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Abstract 

This paper provides an account of how a normative male gaze is produced and upheld 

even in a video game famed for its inclusive nature, Dragon Age: Inquisition. The 

analysis originates in content studies concerning the portrayal of gender in video games 

in relation to in-game physical gender portrayal. It is followed by a contextualization 

of specific video sequences and certain game mechanics in relation to Laura Mulvey’s 

feminist film theory about the Male Gaze. Mulvey’s film theory approach, while useful 

as an intellectual tool, is not developed to be applied to video games and thus it is also 

necessary to consider any implications related to the interactivity of the game. As 

characters are subjected to a gendered male gaze in relation to both their physical 

appearance and attributes they are made to uphold the normative status quo. The Gaze 

is evident in how characters are portrayed, how the main character becomes a default 

male character regardless of actual gender and in the construction of women as 

something other. But most importantly, in the actual game mechanics through which 

all characters become objects for the player to use either in combat or to own in the 

guise of offering romance to the narrative. 

Keywords: Video games; gender; the male gaze; Laura Mulvey; objectification; 

pleasure 
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 Introduction 

In recent years there has been an ever-increasing interest in the study of videogames as 

a product of mass media. The influence of mass media in general has been a topic of 

scholarly interest for some time and several studies show a correlation between the 

influence of mass media and normative conventions as well as behavior (Miller and 

Summers 734; Yao, Mahood, and Linz 77). It is thus not surprising in the wake of an 

ever-increasing number of video game consumers that debates as to the effects of such 

consumption and its content have sparked all over the world. Perhaps especially 

regarding issues of violence, gender, and sexuality. Nevertheless, while there has been 

some scholarly interest in the study of video games there is still a lack of research 

pertaining especially to newer games and most of said research has dealt with 

videogames and violence (Miller and Summers 734).  

When considering the influence of mass media it is important to note how the 

portrayal of gender in videogames may effect gender normative assumptions and 

behaviors. In their 2010 study Yao, Mahood, and Linz found that playing a game 

containing themes of female objectification may indeed contribute to the short term 

priming of sexual thoughts and “encourage men to view women as sex objects”. 

Furthermore, the results also suggested an increased self-reported tendency to sexually 

harass or behave inappropriately towards women (77). While this particular study is 

limited in scope it is clear that further research is needed especially on the long term 

effect of repeated exposure to sexually explicit themes and the objectification of women 

in video games. However, while this particular study has its limitations the findings are 

supported by the comparable results of previous studies on the effects of exposure to 
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non-violent pornography (Yao, Mahood, and Linz 85). While it currently proves 

difficult to generalize such findings by extending the results to all games in which 

objectification is evident, it is nonetheless clear that the content of video games may 

have adverse effects on player attitudes and behavior. Several content studies have also 

shown that the portrayal of gender in video games is often handled in objectionable and 

sexist manners (Miller and Summers; Burgess, Stermer, and Burgess) further 

supporting the need for additional scholarly investigation. To anyone familiar with 

video game characters, this is not a surprising revelation; what is surprising however, 

is that this continues to be the case even though it is a widely acknowledged issue. 

Recently however, game developers seem to put more effort into not simply 

recreating stereotypical characters and while it is clear that the gaming industry has a 

long way to go before becoming entirely gender inclusive, some game titles have come 

further than others. BioWare’s third person action role-playing game Dragon Age: 

Inquisition released in November 2014 has since been rewarded not only with more 

than one hundred Game of the Year awards (Dragon Age Inquisition 2014 Awards) but 

also with a Special Recognition award by GLAAD—formerly the Gay & Lesbian 

Alliance Against Defamation—for “the many complex and unique LGBT characters 

prominently integrated throughout the game” (Adam, Peteroy, and Striewski). Dragon 

Age: Inquisition is thus of special interest not only because it is a very recent critically 

acclaimed game but also since gender representation tends to go hand in hand with 

heteronormative characterization. 

There is a history of analyzing physical and narrative characterization within 

film studies. Mulvey’s 1975 essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” has been 

tremendously influential in feminist film criticism and in its time contributed to shifting 

the emphasis on how we understand classic Hollywood cinema. Her essay is an 

intersectional analysis, using concepts from disparate disciplines like film theory, 

feminism and psychoanalysis in order to explore the cinematic apparatus in a new and 

at times provocative approach. Mulvey’s radical writing has sparked many debates 

throughout the years and some critique has certainly been warranted. Nevertheless the 

remarkable influence of her writing in relation to film studies cannot be denied and as 

such seems like a good analytic starting point especially when considering the 

similarities between film and digital games. 

While it may certainly prove fruitful to apply an interdisciplinary analysis using 

concepts from literary theory or in this case film studies in the study of digital games it 
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is important to keep in mind that the digital game is a fundamentally different medium. 

Digital games as cultural products have many similarities with film and written fiction, 

but they are neither. As such it becomes clear that “to regard digital games as a 

storytelling device is not only an oversimplification but a distortion of the medium” and 

while using conventional cultural theories may be warranted such application may also 

be problematic in this context (Kücklich 95). Approaching games from the perspective 

of established disciplines may not only contribute to an understanding of what is still a 

fairly new medium but may also be viewed as “an act of academic colonization” (King 

and Krzywinska 112) by which the unique qualities of games are unintentionally 

minimized or disregarded.  

