
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EMERGENCE OF DIGITAL TEACHERS: CAN VIDEO  
GAMES PERPETUATE GENDER ROLES IN YOUTH? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

by 
 

Joseph G. Mayo IV 
 
 

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements  
for graduation with Honors in Sociology. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Whitman College 
2014 

 
  



  
 
 
 
 
 

Certificate of Approval 
 
 

This is to certify that the accompanying thesis by Joseph G. Mayo IV has been accepted in 
partial fulfillment of the requirements for graduation with Honors in Sociology. 

 
 
 
 
 

_____________________________________ 
Dr. Michelle Janning 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Whitman College 
May 10, 2014 
 
 
 

ii 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

Certificate of Approval ....................................................................................................... ii 
Table of Contents and List of Images and Tables Used in Text ........................................ iii 
Image Reference List ......................................................................................................... iv 
Introduction: Are Video Games Responsible for Gender Role Conformity?  .....................1 
Theoretical Background and Literature Review ..................................................................6 
Methodology ......................................................................................................................27 
Results: Semiotic Analysis .................................................................................................35 
Results: Survey ..................................................................................................................53 
Conclusion .........................................................................................................................62 
References ..........................................................................................................................71 
Appendix A ........................................................................................................................74 
Appendix B ........................................................................................................................76 
Appendix C ........................................................................................................................77 
 
 

LIST OF IMAGES AND TABLES USED IN TEXT 

Images 
Image 1: Crash and Tawna ...................................................................................................1 
Image 2: Sexy Lara ..............................................................................................................3 
Image 3: Holsom Twins .......................................................................................................4 
Image 4: Lara Eying Her Surroundings .............................................................................36 
Image 5: Juliet Attacks .......................................................................................................39 
Image 6: Princess Peach.....................................................................................................42 
Image 7: Luis Checks out a Girl ........................................................................................45 
Image 8: Enter Gay Tony ...................................................................................................48 
Image 9: Link Readies Himself for an Attack ...................................................................50 
 
Tables 
Table 1: Patriarchal Gender Role Characteristics ..............................................................35 
Table 2: General Impressions of the Characters ................................................................54 
Table 3: Character Ratings (Male & Female) ....................................................................55 
Table 4: Character Ratings (Male) .....................................................................................55 
Table 5: Character Ratings (Female) .................................................................................56 
Table 6: My Interpretation of the Characters’ Adherence to Patriarchy  ...........................62 
 
 
 
 
 
 

iii 



IMAGE REFERENCE LIST 
 

 AdamCorporation. 2011. “Crash Bandicoot – 100% Secret Ending.” Retrieved March 

 22nd 2014 (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_eC3emU-TPE). 

 CookieBoy011. 2012. “Super Mario Galaxy – All Cutscenes.” Retrieved March 5th 2014 

 (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZjgiCbgsr6c). 

 GGodsStudios. 2013. “Grand Theft Auto IV – The Ballad of Gay Tony Cutscenes (HD).” 

 Retrieved March 5th 2014 (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GAyXTQ3fMfE). 

 TehNevs. 2012. “Let’s Play: Duke Nukem Forever : Part 1.” Retrieved March 22nd 2014 

 (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UrvmTCl80sw). 

 TheFullGameMovies. 2012. “The Legend Of Zelda: Skyward Sword Movie [Complete 

 Cutscene Compilation.” Retrieved March 5th 2014 .” Retrieved March 5th 2014 

 (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nKoIN-eWrYw). 

 TombRaiderGaming. 2013. “Tomb Raider II Starring Lara Croft  - FULL OST.” 

 Retrieved March 22nd 2014 (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9c9E1DeiNm4). 

 TrettenGamers. 2013. “Tomb Raider: Legend – Walkthrough – Part 1.” Retrieved March 

 5th 2014 (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yuk4YDJh_EI). 

 VolitileGabe. 2012. “Lolipop Chainsaw Walkthrough Part 1 (No Commentary).” 

 Retrieved March 5th 2014 (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zx8Jsk69QsA). 

 

 

 

iv 



Introduction: Are Video Games Responsible for Gender Role Conformity?  

 On August 31st, 1996, a budding video game development company called 

Naughty Dog released a 3D action game for the Sony Playstation®. The game, titled 

“Crash Bandicoot,” told the story of an orange bandicoot, Crash, and his girlfriend, 

Tawna Bandicoot. The two were kidnapped by the evil Dr. Neo Cortex, who had the 

intent to transform innocent marsupials into an army of super animal soldiers. Crash 

managed to escape Cortex’s castle, but was unable to rescue Tawna from Cortex’s 

minions. After his escape, Crash washes up on the shores of N. Sanity Beach, determines 

to navigate three Wumpa islands in order to save Tawna from the Cortex’s clutches 

(Giant Bomb.com).  

 

Image 1 – Crash and Tawna 
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 I was introduced to Crash Bandicoot and the Playstation game console about a 

year after it was released. I was mesmerized by the game’s beautiful and revolutionary 

graphics (for its time) and the challenges I had to overcome while navigating the islands. 

I would spend vacations from school and my weekends with Crash, helping him run 

away from falling boulders, ride a wild hog through tribal villages and avoid man-eating 

piranha plants. Unfortunately, as a six-year old amateur gamer (slang for someone who 

actively plays video games), I was unable to get to the final island and rescue Tawna 

from Cortex. However, my gaming pastime was far from over. I received more games as 

Christmas and birthday presents including Spyro the Dragon®, Pokémon® and Tomb 

Raider®, that provided more opportunities for adventure. I also remember experiencing 

other games, including Duke Nukem® at the arcades during friends’ pizza parties.  

 Video games have changed and evolved throughout the decades, becoming an 

integral part of the lives of consumers, especially with youths. As video games became 

more sophisticated they appealed to a larger audience, furthering their influence (Roberts 

2004). These forms of entertainment also possess the potential to transform a gamer’s 

social interactions as well as their perspective of society. As a teenager, I remember 

envying Lara Croft’s amazing strength and athleticism. In my naivety, I could not 

understand why a woman was strong enough to leap gracefully across crevasses and hoist 

herself up ledges when I, a male, could hardly perform a single pushup. It was baffling 

because I realized that I was weaker than a woman. The pressures to become a stronger 

man were reinforced during my transition to high school when my fellow male 

adolescents were focused on demonstrating their bravado and proving their masculinity 

to everyone. I felt the need to become powerful and more “manly” in order to not be 
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beaten by a girl, real or not. In addition to this, I remember taking trips to the electronic 

store and observing the gender division in the video games section. Games for boys were 

shoot-out games packaged in boxes illustrated with powerful, aggressive-looking 

men; games for girls were packaged in bright and colorful cartridge boxes and promoted 

feminine pastimes, such as horseback riding and fashion shopping. I would always tell 

my mother not to purchase any games for me intended “for girls only.”  

 

Image 2 – Sexy Lara 

 In my youth, I was unaware of the problems associated with the video game 

characters I grew up with. Because of my exposure to C. W. Mills’ (1959) concept of 

sociological imagination, I now recognize that the virtual heroes of my childhood were 

portrayed in sexualized and stereotypical gender roles. Mills’ concept emphasizes the 

importance of intersecting both biography and society (Mills 1959). The imagination 
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allowed me to use both my experience and knowledge of society to better understand 

how and why the video game characters were created in that manner. I now realize that 

Tawna Bandicoot was modeled after Pamela Anderson, a former playboy model, in the 

hopes to reward gamers (predominately heterosexual male gamers) with eye candy once 

they rescued her. To promote Tomb Raider II® Eidos, former developer for the Tomb 

Raider series, released artwork that depicted Lara Croft posing partially in the nude, 

exploiting her sexuality in order to attract more potential consumers. Not only was this 

true for the female characters, but also for many recognizable male characters, too. Duke 

Nukem is the epitome of the heterosexual male ideal, possessing bulging biceps and 

washboard abdominal muscles and wielding an enormous machine gun to take out the 

bad guys. In addition to this, a later release from the Nukem creators depicted him in the 

company two provocative, female twins named the “Holsom Twins,” who are dressed in 

naughty school girl outfits and are eager to please Nukem sexually. These images are 

equally damaging for women and men since they convey the message that men are 

supposed to be hyper-masculine and women are regarded as objects for pleasure. 

Nominalized gender roles can be oppressive for some heterosexual women and men who 

do not wish be part of the stereotypes.  
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Image 3 – Holsom Twins 

 I will examine how video games can possibly influence teenagers’ views of 

patriarchic gender norms. I will also research how gamers can internalize of these 

messages. This project is important because it can provide insight regarding how 

portrayals of video game characters can influence both females and males. The thesis will 

accomplish this through a semiotic analysis of selected games and a survey of audience 

members. My analysis will begin with an explanation of the relevant sociological theories 

that apply to my research project as well as a review past studies.  
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Theoretical Background and Literature Review 

 

Semiology – The Basic Principles 

 Ferdinand de Saussure’s well-known theory, semiotics, has given researchers the 

opportunity to analyze all forms of media at a deeper level. He writes that human thought 

is “only a shapeless and indistinct mass” (de Saussure 1966:111). Signs, abstractions that 

are understood without the aid of concrete communication, assist people in making 

distinctions “between two ideas” (de Saussure 1966:66, 112). De Saussure defines the 

sign as a “two-sided psychological entity” through the example of the word “tree” and 

Latin word, “arbor” (de Saussure 1966:66). Since Latin uses the word “arbor” to relate 

the concept of a “tree,” the word “arbor” is the accepted abstraction for the concrete 

object it signifies (de Saussure 1996: 67). For this reason, signs are the underlying base 

upon which language is built. Without language, no ideas can be communicated, no 

identification of objects can be made, nor can distinctions be made conveyed within 

meaning (de Saussure 1996). Signs are linked to signifiers, essentially the “concepts” and 

“sound images” that are connected to the sign (de Saussure 1966:66). Here, de Saussure 

describes how human beings link meanings to words. When people converse with one 

another, the words they hear can produce mental images that have an established 

meaning. An everyday example of this concept can be illustrated by a cake on a table. If 

one sees the cake, the “sign” would be the cake in its physical form. The cake could be 

large, small, vanilla or chocolate. The celebration associated with the cake would be 

signified. An example of this process taking place in the video game world is 

promotional artwork or signs for a specific title. For instance, if a gamer, familiar with 
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virtual heroine, Lara Croft, sees the title Tomb Raider he or she may link the words in the 

title, the “sign,” to the trigger-happy, adventurous, and sexy character Lara Croft, the 

“signified.” 

 In addition to de Saussure, Roland Barthes (1972) discusses semiotics in his 

book, Mythologies. Barthes writes that semiology is a “science of forms” because it 

analyzes “significations apart from their content” (Barthes 1972:111). To him, the myth 

is a semiological system because it can be considered “a type of speech” (Barthes 

1972:109). Myth is not limited to the medium used to create it since “any material can 

arbitrarily be endowed with meaning” (Barthes 1972:110). Barthes’s use of myth expands 

upon de Saussure’s general semiotic model. Myth includes the “tri-dimensional pattern” 

consisting of “the signifier, the signified, and the sign” (Barthes 1972: 114). However, for 

the myth, it is built from a second-order semiological system where the “sign becomes a 

mere signifier,” thus causing “materials of mythical speech,” including paintings and 

photographs, to be “reduced to a pure signifier” (Barthes 1972:114). A second-order 

semiological system explores expressions associated to the sign. This contrasts with a 

first-order semiological system which merely offers a “self-contained” representation 

(Chandler 2013). The first and second-orders are unified by a third, mythological order, 

whose sign represents a “culturally-variable” worldview (Chandler 2013).  To put all of 

this simply, Barthes’s myth is an “extended metaphor” (Chandler 2013). Metaphors link 

the experiences of human beings within a cultural and historical frame through the use of 

analogy. Furthermore, myth serves as the “ideological function of naturalization,” which 

is the normalization of cultural beliefs and traditions (Chandler 2013). This means that 
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important societal principles are upheld in a way in which all people in a society can 

instantly recognize and respect those traditions.   

 Barthes further explains this point by describing a personal anecdote. When 

visiting the hairdresser, Barthes looks at a magazine cover depicting a black youth 

wearing the “French uniform” saluting the tricolor flag (Barthes 1972:116). He describes 

the picture simply as a black youth saluting the flag (Barthes 1972). However, Barthes 

emphasizes that the greater mythological meaning which is signified in the picture, 

represents the “purposeful mixture of Frenchness and militariness” (Barthes 1972:116). 

