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Watch Dogs
	Watch Dogs is a third person action shooter and puzzle solving game developed and published by Ubisoft. The game is very similar to the Grand Theft Auto franchise in that it lets you play a character in an open world environment meant to replicate a modern day city and centers on gang and street violence. The world, just like in the Grand Theft Auto games, is made to feel very real to the player, and allows the player to interact with it to achieve their goals within the game. Two things that can be explored while playing Watch Dogs is how it is made to feel real and the theme of the game, which isn’t apparent at first until the player gets into the world and starts paying attention to all the little details. 
	Starting off, the player is introduced to the character they’ll be playing as, Aiden Pierce, who is some kind of a criminal, what type isn’t really answered right away, but it is shown that he is involved in computer hacking of some form and stealing money from peoples’ bank accounts. Right away the player is given the idea that this is like Grand Theft Auto and that the main focus of the game is to play as a criminal like in the Grand Theft Auto games, but then it takes a complete turn two minutes later and the real story arc of the game is introduced, Watch Dogs is a story about revenge against criminals instead of playing as one, and Aiden Pierce is an ex-criminal turned vigilante trying to help the city of Chicago while getting revenge for a tragic event that hit his family. The player then starts making their way slowly into the game’s world using their ability to hack into electronics, which plays a huge role in the game as it is how the player interacts with the game world and solves puzzles. After becoming familiar with the game’s controls and mechanics, the player is set out into Chicago to explore and do as they please.
	The first thing to hit the player is just how good and real everything in the game looks, but this is just surface stuff, just visuals based on the games engine and graphics. Walking around, everything about the game’s version of Chicago feels real, and having played the game a couple times before, I personally couldn’t say why, but it did. Chicago is a place I’ve never been to, all I know about it is based on what I’ve seen in media. After reading “The Power of Play: The Portrayal and Performance of Race in Video Games” by Anna Everett and S. Craig Watkins, which describes how environment and stereotyping is used to make virtual worlds feel real to players, and revisiting the game, I started to understand even better why the game’s world felt real beyond its graphics.
	Watchdogs gives the player the ability to spy into the personal lives of all the non playable characters in the world when walking by them, being given race, income, job, hobbies, and sometimes spy into their texts and phone calls. In a sense this made the people of the game feel real, they had lives, names, things about them you could see, maybe even relate too, that made you think before taking actions or feel for characters who play no role in the game whatsoever, but it went even further than that. There was a certain amount of stereotyping of the non playable characters taking place throughout the game in a similar fashion to the Grand Theft Auto games. It wasn’t everywhere, and it certainly wasn’t to the point that it’d be comedic, satirical, even controversial, but it was there in certain areas of the game and it added a feel of realism. 
When going around Chicago in the game, regardless of where you are, there seems to be an even split amongst the races and what their jobs are, except for a couple exceptions, the rural Pawnee area and the southern suburbs of Chicago. The only things shared by the two areas is that the citizens tend to be of much lower income than those of the big city area and a stereotyped main character can be found in both. The Pawnee area is very outdoorsy, calm, and disconnected from city life. When driving in, the player immediately notices that a certain stereotype is forming in the area, there’s old trucks and muscle cars everywhere along with a few cruiser motorcycles and dirt bikes, old run down houses and buildings with a country feel to them, areas for fishing, old school bars, and a certain lack of colored people. Going around, the player can use their ability to spy on people and see that very few of them are of color in the area which is surprising for a game that has a grey cast of main characters. The people of the area and the main character the player is looking for in Pawnee all fit the white redneck stereotype. 
The same story happens with the southern suburbs of Chicago, when driving or walking around there, the player can see most of the area is run down, 80s and 90s looking sports cars that are “blinged” out, citizens going around in hoodies and saggy pants, and the majority race being black with some Hispanics. The area and its citizens, along with the main character found there all fit the ghetto or gang land stereotype.  In “The Power of Play: The Portrayal and Performance of Race in Video Games”, one of the section headlines asks “Can you feel it?”, and the sections talks about feeling the environment created within a video game to get the message about the area or capturing what it’s like to be there, and in these two spots you certainly can “feel it”. The photorealism of the imagery and sounds in Watch Dogs of Pawnee and South Chicago to what I imagine these kinds of areas to look like based on other media truly made me feel as though I was possibly surrounded by black or Hispanic gangs while in South Chicago and I truly got a “sense of being there”. Based on where I was in the game and by looking at the surroundings, I would start mentally deciding what gang would possibly be there or what the citizens would be like.
