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BLOG #1: FROM THESIS PROPOSAL TO FINAL OUTLINE 

  As a game designer and player, I believe that games are cultural artefacts and reflect the 

culture and environment they are created in. I had seen this opinion echoed in academia and  

the press, often through the specific argument that Western games are culturally different from 

Japanese games. However, both my own experience and my literature review showed that the 

arguments put forward were often subjective; indeed, very little academic research or evidence 

was offered to analyse local roots for these differences. I therefore decided to use my thesis to 

explore how cultural differences affected game design in the West and in Japan. My thesis 

would first explore the contrast between Western and Japanese cultures and how these 

differences informed local game design, in order to propose a Western versus Japanese games 

framework. It would then analyse games from each locale against the suggested framework, 

before looking at cross-overs and globalisation to assess and explain framework limitations. 

  As I started work on my thesis post-proposal, I ran into a first issue: the confirmed word count 

was not the expected 10,000 words, but 6-8,000 words. This was a concern as my subject was 

large and would potentially draw from a lot of sources and theories. The game analysis chapter 

might now require a more shallow analysis of each game for the sake of word count, which 

meant poorer arguments to verify my suggested framework. Another issue highlighted in my 

proposal feedback was the definition of ‘Western games’. Western is a term that encompasses 

many countries and therefore many different cultures and gaming industries. For example, while 

both geographically in Europe, Poland and France may have radically difference cultural and 

design practices, which would make a unified definition problematic. One option was to use the 

US as “the West” for the purpose of this thesis, but it felt limited and would exclude many games 

that would have made compelling examples. 

  After a discussion with my supervisor, and looking at culture-focused research I had collated, I 

concluded that a compelling argument about cultural artefacts’ influences could be made by 

looking at one single culture, and that a direct comparison with another was not necessary to 

construct this argument. Indeed, this was reflected in sources such as game scholar Mia 

Consalvo’s ‘Atari to Zelda: Japan’s Videogames in Global Contexts’ (2016), globalisation theorist 

Iwabuchi’ Kōichi’s ‘Marketing Japan’ (1998), or even other theses such as Michael Vogel’s 
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‘Japanese Independent Game Development’ (2017), all focusing on Japan. In parallel, due to my 

strong interest in Japanese culture and gaming industry, I found that this side of my thesis was of 

more interest to me, and would allow me to make more compelling arguments. 

  As a result, I decided to recenter my thesis on Japan: what is the history of games in Japan? 

What is Japanese game, and how are they shaped by Japan’s culture? Furthermore, what 

happens when Japanese games are taken out of Japan? 
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BLOG #2: CONTEXTUALISING JAPANESE GAMES 

  As I decided to focus on Japanese games, I set out to find out more about the context of the 

industry’s creation, key to understanding its specificities and impact (Picard, 2013). It is common 

knowledge that Japan has a long history of making games, but how did the industry develop 

and flourish, and what factors allowed for this? How is this tied to the perception of Japanese 

games, locally or outside of Japan? 

  Several sources mention the unique Japanese socioeconomic environment post World War II 

as a reason for the industry’s rapid growth, from historical roots in making entertainment 

products (Picard, 2013) to the 1964 Tokyo Olympics playing a part in democratising televisions 

and consumer electronics at the centre of the home (Iwabuchi, 2002, p.95). This had rapid 

effects: 

Japanese corporations, through their business experience in neighbouring industries, 

import/export business and joint ventures with American companies, invested in the 

emerging market, to the point where they became in the space of a decade (from 

mid-1970s to around mid-1980s) the undisputed leaders -- both in hardware and 

software developments -- in the global industry, at least until the late 1990s.  

(Picard, 2013) 

  Several sources, from scholars Martin Picard (2013) and Aphra Kerr (2017, p.34), also highlight 

the importance of one company in the history of Japanese games: SEGA, a name to remember 

when finding a case study. 

