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Introduction
In this dissertation, I will talk about different LGBT representation in video games, analyse them and compare their quality in order to track how LGBT representation changed over the years. This involves detailed looks into video games featuring LGBT main characters in order to appraise the way they have changed over time.

Research Question
The question I’m asking is, how has LGBT representation in video games changed over time? This will be going over the amount of representation, the quality of said representation, and their possible implications in society. What inspired this question was my own experiences as an asexual person, as there are very few mentions of asexuality in media, and those that do exist commonly either rely on stereotypes or claim that it doesn’t exist/is caused by some sort of problem, many times lumping it in with being aromantic as well. When the game The Sims 4 added asexuality, I felt seen, and I wanted to look into how far we’ve come in terms of representation.
It is important to note that I won’t be discussing games that don’t feature LGBT characters or games in which those characters are background characters, as there would be little to discuss in terms of representation since there would be equivalently none.e

Background Information
This dissertation will be discussing many topics relating to the LGBT+ community. As such it will be important to be aware of the following things:
· “LGBT” – LGBT is a shortened acronym which describes individuals under the “queer” umbrella. As a whole, this mostly includes people who aren’t cisgender, heterosexual or heteroromantic.
· “The Gay Button” - The gay button is a concept in video games where gay content is hidden behind player choices in order to hide it from any players who wouldn’t agree with said content.
· “Bury Your Gays” - Bury your gays is a term for when a gay character is killed off because of their gayness, usually as a presumed punishment

Methodology:
As this is a qualitative question, I will be getting answers from reviews, articles, and interviews, as well as using something called the Vito Russo test. 
The Vito Russo test is a means of deciding whether or not a piece of media has adequate LGBT representation. While it is unofficial, it may provide a good starting point for judging a game’s representation. It may also be valuable to comment on the system itself, in order to see how accurate it is, compared to the views of people in the community.
There are three rules for passing the test:
1) The media contains a character that is identifiably lesbian, gay, bisexual, and/or transgender.
2) That character must not be solely or predominantly defined by their sexual orientation or gender identity. I.E., they are made up of the same sort of unique character traits commonly used to differentiate straight characters from one another.
3) The LGBTQ character must be tied into the plot in such a way that their removal would have a significant effect. Meaning they are not there to simply provide colourful commentary, paint urban authenticity, or (perhaps most commonly) set up a punchline. The character should “matter.”
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Caper in the Castro (1989)
Caper in the Castro is the first example of a game with positive LGBT representation. In the game you play as a lesbian detective searching for her drag queen friend, eventually finding that she’s been caught by a group planning on spreading a disease through gay populated areas in order to purge them.
While the game has some language that would be seen as offensive nowadays, overall, the game is very LGBT friendly. Not only are there main characters who are gay, there are also background characters on same sex dates. It is also relevant that the creator, CM Ralph, currently identifies as transgender, and uses they/them pronouns. On its own this may not seem to have any baring, but given their views on the game still being that it’s a “love-letter to the community”[1], it implies that they at very least 
Checking this with the Vito Russo test shows that it passes rules 1 and 3. A large portion of the cast consist of gay and lesbian characters, including the main character and victim.
Rule 2 however is an interesting case that shows one of the weak points of the Vito Russo test. It’s true that certain characters are defined solely by sexuality, this is the case for some prominent straight characters as well. The reason for this is that the game is made with old software and is quite short, so the creator wouldn’t have had the time or resources to give personality to the characters.
Another reason being that the main character is mostly void of personality, which is a common staple of early games. This shows a flaw in the Vito Russo test when using it to examine games that will be important to keep in mind throughout this dissertation, as video games are one of the few mediums where a main character doesn’t necessarily need a personality.
Overall, this game speaks highly of the LGBT community, showing the aggression many of the community have faced from closed minded people, and being based off the events of the AIDS epidemic, where politicians tried to use it as an excuse to attack gay people. Ralph even speaks of how they made the game because of how they felt seeing their friends suffer during the epidemic [1]. 
That being said, it is clearly a product of an older time, and while it was extremely progressive back then, if the same game was released today, it would most likely be seen as an insult to the community. This is something the creator apologised for in a review of the archived Murder on Mainstreet [2].

