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ABSTRACT 

Video games are cultural artefacts, and therefore shaped by their place of production and makers. 

Japan dominated the video game industry for the latter part of the 20th century, but what was the 

influence of their Japanese context? While Japanese games have been discussed throughout the 

lens of other media (manga, anime), few studies have looked into their historical industry 

specificities or cultural influences, which this thesis will explore. In order to move away from an 

often Western-centric approach to game design and cultural analysis, this thesis will use 

testimonies from Japanese developers and use local, Japanese cultural elements to identify 

Japanese cultural specificities in games, before using the franchise Ryū Ga Gotoku to illustrate 

these findings. Finally, in an industry where many local products are expected to go global, how 

are these cultural specificities handled when games leave Japan? To answer this question, this 

thesis will explore SEGA’s localisation approach to bringing the Japanese franchise to a global 

audience, using the context and localisation theories that have shaped Ryū Ga Gotoku’s Western 

iterations. 
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NOTES 

The following conventions will be used for Japanese terms: 

- Japanese words that are not present in the Oxford dictionary will be italicised and transcribed 

using the Hepburn romanisation, using macrons for long vowels (ā, ī, ū, ē, ō). 

- Japanese nationals’ names will be written with the family name (surname) first followed by the 

given name (first name), in accordance with the Japanese convention. 

Notes on the Ryū Ga Gotoku franchise and its naming conventions: 

- Japanese releases of the game will use their transcribed Japanese name Ryū Ga Gotoku, while 

Western releases will use their SEGA-localised name Yakuza. 

- The first entry in the Ryū Ga Gotoku franchise is self-titled Ryū Ga Gotoku / Yakuza. Other 

entries in the main series are numbered 0, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 (Ryū Ga Gotoku 0, Yakuza 0, Ryū Ga 

Gotoku 2, etc.). 

- Kiwami editions indicate fully remastered versions, released at a later date. Both Japanese and 

Western releases use the word Kiwami (極, ‘Extreme, Ultimate’). 

- One additional Ryū Ga Gotoku game will be mentioned in this thesis: Ryū Ga Gotoku Kenzan!. 

This game is not part of the main series and has not been released outside of Japan at the time 

of writing, therefore only its transcribed Japanese name will be used. 
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INTRODUCTION 

  Video games are cultural artefacts and a form of art and expression. As such, they are ‘informed 

by, and capable of transmitting, cultural ideas’ (Van de Weyer, 2014, p.16), and are shaped by 

their local culture. Therefore, how does this local culture manifest in video games, and how does it 

translate in a global context? 

  The view that Japanese games are different and possess unique cultural markers is widely 

echoed amongst game scholars, developers, critics, and players (Whaley, 2016; Winterhalter, 

2007). However, defining Japanese games can prove difficult and become problematic in an 

global industry where tools and staff can come from a variety of places (Consalvo, 2016; Whaley, 

2016); this complicates the assumption that a Japanese game is simply ‘a game made in Japan by 

Japanese people’, and other lenses of analysis are required. For Van de Weyer, this challenge 

stems from game studies’ failing to consider games ‘in relation to the cultural context of their 

creation’ (2014, p.1). Indeed, while many links are made of the interdependence between 

Japanese anime/manga and video games (Izushi and Aoyama, 2003), research examining the 

unique cultural underpinning of video games as a separate discipline is more sparse (Van de 

Weyer, 2014). In line with these observations, this thesis will seek to move away from a purely local 

or mechanics-driven definition of Japanese games. 

  Instead, it will use design history analysis, which views video games’ creation as a ‘reaction to 

their cultural surroundings’ (Van de Weyer, 2014, p.1). Video games can represent a way of 

expressing Japanese culture and reflecting its societal frameworks (Van de Weyer, 2014; Consalvo, 

2016). They will therefore be heavily shaped by their local context and production practices (Ngai, 

2005; Consalvo, 2016) and, as manufactured goods, by their makers (Forty, 1986, in Van de 

Weyer, 2014). To discuss culture at the levels of individuals and groups, anthropologist and 

globalisation theorist Arjun Appadurai considers 'the idea of culture as a difference, especially 

difference in the realm of group identity’ (1989, p.13). He further notes that culture is not simply 

the belonging to a particular material, linguistic of territorial group, but involves ‘the 

consciousness of these attributes and their naturalisation as essential to group identity’ (1989, p.

�1



13-14) . To assess what a culturally Japanese game is, this thesis will therefore look at the 1

development of the industry in Japan, before examining how its actors view traces of Japanese 

culture in their craft. This Japanese positioning is also important because games are still seldom 

analysed through non-Western-centric perspectives, and even fewer studies consider the cultural 

specificities of video games in Japan (Picard and Pelletier-Gagnon, 2015). 

  While this approach can inform how Japaneness in games manifest at a local level, it should also 

be considered that Japanese cultural artefacts are often exported, and in fact play a key role in 

global culture flows (Iwabuchi, 2002, p.24). This places Japanese games in what media theorists 

David Morley and Kevin Robins call the ‘global-local nexus’ (1995, in Iwabuchi, 2002, p.43), a 

complex system of ‘new and intricate relations between global space and local space’. However, 

once again, research shows that very few studies examine Japanese games’ dynamics and the 

processes through which they are made accessible to foreign audiences, despite ‘a strong need 

for research concerning the transcultural consumption and production of games’ (Pelletier-

Gagnon, 2011, p.10). 

  In order to ground and illustrate these findings, the thesis will analyse the Japanese franchise 

Ryū Ga Gotoku (⿓龍が如く, ‘Like a Dragon’, localised as Yakuza in the West) to understand how it 

has been shaped by its local culture and global cultural encounters over time. The first part of this 

analysis will examine Ryū Ga Gotoku as a manifestation of its local culture. The second part will 

then analyse how the franchise went global, with parallels to contemporary globalisation methods 

and theories such as localisation, glocalisation, cultural odour, or transfiguration. How did Ryū Ga 

Gotoku go global, and what new cultural artefact did it create?  

 While from the 1980s, these theories still provide a relevant angle to analyse video games as cultural 1

artefacts. 
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CHAPTER I - MAKING GAMES IN JAPAN 

So ‘Japan’ isn't on my mind when I'm creating games. But, in the process, it 

might be ingrained in my thinking.  

(Mizuguchi in Archipel, 2018, 23:58)  

I-1. A Historical Overview 

  Video games originated in the United States with Spacewar! (Russell, 1961), and were 

popularised in the following decade with Atari’s Pong (Atari, 1972). However, by the late 1970s 

and early 1980s, the ludic landscape was soon dominated by Japanese arcade titles, amongst 

them Space Invaders (Taito, 1978) (figure 1), Pacman (Namco, 1980), and Donkey Kong (Nintendo, 

1980), the three best-selling arcade games of the 1980s (Home Leisure Direct, 2015). Japan 

became a major pole for gaming production, producing games that were known to ‘set the world 

on fire’ (Kohler, 2016, p. 2).  

�3

Figure 1: Japanese hit Space Invaders (Taito, 1978)



  This reputation was cemented with the popularity of the Nintendo Entertainment System in the 

1980s, credited by some to have revived the gaming industry after the 1983 game crash (Kohler, 

2016). Indeed, over forty years later, it is now widely recognised that Japan has made a large and 

undeniable mark on the gaming industry in general (Picard and Pelletier-Gagnon, 2015). However, 

what context made this possible for Japan? 