  This research into the Japanese gaming industry also highlighted an important fact: while very 

strong from the mid-1970s to the late 1990s, the industry faced criticism in Japan and abroad 

from the early 2000s. This was highlighted by numerous sources commenting on that era’s 

inefficient localisation practices and their disastrous effects on worldwide Japanese releases 

(Consalvo, 2016, p.46; Winterhalter , 2007), and Japanese developers’ reluctance to adapt to 

new technology (Bauer, 2016; Pelletier-Gagnon, 2018; Vogel, 2017). This situation eventually 

culminated in Japanese developers calling Japanese games ‘finished’ (Inafune in Parkin, 2010) 

and Western developers saying that they ‘just suck’ (Fish in Houston, 2016, 0:46). 
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  Charting this rise and fall would be interesting to map against my case study, and might also 

help explain how the case study was localised in these ‘Japan games-critical’ times. 
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BLOG #3: WHAT IS A JAPANESE GAME? 

  Once I decided to focus on Japan and Japanese games, my next task was to define ‘Japanese 

games’. With this definition, I could create a framework that could be used to look at Japanese 

culture, see where intersections happened, and what made some games uniquely Japanese. 

  As noted previously, arguments about Western versus Japanese games are often subjective, and 

therefore I struggled to find consensus on a definition. Is a Japanese game a game made in 

Japan? Or one made by Japanese people? Does it have to obey a fixed set of Japanese game 

design rules - but to what ratio should it do so to be considered Japanese? 

  I quickly found that research on the subject echoed these exact concerns, starting with 

Consalvo’s remark that ‘it is difficult to identify a singular industry, and it is even more difficult to 

say what a Japanese game is’ (2016, p.4). Similarly, in his PhD thesis on Japanese video games, 

Benjamin Evan Whaley notes that they are traditionally considered to be strictly games by 

Japanese developers made for Japanese players, but that this is problematic: 

Terms like “Japanese” and its counterpart “Western” quickly become problematic when 

discussing how games function within a system of “global ownership” and the 

transnational nature of studio development (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter, 2009, xxix). To 

what degree should a game be considered “Japanese” if it incorporates a physics engine 

developed in Europe or features performances by Hollywood voice actors? 

(2016) 

  These sources highlighted the problem with attempting to define ‘Japanese games’, and made 

me realise that the question was not defining the term, but whether such a definition was 

possible, or should even be attempted. For Consalvo, it is clear that it should not: ‘it is foolish if 

not dangerous to attempt to determine with any authority the “essential” or “fundamental” 

national qualities that may be found in individual games’ (2006). 

  While trying to find a new angle to examine Japanese games, I can across Martin Van de Weyer’s 

‘Nintendo, Japan and Longing: Videogames Embodying and Communicating Cultural 

Desires’ (2014). In their thesis, also using culture as a lens to examine video games, they argue 
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that games are created as responses to cultural surroundings and therefore should be analysed 

through this lens. This approach allows for more flexibility by recognising cultural manifestations 

of Japaneseness instead, and analysing how they shape Japanese video games. 

  Instead of defining Japanese games through their features and then finding how these were 

culturally relevant to Japan, I therefore decided to flip my angle of analysis in a similar way: since 

video games are cultural artefacts and are shaped by their culture, what are some Japanese 

cultural practices that are relevant to video games? And how does this ‘Japaneseness’ manifest in 

video games? 
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BLOG #4: LENSES OF JAPANESENESS 
   
  Japanese culture is well-documented and complex, and the task of selecting which cultural 

specificities to focus on was initially daunting. In my thesis proposal, which examined the explicit 

differences between Western and Japanese culture and therefore games, I had outlined some 

initial cultural differences that I felt might be relevant to games, including philosophical 

underpinnings such as the individualistic Socratic West versus the group-focused Confucianist 

East. Through my literature review, I had also noted the emergence of two specificities of Asian 

cultural products, the world-building sekaikan (immersive world) and the story structure 

kishōtenketsu (Asian 4-act structure).  

  My concern however was that the these initial choices were arbitrary. Were these cultural traits 

the most relevant to highlight when talking about Japaneseness in games? Was I missing other, 

more relevant traits - and, if so, how could this be assessed? As an external party conducting 

research on Japaneseness in games, could I lean on local research or parties to inform my 

choices? 