In other words, the picture represents France’s acceptance of all her patriots, regardless of 

their race. Barthes’s mythological approach adds depth to semiotic analyses; it 

incorporates the “signifier through the signified” (Barthes 1972:116). An everyday 

example of Barthes’s myth would be bottled water in American culture. Bottled water is 

associated with health and fitness in America. So, when individuals examine bottled 

water, they associate with a healthful lifestyle. The concept applies in the video game 

realm too. Referring back to Croft, the greater mythological meaning she represents is the 

spirit of adventure and physical prowess. Roland Barthes’s and Ferdinand de Saussure’s 

theories are paramount to my analysis of video game images. Semiotic analysis studies 

“significations apart from their content” (Barthes 1972:111). For this reason, the 

approach affords me the opportunity to investigate how video game protagonists can 

perpetuate gender stereotypes.  
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The Culture Industry – To Be Deceived or Not to Be Deceived  

 In order to better understand the impact of video games, one can turn to Adorno 

and Horkheimer as well as those from Ann Swidler. In Adorno and Horkheimer’s 

work, Dialectic of Enlightenment, the two theorists note that modern culture is 

responsible for “infecting everything with sameness” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002:94). 

Adorno and Horkheimer write that the heart of the culture industry lies in the 

“entertainment business” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002:108). They write that 

entertainment is “sought“ by people who want to escape reality so that they can “cope 

with it again” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002:109). Thus, entertainment mediates 

“control of consumers” because the “tendencies of the culture industry” are transformed 

into “the flesh and blood of the public” through social processes (Horkheimer and 

Adorno 2002:108). Horkheimer and Adorno suggest that cultural messages can be 

transmitted through entertainment mediums. Because of their widespread presence, they 

have the potential to negatively influence the relationship between people and culture.    

 A consumer does not need to engage entertainment with his own thoughts: the 

medium “prescribes each reaction” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002:109). In other words, 

entertainment guides the viewer to react in a specific manner at various points in the 

viewing process. This, in turn, places power in entertainment corporations to shape 

human culture into a culture of consumption (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002). For 

instance, the two theorists describe the manner in which “cartoon and stunt films” are 

able to “confirm the victory of technological reason over truth” (Horkheimer and Adorno 

2002:110). They write that Disney’s Donald Duck was able to receive his “beatings so 

that the spectators can accustom themselves to theirs” (Horkheimer and Adorno 
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2002:110). The violence against the cartoon character thus “turns to violence against the 

spectator” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002:110). This point links video games and the 

gaming industry itself. The industry can design a video game character to fit a gender 

stereotype which can subsequently reinforce a gamer’s conception about his or her own 

gender role. If a protagonist were created as an imposing, muscular man capable of heroic 

deeds and deserving of admiration and subsequently revered, then a gamer might 

accustom himself or herself to the idea that men who with great physical prowess 

accomplish great deeds.    

 Ann Swidler’s (1986) research contrasts with that of Horkheimer and Adorno’s. 

Swidler does not talk about culture as an industry; she describes culture as “publicly 

available” via “symbolic vehicles” (Swidler 1986:273). These vehicles can take the form 

of “beliefs, ritual practices, art forms” etc. She writes that culture helps shape an 

individual’s “repertoire” of daily habits and skills that influence their everyday lives 

(Swidler 1986:273). Culture can “shape action” only in specific “cultural repertoire 

limits” (Swidler 1986:284). Swidler supports this point through a discussion on 

“strategies of action” (Swidler 1986:276). Strategies of action are a way for people to 

“organize life” within ones “habitus” (Swidler 1986:276). In other words, they are a 

person’s “tool-kit” for skills needed to interact with culture (Swidler 1986:276). Culture 

has “an independent casual role” because “it shapes the capacities from which strategies 

of action are formed” (Swidler 1986:277). Swidler contends that an individual has more 

power over culture than Adorno and Horkheimer suggest. Instead of being manipulated 

by cultural messages, an individual can interact with and respond to a cultural message, 

such as how a culture defines success. People can filter information that best works with 
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their cultural repertoire. Thus, culture is a “resource for social action” since cultural 

beliefs can be “variously interpreted by different people (Schudson 1989:155). She writes 

that culture only influences “action through the shape and organization” of “prefabricated 

links” (these links, provided by cultural exposure, serve as the scaffold from which 

actions are built) but do not fully determines the end goal of one’s action (Swidler 

1986:277). If Swidler’s theory is true, then that would imply that a gamer can actively 

choose whether or not to fully internalize the patriarchal themes present in many video 

games.  

 Adorno and Horkheimer’s and Ann Swidler’s theories regarding the relationship 

between people and culture contrast greatly. One theory maintains that people are 

powerless to overcome the cultural values that are imposed upon them. The other takes a 

positive perspective; people have greater control over cultural messages and can respond 

to them differently. However, it is fair to say that some individuals can respond in ways 

that incorporate both Adorno and Horkheimer’s and Swidler’s ideas.      

 

How Cultural Symbols Operate in Society – The Middle Road  

 Michael Schudson’s (1989) take on the influence of culture on social beliefs and 

behavior differs slightly from those of Swidler, Horkheimer and Adorno. Schudson 

describes culture as something not “imposed on or done to a person” but as an 

immeasurable “constitutive” force due to its inseparable tie with social structure 

(Schudson 1989:153). He begins with an investigation of cultural symbols. These 

symbols are a key component of any culture and are often mistaken for being solely 

“immaterial” concepts (Schudson 1989:154). In fact, cultural symbols can manifest 
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themselves as objects or social rituals. Symbols are “embodied” and “institutionalized” 

by eating a family dinner or watching television, for example (Schudson 1989:154). This 

notion corresponds with Swidler’s critique of the reigning model of culture; she believes 

it is “misleading” to assume that culture “shapes action” by “supplying ultimate ends or 

values” to where the action is directed (Swidler 1986:273). In essence, both Schudson 

and Swidler agree that culture can manifest itself in forms not associated with an end 

goal.  

 However, Schudson writes that cultural symbols “cluster around two poles” 

(1989:155). At one end, culture has a profound effect on molding peoples’ thoughts and 

actions. In other words, the ideas or propaganda spread by a powerful social group can 

successfully influence how people view an issue (Schudson 1989). The other end of the 

pole corresponds with Ann Swidler’s perspective: the “tool-kit” culture previously 

discussed (Swidler 1986:273). Though Swidler recognizes the presence of culture as an 

external force, she does emphasize individual capacity to respond in unique ways to 

culture. Schudson disagrees with the idea that an individual is either manipulated by 

culture or must actively respond to it. Instead he proposes to combine “both faces” of the 

perspectives to show how “human beings make their own history” and how some “do not 

make it according to the circumstances of their own choosing” (Schudson 1989:156). He 

calls this combined perspective a “middle position” (Schudson 1989:158). Schudson 

critiques other authors’ conceptualizations of the middle position writing that they failed 

to take into account the fickle nature of culture; “sometimes culture ‘works’ and 

sometimes it doesn’t” (Schudson 1989:158). He states that the answer to the question 

“why are some representations more ‘catching’ than others,” not only has to do with the 

12 



features of a “cultural organism” but also peoples’ “variable susceptibility” (Schudson 

1989:158). Culture “works better” when it is conveyed in the “physical presence” and has 

a “more lasting impact” if “incorporated” in a “culturally sanctioned form of public 

memory” (Schudson 1989:163). This thesis will operate under Schudson’s “middle road” 

position because it best captures the essence of playing a video game. One can physically 

interact with a game through the use of consoles and controllers, but also grapple with the 

transmission of cultural values through a video game’s narrative. Swidler’s perspective 

offers too much agency to the gamer where Adorno and Horkheimer’s would assume 

little to no individual agency in a gamer. A gamer has the potential to be aware of some 

cultural messages in a video game but also can be unaware of others.  

  

Karl Marx – Sexuality, a Commodity  

 Karl Marx’s discussion of commodification reveals how video games can 

perpetuate gender norms for both males and females. In his influential piece “Capital and 

the Value of Commodities,” Marx defines a commodity as an “object” that is outside 

oneself that “satisfies a human want” (Marx 1867:421). The gaming industry has 

commodified sex.  Since video games are perceived as a predominately male pastime 

(Roberts 2004), video game developers rely on stereotypical gender norms in order to 

appeal to a heterosexual, male demographic. This is due to the fact that video games are 

often perceived as a predominantly male pastime (Roberts 2004). As a result, female 

characters are sexualized, frequently taking secondary roles to the plot and gameplay 

(Downs 2010). 
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 Marx emphasizes that commodities also have an intrinsic use-value (Marx 1867). 

Use-values can “become reality” by “use or consumption” (Marx 1867:421). Coupling 

use-value and exchange value can lead to the “alienation” of workers (Marx 1867:77). 

Marx’s discussion of alienation revolves around workers’ products becoming “alien” to 

them, thus depreciating the workers of their humanity (Marx 1867:78). People can be 

alienated from other human aspects besides labor. This is explored in an essay by Brod 

(1988). He examines alienation of male sexuality in pornography. Drawing upon Marxist 

theory, he states that in pornography, men are reduced to their genital performance (Brod 

1998). Failure to perform to pornographic expectations can leave men feeling inadequate 

(Brod 1998:269). Marx and Brod both provide insight into how male gamers could 

potentially respond to hypersexualized male protagonists. Many male video game 

characters, as will be described by other researchers later in this thesis, conform to a 

stereotypical image that surrounds ‘manliness.’ These ‘manly’ traits range from the 

possession of great physical strength to the exhibition of highly aggressive behavior. 

Male sexuality has been commoditized in order to appeal to boys who value it. Those 

who consume games, but do not identify themselves as being hyper-masculine, or do not 

value hyper-masculinity, are alienated from their sexuality. Just as Brod’s findings 

suggest that pornography reduces men to genital performance, video games might reduce 

the perception of male sexuality as aggressive, assertive and strong. This phenomenon 

can also apply to women as much as it does to heterosexual men and other sexual 

minorities. 
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de Beauvoir – Women as “Other”  

 Simone de Beauvoir’s book, The Second Sex, (1949), provides insight into how 

video gamers within the female demographic can feel subordinate to men and alienated 

from her femininity. Like Marx, Beauvoir recognizes that society can commodify objects, 

labor, and sex. She states that “humanity is male” and the existence of women is only 

“relative” to males in society (de Beauvoir 1949:xvi). To a man, a woman is called “the 

sex,” the epitome of a heterosexual man’s desires (de Beauvoir 1949:xvi). She justifies 

her assertion that women are subordinate to men by recalling a “well-known woman 

writer” from before her time, who did not want her photograph to be placed in a portrait 

gallery of female writers. de Beauvoir explains that this author desired to separate herself 

from her sex so that she could be considered an equal to her male counterparts (de 

Beauvoir 1949). She also cites Lếvi-Strauss’ conclusion to illustrate female 

subordination. Strauss’s conclusion mentions that man sees “biological relations” as a 

“series of contrasts,” strengthening the notion that men see themselves as “the Subject” 

and women as “the Other” (de Beauvoir 1949:xvi-xvii).  

 Simone de Beauvoir’s conclusions about women stems from her knowledge of 

history. Women have lacked the “concrete means” to organize themselves into a group 

because they “have no past” and “no history” (de Beauvoir 1949:xix). De Beauvior’s 

thoughts on gender coincide with the issue of female gender stereotypes in video games. 

As previously stated, women are often portrayed as sexual objects. Sexualizing women 

makes them an “other” since they exist to please an audience that is primarily a 

heterosexual male one. This further reinforces the idea that women are subordinate to 

men since they are subjected to the male gaze and desire, even if they are the protagonists 
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of a video game. de Beauvoir’s conclusions support the concept of female alienation from 

her sexuality. The theorist’s findings potentially illustrate how a female gamer might 

react to sexualized portrayals of video game heroines. Other researchers, who will be 

discussed later, cite numerous instances where female characters are dressed in scantily-

clad outfits, aimed to please a primarily male audience. Sexualizing women in video 

games illustrates de Beauvoir’s thoughts about transforming women to an “other.”         

 

Bridging the Gap – How Marx, Brod, de Beauvoir, Schudson and Semiotics All 

Connect  

 The conclusions drawn by Marx, Brod, de Beauvoir, Schudson, and the concept 

of semiotics are the keystones to my research since they all provide the means necessary 

to analyze the portrayals of video game protagonists. However, it is important to first 

describe how these theories link together. Marx and Brod both address the 

commodification and alienation human beings experience. Even though the two studies 

address the commodification and alienation of men and women from different 

perspectives both provide the insights necessary to explain how a gamer may react to 

stereotypical gender representation. Brod and Marx also shed light on de Beauvoir’s 

analysis of women. Although she does not directly describe women as being 

commodified for sexuality, it can be argued that she implies it through her description of 

women as an “Other.” Brod describes how men can be alienated from their sexuality and 

commoditized for their genital performances; de Beauvoir illustrates how women can feel 

dominated in a patriarchal society by being treated as subordinate to men. The findings of 

Brod and de Beauvoir can be used in conjunction to illuminate potential gamer reactions 
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to stereotypical gender roles. Marx’s thoughts on alienation and commodification 

reinforce the effect of culturally defined gender roles on the response of the gamer. 