Phantasmagoria 2: A Puzzle of Flesh (1996)
Phantasmagoria 2 is a game where you play as a bisexual man named Curtis Craig, trying to live normal life despite having strange visions of gory creatures. Part of that life is his relationships with several co-workers, including being attracted to his gay best friend, Trevor.
The Vito Russo test would give this a pass in every category. This game was extremely ahead of its time, with the gay relationship being arguably the most healthy. This is further supported by Curtis’ therapist telling him that bisexuality is not wrong, and that childhood events can’t cause it.
Another thing supported which was taboo at the time is polyamory. This is quite surprising as even today most examples of polyamory in media tend to be either mocked, or heavily stigmatised. While none of the characters in game are confirmed to be in a polyamorous relationship, Curtis at one point admits to his therapist that he wishes he could live with both his current lover and his best friend, to which his therapist reassures him that there’s nothing wrong with that.
The one problem that can be thrown around is the potential use of the “Bury your Gays” trope, as Trevor is killed shortly after confessing his love to Curtis. However, the reason he was killed wasn’t that he was gay, but instead in the story he had started figuring things out about a hidden plot.

The Sims (2000)
The Sims is a very important mention. In the game, you control a family in a life simulator. There is no real goal to the game, other than completing optional life objectives for the characters (called sims). It is one of the most popular examples of openly gay characters in early video games.
This is because in the E3 reveal of The Sims, two female sims ended up kissing. This was a somewhat accidental feature [5], but after the attention it garnered, EA decided to continue production with the same sex attraction as a key feature. After that, every game in the franchise featured sims able to have relationships with any other, regardless of gender.
The Vito Russo test would say that this is great in every regard given that every character is essentially pansexual, and they all have their own lives and interests. It would also be impossible to have the game without these characters, as they have become a staple of the series.
This doesn’t mean that everyone was represented however, as many people have criticized that due to any character being attracted to any other, it lessens the impact of the representation. It could also be pointed out that this removes the possibility of including other sexual orientations.
That is until a sequel, The Sims 4, recently changed that by adding a system for altering a sim’s sexuality [6]. This system is widely acclaimed for its lack of rigidity, allowing almost any combination of sexual and romantic orientations. They have also publicly stated that they will not give an option for turning off this setting, as they state, “While we try to give players the option to toggle certain gameplay features, LGBTQIA+ identities are a fact of life and not a toggle to be switched on and off.” [6] Which is a clear refusal to add a “Gay Button” into the game. This also makes this one of the first games that feature asexual characters that has some baring on the gameplay and plot.


Gone Home (2013)
Gone home is a more modern example of an LGBT based game. In this game, you play as a girl called Katie coming home from a long trip to find the house empty, with a note from her sister, Sam, asking Katie not to look for her.  Throughout the game you learn from Sam’s diary pages that she was part of a lesbian relationship, and that their parents were dismissive of it, calling it a phase. When her girlfriend has to leave for the army, they eventually decide to run away together so they can be happy.
This game passes the Vito Russo test on all accounts. The LGBT characters are multifaceted and important, and its story that is unfortunately relatable to many LGBT people. It shows how harmful dismissing a person’s sexuality can be, causing them to feel like they have nobody to talk to and the strain it can put on a relationship that can lead to families drifting apart.
This is shown best when Sam decides to confide in Daniel, a childhood friend that she previously called a weirdo, about her grief over the fact her girlfriend will be leaving soon, something that a child should realistically be able to talk to their parents about.

Life Is Strange (2015)
Life Is Strange is a game where you play as a bisexual girl named Max as she rekindles a relationship with her childhood friend Chloe, while trying to figure out a series of mysteries. Throughout the game it is made very clear that Chloe and Max have feelings for each other, no matter which decisions the player makes.
The Vito Russo test would consider this as good representation as well, as it follows all three rules. The two share a very close relationship, although their feelings aren’t truly made clear to each other until the last moment. This does a good job of showing the fear many gay people have if they develop feelings for a close friend. It can be scary to admit to them for fear of damaging the friendship.
There’s also the relationship between Chloe and a girl from her past named Rachel. While in the original game it is left ambiguous as Rachel is missing and later found dead, the sequel makes it a point to show their romantic relationship up close. This could recontextualise Chloe’s hesitance to form relationship with Max as her struggling to get over Rachel after her disappearance. 

Undertale (2015)
Undertale is a game where you play as a gender ambiguous child named Frisk. Throughout the game you spend your time exploring a cave full of monsters, meeting several LGBT characters along the way.
The Vito Russo test would give this a pass too, with all three rules being clearly followed. To most players the most noticeable LGBT representation is the relationship between the characters Alphys and Undine, two female characters who (depending on the route chosen) the player will help set up after finding out they both are romantically interested in each other.
That being said, there are examples of representation being somewhat ambiguous inside the game, such as the main character being possibly nonbinary. In the game it is never brought up and it is easy to not realise from only playing the game that Frisk Is only ever referred to with they/them pronouns. Because of this, many players believe Frisk to be an example of a nonbinary character.
Another potential problem that could be brought up is the claim that Alphys and Undine’s relationship could be considered to be behind “The Gay Button” as their relationship is locked behind only one of the multiple paths you can choose throughout the game. However, that is somewhat uncalled for as to the player, the route that leads them to their relationship would have no reason to make the player believe that they would end up together.