One of the key differences between games and written fiction or film is their 

inevitable emphasis on interactivity. Video games can be said to belong to what Aarseth 

calls ergodic texts which essentially means that “non-trivial effort” is required on behalf 

of the reader in order to “traverse” the text (1). The degree and type of effort does 

naturally differ between games but the game will simply not progress without player 

interaction. Because games are inevitably interactive, such properties and any relevant 

game mechanics must also be considered in any analysis regarding the medium. Such 

properties are exceedingly fundamental for any analysis of games which involve a large 

degree of player choice, like in the case of role-playing games. Furthermore, while there 

are some similarities between film and games as cultural media it cannot be assumed 

that physical or narrative gender characterization is approached in the exact same 

manners. Therefore the analysis needs to be complemented with broader content studies 

concerning especially the portrayal of gender in videogames. 

Accordingly, the purpose of this essay is to explore the physical characterization 

of gender and the manifestation of the male gaze in Dragon Age: Inquisition without 

minimizing the unique qualities of the game as a cultural product. It is necessary 

however, to keep in mind that playing all of the game content can take roughly two 

hundred hours and that as such the scope of this essay is not great enough to cover all 

areas worthy of scholarly interest. For the purpose of this essay the scope will be limited 

to the physical representation of gender and the construction of the male gaze through 

camera angles and the characterization of the main character. The scope also limits the 

analysis to approaching gender in somewhat binary terms although further research 

could certainly be approached from a more nuanced perspective at a later point. Any 

references to the primary material will due to necessity be in the form of screen shots 
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which will be referenced with the quest in which the captured scenes occur as players 

may encounter these events at different times depending on when the quest is started. 

Some in-game events are, seemingly, not connected to a quest but instead to a location 

and these instances have been referenced as such. 

I will begin by addressing Mulvey and the Male Gaze followed by a section on 

previous research on gender representation in video games. The following sections each 

discuss one way in which the gaze is apparent in Dragon Age: Inquisition: In physical 

appearance and attire, in the framing of bodies, in the Ms. Male Character trope and in 

the romance mechanic. In the last content section before the conclusion I will discuss 

the implications on the gaze in video games. 

The Male Gaze 

Mulvey strives to use psychoanalytic theory as “a political weapon”, claiming that it is 

appropriate in any attempts at revealing the hidden patriarchic structures which 

influence and shape narrative cinema (6). In essence, films can be explained as complex 

sign systems or systems of representation. The structure of films, and other cultural 

products which also function as advanced systems representation, is shaped by 

normative assumptions in society. Mulvey argues that the cinema in particular, which 

is formed through the perspective of the “dominant order”, structures our “way of 

seeing” and the “pleasures” which can be achieved by “looking” (7). In other words, 

the dominant patriarchal perspective restricts the structure and content of the film as 

well as the manner in which it may be received by an audience. 

The Male Gaze thus stems from the idea that men are in fact in control of the 

cinema and consequently the way the pleasure of looking is constructed is through a 

male dominant perspective whereby women are viewed as something other which may 

be objectified and possessed (Mulvey 7). While Mulvey acknowledges that films offer 

“a number of possible pleasures” the main focus of her essay is that of the 

psychoanalytic concept of scopophilia. Essentially it involves the pleasure one may 

achieve by subjecting other people to the gaze of the viewer and thus turning them into 

objects rather than subjects in the mind of the viewer (8). However, the pleasure of 

looking may also be achieved by means of identification with that which is viewed. 

When the viewer identifies with the active subject, or protagonist of the film, it allows 

the viewer to participate in a structure in which it is possible to reinforce the ego by 
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temporarily identifying with someone else (Mulvey 10). Mulvey argues that the 

narrative structure of the film is also controlled by a gender imbalance and that because 

of this, men cannot be objectified by the gaze in the same manner as women. She argues 

that men are made to take active roles within the narrative and are thus more commonly 

the protagonists of their films. The viewer is then forced to identify with the male 

controlling figure whose potentially sexual characteristics are not evidence of his 

objectification but in fact simply a device used to strengthen the ego of the viewer who 

identifies with him (12). Women, in contrast are often presented as what Mulvey calls 

spectacle. Women are made to be passive, to be displayed and thus their 

characterization is coded visually erotically as an object to be gazed at by the characters 

on screen as well as the viewers in the audience (11). This duality of displaying a 

woman for the characters in the film as well as the viewers of it also allows the viewer 

to indirectly possess her “by means of identification” with the male protagonist whom 

she falls in love with and thus subjects herself to. This indirect possession is thus viewed 

as a direct consequence of the combined, male dominated gaze (Mulvey 13). 

Gender Representation: Previous Studies 

Possibly due to the various limitations of the early graphics technology the first sign of 

female gender representation in video games did not arrive until 1981 when the industry 

saw the birth of its very first female computer game character – Ms. Pac-Man. To 

differentiate her from her male counterpart, Pac-Man, and to denote her gender the 

designers decided to “put a bow on her head and line her mouth with red to give the 

appearance of lips” (Graner Ray 18). Female characters following in the footsteps of 

Ms. Pac-man were characterized in similar manners, either by bows and makeup or by 

being colored pink, again likely due to the limitations of the available graphics 

technology. However, something else also happened to the representation of women in 

early computer games – they were made to be rescued. This is particularly evident in 

games like Frogger where the player gains bonus points if the pink, female frog is 

carried to safety. Similarly in Donkey Kong, Jumpman – the protagonist who later 

changes his name to Mario – is tasked with rescuing his pink dressed girlfriend Pauline 

who is later replaced by Princess Peach. Pauline is essential, not only because she is a 

perfect representation of the damsel-in-distress trope, but because she was the first 
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female video game character seen speaking. Naturally, in order to call for help (Graner 

Ray 19). 

