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	Art and controversy have never been far apart and in some cases are mutually exclusive.  This can lead to censorship of many art forms and leads to either artists developing pieces in a similar vein or leads to a stifling of freedom of speech and expression.  Of all the mainstream art forms, it is video games that warrant the largest demand for censorship in modern society.  Comparisons can be drawn between video games and other examples from more passive art forms to identify possible arguments for and against censorship within video games and whether such an action by society towards established culture would be justified.

Keyword 1: Controversy
	Throughout history, artists have endeavoured to push the boundaries of what is acceptable in culture and society as a whole by creating works that depict taboo or forbidden subjects.  This has in turn moved art to new, previously unknown frontiers with the advent of film, photography, animation and ultimately video games; allowing for potentially hyper-realistic depictions of topics such as violence, sex, crime and drug abuse.
	Video games have always been paired with controversy from their inception, giving people the ability to simulate any action imaginable at the press of a button; blurring the lines between reality and creation.  As technology improved, so too did the possible actions and lives players could undertake in these virtual worlds allowing for more in-depth, believable displays of the aforementioned taboo subjects.  This has lead to a culture of reactionary articles and stories from the media, branding video games controversial; being directly attributed to causing real world crimes and illegal activities from robbery, assaults to even school shootings. (Anderson, 2003)

“I am continually fascinated at the difficulty intelligent people have in distinguishing what is controversial from what is merely offensive.”
 – Nora Ephron (1976)

[bookmark: _GoBack]Controversy in art is not only exclusive to its portrayal of violent, immoral or illegal acts but also to its portrayals of race, religion and political sentiments.  The effect of a piece of traditional art deemed controversial was evidenced in 2017 when American artist Dana Schutz displayed her work “Open Casket” in the Whitney Biennial, which displayed the artists impression of a photograph taken of 14-year-old Emmet Till who was savagely beaten to death during a race fuelled attack in 1955.  The work clearly displays a generally clear depiction of Till’s clothes and surrounding casket but with a distorted and illegible face, symbolising the horrific condition of the body in which the original photograph this art work is inspired by displays. (Speidel, 2017)
[image: https://www.spikeartmagazine.com/sites/default/files/styles/full_width/public/styles/full_width/public/users/shared/articles/images/dana_schutz_open_cascet.jpg?itok=lGNMjs1o&width=auto&height=auto]- Dana Schutz, Open Casket (2016).
	Upon its unveiling, “Open Casket” received heavy criticism and caused an uproar in the black community with calls for the artwork to be taken down and removed from the gallery after Schutz was openly accused of ‘cultural appropriation’.  Due to its racial undertones, this piece attracted heated debates regarding the use of another races cultural history as a means to create art as it was seen that the artist, who is white, took not only a key moment in the history of the black rights movement; but a horrific incident that resulted in the death of a teenager and used it to “transmute black suffering into profit and fun”. [Speidel, 2017]

“Within any important issue, there are always aspects no one wishes to discuss.”
 – George Orwell

	While it is clear that this piece contains material that can provoke a certain race/culture it could be argued that Dana Schutz is presenting this piece not to be intentionally offensive for her own gain, but to represent a fracture in modern society in which one’s opinion is disallowed if it does not meet a certain criterion.  By creating this artwork, Schutz has brought the imagery it represents to the forefront of everyday conversation; showing that personal interpretation of previously taboo subjects becomes normalised if allowed to thrive openly in society, while works depicting such topics that are censored hamper artistic freedoms along with the right to speech and expression.

Keyword 2: Comparison
	While it is evident how traditional forms of art can be controversial (as well as more modern disciplines such as; film, photography and animation), the public and media reaction to controversy from these practices are limited in comparison to the historical outcry and stigma that has been attached to the Video Game industry since its inception.
	Video games are typically played through the medium of a set of controls (usually operated by hand) used in order to influence the actions of a character controlled by the player as they traverse an environment/world and interact with things around them.  Video games also come in many different genres akin to film or animations and can transport the player to a world themed around anything from racing to firing weaponry, to even piloting a space craft – the main aspect of video games as an art form that separates the experience in comparison to the medium of i.e. film, is that the action of the player physically triggering a response, on command, from a character on screen instantly transcends the experience from being a passive one to an active one.
	There has been no other game that has attracted more controversy than Manhunt 2, released in 2007.  This stealth focused horror game involves the players character (a mental patient with amnesia) attempting to escape a maze of traps and enemies in a bid to retrieve his lost memories.  The game features violent scenes in which players can control the character to perform what the game calls “stealth executions” to brutally dispatch any opposing force that stands between them and their ultimate objective.  The game was refused by the British Board of Film Classification after being linked to the killing of teenager Stefan Pakeerah in 2004, which was partly blamed by the media on the release of the original Manhunt in 2003. (Polman, 2007.)
[image: Image result for manhunt 2 screenshot]
- Scene from Manhunt 2 (Rockstar, 2007), depicting a violent scene that is triggered by the player.
While violent and graphic video game experiences such as Manhunt 2 were denied classification in the UK, art forms commonly associated with video games, such as film were not as harshly censored.  A notable example of this occurrence can be seen with the “Saw” series of films, which portrays groups of people getting violently and brutally killed in different ways while trying to navigate a maze filled with inventive traps to ultimately gain their freedom.  While four films of the “Saw” franchise were created by the time Manhunt 2 was released, it can be argued that both share a lot in common with their unsettling portrayals of violence and death; although they differ one key point. (Polman, 2007)