  To understand the specificities and impact of an industry, it is important to understand its local 

context (Picard 2013). Indeed, socioeconomic context, as well as sociocultural links with adjacent, 

older industries can influence and shape emerging industries (Izushi and Aoyama, 2006). Unlike 

the US gaming industry, Japan’s gaming industry did not have any ties with the military (Picard, 

2013; Iwabuchi, 2002). Instead, it was shaped by the specific socioeconomic situation of post-

World War II Japan, a period of economic growth and of the booming development of industries 

such as amusement (toys, machines) as well as home and consumer electronics, the latter 

significantly bolstered by events such as the 1964 Tokyo Olympics (Picard, 2013; Iwabuchi, 2002, 

p.95) (figure 2). These industries are of particular interest as the merging of their culture and 

technical expertise are credited for creating a new industry: video games (Izushi and Aoyama, 

2003; 2006). 
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Figure 2: Japanese TV advert referencing the 1964 Tokyo Olympics



  The growth of these industries, accelerated by flourishing import/export ventures and support 

from the Japanese government, allowed both Japanese hardware and software companies to 

become world leaders from the mid-1970s onwards (Picard, 2013). Capitalising on this success, 

and in a period where Japan showed a growing appetite for leisure and entertainment products, 

Japan once again leveraged their unique ability to create new types of mass entertainment 

products, a tradition first observed in modern Japan during the Taishō era (1912-1926) (Picard 

2013). This entertainment boom resulted in the rapid proliferation of pachinko  parlours, 2

jukeboxes, and eventually arcade machine and game centres. Importantly, the presence of a 

competitive consumer electronics industry created a significant talent pool which would eventually 

transfer to video games (Izushi and Aoyama, 2003; 2006). 

  One company that both illustrated and contributed to this history of electronic entertainment in 

Japan is SEGA (Picard, 2013; Kerr, 2017, p.34). In line with the Japanese trends of the time, SEGA 

started life as an import/export company focusing on jukeboxes (Nagai, 2001), before branching 

out towards manufacturing, arcade machines and, eventually, their own game corners, the 

ancestors of arcades. However, with manufacturing opportunities slowing down, SEGA pivoted 

towards making their own games (Nagai, 2001), creating SEGA versions of popular entertainment 

products such as vertical crane cabinets (SEGA’s ‘UFO catchers’), Pong clones (Picard, 2013), and 

eventually, their own arcade games (figure 3). These ventures allowed SEGA to successfully 

transition from electronics to video games, while never losing their roots in the entertainment 

sector; interestingly, these ties were further illustrated in 2004 with the merger between SEGA and 

pachinko company Sammy, establishing current conglomerate SEGASammy. 

 Pachinko are vertical pinball machines, often used for gambling.2
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  This entertainment success also leveraged Japan’s ability to create and export what sociologist 

Iwabuchi Kōichi calls ‘culturally odorless’ products (1998), products for which origin is not 

associated positively with their perception in the consumption process and is therefore 

deliberately obscured or neutralised (Iwabuchi, 2002, p.27). Indeed, early Japanese games, with 

little texts, graphics, and English-sounding names (such as Taito’s Space Invaders, in Japanese ス

ペースインベーダ / Supe-su Inve-da), were not identified as specifically Japanese by Western 

players, and were simply considered to be ‘new and interesting to play’ (Consalvo, 2006, p. 4), 

allowing worldwide interest and success without significant cultural barriers. 
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Figure 3: Flyer for SEGA arcade game Outrun (1986)



I-2. Emergence of Japanese Game Design  

  The idea that game developers will ‘implicitly or subconsciously convey their values and culture 

in their creation’ (Ngai, 2005, p.iii) is echoed by many Japanese developers, who recognise three 

elements of Japanese culture that manifest in their design: sekaikan, kishōtenketsu, and Japanese 

humour. 

  In Japanese development discussions, a term is mentioned repeatedly: sekaikan (世界観, ‘World 

View’). Developer Yamamoto Tetsuya states, for example, that he ‘developed the sekaikan for the 

game’ (2013, in Szczepaniak, 2015, loc 1379); another, Nakai Satoshi, describes his role as being 

‘responsible for the characters, backgrounds, and sekaikan’ (2013, in Szczepaniak, 2015, loc 8598). 

This term is consistently mentioned as an integral part of the Japanese design process and even 

sometimes considered ‘the most essential part of any [Japanese] game’ (Kukino, 2013, in 

Szczepaniak, 2014, loc 4907-4908). Sekaikan’s meaning is twofold. As explained by arcade 

developer Kukino Masāki, sekaikan immerses players through a cohesive world vision, and visuals 

focusing on atmosphere and environment (figure 4) (2013, in Szczepaniak, 2014, loc 4913-4915); it 

results in worlds that feel alive and real, existing ‘beyond what you see on the screen’ (Bauer, 

2016).  

 While high-fidelity graphics support sekaikan, Japanese developers note that sekaikan does not 

directly equate reproducing reality but is instead about ‘creating an overall image and delivering 

an atmosphere’ (Taro in Archipel, 2018, 7:52). For developer Taro Yoko, this links directly to 
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Japan’s art traditions of ukiyo-e  or anime, which, unlike Western counterparts, did not pursue 3

pictorial realism or illusionism. This sentiment is echoed by Ryū Ga Gotoku’s creative director 

Nagoshi Toshihiro: 

Graphics in the West are beautiful, but in terms of precise details I think there is more 

attention that is put in Japanese graphics. […] We may be inferior in terms of scale, but 

attention to detail is a different evaluation point, I think that's what makes Japanese games 

appealing. 

(in Archipel, 2018, 27:20)  

  Sekaikan can also be conveyed through content including story, value systems (characters’ 

language, politics), and surroundings, in line with the creators’ vision of the world (Bauer 2016; 

Kukino, 2013, in Szczepaniak, 2014, loc 4913-4915; Szczepaniak, 2013, loc 10794-10796). These 

can support the sekaikan objective of creating a world with consistent and interconnected world 

view and world lore (Bauer, 2016; Kukino in Szczepaniak, 2014, loc 4913-4915). Sekaikan can for 

example be expressed in dialogue or world events, such as Ryū Ga Gotoku’s seedy downtown 

locales coming alive through the presence of expensive hostess clubs, lawless underground fight 

clubs, or random muggings (figure 5).           

  Beyond sekaikan, Japaneseness also manifests through a local storytelling tradition: 

kishōtenketsu. 

 Colour woodblock prints representing everyday Japan, produced during the Edo period (1603 or 3

1615-1868) (Victoria & Albert Museum, 2016).
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Figure 5: The seedier side of urban Japan in Ryū Ga Gotoku 0



  In their case studies, Ngai (2005) found that Japanese 

developers relied heavily on narrative content to foster player 

enjoyment. Developers themselves heavily credit kishōtenketsu 

(起承転結, ‘Ki Shō Ten Ketsu’), the Asian four-act structure, as key 

to their narrative work, even describing it as the ‘Japanese 

narrative style’ (Ryukishi07, 2013, in Szczepaniak, 2014, Loc 

5897). Drawing from traditional Asian storytelling traditions (Still 

Eating Oranges, 2012), kishōtenketsu relies on four distinct 

phases of narrative (Gametree, 2017) described as Introduction 

[Ki], Development [Shō], Change [Ten], and Resolution [Ketsu] 

(Kallies, 2015).  