Today, the graphic limitations which required developers to make use of 

stereotypical gender signifiers in order to differentiate between characters of different 

gender is a memory of the past. Modern technology gives developers more leeway in 

the manner in which they design their characters. It could thus be expected that modern 

representations of gender would be more varied and addressed in less stereotypical 

manners. However this does not seem to be the case. Moreover stereotypical 

characterization seems to extend to character roles and not only their appearances. 

In their 2007 content analysis of video game character portrayal in U.S. gaming 

magazines Miller and Summers found clear gender differentiation in the video game 

characters’ roles, appearances and attire (733). Notably, they found that male characters 

were significantly more likely than female characters to be main characters. Half of the 

male characters maintained the status of main characters while conversely only 19.2% 

of the available female characters maintained main character status. While men were 

also more likely to be playable characters in general, they were also less likely to be 

supplemental characters than females. Only 14.5% of the men were supplemental 

characters while as many as 30% of the female characters were supplemental characters 

(Miller and Summers 738). Unexpectedly, the results also show that women were 

significantly more likely to be portrayed as sexy and wearing revealing clothing while 

men were significantly more likely to be portrayed as muscular and powerful (Miller 

and Summers 739). Furthermore, these findings conform to previous research results 

which suggests that women are infrequently present in videogames and even more 

infrequently playable characters. They are also repeatedly portrayed as sex-objects in 

attire which reinforces their sexuality while men are portrayed as powerful.  

Another study performed by Burgess, Stermer, and Burgess in 2007 as an 

analysis of two hundred twenty-five video game covers also found considerable 

differences in the portrayal of male and female characters on the game covers. Female 

characters were regularly objectified and portrayed with exaggerated hyper-sexuality. 

They were also significantly less likely than male characters to be portrayed taking 

game relevant action (419). Male characters were also considerably more common on 

the covers than female characters. Of the 485 human characters present on the covers 

78.6% were men while only 21.4% were female (Burgess, Stermer, and Burgess 424). 

Unsurprisingly, the results show that women are far more likely than men to be present 
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in an objectified role, “performing no identifiable action other than to titillate the 

audience”, 38.5% of the women were categorized as belonging to this eye candy 

category while only 5 out of the 381 male characters could possibly be considered to 

belong to this category (Burgess, Stermer, and Burgess 426).  

Although it is certainly important to keep in mind that these content analysis 

studies primarily examine gender representations in videogames indirectly by studying 

gaming magazines and video game covers it would be erroneous to disregard their 

results. Whereas a discussion about the extent to which such indirect sources reflect the 

content of cultural product is warranted, the reality is that they do somehow mirror the 

product and therefore quantitative studies such as these are certainly necessary. It is 

simply a matter of keeping the limitations of such research in mind. 

In the following section I will address how Dragon Age: Inquisition compares 

to the findings brought up in this section. 

Gender Representation: Physical Appearance and Attire 

At first glance, Dragon Age: Inquisition appears to have avoided several of the common 

pitfalls concerning gender representation in relation to the diverse cast of secondary 

characters in present in the game. The game presents the player with a considerable 

number of characters to meet and interact with and unlike many other video game titles, 

there is a vast number of both female and male characters of different ethnicities and 

sexualities to encounter. Most notably however, is that the game also includes a 

transgender character who while not playing a particularly prominent role in the 

narrative is at the very least present for the player to interact with on several occasions. 

While this is certainly not the first time a transgender character has been featured in a 

video game, this particular character is one that refrains from becoming a 

transmisogynistic joke at the expense of the transgender community. The game features 

so many characters that discussing them in detail would prove utterly hopeless. For the 

purpose of this essay, the focus will mainly be on the playable and non-payable 

characters who make up what is known in-game as the inner circle. The playable 

characters are not playable in the sense that the player controls their actions or their 

dialogue but in the sense that they make up the players party when adventuring in the 

world of Thedas. The player thus only controls his or her party members on the 

battlefield or in order to interact with the game world by for example picking the lock 
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of a chest or harvesting a plant. These inner circle playable characters are known as 

companions while the non-playable characters are known as advisors. 

There are in total nine companions and three advisors. All the characters have 

their own personalities and personal stories presented as optional quest-lines or through 

dialogue with the player. For gameplay purposes, these companions also consists of one 

of each possible class and specialization combination which essentially controls how 

the characters functions in combat as well as what gear and weapon types they utilize. 

This is likely to ensure that the player, regardless of what class and specialization they 

choose should never be left lacking a specific combat role and this is also likely what 

determined the number of companions. The gender distribution among these characters 

is as follows: two out of three advisors are female and six out of nine companions are 

male. So while the game in general does not suffer from a lack of female characters, 

male characters seem to be favored to a slight degree. Conforming to some extent to 

previous findings concerning gender distribution (Miller and Summers; Burgess, 

Stermer, and Burgess). 