	Having played the through the game twice, I can say this is something the player would normally miss. The player would be taking all the information of these stereotypes and imagery made to make these areas feel real and won’t even realize that they are making decisions subconsciously based on stereotypes. I myself did not notice the stereotyping and racial differences in the game during my first two play throughs of it, it’s not as obvious as it is with Grand Theft Auto, it’s more subtle, almost hidden until you look for it. That’s also how the real theme of the game is. The player is made to think that the theme of the game at first is revenge and being a hero, but over time it changes to something dramatically different and political. 
	As the player goes through the story missions of the game, they are at first made to believe the theme is getting revenge, but as the player progresses further and further, a very different theme starts to come forth. As the story progresses, it is revealed that Aiden Pierce’s criminal position in the past was as a Fixer, the game’s version of a hit man and getaway driver.  Now as a vigilante, he has taken up the role of a hacker that can access and control all electronics and take any information they contain through his cell phone which has access to a security system known as Central Operating System or CTOS. The game’s true theme, which happens to be a political viewpoint, is about the CTOS. 
The game’s political viewpoint is revealed through dialogue and information about CTOS. CTOS in the game is sort of like Big Brother and NSA, a security system throughout the city of Chicago that is watching all citizens at all times through all cameras and audio devices, including laptop webcams and cell phones, and keeps track of financial information, family background, criminal history, etc, and has access to all electronics and controlling them. The system is used by law enforcement in the game to predict crime before it happens and to track down criminals. The player and many forces within the game abuse this system through either paying off the company that created it to gain access to it or by hacking into it, giving them access to all information on all citizens within the city. This is how the player is given so much information about the citizens around them; names, jobs, age, hobbies, etc. Watch Dogs even falls in line with what Ian Bogost says about games that have a political message to give to players in “Videogames and Ideological Frames”, that games that have an ideological messeage to send do it through use of reinforcement, contestation, and exposition of the message.
	The CTOS, even though it used by the player as a tool to take down criminals, is looked at as a bad thing, which implies that Big Brother type of security and NSA spying in the US is bad. Reinforcement of this idea in the game comes in the form of dialogue between characters. The creator of CTOS in the game wants to take the system down because after creating it he realized the dangers it posed, Aiden Pierce often states how dangerous it is and how hackers and corrupt city officials use it to their advantage, and an in-game version of Anonymous called Dedspec constantly hacks the system to spew propaganda about how dangerous CTOS and the city officials are. Contestation of this ideal comes in the form of actions throughout the game. The player uses their ability to hack CTOS to steal money off citizens’ bank accounts, spy into people’s lives, and mess with electrical systems throughout the city causing damage everywhere. The game also has the player find many recordings within government run buildings of people’s daily lives or things going on in their homes. The implication of this type of security is revealed many times when other characters within the game take over CTOS and wreak havoc upon the city causing countless injuries and deaths, and the only way to stop it is to temporarily shut down CTOS.
	The ideals in the game about Big Brother/NSA security being dangerous are not in your face or shoved down the players throat, but more subtle as it is mostly caught through certain bits of dialogue, taking notice of when Dedspec is hacking systems to send out their message, and taking in what exactly the player is doing/has access to since the main over arcing story of the game is about revenge against certain people and taking down criminals. In a way, I feel that because of how Watch Dogs is made to feel so real, it helps push the political message it’s sending. The characters walking around in the digital version of Chicago seem real and stereotyping them and the environments they’re in somehow helps drive that realism home. When the non playable characters feel so real, it makes you think about your actions a bit more, maybe you won’t rob that person’s bank account in the game because you can see that they’re in a rough patch in life or maybe you won’t steal that car you need at the moment because the owner is a struggling single mom. The realism of the characters also makes you realize the dangers of a Big Brother system or something like CTOS because none of these non playable characters have any form of privacy from the player. These characters have bank accounts you can access and steal from, daily schedules that can be used for stalking purposes, medical records you can look through or change, etc, no one is safe from those that wish to abuse the CTOS security system, and it makes you think about what people could and would do if they had access to all of your information and what you do on a regular basis like in Watch Dogs. 
	Watch Dogs was a very interesting take on the gang violence genre where instead of being a criminal or police officer, the player is sent out as an ex-criminal turned vigilante on a goal for revenge and taking down the criminal underworld while revealing while slowly revealing the dark reality of what makes the player so great or good at what they’re doing in the game. This has made me change my perspective on the game, at first I believed it to just be a fun action shooter made for people who just want an alternative to Grand Theft Auto, but now I see that it was made with the intent of sending players a deeper message than just being a hero and taking down criminals. It’s about the dangers of security systems or networks that have all your information and track everything you do, even if its purposes are good.
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