  Anita Ching Yi Ngai states that ‘games designed in various parts of the world often have distinct 

differences, as developers implicitly or subconsciously convey their values and culture in their 

creations’ (2005). This remark on developers imbuing their products with their culture is further 

recognised and used by Van de Weyer in their research; in order to decide which cultural 

specificities should be highlighted in their case studies, developers interviews are heavily used:  

Such dialogues are utilised to understand the key influences behind their creation and thus 

begin to perceive the manner in which Japanese ideals have become infused within their 

games. 

(2014) 

  This is in line with cultural theorist Appadurai’s definition of culture as ‘the consciousness of these 

attributes and their naturalisation as essential to group identity’ (1989, p.13-14). Culture in video 

games is indeed closely linked to their makers: game developers. Further research into Japanese 

developers and what they had to say about their culture and games would then provide valuable 

insight.  
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BLOG #5: JAPANESE DEVELOPERS ON JAPANESENESS IN GAMES 

  My next task to understand Japaneseness in games was to find Japanese developer interviews 

and understand how they perceived the link between their local culture and the games they 

created. 

  One key source for this research was John Szczepaniak’s ‘The Untold History of Japanese Game 

Developers’ (volume 1: 2014; volume 2: 2015). Both volumes gathered hundreds of interviews  

from Japanese developers reflecting on their career and game design practices, with projects 

featuring a very wide range of both time period (from the late 1970s to the late 2000s), and scope 

(unreleased to AAA releases).  

  To give more depth to these testimonies, I also looked at other developers interviews, such as 

the documentary ‘Ebb and Flow - Conversations on the Recent Momentum of Japanese 

Games’ (Archipel, 2018), featuring many high-profile Japanese developers. I also used individual 

developers presentations like Takaoka Yohei’s (2013), who made interesting parallels between 

gaming and more traditional Japanese culture and entertainment. Finally, I looked at scholars 

specialising in Japanese games, such as Mia Consalvo (2016), to see if their perception of 

Japaneseness in games matched the Japanese developers’.  

  From this research, three key trends emerged: 

1. The practice of sekaikan (世界観, ‘world view’), atmospheric immersion relying on thorough 

and consistent world building, not necessarily relying on high fidelity graphics. 

2. The Asian story-telling technique of kishōtenketsu (起承転結, ‘Ki Shō Ten Ketsu’),a four-act 

structure eschewing conflict to instead rely on exposure and non-sequitur story segments. 

3. A tradition of Japanese humour in cultural artefacts and media, exemplified by dajare (駄洒落, 

‘Bad Pun’), based on wordplay, and kyōgen (狂⾔言, ‘Wild Speech’), slapstick elements offering 

comic relief. 

  Interestingly, my initial perception of the importance of the group (Confucianist East) in Japanese 

game design was not found in further research. While this point may be worth exploring further, 

particularly to assess whether the omission was due to this tradition being so engrained in 
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Japanese society that it was not picked up by developers, I have chosen to omit it from my thesis, 

as I wanted to focus on developer-based perceived cultural specificities. 
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BLOG #6: FINDING MY CASE STUDY - RYŪ GA GOTOKU 

  As my research into the Japanese industry and Japaneseness in games was underway, I set out 

to find a case study that would illustrate my findings.  

  In order for my case study to offer a comprehensive base for analysis, and a compelling 

illustration of my cultural specificities findings, I looked for a game or franchise with the following 

criteria: 

• Developed by a team strongly exposed to Japanese culture and game design practices 

• Exhibiting interesting examples of the three key Japanese cultural specificities highlighted by 

developers (sekaikan, kishōtenketsu, and dajare / kyōgen). 

• Released both in Japan and in the West 

• Released as a franchise and / or remastered over time, in order to observe development 

and / or localisation practices over several iterations. 

• Developed recently enough to find developer interviews online (or in other easily available 

formats) 

• Available on current platforms to test or with full playthroughs available online (YouTube, etc.) 