Even though Dragon Age: Inquisition appears to deal with issues of gender 

better than most there are still key differences in how women and men are characterized 

and depicted throughout the game. As with most other video games, there is a clear 

discrepancy in relation to physical appearance and attributes. All the inner circle 

females feature very similar body types. They are all tall, thin women with somewhat 

accentuated hips and with narrow waists. To what degree their busts are accentuated 

depends largely on the clothing they wear rather than on how the character’s body 

model looks. The men are allowed more variation in body types with some being of 

more slight build than others but they generally have wide shoulders and are presented 

as more muscular than the women, some even rather ridiculously so. Once again 

conforming to previous findings with men presented as powerful and women as 

attractive (Miller and Summers 735). See figure 1, 2 and 3 below. There is also a clear 

differentiation in relation to the attire these characters are depicted in. Fagerström and 

Nilson note a common tendency of allowing the same piece of equipment to look 

drastically different depending on whether it is worn by a man or a woman in the online 

multiplayer game World of Warcraft (149-150). The same piece of equipment, 

wearable by any character regardless of race and by any gender, may thus look like 

entirely different pieces depending on who is wearing them. The most absurd 

differentiation occurs when armor that looks entirely plausible on a male character 
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suddenly turns into what is known as a metal bikini on the women but this tendency is 

so common that it may occur more or less even when the attire is more sensible for 

combat. It may not turn into a metal bikini, but the women will still often be presented 

with less coverage and with all their body curves intact unlike the men who will often 

look entirely sensible although there are obviously exceptions to this rule (Fagerström 

and Nilson 150). In Dragon Age: Inquisition the attire worn by the playable character 

looks similar enough regardless of gender but may vary depending on race. For 

example, because Qunari characters are very different in body type they may only wear 

certain armors however again there seems to be no obvious gender differences between 

how they look on a male or female Qunari played by the player. However, this is not 

true for the companions. Each companion has been assigned a specific armor look 

which means that most often, giving them a different armor will only change the color 

or pattern of their specific armor model. There are some exceptions whereby a few 

select armors will look the same regardless of who is currently wearing it but the most 

common occurrence is that the armor model adapts to the wearer. This was likely a very 

conscious choice by the developers which allows each character to be depicted to look 

more like what the developers intended regardless of what gameplay related attributes 

these equipment pieces may have as it allows the player to customize the attributes of 

their party without losing the unique look of their companions. Unfortunately, once 

again the men are allowed more variation in style than the women who are sexualized 

to a greater degree than the men.  
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Figure 1. Left to Right: Blackwall, Cassandra and Iron Bull wearing the same piece 

of heavy armor. 
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Figure 2. Left to Right: Cole, Sera and Varric wearing the same piece of medium armor. 
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Figure 3. Left to Right: Solas, Vivienne and Dorian wearing the same piece of light 

armor. 
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The game features three armor types connected to the playable classes, so for 

example only warriors may wear heavy armor while only mages may wear light armor. 

The figures above feature the same pieces of armor worn by different companions with 

companions sharing an armor type represented in the same figure. First, it is clear that 

the women in the middle of each figure are sexualized to a greater extent than the men 

even though the men show more skin which I will address later. The women may be 

fairly covered up and not exposing nearly as much skin as players may have become 

accustomed to but there is nevertheless a great deal of focus put into making sure that 

their bodies are visible to the player. This is achieved by the mainly skintight treatment 

of their attire but also because the clothing accentuates the parts of their bodies which 

are generally viewed as traditionally sexy. This is in keeping with the idea of presenting 

women as sexualized spectacle not only for the player but also for the characters in the 

game (Mulvey 11). For example both Vivienne in figure 3 and Sera in figure 2 have 

their clothing accentuating their busts and waists albeit in different manners. The 

exception to this rather obvious treatment is how Cassandra is allowed to wear a 

breastplate which essentially hides her bust, which is indeed a quite rare occurrence 

among female warriors and female characters in general. Unfortunately, the remainder 

of her armor is almost as skintight as that of the other women and the shape of her 

breastplate being short in length makes sure to accentuate her waist. The men on the 

other hand are allowed more variation. For example, with Cole in figure 2 wearing very 

skintight trousers while Iron Bull in figure 1 is wearing trousers which could never fit 

that particular description. Concurrently, some of the men are in fact showing more 

skin than the women albeit generally in order to show off their muscles rather than their 

cleavage and when they do show more skin the remainder of their clothing is never as 

tight as that of the women. Essentially the result is that the bodies of the women are 

almost entirely put on display while the men generally only accentuate select parts of 

their bodies.  

Although it is often argued that men and women are equally sexualized in 

games but in different manners with women being scantily dressed and men being 

muscled powerhouses there is a clear difference in these depictions which makes it 

difficult to argue that the men are sexualized and objectified like the women. As noted 

both by Lagerström and Nilson (149) and by Burgess, Stermer, and Burgess (427) the 

manner in which men are supposedly sexualized also signals strength and power which 

could reasonably be expected of these characters considering that they spend their time 
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battling demons and dragons while an exaggerated or exposed bust is utterly irrelevant 

to such tasks. Similarly, the manner in which Iron Bull is exposed in figure 1 implies 

strength and fearlessness with the lack of protective armor even showing scars caused 

by it while the exposed skin on Vivienne in figure 3 merely triggers sexual 

connotations. Even if it can certainly be argued that qualities like strength and 

fearlessness can be perceived as sexy they are still fundamentally active and useful 

qualities in a manner that an accentuated bust clearly is not. Mulvey, as previously 

mentioned, also argues that any sexual characteristics function differently on men than 

on women and that as such it is not really objectification (12). The men are shown as 

sexual rather than sexualized. They are not objectified as their sexiness is used to 

strengthen other useful characteristics they may have. The women on the other hand 

gain nothing from their sexualization, they are objectified and made into spectacle. The 

men may thus be sexual, but not sexualized. The women are thus presented more like 

spectacle, put on display for the benefit of the player while the men are presented in a 

manner which essentially aims at reinforcing their specific characteristics. This 

treatment of the male characters is not without faults however. The fact that Dorian, 

who is homosexual, was given eye makeup in the form of eyeliner as well as being a 

mage and thus essentially put in a dress by the developers is not only biased as it plays 

into stereotypic characterization of homosexuality suggesting that he is less manly due 

to his sexuality but it also further contributes in defining him as other. The game simply 

treats his characterization very differently than that of the other men. Also note that 

Iron Bull who is pansexual and Dorian are two of the three men who show any skin in 

their armors. It could be argued as an attempt by the developers to display them as other, 

as more like how women are traditionally displayed. This treatment suggest a 

predominantly male perspective on the characters physical appearance and attire that 

also reinforces the normative status quo. The physical portrayal of gender is not limited 

to the visuals discussed in this section but does in fact also include the manner in which 

the bodies are shown to the player through the use of camera angles. The next section 

addresses how the characters are portrayed by the camera and the differences in female 

versus male portrayal. 