Schudson’s interpretation of responses to cultural symbols will be used to supplement 

those of Brod, de Beauvoir and Marx. As stated before, the “middle road” theory 

revolves around the concept that people react to culture in a manner that incorporates 

aspects of both Horkheimer and Adorno’s and Swidler’s theories. The “middle road” 

appears to be the best theory to utilize for the analysis and interpretation of data since 

individuals might respond to the commoditization of gender roles in video game 

characters in similar manners. Finally, a semiotic analysis of video game images provides 

a useful methodological tool because it, combined with an audience survey, will help 

elicit the concepts as they play out in both a visual form and an audience reaction. By 

utilizing the semiotic methodology and survey under the frames of alienation, 

commoditization and cultural symbols’ influence over people, I intend to explain how 

stereotypical portrayals of game characters can perpetuate gender norms.    

 

Analysis on General Media Trends and Video Game Images 

           This thesis project will be examining how patriarchy, social power given primarily 

to males, can potentially influence young gamers. These previous study provide the 

background for my research. 

 A research written by Thompson and Zerbinos (1997) examines gender-

stereotypic behaviors occurring in cartoon characters. The responses from their sample 

were consistent with stereotypical norms: “boys were violent and active and girls were 

domestic, interested in boys, and concerned with appearances” (Thompson 1997:415). 
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Video game characters are sometimes known for exaggerating male and female sexuality 

(Downs 2010). Downs and Smith (2010) studied how video game characters were 

generally represented. The chi-square analysis of their findings revealed that females 

were not only “underrepresented” in games but also shown in an “overtly sexualized 

context.” This included the depiction of females in revealing clothing or possessing an 

exaggerated, unrealistic chest size (Downs 2010:729). Moreover, 43% of females were 

likely to be shown as nude when compared to 4% of men (Downs 2010:729). Their 

results suggest that games, in general, are developed for a male, heterosexual population. 

Even more, their findings show that heterosexual women are responsible too. Women 

view female sexualization as normal. Failure to measure up to the gender performance 

expectations promoted in the entertainment media, most notably video games, may cause 

the gamer to feel sexually inadequate when compared to, or alienated from, the sexual 

norm.  

 

Male and Female Relationships Are Influenced by Images of Patriarchy in Video 

Games 

 Dietz (1998) examines gender role portrayals in video games through the use of 

symbolic interactionism. Her study is limited to portrayals of women in Nintendo and 

Sega Genesis games (Dietz 1998). She argues that traditional gender roles and violence 

make up the core of her selected games’ narratives. She states that video games are a new 

socializing factor that can normalize demeaning, stereotypical portrayals of women 

(Dietz 1998). An article by Dill builds upon the research conducted by Dietz. Her 

research includes portrayals of both males and females in gaming media. Dietz believes 
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that video game protagonists are influential enough to promote gender socialization: 

males are to be aggressive and females are to be sexual objects (Dietz 1998). Her studies 

found that almost half of the female characters in the games she studied have little or no 

distinguishing qualities or character development but merely serve as sexual objects for 

the players. She concludes that video games, much like television, can shape the 

identities of the consumer (Dietz 1998). 

 Video games can influence the gamer’s body image as well as influencing the 

gamer’s perception of gender roles. Dill (2007) divided her research between two studies. 

One study analyzed images of best-selling video games from gaming magazines. The 

other study surveyed participants about the amount of time they spent playing video 

games and reading gaming magazines (Dill 2007). Dill found that games have a large 

effect on gamers’ self-concepts. Hypersexualized male and female bodies have the 

potential to influence negatively a gamer’s body image (Dill 2007). The findings from 

these two studies reveal that the consumer expects to see both men and women acting in 

their traditional gender roles: men acting assertively and women acting passively (Dietz 

1998). Dietz and Dill’s findings highlight how much influence video games have over 

their consumers. Alexandra Henning (2009) examined adolescents’ attitudes toward 

video games. She surveyed a group of ninth to eleventh graders (a total of 361 students) 

who were divided into gender and grade categories (Henning 2009). She recorded the 

amount of time gamers spent playing their games on a regular basis. The students were 

also asked about stereotypic images and whether or not these images were harmful. She 

found that the older the participant was, the more they knew about the presence of 

stereotypic images. However, these respondents were not as likely to see typical 
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portrayals of females as negative (Henning 2009). This supports what Dill and Dietz 

found: games imply that males should be strong and aggressive and females should be the 

objects of a heterosexual man’s desires (Dill 2007). This study also supports the 

conclusion that video games play a role in shaping gamers’ views of sexual norms. 

Dill’s study is one of the most relevant ones found for this thesis project because it 

specifically deals with gender role socialization in younger people. She describes how 

male-female interactions are changed when males are exposed to images that objectify 

women (Dill 2007). Another study by Dill (2008) expands upon this. She examines the 

influence sex-stereotyped video games can exert on men’s views of sexual harassment of 

women. Dill looked at the variation of men’s responses to images of sex-stereotyped 

women versus the responses of men who looked at images of professional women. Her 

research revealed differences in levels of tolerance of sexual harassment towards women 

in real life (Dill 2008). Through her work with focus groups, Dill found a positive 

association between greater exposure to sexually stereotyped images of women and 

“greater tolerance” of younger women being harassed by an older man (Dill 2008:1407). 

Henning also researches the influence of stereotypic images. She discusses the 

“desensitization” that teenagers can experience when viewing stereotypic images 

(Henning 2009:174). Desensitization leads to the acceptance of harmful behavior. 

 Another study by Gray (2011) looks deeper into the oppression of females in 

virtual spaces. She looks only at minority women, specifically Latina. Drawing upon 

ethnographic research methods and her experiences relating to gender discrimination on 

Xbox Live®, the author stresses the need to study “non-traditional” gamers’ struggles in 

the online community (Gray 2011:425). She examines online conversations that take 
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place during Xbox games; if one player sounds like a black woman, other players 

(assumed to be male) engage in hegemonic, racist and misogynistic language that 

displaces minority women (Gray 2011). Even though this source incorporates an element 

of race, it assists in bringing to light the effect stereotyped images have on both men and 

women. Men who are exposed to images of sex-stereotyped, virtual women are more 

likely to objectify and subordinate real-life women. This review of literature reveals that 

media presentation of gender stereotypes can promote violence towards women.  

 When combined together, the findings from Dill and Henning demonstrate that 

gamers can internalize masculinity and patriarchy. Dietz’s article provides information 

about the objectification of women in a select category of video games (Dietz 1998). 

Women’s objectification involves their subordination while males are empowered 

through their dominance. Dill’s study on harassment and Gray’s research on the 

discrimination against women of color also provides insight into detrimental effects that 

patriarchy has on gamer’s attitudes toward, and on the safety of, women.  

  

Video Games Are Teachers?  

 Gentile’s journal article takes a conceptual and empirical standpoint on violent 

video games as “exemplary teachers” (Gentile 2007:127). Gentile believes that video 

games can serve as motivators for gamers, from grade school to high school, to master 

the skills that are required to overcome a game’s many challenges (Gentile 2007). He 

surveyed participants about the amount of time they spent playing games and the 

frequency of aggressive behavior in the social sphere (Gentile 2007). The author 

hypothesized that (1) the more time students play violent video games, the greater the 
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likelihood that they will “learn aggressive cognitions” when compared to students who 

play less frequently, and (2) the more frequently students play these types of games, the 

greater the impact this long-term learning may potentially have on their aggressive 

conduct in social settings (Gentile 2007:127). Gentile found both hypotheses to be 

correct. Video games engross the participants.  The practice required to advance through 

the game can lead to “over learning,” resulting in reflexive, aggressive responses to the 

challenges contained in the games (Gentile, 2007:128). 

 Results from the study by Jeroen Jansz lend support to Gentile’s findings.  Jansz 

provides an explanation for male gamer’s attraction to violent video games by discussing 

the emotional appeal for violent games among adolescent gamers. Jansz describes video 

games as an emotional cathartic and as a means for experiencing excitement, usually 

mediated through violence and written from a patriarchal perspective. He identifies 

different stages of emotional response to game playing (Jansz 2005). He concludes that 

violent video games serve as a method for males to experience power, domination and 

control (Jansz 2005). Studies by Gentile, Dill, and Dietz all address gender socialization 

revolving around domineering, aggressive males and passive females. 

 Upon further inspection, Gentile and Dill both conclude that video games can 

greatly impact a child. Dill focuses on the social settings and Gentile focuses on 

children’s learning. Juxtaposing these two articles can provide convincing evidence 

explaining how gamers can learn from stereotypic gender norms. A video game has 

“clear objectives” that can be set for different levels of difficulty (Gentile 2007:128). This 

facet of gaming is inclusive; it allows the average person to approach a game without 

prior experience to playing. Moreover, gaming skills are based on practice, which can 
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eventually lead to “overlearning,” causing the skills to become automated and eventually 

solidified in the memory of the gamer (Gentile 2008:129). Like Gentile’s findings, Jansz 

writes that video games are an immersive medium, requiring a gamer’s time and 

dedication to complete objectives. He hypothesizes that games serve as a form of 

gratification (Jansz 2005). A video game is designed to make the player feel as if they are 

a part of the game’s narrative (Jansz 2005). By becoming involved, they can experience 

real emotions when they enjoy a victory or suffer a loss. Participating in a seemingly 

“real” battle, male gamers can vent their aggression. This emotional appeal to violent 

video games that allow the gamer to experience power and domination, as well as the 

aggressive reflexive responses learned from frequent game playing could explain why 

games can change their consumers’ views on gender norms.     

 

Video Games: Teachers of Masculinity  

           Video games have often been viewed as a gendered pastime, geared primarily 

towards a masculine audience (Roberts 2004). Gamers can detect cues from a game’s 

narrative that may strengthen their beliefs regarding gender roles and sexual 

objectification (Downs 2010). This concept is explored in more detail in the collection of 

essays, From Barbie to Mortal Kombat, by Cassell and Jenkins. Jenkins’s (1998) essay 

examines the influence of the gaming culture in helping young boys “carve out” a space 

“separate from their parents” (Jenkins 1998:270) In his study, Jenkin juxtaposes a boy’s 

experience of a traditional, nineteenth century culture with his experience of a modern 

day one (Jenkins 1998). Even though the nineteenth century painted a boy who read or 

stayed inside all day as a “mama’s boy,” a video game player has a different image 
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(Jenkins 1998:271). “Domestic confinement” can be compensated by playing 

“hypermasculine and hyperviolent” games (Jenkins 1998:271). In Men’s Lives, a 

compendium of articles “The Act-Like-a-Man Box,” by Kivel explores how young boys 

are trained to act like “real” men in contemporary American culture. Even though his 

work does not reference video games directly, it relates to Jenkins’s work. It describes 

how masculinity, or boy culture, is constructed. Boys are often told to “act like a man,” in 

order to appear tough, “in control,” and “aggressive” (Kivel 2010:83). A man who 

displays any form of anti-masculine behavior, including crying, gets pushed back into a 

confining box through name calling and/or other forms of belittlement. Kivel proposes 

that men are taught to fear homosexuality. Men fear other men judging their actions as 

“not being manly enough,” and potentially effeminate. Some men end up acting 

aggressively to counter this (Kivel 2010:83). Gamers can occupy domestic, confined 

spaces as long as they are consuming games with a masculine emphasis. That way, they 

can avoid being seen as a weak male from their peer groups. 

            A study conducted by Donald Roberts and Ulla Foehr (2004) states that video 

games are geared more towards men. The data they collected from their target age groups 

revealed that “substantially higher portions” of boys play more games than girls (Roberts 

2004:127). This pattern is maintained as age increases. Roberts and Foehr’s findings 

point back to Jenkins’s beliefs on video games as a gendered pastime. Jenkins writes that 

game culture is critiqued for “its dependence on scatological images” (Jenkins 1998:271). 

These images, as discussed previously, gear the player towards a “misogynistic form” of 

thought, like dominance and aggression (Jenkins 1998:273).  
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            Another study by Albert Bandura (1973) analyzes aggression. He believes 

aggression is learned through modeling. Modeling plays a paramount role in learning 

aggression since it produces different “kinds of effects in observers” (Bandura 1973:68). 