  While Ki and Ketsu share similarities with the Western 

introduction and conclusion, its two middle acts, Shō and Ten, 

are described as particularly Japanese in sensibility, and eschew 

the need for conflict present in the Western middle acts. Shō 

represents ‘the average, the ordinary - in Japanese, the “daily 

occurences”’ (Ryukishi07, 2013, in Szczepaniak, 2014, Loc 5897), 

mundane events that allow players to deepen their 

understanding of characters and to focus on exposure over 

conflict. This is an illustration of what comics theorist McCloud 

calls the ‘being there over getting there’ (1993, p.81), a feature of Eastern ‘labyrinthine works of 

art’ (1993, p.81) that contrasts with Western goal-oriented storytelling.  

  Ten, on the other hand, represents moments when something significant changes (Hayashida, 

2012), or where ‘the narrative suddenly switches to a different subject that may only marginally or 

not at all be connected to what has happened before’ (Kallies, 2015). These segments are usually 

structural non-sequitur pieces put in place to expose another angle in the story or world, for 

example through a switch in protagonists (Ödlund, 2016) (figure 6), and help generate player 

interest (Still Eating Oranges, 2012). Kishōtenketsu’s Shō and Ten can therefore exemplify 

Japaneseness in narrative ludic structures.  

�9

Figure 6: Kishōtenketsu in 
comic strip form



  Aside from narrative structures, Japaneseness in games is also expressed through the use of 

Japanese humour. For game studies scholar Mia Consalvo, Japanese games possess a unique 

‘sense of the ridiculous, whimsy, or disregard for expectations’ (2016, p.216), embodying ‘a certain 

silliness - a sense of not taking themselves too seriously’ (2016, p.32-33). In her research, she finds 

this sentiment echoed by players who describe them as endearingly goofy and comical  (2016, p.

32-33). The attraction for child-like, light-hearted and humorous experiences in Japanese culture 

perhaps expresses a longing linked to Japan’s highly structural and hierarchical society (Van de 

Weyer, 2014; Craig, 2017, p.101). This phenomenon can indeed be traced through traditional 

Japanese art forms like chōjū giga (⿃鳥獣戯画, ‘Animal Caricatures’)  (figure 7). For developer 4

Kataoka Yohei, these forms of playful art directly feed into video games as an ‘unbroken line of 

Japanese culture’ (2013, 42:10). 

  Culturally, Japanese playfulness in cultural artefacts has been further linked to two key forms of 

Japanese humour (Richardson, 2016): dajare (駄洒落, ‘Bad Pun’), a comedic tradition based on 

humorous monologues and wordplay (nippon.com, 2015) (figure 8); and kyōgen (狂⾔言, ‘Wild 

Speech’), slapstick comic relief used as intermissions between more serious acts (Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology, n.d.). This lineage is significant when analysing Ryū Ga Gotoku, a cultural 

artefact making heavy use of humour. 

 These 12th and 13th century playful animal drawings are sometimes credited as the first manga (Cortazzi, 4

2007).
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Figure 7: Chōjū giga, animal caricatures



  Japaneseness in design drew much of its influences from local cultural traditions, exemplified in 

sekaikan, kishōtenketsu, and humour (dajare and kyōgen). The next chapter will explore how these 

Japanese specificities surface in Ryū Ga Gotoku, after a short introduction on the franchise. 
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Figure 8: Famous Japanese dajare ‘アルミ缶の上にあるみかん’, playing on 
repeated sounds (arumikan aru mikan, ‘on a tin can there is a tangerine’)



CHAPTER II - JAPANESENESS IN RYŪ GA GOTOKU 

The Yakuza series has a few constants: burly men with tattoos, karaoke and 

cabaret, dramatic fist fights, and the city of Kamurocho. 

Alexandra (2018b) 

II-1. Introducing Ryū Ga Gotoku 

  Ryū Ga Gotoku is a video game franchise developed and published by SEGA, with a first 

instalment released in 2005 for the PlayStation 2. The series was spearheaded by long-time SEGA 

designer and creative director Nagoshi (figure 9), a key figure in the evolution of SEGA (Brown, 

2018) and an industry veteran behind successful arcade hits such as Virtua Racing (SEGA, 1992) or 

Daytona USA (SEGA, 1993). Ryū Ga Gotoku was presented as an ‘action-adventure title with a 

story and setting focusing on the darker side of Tokyo life’ (Gantayat, 2005), and set in 

Kamurocho, a fictional version of Tokyo’s Kabukichō entertainment district.  
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Figure 9: Nagoshi Toshihiro, the man behind Ryū Ga Gotoku



  This premise immediately drew comparisons to another gritty, crime-focused open world game 

set in a fictional but recognisable city: Grand Theft Auto (Rockstar North, 1997). This comparison 

was however quickly brushed off by Nagoshi (2005, p.3), as well as Ryū Ga Gotoku producer 

Kikuchi Masayoshi who states that the team ‘never intended to make a sandbox game like “Grand 

Theft Auto”’ (in Robson, 2010). Instead, argues Kikuchi, Ryū Ga Gotoku was created as a dramatic 

interactive story where the player could feel like a hero, and offering significant but not absolute 

freedom. For gaming journalist John Robertson (2016), this instead made Ryū Ga Gotoku the 

spiritual successor to SEGA series Shenmue (SEGA, 1999) (figure 10), an apt comparison as it was 

partly directed by Nagoshi.  

  Discussing the inception of Ryū Ga Gotoku, Nagoshi states that he was aware of the decreasing 

popularity of Japanese games at the time. Unlike his contemporaries, however, he abandoned the 

idea of selling a game worldwide, as he felt that it wasn’t the right direction to adopt (Nagoshi, 

2018). Instead, his sole focus became the Japanese market and audience (Nagoshi, 2005; 2018; in 

Archipel, 2018), for which he wanted to explore new themes and emphasise human drama; while 

this was initially met with great reluctance from his management, he was eventually given the 

green light. Nagoshi decided that a game about Yakuza, Japanese organised crime syndicates 

considered a sensitive subject in Japanese media, would allow him to make his desired  ‘powerful, 

gritty drama where you feel the sense of humanity’ (Nagoshi, 2006). 
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Figure 10: SEGA’s Shenmue (1999)



  This was perhaps not an innocent decision for film studies graduate Nagoshi, who arguably drew 

inspiration from the Japanese film cycle Yakuza Eiga (ヤクザ映画, ‘Yakuza Films’), in particular the 

Ninkyo Eiga (仁侠映画, ‘Chivalry Films’) subtype focusing on honour codes and morality tales  5

(Hanley, 2011; NEO Magazine, 2018; Wildgrounds, 2014) (figure 11). Indeed, the premise of Ryū 

Ga Gotoku shows great resemblance with Ninkyo Eiga tropes: the protagonist is an honourable 

and stoic ‘good Yakuza’, embodying the key traditional Yakuza value jingi (仁義, ‘duty, 

righteousness, moral code’), forced to choose between duty (giri) and human bonds (ninjo) 

(Hanley, 2011; Wildgrounds, 2014) .  6

  This premise created a solid background for Ryū Ga Gotoku’s manifestations of Japaneseness: 

sekaikan, kishōtenketsu and Japanese humour. 

 Ninkyo Eiga were popularised by Toei Studios in the 1960s, and often featured producer Shundo Kōji, 5

rumoured to be an ex-Yakuza, and actor Takakura Ken; at its 1969 peak, Toei was releasing twenty-six 
Yakuza Eiga a year (Wildgrounds, 2014).