 



  Lööf  15 

The Male Gaze and the Framing of Bodies 

The manner in which the women are treated by the camera is an additional example of 

how they are more likely to be put onto display for the player. There is a clear difference 

between how the camera frames the bodies of men and women in the cutscenes. These 

cutscenes are essentially brief in-game non-interactive cinematics which serve to break 

up the gameplay and to allow for the display of complex scenarios which may not 

supported by the main game engine. Due to the obvious similarities with film cutscenes 

likely suffer from the same issues concerning the male gaze as the cinema. In game, 

cutscenes are used for various purposes: to introduce playable and non-playable 

characters, to display the scenery or to add additional drama to certain in-game events.  

The most common manner in which both men and women are depicted 

throughout the game while not exploring or in combat is in dialogue situations where 

the camera is centered on the faces of the subjects. During cutscenes the player is not 

in control of the camera or his or her avatar. However, brief pauses may be used in the 

cutscenes to allow the player to input a response in a dialogue situation.  

While the cutscenes in general are not interactive they are the result of having 

interacted with the game and can be viewed as the reward for doing so. As such, any 

analysis grounded in film studies which takes point of view into account needs to adapt 

to allow for these implications. For example, in film studies a first-person point of view 

traditionally “implicates the viewer in the actions performed” while a third-person 

perspective allows for more distance (King and Krzywinska 117). However, when 

analyzing a game, the interactivity by itself implicates the player in the actions 

performed as the player is in fact performing them, albeit through the avatar provided 

by the game, regardless of point of view. Though that is not to say that point of view 

structures are irrelevant, only that they operate differently in games. For example, role-

playing games often employ a third-person point of view. However it is not uncommon, 

as in the case of Dragon Age: Inquisition, to alternate between third-person and first-

person point of view depending on situation. Because the avatar acts like an extension 

of the player’s will, the act of looking through avatar’s narrative point of view 

implicates the viewer in the look regardless of perspective and thus it becomes difficult 

to address such structures in terms of distance to the actions performed by the avatar. 

 In general, when featuring men these short sequences of film tend to feature 

them as active subjects often in combat or in some otherwise game related action or 
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else as having just taken such actions. There are thus clear parallels to how Mulvey 

describes active male depictions in the cinema (12). Figure 4 below features one of the 

advisors, Cullen, engaged in stopping potential violence between two in-game factions. 

This camera angle is fairly typical in relation to how the men are commonly featured 

with their entire bodies.  

When not presenting the men as complete bodies it is common that they are 

presented as upper bodies either cut off by the end of the screen at the waist or above 

the knee. Figure 5 below depicts the manner in which Varric is introduced to the player 

during the tutorial quest “The Wrath of Heaven” after having previously been seen 

firing his crossbow. 
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Figure 4. (Dragon Age: Inquisition Haven). 

Figure 5. (Dragon Age: Inquisition “The Wrath of Heaven”). 
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While these depictions are certainly not exclusive to the men as the women are 

also depicted in similar fashions the women are, unlike the men, also commonly 

depicted as separate body parts or with the camera following the shape of their bodies 

while circling them or otherwise moving up or down. When images are treated in this 

manner as an extension of the eye, and the pleasure of looking is framed through such 

imagery, the viewer is not only watching but more or less ogling the subject on screen. 

Figures 6 and 7 below are only two examples of how the camera angles often applied 

to the shots of the women reduce them to become an ensemble of body parts rather than 

showing them as active individuals in their own right. In neither of these examples the 

women are depicted as part of combat other game relevant action. Instead they are 

simply walking down a set of stairs with the camera presenting their bodies for the 

pleasure of the player. This is, according to Mulvey, a common display of women as 

spectacle as “her visual presence tends to work against the development of a story line, 

to freeze the flow of action in moments of erotic contemplation” (11). The manner in 

which they are dressed further reinforce them as spectacle, as objects to be viewed and 

the camera viewing them from the feet up along their legs and then further up until it 

reaches their faces does nothing to suggest any sort of active involvement from said 

objects. The scenes are set up in a manner in which the women are ultimately presented 

as bodies and not as people. This treatment of bodies seem to be unique to that of female 

bodies.  