Modeling involves observation of behavior as well as strengthening or weakening 

inhibitions of previously learned behaviors (Bandura 1973). The findings of this study 

can be applied to video games. Since video games require a degree of learning, they can 

teach young men how to be aggressive and reward them for being so.  Kivel describes 

how boys are taught to be aggressive and “not to back down” (Kivel 2010:83)  

A study conducted by Anderson and Dill (2000) also analyzes the correlation between 

male aggressiveness and video games; they take a theoretical and an empirical approach 

to the issue. Anderson and Dill found that the “violent video game effect” produced 

feelings of aggression in their male participants, though, at varying levels. Those who 

were more susceptible to aggression were the ones who experienced greater effects 

(Anderson 2000). The studies by Bandura, Anderson, Kivel, Gentile, and Jensen all 

suggest that video games are effective teachers that reinforce aggression, male 

dominance, sexual objectification, and perception of gender roles.     

 

Linking Everything Together  -Applying Definitions  

 As stated before, patriarchy is defined as “the power of fathers” (Puechguirbal 

2010: 172).  It is a “familial-social, political and ideological system” where heterosexual 

men are empowered by “force, direct pressure, or though ritual, tradition, law and 

language” (Puechguirbal 2010:172). Women are “defined according to their biology” and 

are seen “as objects of maternity” (Puechguirbal 2010: 176). As explored in the literature 
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review above, female sexualization is another manifestation of male empowerment. 

Patriarchy values masculinity. As Kivel’s article previously mentioned, patriarchy 

subjugates any forms or displays of anti-masculine behavior, such as homosexuality and 

femininity. This definition is paramount to my research. When I examine six different 

video games through semiotic analysis, I will operate under this definition. The theories 

and relevant literature provide the foundation for the analysis and interpretation of the 

survey results (the following “Methodology” section will explain these terms in more 

detail). They will assist my analysis of the selected characters for this project. The 

definition of patriarchy will provide the clues regarding how much or how little a video 

game protagonist adheres or deviates from their gender roles. I will be defining the terms 

“male” and “female” as the sexual statuses of both the video game characters analyzed, 

as well as the participants who took part in this project.   
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Methodology 

 

 I selected six different games that featured different protagonists. The 

protagonists were Lara Croft from the Tomb Raider Series, Juliet Starling from Lolipop 

Chainsaw, Princess Peach from The Super Mario Bros. games, Link from the Legend of 

Zelda franchise, Gay Tony and Luiz Lopez from the Grand Theft Auto IV expansion 

game. The video games for the semiotic analysis were chosen based on popularity and/or 

longevity of game series.  

 The successful Tomb Raider franchise began on November 15th 1996, when the 

first game was released for the Sony Playstation and the Sega Saturn. The first 

installment became such a large success that the franchise, despite changing game 

developers, would make thirteen more games. Lara became such a recognizable pop 

culture icon that “comics, movies, theme park rides, and novels” were dedicated to her 

(Giant Bomb.com). 

 According to the official Xbox magazine Lolipop Chainsaw shipped over 700,000 

copies worldwide. Though it did not rank highly in sales in the United States, the game 

“debuted at number 3 on the Japanese games sales charts and number 6 on the UK sales 

charts.” Moreover, a YouTube video displaying all the cinematic sequences for the game 

has garnered over 7 million hits (RandomBlackGamer 2012). Although it did not receive 

as much attention as some of the other games selected, Lolipop Chainsaw still made an 

impression in the gaming world (Oxymononline.com). 

 The Grand Theft Auto series has been the subject of controversy due to the fact 

that it revolves around the gameplay mechanic of virtual crime, whose activities range 
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from killing cops to stealing vehicles. Despite this premise, the games have been a 

massive hit; the games in the entire franchise combined sold 65 million copies. The 

game, Vice City, caused TIME magazine to dedicate an article to the franchise that 

discussed how games have transcended from toys to though-provoking materials. Similar 

to the Tomb Raider franchise, Grand Theft Auto has also made a large cultural impact 

(Gamesradar.com).  

 Shigeru Miyamoto was the creative genius behind the world-renowned Super 

Mario franchise. The original game in the series, featuring Italian plumbers, Mario and 

Luigi, tasked with saving Princess Peach form the evil Bowser, sold more than 40.24 

million games worldwide. In 2010, Nintendo celebrated the game series garnering sales 

of 240 million units worldwide in its 25-year history (Gamespot.com). The Legend of 

Zelda franchise is one of Nintendo’s many well-known video game series in addition to 

being another one of Shigeru Miyamoto’s brilliant creations. The series has sold around 

52 million copies from both the main series and spin-off games. The main character, 

Link, was voted as “the second best video game character” in Guinness World Records 

Gamer’s Edition (Giant Bomb.com).    

 These facts and figures for the video games point to the potential impact on 

adolescents. Because these franchises sold very well, there is a high probability that these 

games have been played by many adolescents in addition to older consumers. I also chose 

these characters for a few other reasons: I have come across these characters in the past 

and have a great degree of familiarity with them and these characters are representative 

of a spectrum of gender role conformity. This will be described later in the “Results” 

section of this thesis. I will be examining how each character adheres to or diverges from 
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traditional gender roles, as described in the “Literature Review” section, through a 

semiotic analysis.     

 

The Semiotic Analysis 

 There are multiple ways in which a semiotic analysis can be done. One of these 

methods involves analysis of the syntagmatic and paradigmatic levels of analysis. The 

syntagmatic level of analysis examines only the surface level of an image. Since video 

games are a visual medium, individual sequences from video game scenes will be 

analyzed (Chandler 2013). Whereas the syntagmatic level will be used to examine the 

“surface structure” of video game sequences, the paradigmatic level of analysis seeks to 

identify the “various paradigms” that “underlie the manifest content” of video games 

(Chandler 2013). This level of semiotic analysis examines the “positive or negative 

connotations of each signifier” in addition to pinpointing “underlying thematic 

paradigms” (Chandler 2013).  I chose this method of analysis because of the ease with 

which I can connect both the manifest and latent content of my selected video games. It 

will also provide me the necessary means to analyze and deconstruct the notions of 

gender role portrayal in games.  

 

Selecting Scenes for the Semiotic Analysis 

 For the semiotic analysis of my data, I decided to utilize short clips from the 

YouTube website. I selected scenes from the following games: Tomb Raider Legend, 

Lolipop Chainsaw, Grand Theft Auto: The Ballad of Gay Tony, The Legend of Zelda: 

Skyward Sword, and Super Mario Galaxy. As I have mentioned before, I am very 
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familiar with these video games. I avoided choosing scenes that depicted the characters in 

a negative light. I did not choose a scene in a game that portrays a character as a 

stereotype. For instance, a scene in Lolipop Chainsaw shows the heroine taking a shower 

in her bathroom. Her body is silhouetted against the light, revealing her curvaceous 

figure. This not only portrays her as a sex object, but it also panders to a male audience. I 

did not choose that scene because it did not represent what takes place during the 

majority of the game. For this reason, I selected scenes that effectively summarize the 

roles of the characters in the game, and would not bias the character towards one gender 

role or the other. For example, I chose a scene sequence from The Legend of Zelda: 

Skyward Sword, in which the hero, Link, is preparing himself to face a powerful 

adversary. This clip was selected because it is very representative of Link’s actions 

throughout the game: he constantly faces and must defeat foes on his journey. Video clips 

used in the study were selected because they mirror what gamers see on their television 

or computer screens as they play the game. Because the clips will give me a more 

realistic representation of what the gamers see, it provides me the opportunity to conduct 

a stronger semiotic analysis.         

 

Analyzing the Scenes  

 I examine all scenes at both the paradigmatic and syntagmatic levels of analysis. I 

began with the syntagmatic level. I describe the entire scene setting and what the 

character was doing in it. I take note of the character’s outfit, appearance, expressions 

and actions. I examine camera angles as well. However, for the paradigmatic analysis, I 

describe the scene as a whole in relation to a social paradigm. I cite instances where 
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particular frames best showcase the social paradigm. For instance, if a camera pans up a 

female character’s legs, it would demonstrate objectification. I apply this analytical 

process for all six of the selected scenes.     

 

The Survey 

           The purpose of the survey is to determine whether or not video games might 

influence teenagers’ views of patriarchic gender norms. It allows me to examine an 

audience reaction in order to see the interplay between structure and agency, in other 

words how people respond to the video game images. The study has the potential to 

provide additional evidence in support of Schudson’s, de Beauvoir’s, and Marx and 

Brod’s findings. It was designed to explore how individuals respond to and interact with 

the images of video game protagonists. I administered the survey to Whitman College 

freshman. Since they are younger, there is a chance that they may be more familiar with 

these characters than older participants would. The survey was designed to show neutral 

images of the six characters I selected. The pictures used are official depictions of the 

characters, seen in various promotional media. The images that were selected for semiotic 

analysis, were “neutral.” I wanted a simple, neutral image to avoid the possibility of 

influencing a respondent’s answer. Each character’s image was followed by a 

questionnaire consisting of a set of six identical questions to be answered by the 

participants (See Appendix B and C for the survey images and questions). I showed 

images instead of YouTube clips for several reasons. First of all, utilizing pictures of the 

characters avoids confusion. If I were to show clips of the characters, the respondents 

might not understand the context of the scene, since some individuals were unfamiliar 
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with the characters. Also, I did not want to risk the possibility that the participants, 

unfamiliar with a character(s), might develop a bias towards a character on the basis of a 

single scene. Even though it would make sense to show clips of the game, as I did for the 

semiotic analysis, the use of static images was the more sensible and practical method.  

 The survey was conducted on February 1st, 2014. I recruited the students via e-

mail. I invited fifteen students to take part in my study, and fifteen accepted my 

invitation.  Participants were required to read and sign an informed consent form before 

they filled out the survey. Once participants finished both the consent form and the 

survey, they were rewarded with a $5 gift card. Out of the fifteen students, six students 

were male and nine students were female. Respondents were numbered one through 

fifteen in order to maintain their anonymity.  

 

Coding the Survey Results 

 I created four tables in Microsoft Excel® to present the results of my survey. The 

first table lists four different qualities that the study participants might recognize in the 

six video game protagonists.  The qualities, coded as masculine and feminine under the 

frame of patriarchy, were derived from de Beauvoir’s, Kivel’s, and Puechguirbal’s, 

research. For example, masculine traits include independence, strength and rationality 

where feminine traits include passivity, sexual objectification, and dependence. This table 

exists to supplement my semiotic analyses of the selected video clips in addition to 

presenting the survey responses. The second table summarizes the respondents’ basic 

impressions of each video character. I condensed these impressions by reading through 

each of the study participants’ free responses and writing down a phrase that summarized 
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their opinions of the character.  The third table rated the characters according to their 

perceived possession of four qualities: “strength,” “sexualization,” “relatability,” and 

“likability.”  

 Each video character was rated for the possession of one of these four 

qualities.  The ratings were determined by tallying the responses of the study 

participants.  The frequency with which the study participants recognized one of the four 

qualities in a video game character determined the rating of “Very High,” “High,” 

“Low,” “Very Low,” or “Tie, for that quality.  If a responder did not see one of the four 

qualities, such as sexualization in a video character, that quality received a “Not Noted” 

rating.” For instance, if a character was seen possessing “strength” by all fifteen 

respondents, the character would receive a rating of “Very High” for strength. If a 

character was seen possessing strength by the majority of the respondents then the 

character would receive a score of “High.” This tallying scheme was used for the “Low” 

and “Very Low” categories for the rest of the listed characteristics. If responses were split 

half and half, the character would be rated with a “Tie.” Underneath the tables, I placed 

an identical copy of the respective table with the percentages of respondents who rated a 

character a certain way. For instance, in Table 2, 93% of the fifteen respondents believed 

Lara Croft was strong. The last two tables are formatted exactly as the third table, but 

divide the respondents by gender. The tables can be found in the “Results” section in this 

thesis.     
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Limitations 

 One of the limitations I encountered revolves around the issue of generalizability. 

I have a small sample size. The small size does not accurately represent nor can it be 

extrapolated to reflect the effect of video games on all adolescents in the United States. 

There is no guarantee that the survey from this survey can occur outside the study. For 

this reason, the level of external validity for this project is not as high. It is for this reason 

why statistics, such as a cross tabulation table and Chi-square analysis, was not 

performed. Another limitation is the semiotic analysis itself. The process has been 

critiqued for being “a loosely defined critical practice” (Chandler 2013). Since there are 

many variations to the method, there is a lack of a unified method. Moreover, as the 

researcher conducting the study, there is the potential for my biases to influence my 

analysis of the data.   