 Tellingly, 2005’s Ryū Ga Gotoku starts with Willdground’s number one Yakuza Eiga set-piece: ‘the 6

protagonist comes out of prison’ (2014). 
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Figure 11: Famous 1968 Ninkyo Eiga Hibotan Bakuto (緋牡丹丹博徒, ‘Red 
Peony Gambler’)



II-2. Kamurocho’s Sekaikan 
  Sekaikan relies on making virtual worlds coherent, atmospheric vectors for immersion and 

storytelling. As noted by developer Morita Masamoto, sekaikan is often designers’ reproduction 

of places or sekaikan that already exist (2013, in Szczepaniak, 2014, loc 9856-9860). This is well 

illustrated in Ryū Ga Gotoku, with Kikuchi introducing Kamurocho as ’a rich portrayal of central 

Tokyo in which players abroad can walk around and really engage’ (in Robson, 2010), and giving 

the game a third-person perspective often used to enhance embodied representations within 

game worlds (Ngai, 2005). Producer Sato Daisuke adds that the team conducted on-location 

scouting in order to capture the locale’s atmosphere and identity and make players ‘feel like the 

city has come alive’ (2018). In typical sekaikan manner, this resulted in many in-game elements 

that the player can (but does not have to) interact with, serving no gameplay purpose but adding 

a sense of place and realism to the locations (Szczepaniak, 2015) (figure 12). 

  So successful and iconic were their sekaikan that Ryū Ga Gotoku locales have become 

synonymous with the brand (Bradley, 2018), with Kamurocho described as a ’beautiful place 

brimming with character’ (Alexandra, 2018a) and so faithful that ‘real-life visitors may not need the 

on-screen map’ (Robson, 2010) (figures 13 and 14). As the franchise grew, other locations were 

selected and modelled with the same level of care (Sato, 2018), such as the Osaka entertainment 

district Dōtonbori (Ryū Ga Gotoku 0, SEGA, 2015), or the peaceful coastal town Onomichi (Ryū 

Ga Gotoku 6, SEGA, 2016).  
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Figure 12: Optional but entertaining interactions with elements of the world



  The power and authenticity of Ryū Ga Gotoku’s sekaikan is also deepened by the locales’ 

evolution over time (Alexandra, 2017; Alexandra, 2018a; GameSpot, 2018, 2:50). Indeed, their 

aesthetics, street layout and businesses evolve to reflect years or sometimes decades of changes 

(Alexandra, 2018b; Bradley, 2018). This deliberate world-building tool, acknowledged by Sato 

(2018), allowed the locales to convey ‘genuine, observable history’ (Alexandra, 2018b) (figures 15 

and 16): 

Like avid travellers revisiting Japan, fans, upon revisiting Kamurocho in sequels, would 

notice and appreciate both the clear and subtle changes to the landscape. 

(GameSpot, 2018, 3:00) 
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Figure 13: Tokyo’s Kabukichō, versus…

Figure 14: …Ryū Ga Gotoku’s Kamurocho. In both, the iconic district gate 
can be seen at the end of the street.



    Finally, sekaikan can also be communicated through world activities. To this end, Ryū Ga 

Gotoku fills its world with numerous and tonally coherent side quests, street dialogue, or random 

fighting encounters. Furthermore, in a direct reference to real-life Kabukichō, Ryū Ga Gotoku 

features hostess clubs (figure 17), bars where patrons (here, players) pay to be entertained by 

female hosts. Ryū Ga Gotoku’s iconic hostess clubs have been credited by journalist John 

Robertson for ‘providing an essence of Japan’ (2016), and praised for their accuracy by both critics 

(Alexandra, 2018b) and real-life Yakuza club owners (Kikuchi, 2006). Indeed, as with all sekaikan 

elements, hostess clubs were the result of extensive research and even include conversations 

developers conducted with real-life hostesses (Sakamoto, 2006). 
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Figure 15: The Big Star parlour in Ryū Ga Gotoku 0, set in 1988

Figure 16: The Volcanic Volcano in its place in Ryū Ga Gotoku Kiwami, set in 
2005



  Beyond sekaikan, Ryū Ga Gotoku’s Japaneseness also manifests in narrative, with kishōtenketsu. 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Figure 17: An evening with a hostess



II-3. Shō and Ten: The Importance of Side Content 

  Ryū Ga Gotoku was designed around human drama, and, therefore, narrative. Kikuchi notes that, 

unlike other open world games, Ryū Ga Gotoku does not link its side quests (‘substories’) to its 

high-stakes main narrative (2006). Instead, Kikuchi and writer Sakamoto Hiroyuki use substories as 

‘small alleys’, segments deliberately straying from the main narrative to allow players to deepen 

their knowledge of the world or characters through exposure (2006, p.2). This use of Shō as 

exposure is further illustrated by the substories’ slow-pace and lack of fail state, focusing instead 

on contemplation, mundanity, and ‘being there over getting there’ (McCloud 1993, p.81).  

  In typical Yakuza Eiga tradition, Ryū Ga Gotoku’s characters, while living a life of crime, are often 

shown to have softer, or even noble, personal traits (Robertson, 2016). This is heavily leveraged in 

the game’s substories, humorous in tone and giving optional insight into the characters 

(Robertson, 2016). Ryū Ga Gotoku 0’s sub-story ‘The Doll Girl’ for example shows ex-Yakuza 

protagonist Majima Gorō spontaneously help a little girl win a stuffed toy, before rushing to rid 

her mother of a criminal bully; as she cries when her toy is damaged, Majima comforts her by 

referencing his own injuries (figures 18, 19).  
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Figure 18: Majima helping a little girl win a toy to cheer her up



  The Ryū Ga Gotoku franchise further illustrates kishōtenketsu through its use of Ten in Ryū Ga 

Gotoku Kiwami 2 (SEGA, 2017). Players control protagonist Kiryu Kazuma but, mid-story, are 

notified that an optional side story chapter featuring another protagonist is available (figure 20) . 7

This character switch and mid-story timing are characteristic of Ten (Kallies, 2015; Ödlund, 2016), 

as well as its premise as an unfamiliar and curiosity-inducing situation for the player, who may 

wonder how this segment will fit into the larger narrative (Kallies, 2015). This is particularly 

pertinent here as the side story chapter fills key gaps in the main narrative that players would not 

discover otherwise, illustrating that:  

The beauty of [Ten] then comes in the fourth part of the story where it is then revealed how 

these two seemingly different plot strands are actually very closely connected and that 

they have really been the same story all along. 

(Kallies, 2015) 

  

 Protagonist switches are in fact a long-running feature of Ryū Ga Gotoku, but were previously presented 7

through compulsory and ordered character chapters. 
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Figure 19: Majima comforts the little girl by using himself as an example



   Another important aspect of Japaneseness in Ryū Ga Gotoku is humour, particularly dajare and 

kyōgen. 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Figure 20: Unlocking the Majima Saga in Yakuza Kiwami 2



II.4. The Japanese Humour of Ryū Ga Gotoku 
   
  Ryū Ga Gotoku has successively been described as possessing a ‘distinctly Japanese brand of 

weirdness’ (Glennon, 2018), a ’signature combination of hyperbolic action and self-aware 

comedy’ (Van Allen, 2017), and as being an overall ‘remarkably funny game’ (Wawro, 2018). 