This fixation on women and their bodies is not exclusive to the scenes in which 

they are introduced to the player, they occur in many disparate situations all throughout 

the game beginning with the tutorial quest. These objectifying shots often put already 

accentuated body parts in focus such as busts or hips. This is obviously not something 

unique to video games but it is a common practice most often reserved for the female 

characters. Figures 8 and 9 below prove as exceptional examples of how bodily focus 

all but takes over from the action performed as Cassandra is shot releasing the playable 

character, whose hands are tied, with her knife. This depiction of an otherwise essential 

action is almost entirely overshadowed by the focus on Cassandras body and once again 

the clothing she wears contribute to the spectacle with the seams of her skintight 

trousers accentuating her genital area. The only woman who is consistently not treated 

as spectacle in this manner is a female player character which will be addressed in the 

next section. 
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Figure 6. (Dragon Age:Inquisition “Wicked Eyes and Wicked Hearts”) 
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Figure 7. (Dragon Age: Inquisition “The Imperial Enchanter”) 
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Figure 8. (Dragon Age: Inquisition “The Wrath of Heaven”) 
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Figure 9. (Dragon Age: Inquisition “The Wrath of Heaven”) 
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Ms. Male Character 

There is a noticeable difference found when comparing these types of depictions of 

women with that of a female player character. Because the game allows the player to 

play either a male or female character with a customizable appearance, said character 

had to be written and displayed as somewhat gender-neutral. The player character, the 

Inquisitor, may be customizable but the shape of his or her body or the manner in which 

he or she moves is not alterable in the same manner as the face and hair is. Regardless 

of how the playable character is customized, a female character is depicted as more 

masculine than any of the other inner circle women for example in her sitting positon 

in figure 10.  

A female Inquisitor will also lack the distinct feminine walk style and demeanor 

used by the women for example in Figure 6 and 7. Because allowing a male playable 

character to be written and displayed with a more feminine body language is apparently 

considered unsuitable as there is, to my knowledge, no game allowing for choice of 

gender that has ever taken that route. A woman with more masculine body language is 

however the norm when the same character needs be presented as gender-neutral. The 

result is that the Inquisitor, like Ms. Pac-man, is essentially simply a copy of the male 

character but bearing feminine signifiers and thus extendedly always featured in male 

perspective in the same manner as men are commonly presented in video games but 

with the body of a woman. This is a fairly common phenomenon known as the Ms. 

Male Character trope which can be defined as “the female version of an already 

established or default male character” (Sarkeesian). The inquisitor may be either male 

or female but the character can be considered default male due to having more in 

common with how the other male characters are portrayed. Dragon Age: Inquisition 

does however alternate between defaulting to a male or female character when starting 

a new game, something that is uncommon. While there is nothing inherently wrong 

with allowing for a different depiction of women aside from how the non-playable 

characters are depicted the Ms. Male Character trope poses some significant issues. 

Aside from reinforcing a predominantly male perspective, it also produces women as 

other or a marked case as well as suggesting that more feminine or essentially less 

masculine men are somehow undesirable as main characters. The same is true for a 

more feminine female heroine, who simply put is not allowed. Again conforming, 

although to a lesser extent, to the male playable character norm as seen in the content 
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studies (Miller and Summers; Burgess, Stermer, and Burgess). Bioware has previously 

received some criticism as to how the promotional material and the box art of their titles 

generally feature the playable character as male even when there is a female option 

available. This has been particularly evident in the Mass effect series where, although 

the player could choose to play as either a male or female commander Shepherd, the 

default choice was always John Shepherd (Sarkeesian). This is another way of 

reinforcing the default male experience. However, this does not seem to be the case for 

Dragon Age: Inquisition, for example the box art in figure 11 features the Inquisitor in 

a fairly gender-neutral manner. And while it is in one sense refreshing to witness a 

female character not featured in the same manner as the remaining female cast it is 

unfortunate that such characterization is only allowed because we know that she also 

needs to be able to double as a male character not because she was intended to be 

portrayed differently. She becomes empowering, not because she is intended as an 

empowering character but because she is male by default further insinuating a 

representation of women as the second sex and something other. 

The previous sections have addressed mainly physical gender differences in 

Dragon Age: Inquisition. It has been shown that not only are women and men displayed 

differently with women being displayed more like spectacle but that the main character 

can be considered to be a default male character. The following sections will be more 

focused on the game as a mass media product with the first section addressing a specific 

game mechanic present in the Dragon Age series. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  Lööf  25 

Figure 10. (Dragon Age: Inquisition Haven) 

 

Figure 11. (Dragon Age: Inquisition Box Art) 
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Romance and objectification 

A recurring game mechanic in the Dragon Age series is what is commonly referred to 

as the romance mechanic or simply romancing. The player may through dialogue 

options and sometimes other means develop a romantic relationship with other 

characters in the game. To do so is known as romancing that character. Most commonly 

the romance options are considered party members or companions but there are minor 

exceptions. Because Dragon Age: Inquisition provides the player with several romance 

options of different sexualities it also provides the player with a rare opportunity to 

participate in non-heterosexual relationships which is an uncommon element in many 

games which tend to reproduce rather extreme heteronormativity in any depictions of 

romance or sexual relations.  

The romance mechanic in Dragon Age: Inquisition differs from its predecessors 

in that the gift mechanic is no longer present. In previous iterations the player was able 

to present their romantic interest with gifts in order to raise their approval of the 

playable character and thus make them more receptive to romantic interaction. In 

Dragon Age: Inquisition, romance is achieved mainly through dialogue options but the 

player is also required to complete certain quests which trigger after specific restriction 

are met, for example a high approval rating.  

Figure 12 features the dialogue wheel to the right and the tutorial tip of how to 

use it to the left. Any dialogue in which the player is engaged will unfold when the 

player engages with the dialogue wheel. Generally another character will provide the 

playable character with some information or an opinion and the player needs to 

determine how to respond.  

Figure 12. (Dragon Age: Inquisition “The Wrath of Heaven”) 
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The first iteration in the series did not have a voice-acted playable character and 

the dialogue wheel contained the entire response in writing but since the playable 

character is now voiced, the dialogue wheel no longer contains the entire answer in 

writing but a short paraphrase often combined with a symbol indicating the feeling 

conveyed through the chosen dialogue option. The purpose of this icon is to clarify 

what type of response can be expected when choosing a specific option on the dialogue 

wheel. See figure 13 below for a tutorial example.  

