anxiety.

. Interactivity does play a part in the game’s progression. However,
whether the game is linear, j e, moving from one task o the next in suc-
£CE810D, OF QON-GHNeaT, &6, Alowmyg lor variots ks 0 b cungreed a
any time, the cverall plot is still the exclusive demain of the author. The
player is confined to operating within the limits and towards the goal laid
out by the creator, Nevertheless, the interactivity of video games enhances
the identifications between players and characters. In 1983, when Lofius
and Loffus were writing, the most popular arcade games, such as Pac-
Man, Asteroids, and Defender, were two-dimensional and had mudimen-
tary graphics. The most popular computer games were text-caly adventure
games, Based on their understanding of the attraction of video games and
the possibilities of improved animation, Leftus and Lofius prophetically
envisioned a game they called *Ground-level Pac-Aon” which combined
the features of adventure games with the action of arcade games {32).

Even though 2 game like Tomb Raider was pearly a dozen years
gway, Lofius and Loflus were certain that their vision would become a
reality. Indeed, they emphasize that, in 1983, when “people play a video
game they often feel as if they are interacting with another person™ (86).
The idea! video game according to Elizabeth and Geoffrey Loftus contains
all of the salient features of Tombd Raider. The cnly important aspect of
the game that they did pot foresee was the addition of a female protago-
nist. They noted ameng their research subjects that the “Turtle” icon, with
which the language, Logo, is visually implemented, provided an identifi-
catory process for users: “The Turtle is [ike a person in many ways. Itis
i & particklar position and can face different directions. it's something
with which the child can identify” {120). Lofius and Lefius cite social
scientist G.H. Mead, who prophested this power long ago when he said-
“It is possible for inanimate abjects, o less than for himsan organisms, (o
form parts of the generalized cther for any given burman mdividual, in so
far as he [or shel respends to such objects socially or in 2 social manner”
{gtd. iz Loftus and Loftus 39} By “gencralized other,” the pair assert
that Mead was refering to the social group as a whole to which a person
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belongs. Obvicusly, Mead believed that inanimate objects might belong o
this “social group™ {89). We should recall that "in psychoanalytic parlance
_ ‘chjects” are people, aspecis of people, or symbols of people” (Chodorow
_42). A virttial person, like Lara Croft, meets these criteria.
As sociologist Robert Connell has shovwn, grown men who have
accepted the deminant, or hegemonic, form of masculmity are capable of
identifying with women given the right circumstances. Several of Comnell’s
research subjects initially embraced hepemonic masculinity but sventoally
discarded thiz positioning in favor af one that dghtly is called profeminist.
Rather than being fixed, “It appears, then, thal an Oedipal separabion oi
boy from mother can be renegetiated, and to some degree reversed, in
later practice. This [is] ool shallow change” {ConncHl 124). Indeed, one
of Conpell’s respondents went from ar adelescent “solidarity with his
mother fo solidarity, even identification, with other women. The shape of
[the mans] life-history strongly suggest that the reconfiguration of family
relationships in his adolescence was the emetional basiz of his dissidest
gender pelitics in early adulthood” (124-5). The common thread areong
Connell’s accounts is emotional and often physical — that is, complete
absence — distance from the father. This results in an inability o identify
with the father and other male role models. The boys more readily identify
with femazles. The usual suspects, fathers who cannot express themselves
emotionally and who do not have anytlung of value to teach their scos, are
only part of the situation. As Connell indicates, the social, political, and
economic milieu have an impact on the development of masculinities: “the
gender order itself is contradictory, and practica! cxperience can under-
mine patriarchal conventions, Five of the six [respondents in this category]
described a close encounter with a woman's strength in the course of their
personal formation™ {125). More important is that “when they et femi-
nism later, ferminist images of women’s strength could rezcnate with some-
thing in their own experience” {Connell 125}, The key here, and i bears
repeating, 1s that these men started with what might be called hegemenic
masculinity, but their experiences opened them or prepared them for a
change if and when they encountered feminism, even as adslts. Among
ihe qualities such men possess, the most notable is experience dealing
with powerful women. Currently, there are foew better environments than
playing a video game with a female protagonist.
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