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Abstract

This paper offers a critical analysis of the Grand Theft Auto (GTA) franchise’s
representation of Black male identity, with a particular focus on the character
dynamics between CJ and Sweet in GTA: San Andreas and Franklin and Lamar in
GTA V. Through close textual analysis of narrative structure, inter-character
dialogue, and gameplay mechanics, this study argues that Rockstar Games
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constructs “the hood” as both a point of origin and a site of confinement,
reinforcing racial caricatures beneath a veneer of satire. While CJ and Franklin
articulate aspirations to transcend the structural conditions of street life, they are
continually recentered within the hood through relationships that frame upward
mobility as betrayal. Specifically, Sweet invokes notions of familial obligation and
moral loyalty, whereas Lamar employs humor and performative authenticity to
ridicule Franklin's ambitions. These dynamics illustrate a broader representational
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pattern in Rockstar’s design. The aestheticization of Black marginality is coupled
with the denial of meaningful social mobility. Drawing from critical race theory,
cultural studies, and game studies particularly the works of Stuart Hall, Kishonna
Gray, and Lisa Nakamura this paper interrogates how GTA grapples with, but
ultimately reproduces, reductive portrayals of Black identity, aspiration, and
loyalty.
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Introduction Franklin Clinton whose efforts to extricate
In the world of Grand Theft Auto (GTA), freedom is  themselves from cycles of violence and socio-
performative rather than substantive. Celebrated for = economic stagnation are repeatedly thwarted.

its expansive open worlds and satirical take on
American excess, the franchise frequently imposes
restrictive narrative arcs, particularly upon its Black
protagonists. This contradiction is acutely visible in
GTA: San Andreas (2004) and GTA V (2013), which
both center Black male leads Carl “CJ” Johnson and
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Importantly, their efforts are undermined not only by
structural forces within the game world but also by
intimate relationships that police ambition through
appeals to authenticity and loyalty.

In both narratives, secondary characters serve as
moral gatekeepers of the hood. CJ’s brother, Sweet,
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delegitimizes aspirations that extend beyond Grove
Street by invoking a rigid code of familial and
territorial loyalty. Similarly, Franklin’s childhood
friend Lamar caricatures upward mobility, mocking
Franklin’s desire for professional advancement and
financial stability through the language of “realness”
and cultural allegiance. These interactions serve a
narrative function that is deeply ideological. Mobility
is coded as betrayal, and success outside the hood is
framed as a denial of racial authenticity.

This paper contends that Rockstar represents
Black aspiration within a paradoxical frame. On one
hand, it gestures toward critique by foregrounding
the pitfalls of systemic inequality and gang culture.
On the other, it reinscribes racial caricatures through
mechanics and storytelling that reassert the hood as a
fixed, almost mythologized identity space. Following
Stuart Hall’s (1997) theory of representation, as well
as Kishonna Gray’s (2014, 2020) examinations of
race and gaming, I argue that these character
dynamics reflect a broader impulse within
mainstream gaming culture. This impulse seeks to
aestheticize Black spaces while rendering Black
ambition narratively illegible. As Lisa Nakamura
(2009) emphasizes, racial identity in gaming is often
commodified and reduced to '"consumable
This
Franklin’s arc, which positions wealth as attainable

difference." phenomenon is evident in

but emotional and existential autonomy as
inaccessible.

This paper proceeds in three sections. First, |
examine GTA’s deployment of satire to explore how
racial representations are simultaneously signaled
and disavowed. Second, I undertake a comparative
analysis of CJ and Franklin’s narrative arcs, placing
particular emphasis on their entanglement with
Sweet and Lamar. Finally, I consider the implications
of these narrative structures for the broader cultural
imaginary of Black masculinity and mobility in

digital game spaces.

Materials and Methods

This study employs a close textual analysis of
narrative sequences, dialogue, and mission structures
in Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas and Grand Theft
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Auto V. Central to the analysis are key interactions
between CJ and Sweet, and between Franklin and
Lamar, which serve as critical moments in the
construction of racial identity, loyalty, and ambition.
These scenes are examined in conjunction with
broader gameplay mechanics that structure the
player's experience and the protagonists' narrative
trajectories. Particular attention is paid to missions
such as “Reuniting the Families” and “Home
Invasion” in San Andreas, and “Lamar Down” and
“Repossession” in GTA V, where themes of loyalty,
betrayal, and aspiration surface most vividly.