A consequence of this is that any interaction which may lead to romantic 

interaction or that could be considered flirting is marked as an emotional response, an 

indication that was otherwise absent in the first iteration in the series mainly due to it 

being obsolete. While it is often still blatantly obvious by the written paraphrase if a 

dialogue option is considered flirting the symbol is simply another indicator for it. See 

figure 14 below. Furthermore, indicating an emotional response in this manner also 

contributes to defining acceptable means of showing emotions. Since we can consider 

the main character default male, any emotional response is clearly presented through a 

male lens. For example, quite stereotypically, the playable character is not allowed to 

cry when expressing sadness even though the icon clearly indicates a tear. 

 

Figure 13. (Dragon Age: Inquisition “The Wrath of Heaven”) 

Figure 14. (Dragon Age: Inquisition “The Imperial Enchanter”) 
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 An unfortunate consequence of the romance mechanic is that it treats romantic 

interest and relationships like a game where the player can win what is often a sex scene 

by pressing the heart icon enough, and while the obvious issues with exchanging gifts 

for love is now only a memory from a past game the clear connection to objectification 

and ownership simply cannot be denied. If the viewer of a movie can take part in the 

obtaining and the objectification of an on screen character through the actions of the 

main character with whom the viewer identifies (Mulvey 13), the romance mechanic 

becomes a discouraging extension of such objectification. The fact that all romance 

options are either companions or advisors also suggests that their presence in the 

narrative is only for the sexual pleasure and use of the player as most of said characters 

are not essential for the narrative. The purpose of a companion in a gameplay setting is 

thus to provide the player with: a body with which to contribute to the combat, a 

personality which is simply there for the player to have an opinion of or to react to, and 

to be a possible object of the player’s romantic attention. All this in addition to 

providing the player with pleasure of looking. 

All characters present in the game fulfill a function, they have a purpose for 

being there. Whether to provide the player with a quest, information about the world 

and setting of the game or an opportunity to react with the use of the dialogue wheel 

they are all essentially tools for the player to make use of. Introducing the romance 

mechanic furthers the necessary objectification when allowing a tool to also be used for 

what is nothing but a sexualized purpose. Depictions of love thus become problematic 

when displayed through the lens of game mechanics and player entitlement, especially 

when it is directed at what is essentially an inanimate object or tool provided for the 

player to tackle other game related mechanics such as combat with. 

It seems that the developers are aware of the entitlement issues as they have 

also provided a few opportunities for rejection. Most of these are allowed in the name 

of inclusivity as it is only sensible that a homosexual character would find the need to 

deny romantic interactions initiated by a playable character of the opposite sex. 

However, there is one companion in particular who will never respond to the advances 

of the player as if seen as entirely preposterous. In dialogue with Vivienne the player is 

sometimes presented with options displaying the heart icon but Vivienne’s response 

will always be mocking and utterly uninterested. Unfortunately, while her presence 

addresses the issue it is not enough to cancel out the general theme of objectification 

and ownership. It does, however suggest a step towards increased understanding of the 



  Lööf  29 

implications of the romance mechanic in general in that at least one character is 

uninterested in the player and thus refrains from turning into an owned object under 

guise of romantic interaction. 

This section has focused on a particular game mechanic but there are other 

implications related to Mulvey’s ideas which need to be addressed. The following 

section will function as a discussion on the manner in which it is necessary to 

understand the male gaze in video games. 

Implications of the Gaze in Video Games 

Mulvey addresses a specific pleasure provided by the cinema in the pleasure of looking 

and the way in which this pleasure is fundamentally gendered (12). Because of the 

similarities between film and games as visual mediums it is evident that the same 

pleasure will be present in both mediums as they both utilize similar techniques in 

structuring their visual content. However, the game as a medium also provides other 

pleasures with which any analysis of the gaze must be contrasted. Three such pleasures 

provided by the game are defined by Janet Murray in Hamlet on the Holodeck as 

immersion, agency and transformation. Immersion is defined by Murray as “the 

sensation of being surrounded by a completely other reality” which “takes over all of 

our attention, our whole perceptual apparatus” (98). Immersion is not a pleasure unique 

to the video game medium as it can easily be compared to Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s 

famous phrase “the willing suspension of disbelief” (Kücklich 108). As such it is 

certainly possible for a book or film to be immersive in its own right. However, the 

game, I would argue, requires less mental effort of the player in exchange for the 

immersive feeling than say the mental effort required from the reader of a book. The 

game is more immersive than other media not only because of the ease of transportation 

to a simulated reality but because the other two pleasures outlined by Murray increase 

the experience of being immersed in the game world. Murrey defines agency as “the 

satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and 

choices” (126). However, agency is not to be confused with interactivity as “activity 

alone is not agency” (Murrey 126). Pushing buttons because the game requires the 

player to do so may not feel meaningful or result in non-arbitrary consequences and 

could thus not be seen as creating an opportunity for agency. Traversing the game 

worlds digital environments by deciding the path of the playable character however 
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may be both immersive and contribute to a sense of agency. Correspondingly, so do 

plot choices or dialogue options allowing for non-arbitrary consequences to be 

displayed as a result of the player’s choices. Interactivity could thus be considered in 

terms of input and response whereas agency could be considered in terms of the 

emotional experience derived from the interactivity. The last pleasure outlined by 

Murray, Transformation, is a pleasure that could be compared to identification through 

which we are “eager to pick up the joystick and become a cowbow or a space fighter” 