 

Ethics 

 There are ethical issues that should be addressed. This thesis has no intention of 

putting the reputation of the gaming industry at risk. My project seeks only to explore 

issues of gender representation, not to demonize the industry as a whole. Also since my 

research involved fifteen human subjects, I have done my best to keep their identities 

confidential. There is always a risk for confidentiality to be compromised, but I have 

minimized that risk by numbering the fifteen respondents. Also, I have to represent all the 

participants’ responses without skewing the data towards any bias.  
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Results: Semiotic Analysis 

 This section is the semiotic analysis of the six video game scenes. I analyze the 

scenes at two analytical levels: the syntagmatic and paradigmatic levels. The syntagmatic 

analysis examines the video game scenes at a descriptive level where the paradigmatic 

analysis applies the descriptions to a larger social paradigm. 

Table #1: Patriarchal Gender Role Characteristics  

Gender Role Expectations  
Males Females 

Aggressive  Submissive  
Composed Sexual Objects 
Assertive Passive 
Rational Emotional  
Strong Weak 

Independent Dependent 
  

 This table depicts the characteristics of stereotypical men and women under the 

lens of patriarchy. The expectations were derived from past studies that are cited in the 

literature review.   

 

LARA CROFT – The Athletic Explorer   

Syntagmatic Level 

 I chose one of the beginning sequences from the Tomb Raider Legend installment 

in the Lara Croft franchise. The sequence starts with Lara climbing up steep and 

dangerous cliffs in Bolivia. She is wearing a brown, short-sleeved tank top with a pair of 

brown short shorts. She sports a tiny, lightweight, black leather backpack with a pair of 

black, shin-padded trail boots. She wears black, fingerless gloves on her hands and her 

long, brown hair is kept in a loose ponytail. Her tank top exposes part of her cleavage and 

reveals part of a white undershirt. She has two matching pistols secured in holsters on 
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both her left and right thighs. She has a communication device wired to her right ear. 

Lara has an attractive visage, complete with large brown eyes, small ears and nose, as 

well as full lips. Croft is slender, but has definition on her arm and leg muscles.     

 

Image 4 – Lara Eying Her Surroundings  

 Lara nimbly scales the cliff sides with relative ease without any climbing gear. 

She jumps from wall to wall and slides along the sheer cliff wall clinging to handholds 

and shuffling along footholds very quickly, rarely stopping to rest. The camera slowly 

pans behind her, showing how high up the cliff she is. In the midst of this, Croft is 

casually conversing with one of her male assistants, Zip, through the use of her 

communication device. She remarks how free climbing is similar to ascending stairs, only 

with a little more excitement. Zip states he would puke if he were that high up. Lara 

grabs onto a loose rock, which instantly breaks off. Lara falls down the cliff but manages 

to stop her descent by grabbing onto another rock. She is calm and collected, not 

bothered by the incident at all. Lara continues her climb while Zip puts Alister, another 

36 



one of Lara’s assistants, on the line. While Lara carries on small talk with Alister, she 

stops and surveys her surroundings. Eyeing a ledge a ways down from her current 

position, Lara readies herself and jumps down, managing to grab the ledge with only one 

hand. The explorer then quickly hoists herself up on the ledge, doing a graceful 

gymnastic maneuver—she swings her legs up in the air above her head, twists her body 

onto a handstand, flips over and lands on her feet.  She stands up on the ledge and faces a 

mountain trail leading to some ruins. When she performs this maneuver the camera pans 

up, focusing on her legs and derriere. She introduces Alister to the ruins, as if they were 

at a social gathering. Lara briefly describes the historical origin of the ruin. The sequence 

ends when the screen quickly fades to black.  

 

Paradigmatic Level   

 Croft is a character that paradoxically subverts yet reinforces traditional gender 

roles. One half of the scene sequence portrays Lara as an independent woman possessing 

strength, independence and rationality. She rock climbs with no gear and skillfully 

maneuvers the treacherous Bolivian cliffs without breaking a sweat. Patriarchy portrays 

women as physically inferior to men; however Lara demonstrates her physical prowess 

enough to outshine both of her male associates. She is completely at ease and extremely 

comfortable, despite placing herself in a life threatening situation. Lara is able to recover 

from almost slipping of the cliff side without screaming or losing her composure. de 

Beauvoir’s thoughts on women as an “Other” are subverted because the scene focuses 

entirely on Lara (de Beauvoir 1949). She is the focus and subject of the game, and also 
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acts outside of any male influence. She does not display aggression in the scene, but 

displays assertiveness by traveling to explore Bolivian ruins completely alone.  

 However, it can be argued that de Beauvoir’s notion of women as the object of a 

man’s desire is reinforced through Lara’s dress and some of her actions (de Beauvoir 

1949). Lara’s tank top fits her upper body tightly and reveals part of her cleavage. Her 

shorts also are tight, the curvatures of her derriere are clearly revealed. During the last 

few seconds of the scene, Lara is shown performing a handstand as she lifts herself up on 

a ledge. The camera panning up her legs as she extends them in the air objectifies Lara, 

since the scene places emphasis on a specific body part. These are the signifiers that 

create a provocative, sexual image. Overall, the majority of Lara’s traits seem to subvert 

patriarchy. Even though she appears to be sexualized, her body is not at the center of 

attention in the scene; her body is focused on only briefly. Lara’s physical prowess is 

emphasized, not her style of dress or her sexualized body. Since she displays many 

masculine qualities, their additive effect overshadows her sexualization.  

 

JULIET STARLING – The Cheerleader with a Chainsaw 

Syntagmatic Level 

 For this video game, I chose one of the scene sequences that occur after the 

introduction. On her way to her high school, the heroine, Juliet Starling, is stopped by a 

group of zombies. She faces them, pulling out a large chainsaw, with heart-shaped 

insignias along the black blade. The camera is shot at a low angle, allowing the viewer to 

see Juliet’s face and the intimidating chainsaw. Juliet has blue eyes and light blonde hair 

that is tied up in two loose pigtails. Her hair bands are fluffy and light pink. She is fair-
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skinned and skinny; she does not have notable muscle definition. She wears a navy sports 

bra on which the words “San Romero Knights” are printed in bright yellow text. Juliet’s 

midriff is exposed. She dons black and white-stripe wristbands on both of her wrists. She 

wears a navy and purple-stripe miniskirt and tall, knee-high, white stockings. Juliet also 

wears baggy, red ankle covers in addition to white and red sneakers. 

 

Image 5 – Juliet Attacks  

 The sequence continues as Juliet starts up her chainsaw, causing sparks to fly 

everywhere. She drags the chainsaw behind her as she dashes towards the mob of 

zombies. The camera follows closely behind Juliet, keeping both Juliet’s legs and the 

zombie group visible. As the heroine gets closer to the group, the screen becomes 
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white. The white background transitions to light pink and is covered with stars and hearts. 

Juliet is seen swinging her chainsaw about, cutting open zombies right and left. Juliet 

angrily swears at the zombies for making her late for school and ruining her birthday. 

While she swings her weapon around, rainbows and sparkles fly about, adding an 

element of irony to the combat. Juliet performs a series of cheerleading maneuvers while 

chopping up the zombies such as doing the full splits and jumping high in the air. The 

scene is shot at a low angle while Juliet’s attack continues, allowing the viewer to 

occasionally catch a glimpse of her white underwear. After a male zombie explodes from 

being sliced in half, the pink, rainbow, sparkly background disappears and returns to 

normal. The relentless mob pile on top of Juliet, only to be chopped to bits as she quickly 

brandishes her blade about. The scene ends as Juliet kicks a zombie’s decapitated head 

into a trashcan.  

   

Paradigmatic Level   

 Juliet, like Croft, subverts some of the patriarchal expectations of women in her 

scene. She displays aggression by resorting to violence immediately after seeing the 

zombie horde. She also displays quite a bit of strength since she is able to effectively 

wield a chainsaw that is about half of her size. She is able to effortlessly cut through the 

horde even when they attempt to overwhelm her with their numbers. She is the only 

human in the scene, thus displaying an element of independence. These signifiers give 

Juliet the image of a strong woman who is capable of defending herself.  

 However, Juliet displays qualities that reinforce patriarchy. When she assaults the 

zombies, she loses her temper, angrily reprimanding the zombies for being gross, making 

40 



her late for school and ruining her birthday. Unlike Lara, Juliet lets her emotions direct 

her actions. Even though it is masculine to be aggressive, Juliet is getting angry in a 

stereotypically feminine manner. She gets angry at the zombies purely because they are 

“gross” and are ruining her day. While she is shouting at the zombies, her voice takes on 

a whiney tone. Both Lara and Juliet are sexualized, with Juliet being objectified to a 

greater degree than Lara. Her skirt is extremely revealing, allowing the audience to catch 

glimpses of her underwear while she runs about. Her top completely shows off her 

midriff and cleavage, furthering her sexualization. The signifiers in the scene suggest that 

Juliet was created for a heterosexual, male audience. Her beauty and attractive figure are 

a means to attract males to play the game. Furthermore, the pink and rainbow backdrop 

that appears around her solidifies her femininity, since the color pink, rainbows, and 

hearts are usually associated with females. Juliet adheres more to traditional gender roles 

than Croft because of her blatant sexualization and lack of emotional control.      

 

PRINCESS PEACH – The Mushroom Kingdom Ruler  

Syntagmatic Level 

 I chose to analyze one of the opening scene sequences from Super Mario Galaxy 

to explore Peach’s character. In this scene, Princess Peach’s kingdom is ablaze; the evil 

Bowser launches an aerial attack on her castle from his flying pirate ships. The camera 

pans across the scene, showing the devastation. Mario, a small man in a red cap and blue 

overalls is running through the rubble towards the castle to come to the aid the princess. 

The camera shifts to the front balcony of Peach’s castle, focusing on Peach and two of 

her mushroom-men attendants. Peach stands motionless and watches Bowser’s assault 
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unfold. She clutches onto a silver, star-shaped creature, as the camera pans up towards 

her face. The princess has thick, bright blonde hair that almost ends at her waist and a 

small golden crown atop her head. She has large blue, spherical earrings that are almost 

at large as her big, cartoonish, light blue eyes. She is fair-skinned, has full, pink lips and a 

small nose. Her dress is a bright pink color complete with frills, a blue broach by her 

neck and thick, puffy shoulder pads. Her dress is conservative because it covers her entire 

body. Her arms and hands are clothed in simple, white, elbow-length gloves.   

 

Image 6 – Princess Peach 

 Peach blinks with slight bewilderment. One of the airships closes in towards the 

balcony, and Bowser himself stomps towards the bow of the ship. He invites Peach to 

join him to witness the creation of his new galaxy. Peach then takes a few steps 

backward, clutching on to the star-shaped creature more tightly. Following his threat, 
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Bowser laughs maniacally and summons a UFO. The UFO activates purple laser beams 

that cut a circle around Peach’s castle. This causes large tremors that nearly knock Peach 

to the ground. She manages to keep her balance however. The surrounding airships 

launch chain-like appendages into the ground surrounding the castle and proceed to lift 

the entire castle up towards the sky. Peach bends over the railing of the balcony and calls 

out Mario’s name in desperation.   

 

Paradigmatic Level   

 Princess Peach displays the qualities of the archetypal damsel in distress. When 

Bowser launches his attack on her kingdom, Peach simply stands from her balcony and 

watches the destruction unfold. In Kivel’s (2010) article, assertiveness was a key 

component to masculinity. Peach displays passivity, reinforcing a binary between males 

and females. She displays fear and trepidation when Bowser invites her to join him in to 

witness his plans unfold, thus signifying no control over her emotions. Peach does not put 

forth any sort of resistance to Bowser’s attack, displaying submissiveness. Her tiny figure 

suggests a lack of physical strength. One of the most prominent signifiers that appear in 

the scene is when Peach calls for Mario’s assistance. This shows her lack of 

independence; she defaults to relying on Mario’s strength, cunning and bravery to solve 

for her problem. 

 Unlike Juliet and Croft, Peach does not display any form of sexualization. Her 

chest and legs are concealed by her dress. However, Peach’s big blue eyes and large, 

cartoonish head give her a childlike appearance, furthering her appearance as a dependent 

woman. More, Peach is not objectified in a sexual manner, but in a materialistic way 
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since she is reduced to a trophy for Mario to win should he succeed against Bowser. Of 

the three female protagonists selected for this study, the princess most closely adheres to 

traditional gender norms for these reasons.  

 

LUIS LOPEZ – The Tough Guy   

Syntagmatic Level 

 I chose the opening scene of Grand Theft Auto IV: The Ballad of Gay Tony. It 

begins with Luis Lopez face down on the floor of a bank with his hands over his head. 