The theoretical framework draws from cultural
studies, game studies, and critical race theory.
Following Stuart Hall’s (1997)
argument that “representation is the way in which

foundational

meaning is given to the things depicted,” this paper
interprets the hood not merely as a narrative setting
but as a culturally symbolic space encoded with
racial meaning. Hall’s theory supports the reading of
character interactions as ideologically productive
sites where values of authenticity and loyalty are
constructed and contested.

Lisa Nakamura’s (2009) insights on racial
commodification in digital environments are also
central. Her claim that racial identity in video games
“flattened
provides a critical lens through which Franklin’s

is often into consumable difference”
character, in particular, is examined. Though visually
coded as Black and embedded within culturally
marked spaces, Franklin's narrative opportunities
remain circumscribed, echoing broader market logics
that privilege surface representation over narrative
complexity.

The work of Kishonna Gray (2014, 2020) is
similarly instrumental. Gray conceptualizes the
ghetto in games as a “performative space” where
Blackness is both glamorized and policed. Her
analysis informs this study’s reading of Sweet and
Lamar not simply as characters but as ideological
functions. They are gatekeepers of cultural “realness”
who implicitly enforce boundaries around acceptable
forms of Black ambition.

Additionally, Ian Bogost’s (2007) theory of
procedural rhetoric is used to interpret how gameplay
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itself generates meaning. As Bogost contends, video
games persuade not solely through narrative content
but through the mechanics and processes they
impose. The analysis thus considers how GTA’s
mission structure, reward systems, and gameplay
repetition constrain the freedom ostensibly promised
by the open-world design.

Finally, scholarship by Beavis (2014) and Behm-
Morawitz and Ortiz (2013) informs the justification
for reading video games as culturally significant
that
discursive spaces for the exploration of identity and

texts. Beavis argues games function as
agency, while Behm-Morawitz and Ortiz provide
empirical evidence that stereotypical portrayals of
Black masculinity in games can influence real-world
perceptions. Together, these perspectives underscore
the importance of interrogating how games like GTA

construct and disseminate racial meaning.

Findings and Results

In both GTA: San Andreas and GTA V, the narrative
patterns reveal that Black protagonists are permitted
limited trajectories of growth. Attempts by CJ and
Franklin to assert control over their lives are
consistently constrained, not only by the criminal
enterprises they are entrenched in but also by
characters who operate as cultural enforcers. CJ is
frequently admonished by Sweet, who portrays
ambition as a betrayal of familial and communal
loyalty. Sweet demands that CJ remain within Grove
Street, equating mobility with abandonment. In GTA
V, Franklin faces a similar dynamic. His friend
Lamar mocks his attempts to “go legit” by appealing
to ideals of street credibility and performative
authenticity. In both cases, personal aspiration is
recoded as cultural treason.

This logic is mirrored in the structure of the
games. Although GTA is known for its supposedly
“open” worlds, CJ and Franklin’s actual paths are
narratively and mechanically confined. CJ ends San
Andreas still Street. His
physical and familial ties anchor him to a space he

entrenched in Grove

openly sought to escape. Similarly, Franklin, despite
accumulating wealth and material success, remains
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narratively marginal compared to his counterparts,
Michael and Trevor. These white protagonists are
granted arcs that engage with themes of self-
reflection, psychological complexity, and familial
tension. Franklin, by contrast, is relegated to
utilitarian roles primarily as a driver or assistant in
heist preparations.

Gray’s (2014) articulation of the hood as a
romanticized yet criminalized space applies directly
to this
ostensibly exhibit agency and mobility, the games

phenomenon. While CJ and Franklin

reassert their narrative boundaries through character
interactions and mission design. The hood becomes a
stage where their Blackness is both legitimized and
contained. Departure from it entails not just spatial
movement but symbolic disloyalty.

Lisa Nakamura’s (2009) concept of racial
further
financial success does not translate into narrative or
Whereas Michael
receives therapy, navigates a failing marriage, and

aestheticization adds clarity. Franklin’s

psychological  development.
grapples with identity and regret, Franklin’s arc
remains comparatively static. He is visually Black,
culturally legible, but narratively underdeveloped. As
Nakamura notes, “racial identity is often
commodified and flattened,” a pattern exemplified in
Franklin’s depiction.