(154). The implications of combining these pleasures with Mulvey’s analysis is that 

they necessarily contribute to making the player further implicated in the actions taken 

by their playable character in the game world. This is naturally a result of the 

interactivity of the game which in turn provides the player with the pleasure of agency 

when it becomes evident that the player’s choices have non-arbitrary in-game 

consequences. It also reinforces the idea of the other character being present for the 

pleasure of the player as any dialogue situation can be viewed in terms of the pleasure 

of agency. If we consider how the viewer becomes implicated in the objectification of 

the on screen love interest of the main character (Mulvey 13), such implication is further 

amplified when the player is in fact also consciously taking such action in the game 

albeit through the framework already present in the form of the romance mechanic. If 

the cinema displays a fundamentally gendered experience, the passive viewer becomes 

implicated in this gendered gaze when participating in the pleasure of looking. 

However, if a game provides the same fundamentally gendered experience, the player 

becomes implicated not only because of the mainly passive visual participation through 

the pleasure of looking but also because the player is always actively participating in 

game related action on the premises of the game’s dominant perspective. The player is 

thus never able to step outside of these premises, such action is simply not allowed in 

the game engine, and is forced to act accordingly. The game provides both passive and 

active experiences for the player. During a cut scene for example, the player is generally 

not active and is thus very similar to the viewer of a film. However, during dialogue 

and combat the player is very much active and thus additionally implicated in the 

actions taken. I would argue that the player is implicated to a greater degree even in the 

cut scenes as these are often the result of interacting with the game. They are the non-

arbitrary consequences of having taken action and as such the result is often what the 

player intended but there are obviously some exceptions. The romance mechanic in 

particular generally culminates in a sex scene and can be seen as the reward for actively 
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participating in the mechanic. The result is that the pleasures provided by the game 

increase the degree of objectification when the player actively choses to objectify. 

However, as mentioned before, the player can only interact within the framework of the 

game and as such cannot step out of the game’s dominant perspective. As is evident in 

the previous sections it is a fundamentally male perspective that is presented to the 

player and in these premises the game is very similar to the film. 

 A legitimate question can be raised however, as to whether something that is 

already an object – in this case the digital image of the characters – can actually be 

objectified. In other words, does the gaze exhibit itself in the same manner in digital 

games as in film where the subject in the image is made an object because of how the 

subject is viewed? Parisi and Terranova (122) claim that “a digital media culture 

challenges the detachment that is necessary to the exercise of the sadistic, classifying 

gaze”. The concern is that a digital image does not really have a subject to objectify and 

thus it must be questioned if a spectator is likely to subject the “unreal” subject to the 

gaze or if the spectator will “feel removed or distanced from the image on the screen 

because he/she is aware that the figure is not human” (Parisi and Terranova 123). 

However, the subject on a photograph is not more human than the digital image, the 

image is always removed from the “real” and thus functions as a signifier for that which 

is intended to signify. The picture is obviously different in that the signifier is an exact 

replica of the subject, unless it has been otherwise edited. As a signifier the digital 

image, treated like an object through the game mechanics and though the gaze, is 

essentially increasing the degree of objectification of that which it is meant to signify. 

The fact that the player knows that the character on screen is not real does not mean 

that they distance the unreal image from the subject it is meant to signify. Indeed, 

treating the signifier as an object may in fact lead to the objectification of the signified, 

especially in when the signified is a person of a specific gender, and any other 

objectifying traits may only serve to increase the severity of such objectification.  

Conclusion 

Previous research has established some key discrepancies in how male and female 

characters are portrayed and characterized in video games. Its otherwise inclusive 

nature notwithstanding, Dragon Age: Inquisition conforms to the normative manner in 

which characters of different genders are displayed. Despite displaying some awareness 
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regarding issues pertaining to the objectification the game still conforms to portraying 

women as spectacle and men as the norm. The women are sexualized and objectified 

by being subjected to a gendered male gaze both in physical characterization, but also 

in the manner in which their bodies are framed by the camera. The main character 

becomes a default-male character regardless of actual gender, contributing to the idea 

of female as other and the male as the norm. Ultimately, the game mechanics further 

reinforce the objectification of the cast because of the way in which gameplay is 

structured. The romance mechanic in particular provides a structure in which the player 

may own other characters in the guise of romantic involvement. It is evident from the 

analysis that while the male gaze is certainly applicable to the medium it must also be 

considered in relation to other pleasures, such as the feeling of agency, in order to not 

minimize the unique properties of the game. 

While the precise effects of the consumption of videogames with sexualized 

content has not been sufficiently explored, such consumption may have adverse effects 

on player attitude and behavior. As video games are becoming a more widely spread 

and accepted form of entertainment it is legitimate to pursue the study of such content 

and its possible effects, especially in relation to some of the newer, more progressive, 

games available as they may provide insight into the future development of digital 

games.  

These findings are by no means exhaustive and there are many other areas of 

scholarly interest which may be further studied in the near future. Dragon Age: 

Inquisition in particular is a complex game not only dealing with issues of gender but 

also of sexuality and race, and while such venues of investigation are certainly 

warranted they are yet beyond the scope of this essay. The plot and the setting alone 

warrant investigation in relation to identification and other pleasures provided by the 

game, as this may open venues of discussing gender issues from a narrative point of 

view. Hopefully this essay provides not only an account of how gendered structures can 

operate in a video game but also a greater understanding of how film study concepts 

such as the male gaze may be fruitful in analyzing digital games without losing sight of 

the fact that such concepts may operate differently in the different media. 
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