Optionally, I also tried to find a game: 

• Published by as established Japanese company that had had an impact on the Japanese 

gaming industry. 

• Published by a company that publicly releases sale figures and / or critical reception. 

• Already very familiar to me in order to show greater material knowledge, and gain research 

time. 

• Released over periods of fluctuating perceptions on Japanese games, in order to show how 

this affected the game’s conception, releases and potentially localisation. 

  Several options were available to me, such as Capcom’s Gyakuten Saiban series (逆転裁判, 

‘Turnabout Trial’, renamed Ace Attorney in the West) or Atlus’ Persona (ペルソナ, ‘Persona’), but 

one immediately jumped to mind in order to best illustrate all the above criteria: SEGA’s Ryū Ga 

Gotoku (⿓龍が如く, ‘Like a Dragon’, translated as Yakuza in the West).  
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  Created by Nagoshi Toshihiro, a veteran SEGA designer, Ryū Ga Gotoku is an action-adventure 

and narrative-heavy franchise set in Kamurocho, a fictional version of Tokyo’s Kabukichō 

entertainment district. A now long-running franchise featuring remasters and almost entirely 

localised and released in the West, the games also feature a strong Japaneseness in design. My 

knowledge of the franchise, built by playing through several of its iterations, confirmed it could 

successfully illustrate the cultural specificities mentioned in my research; furthermore, my 

knowledge would also allow me to access information quickly and more reliably, as a known first-

hand source.  
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BLOG #7: THE GLOBAL LENS 

  After analysing Ryū Ga Gotoku though a local, Japaneseness lens, I set out to analyse it through 

a global lens: how was it released outside of Japan? What localisation strategies did SEGA use, 

and could these be mapped to globalisation theories of their time? Finally, how successful were 

SEGA’s approaches, and how did this shape the franchise? 

  My initial research looked at how SEGA brought Ryū Ga Gotoku to the West by looking for 

contemporary developer interviews and press releases, as well as later insight from localisation 

teams or experts. This research highlighted issues with SEGA’s initial localisation, which made 

Ryū Ga Gotoku lose much of its Japaneseness in the form of (Western) celebrity voice-overs and 

widely different tone in dialogue, as well as an oddly-chosen Western title (GameSpot, 2018; 

Mullen in PAX West 2018, 2018); this proved to be an issue and garnered much negative 

reception in the West. Interestingly, I found this strategy to match globalisation theories of the 

time, such as Iwabuchi’s notes on the perception that Japaneseness doesn’t appeal or sell 

abroad (2002, p.94); it also matched the time period where Japanese games suffered from 

increasingly negative perception, showing further interconnected causes and consequences. 

    Around 2010’s Cool Japan incentive, ushering in an era of more positive Japanese 

representation, globalisation and localisation theories moved towards ‘transfiguration’, seeking 

to harmonise cultural markings with the target country’s instead of erasing them altogether 

(Pelletier-Gagnon, 2011). As I examined the Ryū Ga Gotoku releases of the time, I found that 

SEGA, perhaps to improve the now negative perception of the series in the West, also moved 

towards transfiguration. However, their choice of applying the theory through changing covers 

and removing content proved disastrous, an unfortunate example of smoothing a product 

beyond recognition and failing to identify its core elements (Pelletier-Gagnon, 2011). 

  Lastly, my research showed that SEGA eventually moved to another form of localisation, which 

globalisation scholar Robertson calls ‘glocalisation’ (1995), wherein the local should not be 

changed or smoothed but instead re-authored for the global markets in a way that keeps the 

essence of the original. For Consalvo, this can be achieved through the use of experienced 

localisers as cultural brokers (p.126). Illustrating this theory, SEGA acquired a specialised 
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localisation company which was tasked with localising new Ryū Ga Gotoku Western releases. 

Atlus USA would go on to show great care in applying glocalisation concepts, exemplified 

abundantly both in remasters and new releases, and ushering in an era of significant success for 

the franchise in the West. Coincidentally, this turnaround also marked renewed hope and 

appreciation for Japanese games, perhaps illustrating a more functional localisation focus in 

Japanese games. 
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