Humour is a deliberate feature of Ryū Ga Gotoku, as confirmed by Nagoshi: 

Another aspect to our reasoning for adding humor into Yakuza is that in the real world, 

there's a lot of serious issues and unfortunate events, but if you sit down and pull at the 

strings long enough, you'll notice at its core, there's always something really stupid and 

hilarious about it. That realization that humor is at the core of everything is what makes up 

the seriousness and over-the-top comical moments you see in Yakuza games.  

(Nagoshi, 2017) 

 Dajare, based around puns and wordplay, is heavily featured in Ryū Ga Gotoku and openly 

signposted by its developers (Strichart, 2018). Examples of dajare are plentiful in Ryū Ga Gotoku 

0, an entry noted for its particularly absurd wordplays and silliness (GameSpot, 2018, 22:22). This 

is famously illustrated in substory ‘Disciple of the New Order’, as described by localisation 

producer Strichart (2018, 7:18) (figure 21): 

In that substory, one of the options [Majima] has is to crack a pun, in order to get this girl 

to snap out of her cult tendencies. So, in Japanese, that pun is ‘futon ga futtonda’, which 

means ‘a futon is a futon’ or ‘a futon flies’. It's a pun on words. It's basically a ‘why did the 

chicken cross the road’ kind of joke. 

�22Figure 21: SEGA localisation staff discussing an in-game dajare



  Dajare are so heavily used that characters even self-reference their own tendencies at making 

them (figures 22, 23). 

  Humour in Ryū Ga Gotoku is also instigated in response to darker situations, highlighting the 

‘duality of the series’ (GameSpot, 2018, 24:40). This balance is deliberately implemented by the 

developers who explain that ‘when you have too much of one over the other, people often grow 

tired of it’ (Nagoshi, 2018), mirroring the Japanese tradition of kyōgen, slapstick segments 

detracting from serious or tragic situations. In substory ‘Passport to Pizza’, Kiryu witnesses a 

foreign worker being threatened by a pimp in a dark alley; his attempt to help results in a comical 

misunderstanding (figure 24), before an eventual happy ending. 

�23

Figure 22: Majima making a dajare/pun…

Figure 23: …and congratulating himself for his bon mot.



  Kyōgen is also used to balance the severe and sometimes violent sides of the protagonists by 

placing them in comical, absurd situations. At a stage where he becomes an estate manager 

controlling a multi-million empire with ties to various criminals, Kiryu wins and employs a chicken 

as a business manager, which he promptly names ‘Nugget’ (figures 25, 26). 
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Figure 24: Comical misunderstanding in a substory as kyōgen comic relief

Figure 25: Kiryu makes a friend



  This use of kyōgen carries through to mini-games such as karaoke, showing key characters, most 

of whom hardened Yakuza, as actors in 1980s videos (figure 27). 

 

   Finally, kyōgen is also embedded in gameplay elements such as combat. While protagonists 

have the ability to brutally damage opponents in often graphic displays, hits also trigger money 

flying from enemies (figure 28), a reference to Ryū Ga Gotoku 0’s historical setting . Indeed, in the 8

words of SEGA of America’s director of production, ’if you like silly Japanese content, you’ll love 

Yakuza’ (Mullen in Glennon, 2018). 

 The game is set in 1988 at the peak of the Japanese bubble, a period of exponential economic growth 8

and, for some, ostentatious wealth (Carlson, 2017). 
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Figure 26: From friend to business partner

Figure 27: The over-the-top karaoke videos



  As demonstrated, Ryū Ga Gotoku illustrates its Japaneseness through sekaikan, kishōtenketsu, 

and humour like dajare and kyōgen. However, how can these elements translate outside of Japan? 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Figure 28: Money flying from enemies when hit



CHAPTER III - TOWARDS A GLOBAL RYŪ GA GOTOKU 
People recognize [the Yakuza games] as different, so I think people are 
attracted to them because it's new and fresh. 

(Nagoshi, 2017) 

III-1. Changing Perceptions on Japanese Games 

  Following the Japanese release of Ryū Ga Gotoku in Japan in 2005, SEGA decided to bring the 

title to the West. It is important here to consider the context of this period, and events leading up 

to it. 

  As explored previously, Japan dominated the video game market from the late 1970s to the 

early 2000s. This can partially be explained by the simplicity of early games’ assets and 

technology, allowing for a global reach (Kohler, 2016, p.10). However, in the 1990s and early 

2000s, several factors complicated this success. As games gained complexity, so did localisation 

requirements for a now global market; however, Japanese developers proved slow to adopt, and 

reluctance to consider foreign languages at development stage caused increasing issues. Some 

developers continued building text elements around compact Japanese Kanji, which uses single 

characters for entire words (Winterhalter, 2007), or, in some other cases, embedded Japanese text 

within the graphics, causing up to fifty percent word-count cut from the original game (Consalvo, 

2016, p.46). This prevented many products from being released outside of Japan, or, if released, 

resulted in products featuring drastically altered quality and content. 

  Another threat faced by Japan was technological. In the early 2000s, Western developers shifted 

focus to ultra-realistic games requiring increases in graphics and power (Pelletier-Gagnon, 2018; 

Ricciardi in Archipel, 2018, 5:50). To this end, they adopted new, faster and more agile 

middleware solutions (Vogel, 2017; Zagal, 2013). However, Japanese developers, traditionally 

placing less importance on high-fidelity graphics, eschewed this trend. They instead showed 

renewed reliance on home-grown close-proprietary systems (Bauer, 2016; Pelletier-Gagnon, 

2018), and, additionally, proved reluctant to adopt new selling platforms such as Kickstarter or 

Steam (Vogel, 2017). This created the perception of an ‘outdated’ Japanese industry, further 

damaging its global image. 
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  This perception was voiced at the 2007 Tokyo Game Show (figure 29), during which high-profile 

Japanese designer Inafune Keiji stated that Japan was drastically behind the West and that 

Japanese games were ‘finished’ (in Parkin, 2010). This sentiment was echoed in the West, with 

Canadian developer Phil Fish famously telling a Japanese developer ‘your games just 

suck’ (Houston, 2016, 0:46) (figure 30a), triggering laughter from other panellists (2016, 1:04) 

(figure 30b). Fish cited technology and the Japanese ‘way of looking at the world’ as some of his 

reasons (MCV, 2012; Yin-Poole, 2012).    

  Interestingly, the Japanese developer, credited as ‘unknown’, was in fact Gotō Makoto (2016, 

1:11) (figure 30c), a professional with significant experience in the industry and credited in high-

profile franchises like Final Fantasy (Moby Games, 2018) . This perhaps illustrates a certain 9

Western ignorance of Japanese development, in line with journalist Sam Byford’s remark that the 

rift between Western and Japanese games may stem from a lack of mutual awareness  (2014). 

 Gotō introduced himself unassumingly as a freelance game programmer and asked: ‘What do you think of 9

recent Japanese games?’.
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Figure 29: The 2007 Tokyo Game Show



 

  In this climate of growing misunderstanding and hostility, how did the cultural specificities of Ryū 

Ga Gotoku impact its global reach? 
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Figures 30a and 30b: Fish answering Gotō’s question, and developer McMiller’s reaction 
Figure 30c: Gotō listening to the answer



III-2. From Ryū Ga Gotoku To Yakuza 

  To help contextualise the initial localisation of Ryū Ga Gotoku, it is important to examine 

contemporary theories on the globalisation of Japanese cultural artefacts.  