Gangs of armed and masked robbers are trying to steal money from the bank. Another 

man is beside Luis in the same position. The robbers are ordering the tellers and 

customers being held hostage in the bank to remain calm since a small bomb is about to 

blow open a vault. The man next to Luis is a gun club member and eggs Luis on to take 

out the robbers with him. Luis refuses and shakes his head saying it’s a bad idea. The 

other man responds to Luis’s refusal by telling Luis an anecdote about a victory he won 

for his high school football team. He said that even though it was a bad idea to catch the 

winning pass, since it broke his leg in thirteen places, it gave him the satisfaction of 

winning the match. While the robbers are bickering amongst themselves, the man pulls 

out his gun and shoots one of the robbers, only to be pelted with bullets by the other 

robbers in return. The other hostages, who are female, start to scream and cry after 

witnessing the gunfight. The bomb goes off and the robbers frantically try to get the 

money. Luis curses in Spanish and the scene fades to black, showing the title of the 

game.  
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Image 7 – Luis Checks out a Girl 

 The following scene shows a policeman questioning Luis. Luis tells the officer 

that he does not remember what happened at the bank. The officer hands Luis a card and 

tells him to call if he remembers anything else. Luis walks away from the officer, and 

promptly throws the card to the ground. The camera then focuses on Luis as he walks 

down the sidewalk. Luis is a tall man with a mostly shaved head. He is dark-skinned, has 

broad shoulders and has a single earring in his left ear. He wears blue jeans, white 

sneakers, and a white long-sleeve shirt covered by a black vest. Even though his arms and 

torso are covered with clothing, it is easy to see that Luis is a very strong man; he has 

thick arms and a well-developed chest. The scene continues as Luis confidently walks 

down the streets. When Luis greets one of his friends working at a hotdog stand, a catchy 

song is played, the beat matching Luis’s strides. Luis calls his boss, Tony, on his 

cellphone and tells Tony about the events at the bank. The camera follows Luis as he 
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struts down the sidewalk but occasionally it changes angles to follow the legs and 

derrieres of some female pedestrians. Luis then picks up his cell phone when it starts to 

ring, and carries a brief conversation with his mother. While he is talking with her, a 

dark-haired woman in a white, one-piece dress crosses paths with Luis. Luis turns around 

quickly and checks her out. As soon as he finishes the conversation with his mother, Luis 

looks again at the attractive woman. The scene ends with Luis entering his boss’s 

apartment.   

 

Paradigmatic Level   

 Luis possesses most of the traits of a patriarchal male. Luis is powerfully built, 

having a muscular upper body. Not only does Luis display physical strength, but also 

shows mental strength as well, especially when he is juxtaposed with the other hostages. 

Luis does not display any signs of fear when the robber guns down the other man, unlike 

the women who scream in fright.  However, in this scene, Luis subverts the gender role 

by not displaying aggression. He does not get angry for having to surrender to the 

robbers, but rather lets them raid the vaults, displaying passivity. Luis’s action conflicts 

with what Kivel (2010) cites in his article; patriarchal men would not allow themselves to 

submit to other men. When the other hostage at the bank tries to convince Luis to take out 

the robbers, he refuses. But, Luis decides not to partake in an attack because he did not 

believe it was a good idea. This behavior reinforces Luis’s rationality, because he knew 

messing with armed robbers would most likely get him killed. Luis’s facial expression 

denotes slight annoyance, but he masks it with a calm, relaxed demeanor.  
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 At first glance, Luis seems to break from the gender norm by refusing to start a 

fight, but paradoxically reinforces the norm. Juxtaposing Luis with the male hostage 

shows that his rationally and composure allowed him to survive the heist, where the other 

man’s blind aggression gets him killed. This notion reinforces another one of Kivel’s 

points in his article. The more masculine man is one who possesses many of patriarchal 

qualities. Luis is more masculine than the other man because he has rationality. The other 

male hostage did not. Following the heist, Luis again displays slight annoyance again 

when a police officer questions him about the incident. When the officer hands him a 

contact card, Luis takes it and angrily throws it to the ground when he walks away. This 

reveals that Luis does possess aggression, since he does not want to be bothered with the 

incident. He also takes part in female objectification. When he nears his boss’s apartment, 

he checks out an attractive woman’s derriere and legs. When he walks by her, he does a 

double take; his eyes immediately focusing on the lower part of the woman’s body. These 

signifiers portray Luis as adhering to the gender norm expected in a patriarchal society.   

    

GAY TONY – The Nightclub Entrepreneur   

Syntagmatic Level 

 Gay Tony’s scene follows after Luis’s. Luis walks into Tony’s apartment, the 

camera at his back. Tony is standing across from Luis dressed in a white, formal dress 

shirt and wearing a pair of red boxer shorts. He has a single earring in his right ear and 

wears pink-tinted sunglasses. He has white stockings on both feet. Luis and Tony carry 

on some small talk. Tony immediately talks about his personal problems, one of which 

includes his high-maintenance boyfriend. As Tony gives a monologue about these issues, 
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he walks into his bedroom and gets dressed. Luis waits outside. Tony returns dressed in a 

black suit with a handkerchief sticking out of the left breast pocket.  

 

Image 8 – Enter Gay Tony 

 While Tony is venting to Luis, he dramatically throws his hands in the air and 

makes hand gestures, his eyes are wide open with excitement. Luis is supportive and 

understanding of Tony’s issues. Tony complements Luis and states that Luis should quit 

working for him and become a “life coach.” As their conversation continues, two men 

enter the apartment. The two intruders, members of the Italian mafia, are aggressive and 

condescending, uttering racial slurs and other demeaning names. Luis starts to get 

agitated; the camera switches between the two intruders and Luis and Tony. Tony tries to 

calm everyone down, but Luis lunges forward to attack one of the two men. However, 

one of the intruders is armed with a pistol, rendering Tony and Luis helpless. The armed 

man takes some cash and leaves with his friend, mocking Luis and Tony on their way 

out. Luis gets angry because the stolen cash was his payroll. Tony brushes off and 
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explains the incident mentioning the fact that that the men came to collect money he 

borrowed from them long ago. The scene then fades to black as the two walk out the 

door.     

 

Paradigmatic Level   

 At a first glance, Tony shares some of Luis’s strength, as evidenced by his toned 

legs and thick arms. However, Tony is not as physically fit as Luis because he has a 

potbelly. Upon closer inspection, Tony is the antithesis to Luis. He is opposite Luis’s 

sexual orientation and in his mannerisms. The first thing Tony talks about is his personal 

problems. During his emotionally-charged monologue about the souring of his 

relationship with his boyfriend, Tony becomes wild-eyed and slightly hysterical, 

throwing his arms in the air angrily and storming about his apartment, as he searches for 

the rest of his clothes. Tony manages to subvert patriarchy since he fails to keep his 

emotions under control. Throughout the entire scene, Tony does not keep his emotions in 

check, which also implies his lack of control.   

 Tony displays passivity when members of an Italian mafia come in to collect cash 

he borrowed from them in the past. He tries to ease the tension by being friendly towards 

them even after they use degrading and racist insults against Luis and him. When the two 

men leave with the money, Tony tells an angry Luis to calm down and forget about the 

incident. These signifiers further Tony’s passivity and submissiveness. Despite the fact 

that Tony hired Luis to serve as his bodyguard, he lacks any intimidation to effectively 

protect himself. This suggests that Tony is dependent on Luis’s strength to get him out of 

sticky situations.  
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LINK – The Courageous Warrior  

Syntagmatic Level 

 The scene I selected for this game takes place a few hours into to the campaign. 

The hero, Link, is separated by a deep chasm from two other individuals in an ancient 

ruin Link is a young and handsome man of average height, with bright blue eyes, ash-

blond hair of medium length, and two blue earrings in his ears. He is dressed in a green 

tunic that covers a chainmail shirt, baggy brown pants, wears black leather gloves, and a 

green hat with an elongated body that extends down past his neck. Link has brown boots 

that almost hit his kneecaps, and he carries a light blue sword and sheath on his back. The 

two people across the chasm from Link are two women; they are standing in front of a 

blue portal of sorts. One of the women, named Impa, is tall and athletic whereas the other 

woman, named Zelda, is small and dressed in white. The woman in white is playing a 

harp, but stops when she sees Link. She appears to be overjoyed and heads over to meet 

him, only to stop when one of the walls of the ruin bursts apart. A maniacal laugh is 

heard and the clear sky darkens to a dark purple.  

 

Image 9 – Link Readies Himself for an Attack 
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 An extravagantly clad swordsman appears and conjures a barrier in front of Link. 

The attacker lunges forward and attempts to strike down the two women. The tall, athletic 

Impa fends off the assault with a blue force field while the Zelda manages to send the 

harp to Link across the chasm using magic. Link notices the barrier diminishing and 

manages to make his way to the attacker. The attacker manages to destroy the blue force 

field with his sword. Link attempts to strike the swordsman down, but the attacker nimbly 

leaps out of the way. The hero faces the opponent, buying time for the two women to 

escape through the portal. Link faces his opponent, exuding a cool and confident 

demeanor. He is slightly crouched over, readying himself for a potential counterattack 

from the opponent. The extravagant swordsman utters intimidating threats, but Link 

remains collected and calm. The scene ends when the swordsman teleports away after 

uttering his last parting threat.  

 

Paradigmatic Level   

 Link, like Luis, displays some of the characteristics of a patriarchal male. He 

displays assertiveness by rushing to Impa and Zelda’s aid when the swordsman attacks 

them. He displays rationality by attempting to strike down the swordsman when his back 

is turned. However, Link subverts the gender role because his physical prowess is not as 

great as that of Luis. Despite being smaller, younger, and skinnier, Link makes up for a 

lack of physical strength with mental strength. He exudes confidence and composure 

when he stands between the swordsman and the women. His bravery, allowing him to 

face the dangerous swordsman alone to let Impa and Zelda escape, solidifies this. 
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Additionally, Link displays aggression when he automatically resorts to using force to 

subdue the potential threat.  

 Link’s bravery and rationality also pair with his independence. When the scene 

begins, he walks alone towards the chasm where Zelda and Impa are standing. Zelda 

turns to see him, elated with joy to see him unharmed. This suggests that Link spends the 

majority of his time adventuring alone. Like Luis, Link seemingly perpetuates the male 

stereotype in the ways mentioned above. He acts as the stronger, more capable force that 

is able to deal with a threat alone. Despite the fact that Impa displayed some strength by 

blocking the assailant with her magic, she had to rely on Link to let her and Zelda escape 

through the portal. Even though Link does not have the apparent physical strength, his 

mental fortitude and assertiveness is consistent with that expected in a patriarchal male. 

He displays all of the other characteristics of a masculine male, making him masculine 

enough.  
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Results: Survey 

 The purpose of the survey was to examine the interplay between structure and 

agency cited in Schudson’s article (1989). It also provides a way to supplement the 

semiotic analysis, giving me the opportunity to see how an audience’s reaction ties in 

with the characters’ representations. 
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Table #2: General Impressions of the Characters 

 

  This table summarizes the reactions of all fifteen participants to the characters. 
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Table 3: General Character Ratings (Male & Female)  

  Strength Sexualization Likeability Relatability 
Lara Croft High High High High 
Juliet Starling  High Very High Low Low 
Gay Tony High Not Noted Low Low 
Luis Lopez Very High Not Noted Low Low 
Link High  Not Noted Very High High 
Princess 
Peach Very Low Not Noted High High 
     
  Strength Sexualization Likeability Relatability 
Lara Croft 0.93 0.80 0.87 0.60 
Juliet Starling  0.67 1.00 0.33 0.20 
Gay Tony 0.73 N/A 0.13 0.40 
Luis Lopez 1.00 N/A 0.27 0.13 
Link 0.93 N/A 1.00 0.60 
Princess 
Peach 0.00 N/A 0.73 0.53 

 

 This table looks at the overall character impressions for the six video game 

protagonists by all fifteen respondents. Link and Lara Croft were the most relatable 

characters, Juliet was the most sexualized, Luis Lopez was seen as the strongest, and 

Link was the most likeable.   

Table 4: Character Ratings (Male) 

  Strength Sexualization Likeability Relatability 
Lara Croft High Very High High Tie  
Juliet Starling High Very High High Low 
Gay Tony High Not Noted Low High 
Luis Lopez Very High Not Noted Low Low 
Link High Not Noted Very High High 
Princess 
Peach Very Low Not Noted High Low 
     
  Strength Sexualization Likeability Relatability 
Lara Croft 0.83 1.00 0.83 0.50 
Juliet Starling 0.83 1.00 0.83 0.17 
Gay Tony 0.67 N/A 0.33 0.67 
Luis Lopez 1.00 N/A 0.33 0.17 
Link 0.83 N/A 1.00 0.67 
Princess 
Peach 0.00 N/A 0.67 0.33 
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 Table 4 examines character impressions for all of the six male respondents. Luis 

Lopez scores highest in strength, Croft and Starling were seen as equally sexualized, Link 

was the most likeable character, and Gay Tony and Link were seen as the most relatable 

characters. 