The analysis aligns with Behm-Morawitz and
Ortiz’s (2013) finding that portrayals of stereotypical
Black masculinity in video games influence how
players perceive Black men beyond the gaming
context. Franklin and CJ are central to aesthetics and
lore, yet peripheral in emotional development. They
function as avatars of loyalty and gang identity more
than as characters who evolve or critique systems of
racial control.

Together, these findings suggest that Rockstar’s
design choices reinforce a constrained vision of
Black male identity. Sweet and Lamar are not merely
relatives or friends; they are narrative mechanisms
that regulate mobility and enforce cultural stasis. The
hood, instead of a mutable social space, functions as
an ideological constant glorified as authentic but

hostile to change.
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Interpretation and Discussion

These character and narrative structures suggest that
Rockstar’s portrayal of Black protagonists is not
primarily designed to explore authentic Black
experiences, but rather to reinforce a recognizable
caricature of urban Black identity. Sweet and Lamar
serve as ideological circuit breakers, preserving
narrative equilibrium by discouraging characters
pursuing that
representational logic of the hood. As such, the hood

from paths challenge  the
operates less as a social setting and more as an
ideological burden that defines, restricts, and
punishes ambition.

Bogost (2007) argues that games communicate
meaning through the rules and mechanics they
impose. In the GTA franchise, this procedural
rhetoric manifests as a cycle of criminal repetition.
Though the player may appear to possess choice,
Franklin’s core gameplay loops driving, collecting,
performing violence rarely offer transformative
potential. These loops mirror the narrative limits
placed upon the character. The mechanics, like the
story, reproduce constraint beneath the illusion of
openness.

Rockstar’s use of satire complicates the issue
further. Many scenes flirt with social critique, such as
Lamar accusing Franklin of “selling out,” but these
moments are often undermined by comedic delivery
or a lack of narrative resolution. Bogost has noted
that satire in games tends to reveal and obscure
ideology simultaneously. In GTA, this ambiguity
functions as a shield, allowing the game to disavow
the racial politics it reproduces under the guise of
irony or parody.

According to Gray, Buyukozturk, and Hill
(2020), digital platforms do not typically allow Black
users to operate free of externally imposed scripts.
“Black identities are always already scripted,” they
argue. This insight is critical for understanding how
both CJ and Franklin are designed. The constraints
placed upon them emotionally, culturally, and
mechanically serve as evidence of a broader
phenomenon: Black characters in mainstream games
often encounter structurally enforced limits on what

kinds of futures they can inhabit. Sweet and Lamar,
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in this framework, are not only friends or foils. They
are embodiments of narrative policing.

Hall’s (1997) claim that representation assigns
meaning to what is depicted is central to interpreting
the hood within GTA. Rather than portraying it as a
dynamic or evolving space, Rockstar freezes the
hood in time as violent, nostalgic, and inviolable.
Characters who seek to escape its gravitational pull
are punished or chastised. The message is clear:
Black mobility, particularly when decoupled from
crime or gang identity, is inadmissible within this
representational schema.

Conclusion
The Grand Theft Auto franchise constructs a
compelling yet constrained vision of Black life.
Through the characters of CJ and Franklin, Rockstar
engages themes

of mobility, loyalty, and

representation. However, the interplay with
characters like Sweet and Lamar reveals a deeper
narrative tendency to aestheticize the hood while
denying characters the complexity or freedom to
transcend it. Loyalty is redefined as fixation, and
aspiration as betrayal. As Gray (2014) observes,
“Black players are simultaneously visible and
invisible in gaming culture: central to its aesthetic,
peripheral to its control.” This paradox explains
GTA’s racial dynamic. It centers Black characters
visually and culturally but limits their narrative
freedom. By scripting the hood as a site of bounded
authenticity and by enforcing that boundary through
close relationships, Rockstar dramatizes not simply
the challenges of escaping one’s environment, but
the cultural discomfort with Black success itself. In
this light, GTA may gesture toward critique. Yet, it
ultimately stabilizes a vision wherein Black mobility
is narratively unsanctioned and ideologically suspect.
The hood is not just where the story begins. It is
where it is meant to stay.
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