   In his 2002 research on globalisation, Iwabuchi describes computer games as an ‘odorless’ 

Japanese export in which ‘a country’s bodily, racial, and ethnic characteristics are erased or 

softened’ (2002, p.28). For Iwabuchi, video games are an example of mukokuseki (無国籍, 

’Without Nationality’), products that do not look Japanese (2002, p.28), unlike TV programs or 

popular music which are ‘inescapably represented through living Japanese bodies’ (2002, p.95). 

While this was true of earlier games, by the early 2000s, this argument becomes difficult to 

sustain. 2005’s Ryū Ga Gotoku, set in Japan, shows a complex and realistic 3D world, complete 

with a storyline and 3D characters which are, effectively, Japanese bodies (figure 31), and assets 

betraying a Japanese ‘odor’.  

  Despite this anachronism, Iwabuchi makes the important observation that Japanese media 

industries considered ‘Japaneseness’ unappealing or challenging to sell (2002, p.94). For game 

studies scholar Jérémie Pelletier-Gagnon, this translated to games, suffering from a 'suspicion that 

Japanese video game products were incompatible with the Western audience’ (2011, p.41). 
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Figure 31: Ryū Ga Gotoku (2005)



  Discussing Ryū Ga Gotoku’s Western version, Nagoshi states that it was kept ’pure and as 

authentic as the Japanese version’, with the only changes being localisation and voiceover 

(Nagoshi, 2005). For the Globalization and Localization Association, localisation is a process that, 

beyond simple translation, adapts a product or content for another market, going as far as giving  

products ‘the look and feel of having been created specifically for the target market’ (2018). The 

latter point illustrates one potential pitfall of over-localisation: replacing the local with the foreign, 

and modify game elements with the sole purpose of matching the industry’s perception of the 

target locale (Mandiberg, 2015; Pelletier-Gagnon, 2011). Localisation itself can therefore make a 

significant difference to a product . 10

  SEGA started by localising the title to Yakuza, a direct reference to the Japanese crime 

syndicates depicted in the game ; this title was perhaps also inspired by the contemporary 11

Western trend of ‘one-word titles’ (GameSpot, 2018, 4:53). However, as noted by GameSpot 

(2018, 5:05), this choice also proved problematic. The Japanese title, literally ’Way of the Dragon’, 

highlights main protagonist Kiryu’s association with the mythical figure representing strength, 

integrity, and protection of loved ones, key facets of his personality. It is also a direct reference to 

 Nagoshi’s oversight on this matter can perhaps be explained by Mandiberg’s observation that culturally-10

specific elements are usually handled by localisation teams, instead of production staff (2015).

 Other terms exist such as gokudō (極道, ‘Extreme Path’), used heavily in Japan and in the game’s 11

Japanese dialogue, but not referenced in Western translations.
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Figure 32: Kiryu’s dragon irezumi



his irezumi (⼊入れ墨墨, ‘Inserting Ink’, tattoo) (figure 32), and his nickname ‘Dragon of Dojima' . In 12

addition to erasing these key subtexts, the Western title also becomes at odds with the 

protagonist’s arc as he attempts to distance himself from the Yakuza throughout the series 

(Gamespot, 2018, 5:15; Strichart, 2018, p.2). As summarised by SEGA localisation producer 

Strichart, ’Yakuza is context, not content’, and this disconnect created ‘a battle we have to 

constantly face’ (2018, p.2). 

  This focus on criminal elements over more subtle subtext is not isolated. Due to numerous 

comparisons between Ryū Ga Gotoku and Grand Theft Auto (GTA), and in an industry critical of 

Japanese games, SEGA of America decided to position Yakuza as a ‘Japanese GTA’, as confirmed 

by SEGA localisation director Sam Mullen (in PAX West, 2018, 46:10) . Furthermore, and perhaps 13

to capitalise on popular gangster films of the year such as Kill Bill or 300 (Austin Eruption, 2018), 

the game was localised using coarse language (figures 33, 34). It was also fully dubbed in English 

by Hollywood actors (Nagoshi, 2006; GameSpot, 2018, 7:20), including Star Wars actor Mark 

Hamill and crime movies actor Michael Madsen, known as ‘The Mafia Man’ (Behind the Voice 

Actors, 2018). 

 

 Dojima is Kiryu’s former Yakuza family.12

 This is a particularly dissonant choice when considering the Ryū Ga Gotoku developers’ outspoken 13

rejection of this comparison.
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Figure 33: Coarse language in 2006’s Yakuza (1/2)



  As noted by Mullen, voice overs are a significant localisation strategy that can change the style 

of the final product (in PAX West, 2018, 46:40). Therefore, it could be argued that this strategy 

was a a deliberate attempt to erase traces of Japanesness in Yakuza. How was this new, modified 

cultural artefact received?  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Figure 34: Coarse language in 2006’s Yakuza (2/2)



III.3. Lessons from Localising Ryū Ga Gotoku 

  Yakuza’s GTA-like incarnation in the West received mixed reviews, described as ‘elementary 

school stage play-leveled Tarantino-parody-with-awkwardly-delivered-swears-and-one-liners script’ 

(Destructoid, 2017), and a game with a ‘forced hard-edge’ and ‘gangster posturing’ (GameSpot, 

2018, 7:37). SEGA’s response was to reinstate a Japanese voice track for the following instalment 

of the series (Mullen, in PAX West, 2018, 46:55), and to take a two-year break from international 

releases, focusing once again on the Japanese market by releasing the Japan-only historical spin-

off Ryū Ga Gotoku Kenzan! (2008, SEGA) (figure 35). 

 The late 2000s and early 2010s ushered a period of renewed positivity towards Japanese 

products with the advent of Cool Japan, a 2010 initiative by the Japanese government to develop 

Japan’s soft power through cultural and ideological means (Craig, 2017). This proved significant 

for video games, as the appeal of cultural products hinges heavily on the perception of its country 

of origin (Iwabuchi, 2002, p.27). By the early 2010s, many elements of Japanese language and 

culture had permeated through the gaming public (GameSpot, 2018, 14:04; Strichart, 2018, p.2); 

in line with these positive trends, SEGA transitioned towards a new localisation practice for the 

next Yakuza: transfiguration. As outlined by Pelletier-Gagnon (2011), transfiguration moves away 

from removing core cultural elements or from making them unrecognisable from their initial 

incarnation, as this can cause localisation issues and consumer disappointment. Instead, 
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Figure 35: The Japan-only Ryū Ga Gotoku Kenzan!



transfiguration is ‘explaining and integrating “cultural” differences represented both in a game's 

mechanics and fictional aspects rather than just erasing them’ (Pelletier-Gagnon, 2011, p,65). 

Successful transfiguration therefore mitigates iwakan (違和感, ‘Sense of Incongruity’) and ‘noise’, 

disconnects in communication occurring when games use ‘languages, cultures, and contexts that 

do not immediately make sense to all potential players’ (Consalvo, 2016, p.103). However, this 

subtle technique proved challenging in the face of Ryū Ga Gotoku’s cultural specificities.  

  Product covers, as customer-facing marketing tools, can be an ideal vector for transfiguration, 

’facilitating [a game’s] assimilation into the locale's regimes of value’ (Pelletier-Gagnon, 2011, p.