Celeste (2018)
Celeste is a game in which you play as a transgender and lesbian woman named Madeline, challenging herself to climb a deadly mountain. Throughout the game, there are many themes of not giving up, taking it slow, and being patient. When it comes to LGBT representation, it could be considered good or bad dependant on the person. 
The Vito Russo test would say that the game does have good representation, with the main character being confirmed trans and gay, and being defined with many traits outside of that. However, some people may believe that it was too indirect in showing this, as the original reveal was done by showing two pride flags in the background next to Madeline’s computer. Afterwards it took some time for the designers to confirm it was intentional.
This being said, many transgender people have spoken about how they relate to her throughout the game, some describing their own transitioning as “Climbing an invisible mountain” [3]. It’s also important to mention the messages of self-acceptance and perseverance throughout the game, which can easily be applied to the trans experience.

Tell Me Why (2020)
Tell Me Why is a decision-based game in which you play as a set of twins, Tyler and Alyson, who go back to their childhood home and relive their past. Tyler ends up being transgender, and it ends up being very important to the story.
The Vito Russo test would say that this game has very good representation. One of the main characters is undoubtedly transgender, and it is a key part of the narrative. They also give him many interests unrelated to being a trans man, such as fishing.
This could be contested however, as some transgender people feel that the beginning of the game is troubling, as some believe it is problematic to introduce Tyler, the trans main character, as someone who killed his own mother, worrying that it furthers the stereotype of trans people being dangerous, especially with the “Trans Genocide” [3] that is happening recently.
That being said, the game dismisses this quickly as it’s revealed that Tyler is not the real killer. This is also helped by the fact the creators of the game had an AMA in which they discussed their views on Tyler’s trans status. It has also been made known that the creators reached out for input of transgender people before releasing the game, as well as hiring a trans voice actor to voice Tyler. This is a great step as many times a transgender character’s voice actor will be someone of the opposite gender, which could portray transgender characters as a façade.

An Explanation
Reading through the previous examples taken throughout multiple years of video games, it is noticeable that there is a lack of negative representation mentioned. This is because there are very few examples of negative representation that makes an attempt at creating said characters, as such I believe they do not warrant an examination as they aren’t truly meant to represent the LGBT community. When looking, most of the examples I could find were merely used as jokes without being written as characters and therefore don’t meet the criteria for my research question, as I only want to include genuine attempts at representation (positive or negative).
That being said, there were several video games I found which may have been useful examples such as “Le crime du parking” and “Le mur de Berlin va sauter”. However, I was unable to use these as examples as there are no localised versions of these games and I do not speak the language these games were made for.

Results
[bookmark: _Int_dqgtTcZe]There are a few things we can draw from these. Firstly, it is immediately obvious to me that the number of games with important LGBT characters has increased over time. It was a struggle to find representation with any substance before the 2010s, but afterwards there seems to be a flurry of LGBT representation. This is most likely due to the destigmatisation of LGBT topics that is going on to this day. This is backed up by this graph made by Google in their study on LGBT storytelling in gaming [7].
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Something that surprised me was the quality of representation throughout. I had expected that the major characters would be more one note the older the games got, however even the earliest example (that included characters with personality) made the characters surprisingly three-dimensional. It felt like these games could be released today (albeit with minor changes). There is clear progress in how the LGBT community is represented, with many later works being worked on by, or in collaboration with, LGBT people, but it seems that the main increase is of the quantity of good representation.
[bookmark: _Int_cLe2hvR5]Another important thing of note is that the types of representation increases over time. When looking at older games, it was mostly just gay and occasionally bisexual characters. However, as video games got more modern there was more variety, with there being transgender, non-binary, asexual, and aromantic characters. There is still an imbalance in the amount of representation, as most games with these lesser talked about members of the LGBT community still have gay and bisexual characters, but it shows a clear indication that as a media, video games are making good strides in what representation they show. 
Overall, it seems that LGBT representation has improved a great deal since the 1980s (when video games first started getting gay characters). This makes me hopeful that, should this trend continue, we may get even more representation in the future.

Conclusion
In conclusion, I found that the amount of LGBT representation in video games has increased by a large amount, as well as the types of representation these games can show. On top of that, the overall quality has increased less severely, but still noticeably.
When tracking how representation has improved over time, it paints a bright picture for how representation might continue to improve.
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