 

Table 5: Character Ratings (Female) 

  Strength Sexualization Likeability Relatability 
Lara Croft Very High High High High 
Juliet Starling High Very High  Very Low Low 
Gay Tony High Not Noted Very Low Low 
Luis Lopez Very High Not Noted Low Low 
Link Very High Not Noted Very High High 
Princess 
Peach Very Low Not Noted High High 
     
  Strength Sexualization Likeability Relatability 
Lara Croft 1.00 0.67 0.89 0.67 
Juliet Starling 0.56 1.00 0.00 0.22 
Gay Tony 0.78 N/A 0.00 0.22 
Luis Lopez 1.00 N/A 0.22 0.11 
Link 1.00 N/A 1.00 0.56 
Princess 
Peach 0.00 N/A 0.78 0.67 

 

 Table 5 examines character impressions for all of the nine female respondents. 

Croft, Link, and Lopez were rated as the strongest characters, Starling was the most 

sexualized, Link was the most likeable character and Croft was the most relatable.  

 

Discussion of the Results  

 Lara 

  Overall, Croft was well received by the respondents. She tied with Link 

for being the most relatable character. Many people were able to sense her strength based 
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on their familiarity with the character, or inferring strength from Croft’s striking stance. 

Of the fifteen respondents, 80% found her to be overly sexualized. All of the six male 

respondents recognized Lara’s sexualization; respondent 1 noted that her clothes were 

impractical for exploring. However, only 67% of the 9 female respondents mentioned 

Croft’s sexualization. Lara was a relatable for half of the male respondents and 67% for 

the females. The males related to Lara’s strength; respondent 2 mentioned that he, like 

Croft, constantly pushed himself physically to get stronger. Two of the female 

respondents related to the explorer based on skills they learned, including hunting or even 

shooting a gun. She was liked by 87% of the respondents; they appreciated her strength 

and sense for adventure. Respondents who did not like her noted her over-sexualization 

and made and stated that she looked seductive.   

 

Juliet Starling 

 Juliet’s overall reception differed from Croft’s. Overall, she was not as relatable, 

nor was she as well liked. Juliet was perceived more overtly sexualized, even to a greater 

degree than Lara. Most (67%) of the respondents believed that she was a strong 

protagonist. Respondents 10 and 13 expounded on this notion and said that she was 

strong because of her projected confidence. However, an interesting trend to note is her 

likeability. None of the female respondents found like Juliet likeable because they took 

issue with her overt sexualization.  Respondent 4 wrote that Juliet’s looks made her feel 

“worse about herself” noting the pressure she felt “to look more like her.” Respondent 4 

believed that guys would find Juliet attractive. The other female respondents did not like 
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how Juliet was portrayed. Respondent 11 wrote that Juliet was the “blond-bimbo 

stereotype.   

 On the other hand, five out of the six (83%) male respondents found her likeable. 

Like the female respondents, they recognized she was overtly sexualized. However, the 

males listed Juliet’s positive characteristics based on her body. Respondent 1 called her 

“busty” and respondent 2 listed “sexy” as her positive characteristic. Respondents 3 and 6 

were the only males to show disapproval of her portrayal; respondent 3 noted that males 

will primarily like her.  

 

Princess Peach   

 Peach differed from Croft and Starling. First of all, none of the participants 

discussed any sort of sexualization in her design. Secondly, all the participants 

recognized that Peach lacked any strength, both physically and mentally. For example, 

Respondent 7 noted that she looked naïve and could not hold on her own in a fight. 

Respondent 14 remarked that Peach looked frail, most likely because of her skinny 

frame.  She was the most recognizable character out of the six, which explains why the 

respondents knew so much about her. The majority of respondents felt that she was a 

likeable character because she did not appear to be mean-spirited. However, those who 

disliked her, such as Respondent 7, stated that Princess Peach would be annoying to be 

around but did not explain why. Perhaps she disliked the Peach because of her 

helplessness. Respondent 13 reinforces this point in her response. She described the 

princess as a damsel in distress because Princess Peach is kidnapped constantly 

throughout the Super Mario franchise.  
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 The princess was a relatable character. Two out of the six male participants 

related to her based upon character traits. Respondent 3 felt that he shared Peach’s 

“childhood innocence” and respondent 6 felt that he related to her compassion. Six out of 

the nine female respondents identified with her as well. The three females, who did not 

relate to her, such as Respondent 5, did not want to be seen as helpless. The majority of 

the females who did relate to her stated that it was only because they are the same gender 

as Peach. However, respondents 11 and 13 liked and related to the princess because they 

both felt like damsels in distress. Respondent 15 stated that she wanted a man to come 

and rescue her. Interestingly, respondent 9 stated that Princess Peach was the “courtly 

love ideal,” and for that reason had to be portrayed as weak and dependent.   

 

Luis Lopez 

 All the respondents recognized that Luis is a strong and tough guy. They all were 

intimidated by his look, some mentioning that they would not want to mess with him on 

the streets. This, perhaps, could be due to racial profiling or the manner the game 

developers portrayed Luis. He was the second least liked character out of the six. The 

general consensus was that Luis was scary looking and seemed overly aggressive. Only 

four out of the fifteen respondents found him likeable. Respondent 14 was familiar with 

the character and explained that she would want someone strong like him on her side. 

The others who responded favorably to him liked Luis’s outfit. Luis was the least 

relatable character; only two respondents, 11 and 10, found they shared some similarities 

with Luis. Respondent 10 liked Luis’s piercing because she had a similar one and 

respondent 11 stated that she related to Luis’s anger.     
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Gay Tony 

 Tony Prince was seen as a strong man by 73% of the respondents. Those who 

found him strong, like respondent 8, explained that he looked confident and in control of 

the situation. Four out of the fifteen respondents found him physically weak. Respondent 

14 explains this because of Tony’s protruding gut.  The four respondents found Luis to be 

in better physical shape than Tony. None of the respondents mentioned sexualization in 

Prince’s design. Tony was the least liked character out of the six protagonists. The 

participants reacted strongly to Gay Tony, believing him to be smug and arrogant. 

Respondent 1 called him a “rich, douchey type” of guy.  Respondent 15 called a Tony 

“creepy middle-aged man.” Unlike Luis, however, Gay Tony received a higher 

relatability score. More men (4 out of 6) than women (2 out of 9) related to him. Those 

who related to Prince appreciated Tony’s fashion sense and aesthetic. Respondent 9 

sought to have Tony’s refined air.   

 

Link 

 Link was the most positively viewed protagonist. Fourteen out of fifteen 

respondents found him to be a strong protagonist. They did not commend him for his 

physical strength, but appreciated his pose and intense stare. Respondent 6 remarked that 

Link was weak but offered no explanation. All fifteen participants liked Link. Almost all 

participants were familiar with his character and thus, recognized his heroic qualities. For 

instance, respondent 15 admired Link for his perseverance where Respondent 5 noted 
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that he cared for others. Interestingly, respondents 4 and 7, who were not familiar with 

him had difficulty distinguishing his gender, perhaps from his effeminate appearance. 

 Link was more relatable to the male respondents than to the females. Some, who 

found Link relatable, like respondent 1, believed they shared his spirit for adventure. 

Respondent 9 idolized Link and stated that he was the “embodiment of everything [he] 

dreamed of.” Others who related to Link did so based on talent.  Respondent 15 stated 

that she shared Link’s musical aptitude.  Those who did not find any common ground 

with Link simply stated that they did not share any similarities with him without any 

explanation.  
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Conclusion 

Is There a Subversion of Gender Roles? 

 In the paradigmatic analyses, it was mentioned that the characters subverted, 

reinforced, or subverted and reinforced patriarchal gender roles. The reason why I 

selected these characters was to provide a gender spectrum. Since I am familiar with 

these protagonists, I ascertained their adherence to patriarchal gender norms. My semiotic 

analyses of these characters allowed me to discern who among them deviated from the 

norm and who subverted gender role expectations. 

Table 6: My Interpretation of the Characters’ Adherence to Patriarchy  

Deviance From Gender Norm Adherence to Gender Norm 

Gay Tony Lara Croft Link Juliet Starling Luis Lopez Princess 

Peach  

 

 I designed the figure above using the results from both the semiotic analysis and 

the survey results. I used Table 1 to categorize patriarchal expectations. Characters were 

ranked based upon how many ideal patriarchal traits they possessed. The characters that 

matched the qualities of a patriarchal male or female adhered more to the gender norm 

where characters who subverted their gender expectations deviated.   

 Link, Juliet, Luis and Peach were characters who upheld patriarchal norms, Luis 

and Peach were extreme representations of patriarchal norms; Peach is the archetypical 

damsel in distress and Luis is the heterosexual, assertive, tough guy. Link and Juliet 

adhere to the norm but are closer to deviating their gender roles because they subvert 

only small parts of gender role expectations. Link is younger, small in stature and not as 
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muscular as other video game protagonists in addition to possessing effeminate facial 

features. However he displayed all the other patriarchal characteristics of a male in his 

scene, including assertiveness, aggression, and strength. Juliet displays strength and 

independence when she fights the zombie horde by herself but is confined to her role as 

an objectified woman because of her revealing clothing and subjugation to the male gaze. 

She displays anger, but in a stereotypical feminine fashion. Despite displaying 

characteristics that stray from patriarchal expectations, these four characters still adhere 

to their gender because they reinforce more aspects about their roles rather than subvert.  

 Croft and Tony were the only two characters to deviate from the norm. Croft is 

closer to adhering to her role as a woman since she is blatantly sexualized. However, 

despite the fact that she is a woman, she subverted many of the gender traits associated 

with patriarchal women. Not only is she the primary focus of her game, but she also 

displays independence, strength, rationality and assertiveness—qualities that would be 

expected in a patriarchal man. For these reasons, Lara subverts the expectations for her 

gender according to de Beauvoir’s description in The Second Sex (de Beauvoir 

1949).  She is neither subservient in her behavior nor is her role portrayed only in relation 

to a man. This is true for Gay Tony as well; he subverted expectations for the male 

gender role not only for his sexual orientation, but also for his mannerisms. 

 

Unpacking the Survey Results – The Bigger Picture 

 The results for the semiotic analyses and surveys provide insight into my research 

question: can video game images perpetuate gender stereotypes? The survey participants, 

even though they are part of a small sample size, provided an opportunity to explore 
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whether or not the images truly influenced their views of gender norms. My semiotic 

analyses correlate with most of the opinions of the participants. Also, the responses from 

the participants offer insights into not only the relationship between structure and agency, 

but also how gender norms were internalized. In this upcoming analysis, some of the 

video game character traits were categorized as “intrinsic” or “extrinsic.” I define 

“intrinsic” qualities as abstract traits, and “extrinsic” qualities as concrete traits.   

 

Dynamic Duo #1- Two Different Independent Women  

I believe it is important to juxtapose both Croft and Starling. In general, Croft was 

more relatable and more likeable than Starling. Croft was also stronger, and not as 

sexualized. However, when the results are divided between the male and female 

participants, they show differences.  All the males noted Croft’s and Starling’s 

sexualization. The men saw Croft and Starling as strong women and liked them equally. 

However, Croft was more relatable than Starling. The female participants noted that Croft 

was less sexualized, stronger, more likeable, and more relatable of a character than 

Starling. All female participants disliked Juliet. These results indicate how the 

participants internalized patriarchy. The majority of the men recognized and commented 

on both Croft’s and Starling’s bodies. Some went and made objectifying comments about 

their bodies, solidifying de Beauvoir’s (1949) thoughts on female objectification. The 

males related more to Croft than Juliet. A few participants fully articulated this. The ones 

who did commented that they shared Lara’s strength. This shows that the males 

recognized and related to Lara’s masculinity; Lara’s gender did not prevent her from 

being relatable to the men.  
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It is interesting to note that more women found Croft less sexualized than 

Starling, considering the fact that Croft was recognized by all six of the males to be 

sexualized. All of the females disliked Juliet Starling for similar reasons, some revolving 

around the rejection of being valued for their bodies. The majority of the females 

identified more with Croft, because their admiration of her strength and skills. They 

wanted to be seen as someone who was strong and independent, like Croft is in her 

games. However, some aspects of the female responses suggest the presence of 

patriarchy. While all the females noted Juliet’s sexualization, even calling her a 

stereotype, the majority glossed over Croft’s. This seems to suggest they are somewhat 

desensitized to objectified women, to the point where it is considered normal. 