44). Accordingly, SEGA altered the cover of the franchise’s next instalment in the West, Yakuza 3 

(2010, SEGA) (figure 36). As highlighted by journalist Andrew Yoon (2010), this change resulted in 

an odd design choice and, more problematically, further obscured the game’s context:  

When we saw this box art for Yakuza 3 on GameFly, we sighed in relief. Thankfully, Sega 

has followed the time-honored legacy of making spectacularly terrible box art for the 

West. Amazingly, this new art manages to say even less about the game than its Japanese 

counterpart, neglecting to show any of the Japanese cityscape that made the game so 

compelling to its fanbase. More ridiculously, Kazuma Kiryu appears to have grown a 

goatee comprised exclusively of an ESRB rating.  

�35

Figure 36: Ryū Ga Gotoku 3’s Japanese box art (left), and its Western 
version (right)



  Negative coverage of Yakuza 3 continued as, two weeks away from the game release, SEGA 

announced that hostess clubs (figure 37) and quiz games had been cut from the Western version. 

SEGA stated that these elements would not be understood or resonate with Western players 

(Miller, 2010), and their removal would result in game that was ‘almost exactly the same, but with 

a little less trivia’ (RubyEclipse in Totilo, 2010). However, both critics and fans were quick to 

disagree and voice their disappointment at these adjustments. As explained by game journalist 

and Japanophile Brian Ashcraft, hostess clubs are an integral and important part of the modern, 

urban Japan depicted in Ryū Ga Gotoku, and a key part of the experience of playing Yakuza 3’s 

Japanese version (2010). Ashcraft concludes that this is a sign of SEGA misunderstanding and 

underestimating its Western consumers.  

 Indeed, through these attempts at transfiguration and smoothing iwakan, it could be argued that 

Yakuza went too far to divorce itself from Ryū Ga Gotoku, and therefore damaged its core cultural 

specificities. Sekaikan was severely affected through the removal of hostess clubs, a key 

component of a living and breathing Japanese city entertainment area, and the removal of the 

iconic locale from the cover. Kishōtenketsu was itself weakened by the removal of side activities 

allowing for exposure and storytelling outside of the main narrative, instead encouraging players 

to focus on the main quest. Finally, the removal of hostess clubs prevented players from accessing 

a unique window into the protagonist’s lighter side, and from the many dajare and kyōgen 

elements present in hostess interactions and substories. This is an unfortunate demonstration that, 
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Figure 37: Hostess club content from Ryū Ga Gotoku 3, removed for the 
Western release



as noted by Mullen, games rely on a particular alchemy, which disruption can severely affect the 

game’s final execution (in PAX West, 2018, 49:32). 

  Faced with backlash in the West, SEGA looked to the future with Yakuza 4 (2011, SEGA) and 

Yakuza 5 (2015, SEGA), opting to keep these Western iterations intact from their Japanese 

counterparts. However, damage was already done; although Yakuza 4 was well received critically 

(GameSpot, 2018, 16:01), its relatively low sales lead to a digital-only release for Yakuza 5’s 

(Mullen, 2018, 47:50), made possible solely through a platform-exclusivity deal with Sony, and 

released with a three-year delay (GameSpot, 2018, 19:10). Was there any future for Yakuza in the 

West, and for a better handling of its cultural specificities? 

�37



III.4. Relaunching Yakuza in the West  

  An initial pitfall to SEGA’s approach to localisation can be observed by examining 

‘glocalisation’ (global localisation), a framework proposed by sociologist and globalisation theorist 

Roland Robertson in 1995. Like localisation, glocalisation involves variables such as culture, 

language, or ethnicity but, significantly, also argues that the local should not be seen in distinction 

to the global; instead they should be mutually constitutive (Robertson, 1995; Consalvo, 2006). 

This is supported by researcher Aphra Kerr, for whom the key to successful glocalisation is 

‘knowing what to keep, and how much of it’ (2017, p.126). 

  A useful point of reference offered by Consalvo is to consider localisation staff as cultural 

brokers, whose task is to ‘navigate and mediate across different cultures to determine how best to 

keep or change products as they travel’ (2016, p.214). In this role, localisers should effectively re-

author the game by making its culturally-specific elements not just understandable but, crucially, 

enjoyable (pp.104-105; p.123). This allows localisers to take localisation one step further from the 

simple noise-mitigation of transfiguration, and to create ’harmony from the noise or discordance 

of another language and another culture’ (p.126). This process is similar to Iwabuchi’s 

‘transculturation’ (2002, p.40), which, instead of simply adding ‘odour’ as recognisable elements 

from the country of origin, makes a product ‘fragrant’ and desirable in the targeted country 

because the perceived differences are understandable and enjoyable in a new, localised way. 
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Figure 38: Yakuza 0, Atlus USA’s first localisation for SEGA



  In 2013, through the purchase of Index Corporation, SEGA acquired publisher and localiser Atlus 

USA (Reilly, 2013), a subsidiary of Japanese developer Atlus. Atlus USA, boasting a lengthy and 

well-received catalogue of Japanese games localisations (Wallace, 2013), was known for its focus 

on keeping localisations ‘as authentic as possible’ (Namba, 2015), a key feature of cultural 

broking. For Mullen, the acquisition of Atlus USA was a ‘game-changer’, and more meaningful 

than a simple manpower change (in PAX West, 2018, 48:35). Indeed, Atlus USA had a significant 

impact on Ryū Ga Gotoku, taking over its localisation from Yakuza 0 (2017, SEGA) (figure 38), soon 

followed by Yakuza Kiwami (2017, SEGA), and Yakuza 6 (SEGA, 2018) (Wawro, 2018). While the 

impact of Atlus USA on the franchise is best exemplified through Yakuza 0, special mention should 

firstly be made of their work on Yakuza Kiwami due to its particular nature as a remaster of the first 

game in the franchise. 

  As confirmed by Mullen, Yakuza Kiwami was fully retranslated by Atlus USA (in PAX West, 2018, 

24:54), by a team specifically comprised of ‘people who understand Japanese culture’ (in PAX 

West, 2018, 37.25). Indeed, the retranslation and subsequent localisation were more faithful to the 

Japanese original text (figures 39 and 40), removing traces of the forced coarse language 

illustrated earlier (see figures 33 and 34, pp.32-33, for comparison).  
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Figure 39: Reworked dialogue for Yakuza Kiwami (1/2)



  Further illustrating the subtleties of Atlus USA’s new localisation, special care was given to 

transcribe the characters’ dialects, another element of cultural broking for Consalvo (2016, p.126). 

Unlike the original translation, which used a blanket English, Kiryu’s kantō-ben (関東弁, standard 

Japanese from the Kantō/Tokyo region) is transcribed in standard, smooth English, while Majima’s 

kansai-ben (関⻄西弁, more informal and expressive Japanese dialect from the Kansai/Osaka region) 

is transcribed using a markedly looser, less formal speech. This practice would be followed 

throughout subsequent entries .  14

  Beyond text, Consalvo suggests that cultural brokers’ aim should be to create ’a fully realized 

instantiation of the game that takes it in further directions, occasionally even looping back into the 

original’ (2016, pp.147-148). This is echoed by Pelletier-Gagnon, who considers that a successful 

localisation can only occur when leveraging the original product’s regime of values (2011). This 

strategy is best illustrated in 2015’s Yakuza 0, where Atlus USA’s role as cultural brokers is evident 

in their treatment of a core element of Ryū Ga Gotoku: Japanese humour. This is a significant 

factor as appropriate localisation of puns and humour is a key part of cultural broking (Carlson and 

Corliss, 2011; Consalvo, 2016, p.62), and triggering similar reactions in both original and localised 

versions is ‘localization doing its best work’ (Mullen, in PAX West, 2018, 5.25).  