“Gaming is our cultural bogeyman - we blame it for everything from child obesity to violence to short attention spans. But any explanation that fits every situation ultimately explains nothing.”
 – Naomi Alderman
The entries to the “Saw” franchise are all films, making them a passive experience; meaning that anyone watching said films can do nothing to influence any of the actions taking place on screen, leaving responsibility for both the plot and wellbeing of characters to the director/production team.  On the other hand, video game experiences such as Manhunt 2 for example, involve the player directly influencing on-screen actions giving them the ultimate power to potentially inflict life and death decisions at the expense of characters at the press of a button.  While this disconnect between fantasy and reality caused by the press of a button is argued as being the main reason for controversy when regarding video games, it could also be seen as a counter argument; given that any action that occurs during a video game experience is purely at the players discretion – unlike the passivity of the occurrence of onscreen events seen in media like film/animation. (Ferguson, 2007)

Keyword 3: Justification
	When society is to consider the justification for the censorship of video games, arguments must be presented for whether game developers are responsible for facilitating real world violence and illegal activities by allowing players to experience such actions in a video game world; or in retrospect, does the very act of interacting and experiencing such activities in a safe, fictional environment actually reduce the risk of such occurrences transcending into the real world.
	Examples of this can be found from cases such as the school shooting at Sandy Hook elementary school in the United States; where the perpetrator, Adam Lanza, was an avid player of video games and because if this the media demonized the industry for his crime stating that “the games break down their impediments to killing”.  While the media insist that video games are the cause of such events, with other relevant possible causes for such acts such as the state of mental health or any aggravations suffered are rarely blamed, purely focusing on the use of the Video Games industry as a scapegoat for violent behaviour. (Yin Poole, 2012)
[image: https://cdn.gamer-network.net/2012/articles/1/5/3/6/8/4/9/135582256434.jpg]








- Front page from an issue of the Sun Newspaper, 4 days after the Sandy Hook school shooting.[18/12/2012]
	While video games are regularly covered in the media as being a bad influence for modern society, it is often dogmatic in it’s portrayal of the industry; neglecting to display positive intentions the majority of released games present.  Video games are receiving an increasingly wide exposure over the last decade in fields other than purely for entertainment purposes, with the advent of educational games being used in schools as part of the recognised curriculum, the use of video games enrich the lives of the physical disabled through the use of intuitive controls that utilise the movement of the eyes as input and even the use of video games as a recovery aid after amputation procedures; using the new frontier of virtual reality technology as a tool to aid in rehabilitation process.
	Research has found no correlation between those who play violent video games and real world re-enactments (Ferguson, 2007) with the supreme court in The United States going as far as placing video games under protective status, much like other forms of art, and as such are protected under freedom of expression and speech (SUPREME COURT OF THE UNITED STATES, BROWN, GOVERNOR OF CALIFORNIA, et al. v. 2011) while declaring that the links between violence in a video game and real-world violence are mythical at best and at worst fabricated and sensationalized by the media (Ferguson, 2018). Video games are just the latest in a long line of pop culture references to be demonized by the media for being corrupting to those who participate in such actions (Ferguson, 2018) for instance, during the 1940s and 1950s, the newly developed medium of comic books was blamed for juvenile delinquency (Springhall, 1998) leading to a moral panic during a particularly tense time in American history with the cold war just beginning.  
	It would not be fair to assume that video games, and other mediums of art, are to be completely blamed for the actions of the players who choose to participate. However, to say that there is no culpability on the part of the developers is simply not true (Gentile et al, 2003) as those with diagnosed mental health conditions ranging from depression and anxiety to schizophrenia could experience breaks from reality (Byrne, 2007) and as such could re-enact violent and anti-social scenes from a video game or act impulsively and aggressively in situations that would have little to no effect on an individual without these conditions. Which would lead to questions as to whether these games should portray or allow the player to experience certain activities such as murder and rape which would normalize and incentivise such actions (Gentile et al, 2003). With games such as ‘Grand Theft Auto V’ allowing the player to murder whomever they chose, to participant in other anti-social behaviour such as drug taking and binge drinking it is not surprising that the content led this game to be controversial and has been linked to real world violence such as the Navy Yard shooting in 2013 where a lone gunman and avid player of the ‘Grand Theft Auto’ series of games killed twelve people and injured another three (Brook, 2014). 

	This early research into the topic of censorship has led to the contextualisation of this information into the form of a question that will be researched upon and ultimately answered next year:
“Is the push for censorship in the games industry justified when compared to other forms of art and to what extent should society have the power to influence culture?”
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