Objectively, Croft is not as blatantly sexualized as Juliet, suggesting the reason why Croft 

was not seen as offensive as Starling. As Table 6 shows, Croft deviates more from 

patriarchy, thus was better received. Starling, despite displaying some independence, 

conformed more to her gender by her objectification.  

 

Dynamic Duo #2-The Tough Guy and Princess 

Another pair of characters to analyze is both Princess Peach and Luis Lopez. 

Responses from the males and females denote similar opinions: Lopez and Princess 

Peach are extreme, slightly hyperbolic representations of their gender roles. Luis Lopez 

was disliked by the majority of males and females because he was seen as intimidating 

and scary. Even though racial profiling may have influenced participant responses, I will 

only be focusing on Luis’s gender and portrayal. All participants stated that Luis was 

very strong and someone they would not want to anger. Luis was only relatable to a very 
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small amount of respondents.  The respondents noted that they understood Luis’s 

aggression. It would seem that Luis’s total adherence to patriarchal standards alienated 

the respondents.  

Peach represents the female extreme of the gender spectrum. Peach was seen as 

helpless and weak by all of the participants. However, they noted that Peach would be a 

very likeable character because of her polite and respectful personality. She was relatable 

to both males and females, because most of the participants believed they shared her 

kindness. However, the princess is the typical damsel in distress, possessing passivity, 

motherliness, naivety, and physical and mental weaknesses, as noted by both the semiotic 

analysis and participants. Even though Peach was liked by some, she was disliked by 

others. Many of the females did not want to be seen as a dependent woman and rejected 

Peach as a character. However, two female participants related to Princess Peach’s 

helplessness. They both stated that they desired to have a man come in to their lives and 

save them from their troubles. This shows their adherence to patriarchal expectations for 

women. Returning to Luis, none of the males indicated that they wanted to be like Lopez. 

This could be due to the small amount of males in the sample, or the villainous aspects in 

Lopez’s portrayal. Because these two characters represent the two extremes of the 

patriarchal gender spectrum, both adhered greatly to patriarchy, as shown on Table 6.     

 

The Odd Couple – Brave Warrior and Gay Entrepreneur 

  Being designed as a gay man, Tony automatically subverts his expected 

patriarchal role. Despite the fact that Croft subverted her gender expectation and was 

well-liked, Tony was one of the worst received characters. Tony was recognized as a 

66 



wealthy man by the majority of the participants. Most of the participants saw him as 

strong because of his confident demeanor. Even though wealth sometimes correlates to 

power, the participants perceived Tony as a shallow man. Some articulated that he 

seemed strong on the outside, but was weak on the inside. This perhaps explains why 

most of the participants believed that he had a snobbish personality. Those who did not 

find the entrepreneur strong noted his visible beer belly. Despite the fact that he was 

negatively, the few who found him likeable and relatable wanted to emulate his fashion 

sense and refined air. This conflicts with Croft’s reception. Even though he was the only 

male to deviate from the norm, he was negatively received.    These results bring up 

many questions about male subversion of patriarchy. Tony Prince was only relatable for 

extrinsic characteristics, not intrinsic ones. The semiotic analysis showed that Prince had 

effeminized personality traits, perhaps explaining why he was primarily rejected from the 

sample.  

 Link was the best received character out of the six. Many of the participants 

appreciated his heroic and noble characteristics. Many found Link’s heroism to stem 

from intrinsic characteristics. They noted his determined and confident expression in the 

image and steadfastness in his stance. Link can be categorized as a “white knight” a kind 

of character archetype who would save individuals like Princess Peach. Even though 

Link subverted his gender by being a younger, smaller, and physically weaker man he 

was still seen as a strong character by the vast majority of the sample. Like Croft, many 

respondents related to his noble, intrinsic characteristics. He was the closer to deviating 

from his gender role than Peach, Lopez and Starling, but still adhered to his masculinity. 

Link’s subversion of his role, unlike Tony’s is from a physical aspect, not an internal one. 
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Perhaps this shows that patriarchal male characteristics are better received in a character 

whether or not the character is a man or woman.   

 

Structure and Agency 

 It is important to note Schudson’s (1989) theory in relation to the responses from 

the study participants. It is clear that his “middle road” theory correctly applies to the 

participant sample. I noted that some of the respondents were able to effectively 

acknowledge and grapple with the cultural implications of the images. For instance, a few 

of the female respondents completely rejected Peach as a character because they refused 

to be seen as helpless or dependent upon another man. This reveals that their 

internalization of patriarchy did not influence how they felt they had to behave as 

women. However, the other side of Schudson’s theory suggests the potential for some 

people to be more susceptible to cultural images than others. For instance, Tables 4 and 5 

reveal that Juliet was more likeable to the males than to the females. Even more, the 

males used terms such as “sexy” and “busty” to describe her. This shows that some of the 

males adhere to the patriarchal expectations. However it is hard to determine whether or 

not their responses came naturally or if they felt pressure to objectify a woman in order to 

appear manly, similar to what was discussed in Kivel’s article. It was also informative to 

note that some of the female respondents specifically stated that they felt like damsels in 

distress. It would suggest that their relationship to Peach demonstrates adherence to the 

expected role for a female.  
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What’s the Big Deal? 

 I believe that utilizing a semiotic analysis is another valid, important method to 

identify whether or not video games can perpetuate gender norms. Semiotics is an 

excellent tool to make the known and normal unfamiliar (Chandler 2013). As discussed 

previously, there are many complex gender implications that surface in images or even a 

few frames of a scene. It is important to reevaluate video game images, given their 

widespread presence in American society, because they can assist the perpetuation of 

patriarchy in younger individuals. As Schudson (1989) noted, cultural values are 

internalized more so by some than others. Because my analysis of the semiotic and 

survey results seems to denote a degree of adherence to patriarchy, since patriarchal 

traits, when portrayed in a positive light, were the best received. 

 This discussion also brings up an important issue. In de Beauvoir’s (1949) work, 

she implies that men have more social power to lose, if their masculinity is damaged. 

This perhaps explains why a small portion of the males in my sample made it clear that 

they stood against patriarchy, where more women made it clear they did not want to be 

seen as a dependent woman like Princess Peach. More, this could explain why Tony 

Prince was viewed more negatively than Croft, despite the fact that they both deviate 

from their gender. Even though the majority of the respondents disliked him because he 

seemed to be a weak and shallow snob, there is the chance that a few participants 

recognized his effeminate characteristics.    

 

 

 

69 



Areas for Future Research 

 The topics covered in this project lend themselves to further exploration. For 

instance, an examination of the relationship between race and patriarchy, which was 

mentioned in Gray’s article, might provide insights into the internalization of patriarchy 

by members of racial minorities. Moreover, the discussion of Gay Tony’s character raises 

more questions relating to homosexuality and patriarchy. It would be enlightening to 

have homosexuals and heterosexual participants analyze video game images and examine 

their responses to note any differences. This would provide deeper insights into 

additional ways that the complex implications of gender roles might affect people. Also, 

it would be beneficial to examine the validity of semiotic analyses as a method to 

examine video game designs. Comparing semiotics to other methodologies such as 

content analyses could do this.  

 

Is There an Ideal Video Game? 

 I conclude this thesis by ending with this question: what would an ideal video 

game be like? Perhaps one of the biggest changes I would propose would be to represent 

females who are relatable, strong, and not sexualized. Perhaps more minority characters, 

like Gay Tony, could contribute to the plot of the game. Essentially, I would appreciate 

characters that were more grounded in reality, because then they can be people to whom I 

can relate. However this is only my opinion, and thus brings into question the very nature 

of video games. Should they be grounded in reality, or should they exaggerate reality to 

serve as an escape for the gamer?  
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This question touches upon what Jansz writes. As stated in the literature review, 

Jansz states that the emotional appeal of video games are what allow the gamer to feel as 

if they are experiencing what they are seeing on screen (Jansz 2005). This begs the 

question if gamers would prefer the exaggerated characters and content since it would not 

be something they would experience in real life. Again, Jansz’s piece argues that games 

are an immersive medium that can elicit specific responses from the gamer (Jansz 2005). 

For this reason, it can be said that there are some larger-than-life elements in video games 

that can attract gamers, allowing them to escape from reality. Lolipop Chainsaw is a 

video game that demonstrates this, from the overtly sexualized heroine to the crazy 

slicing and dicing of zombie hordes. Exaggeration itself is not bad, the only issue to keep 

in mind is how exaggeration can be used to potentially do harm. Instead of having the 

characters objectified through exaggeration of their traits, perhaps they can be more 

active agents in the game’s narrative. 
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APPENDIX A 

INFORMED CONSENT 
This proposal has been reviewed and has been approved by the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) of Whitman College. For questions and concerns, please contact the chair 
the IRB at Whitman College, Dr. Pavel Blagov (blagovp@whitman.edu), at (509)-527-
5123, or the Office or Human Protections (OHRP@hhs.gov) at (866)-477-4777. 
  
Dear Participant, 
  I am a senior Sociology Major at Whitman College conducting research for my 
thesis on video games and gender norms. I am interested to study how adolescents view 
masculinity and femininity in popular video games, such as Tomb Raider and Grand 
Theft Auto. To conduct this research, I would like to bring together about twenty 
Whitman students to take part in a survey. A survey is a questionnaire a participant 
individually completes in a group setting. This should not take more than an hour of your 
time. I plan to conduct this survey on February 1st, 2014, in Maxey Hall, Room 207. In 
this study the participants will gather to view pictures of the male and female characters 
from the games. The images that I show you will not depict violence, nudity, or any other 
image considered inappropriate. However, some of the characters are from “M-Rated” 
games. There are no known risks for participating in this study beyond those encountered 
in everyday life. Immediately thereafter you will complete a short questionnaire. This 
activity should be fun, since you will be expressing your opinions about images of video 
game protagonists with which you may already be quite familiar. If any image makes you 
uncomfortable, you do not have to complete that particular survey page. Your identity 
will be treated confidentially. I will keep your survey responses bound in a folder and 
safeguarded in a Penrose Library locker. The responses will be destroyed upon 
completion of my thesis. If any information from your survey responses is reported in my 
thesis, you will be anonymous. Also, you may refuse to participate if you do not want to 
take part in this study. You can also refuse to answer questions on the survey. You are 
not obligated to answer a specific question(s) on the survey should you, for any reason, 
not feel comfortable about it. This survey will not compromise your academic standing or 
lead to any negative repercussions from the Whitman College administration if you 
decide not to participate.     
 
Please sign this informed consent form if you are willing to participate in my study. I am 
more than happy to answer questions about this project or my senior thesis more 
generally, so please feel free e-mail me at mayojg@whitman.edu or call me at (714)-692-
9653 if have any questions or concerns. You can also contact my advisors, Dr. Keith 
Farrington (farrinmk@whitman.edu) at 509-527-5203 or Dr. Michelle Janning 
(janninmy@whitman.edu) at 509-527-4952 if you have any questions for them or if you 
want to learn more about the Whitman College senior thesis process.  
  
Thank you,  
Joseph G. Mayo IV 
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I, _____________________________ agree, to take part in a survey study on video 

games and gender norms conducted at Whitman College on February 1st, 2014. I 

understand that there are no risks associated with the study and that my identity will be 

kept confidential. I also understand that my responses may be anonymously reported in 

Joseph G. Mayo IV’s senior thesis at Whitman College.  

Signature: __________________________________________________ 

Date: ________________________ 
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APPENDIX B 

Joseph Mayo’s Senior Thesis Survey 
Name: _______________________________________________________ 

Date: _______________________________________________________ 

Circle One: Freshman / Sophomore / Junior / Senior   

Directions:  

   Welcome to my questionnaire on video games and some of their main 

characters!  There are a total of six images that ask you to think about and analyze.  For 

each of these images, there are six questions that I would like you to respond to.  These 

questions are the same for each image and were purposely designed so you that can 

express your opinions on a number of unique and different video game characters.  Your 

answers should only be about a sentence long. The questions are on the front of each 

page and the image is on the back. As stated on your assent forms, if for any reason you 

are not comfortable analyzing a particular image, you are not obligated to do 

so.  However, if you do not have objections to any of these pictures, I would prefer that 

you complete the entire survey, since this will be most helpful to my senior thesis 

research. Once again, thank you very much for your time and willingness to help me out. 

Questions: 

-“Do you know this character? What are your first impressions of this character?”  
-“Are there traits that you like about this character?”  
-"Are there traits you do not like about this character?" 
-"Do you think you share any similarities with this character?"  
-"Does this character appear to be a weak person or a strong person?"   
-“ Based on your previous responses, do you think this is a likeable character?” 
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APPENDIX C  

Images Used in Survey  
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