 This is illustrated in Yakuza Kiwami 2, with a character switching between the two dialects on a situational 14

basis - both in Japanese and, significantly, in the English localisation.
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Figure 40: Reworked dialogue for Yakuza Kiwami (2/2)



Mullen expands his argument by explaining that:  

Localization is not just about telling people what was originally said in Japanese but it is 

more than that - it's about building emotion, it's about having our users react the same 

way as you would to the original content; you can't really do that when you just translate. 

(in PAX West, 2018, 4:47) 

  To illustrate this technique, Strichart (2018, p.1) circles back to the Japanese dajare present in the 

substory ‘Disciple of the New Order’ (see figure 21, p.22), showing its localisation as a new, 

English pun (figure 41). Using analogous wordplay and lighthearted humour, localisation is 

therefore able to trigger a similar reaction by creating a new experience based on the original 

version.   

  As a direct result of these endeavours, Yakuza 0 was a critical success in the West, credited for 

relaunching interest in the franchise and inciting SEGA to localise more entries (Frank, 2018). As 

described by GameSpot: 

Yakuza 0 served as the series’ long-overdue coming-out party, bolstered by a new yet 

experienced localisation team, and felt like a reboot from the way the Yakuza series would 

be treated in the West from this point on.  

(2018, 22:00)  
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Figure 41: English localisation of the infamous ‘futon ga futtonda’ dajare



  The positive Western reception of Yakuza 0 and other Atlus USA-localised games prompted 

SEGA to credit these new localisations as the key factor behind growth in Western markets 

(SEGASammy, 2018, p.49) . Indeed, SEGA’s continued focus on localisation led Yakuza 6  (SEGA, 15

2018) (figure 42), the latest entry in Ryū Ga Gotoku, to become the best-selling Yakuza entry in the 

west (Nash, 2018). If the percentage of global versus local sales is the measure of a successful 

global policy, as suggested by Kerr (2017, p.20), Yakuza 6 also indicates success, with Nagoshi 

officially confirming that Western sales are now on par with Japanese sales (2018). 

   For John Clark, SEGA Europe Publishing’s Executive Vice President, the key to Yakuza’s newly 

found success is retaining its Japanese essence, and ensuring the game is ‘not being changed for 

the Western market’ (2018). Nagoshi echoes this belief, stating that: 

Ryū Ga Gotoku’s concept cannot and should not be changed, because it helps us maintain 

a unique profile. I find it ironic because that's what pushed sales abroad.  

(in Archipel, 18:25) 

  Through a localisation strategy based on cultural broking, Ryū Ga Gotoku was able to retain its 

unique concept and cultural specificities. However, crucially, it was also able to become a new, 

meaningful experience for Western players, consistent with the ‘unique profile’ of the original 

version, making Ryū Ga Gotoku a truly global Japanese game.  

 As noted by culturalisation strategist Kate Edwards this trend is in fact global, with localisation 15

representing around fifty percent of total industry revenue as of 2017, and still growing (2017, 6:48).
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Figure 42: Yakuza 6 showed how far the series had come in the West



CONCLUSION 
  As cultural artefacts, video games are shaped by their cultural context, including their industry’s 

history and actors. This thesis firstly examined the Japanese gaming industry’s unique post-World 

War II background, a socio-economic period of rapid growth and talent inflow from the adjacent 

entertainment and electronics industries. As the industry and its products matured in scope and 

complexity, Japanese developers cultivated unique design practices weaving key Japanese 

cultural specificities into their games. Their world-building techniques used the blueprint of 

sekaikan, a consistent world-view based on atmosphere. Narratives were constructed around 

kishōtenketsu, the Asian four-act storytelling structure relying on exposition and non-sequitur 

narratives. Finally, capitalising on a history of playful entertainment, developers made heavy use of 

typical Japanese forms of humour such as dajare (wordplay) or kyōgen (slapstick).  

  This thesis then analysed Ryū Ga Gotoku to ground these findings and demonstrate the use of 

these cultural specificities. Created by a team of experienced Japanese developers, Ryū Ga 

Gotoku was developed as a game solely for the Japanese audience, a decision illustrated by its 

thematic roots in Yakuza Eiga. To develop its iconic locales, Ryū Ga Gotoku made extensive use of 

sekaikan, creating consistent and atmospheric locales and in-game activities. Kishōtenketsu was 

also used to generate key exposure pertaining to the protagonists’ characters, and to create 

meaningful non-sequitur narrative segments. Furthermore, Ryū Ga Gotoku was shown to make 

heavy use of humour such as darjare and kyōgen, used to balance the game’s darker elements 

and characterisations, and to introduce comic relief. 

  Ryū Ga Gotoku was subsequently released in the West in 2006 as Yakuza, but this export proved 

challenging. Growing hostility towards Japanese games, viewed as outdated and lacking in global 

focus, found echo in contemporary localisation theories, perceiving Japaneseness in cultural 

products as unappealing. This led Yakuza’s initial localisation to erase or heavily modify its 

Japaneseness without understanding its context, including a title translation that ignored key 

subtext, and dubbing that replaced the game’s original tone with Western, hard-edged coarse 

language. Following negative critical reception, but bolstered by renewed enthusiasm for 

Japanese culture, SEGA moved towards transculturation, attempting to harmonise Japanese 

cultural specificities instead of drastically altering them. However, failure to identify and preserve 
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Ryū Ga Gotoku’s key cultural specificities made this endeavour unsuccessful and highly unpopular 

with both critics and consumers, causing further decline of the series in the West. Following the 

acquisition of Atlus USA in 2013, SEGA finally moved towards glocalisation and localisation as 

cultural broking. Leaning on Atlus USA’s experience with successful Japanese localisations, new 

iterations of Yakuza kept their voice tracks, and were reworked to preserve the original tone and 

language subtleties. Further care was given to preserve Japanese cultural specificities by keeping 

content intact, only modifying it to create new experiences for Western players based on the 

original tone and developer intent, as illustrated by localising dajare into English puns. These 

endeavours proved successful and the franchise benefited from newfound critical and commercial 

success in the West, culminating in sales for Yakuza 6, the latest entry in the franchise, being on 

par with Japan’s. 

  As this thesis has shown, games are cultural artefacts that will carry heavy influences from their 

own culture. Ryū Ga Gotoku, as a Japanese franchise, does indeed reflect several cultural 

specificities of Japan. This can make the transition from local to global distribution challenging 

since, as illustrated by Ryū Ga Gotoku’s journey into the West, not all localisation approaches will 

be successful. However, this thesis has shown that careful consideration and handling of a game’s 

key cultural specificities enables it to keep its ‘fragrance’ without sacrificing its essence. By acting 

as cultural brokers, localisers can therefore allow a game to resonate globally, allowing for a 

successful transition from local to global. 

  While not in the scope of this thesis, other avenues of research could bring further insight into 

this analysis. This work has focused on several key cultural influences on Japanese developers but 

also acknowledges that they are not unique or exhaustive, and that developers may voluntarily or 

involuntarily omit more pervasive aspects of Japanese culture such as traditional beliefs (Shinto, 

Confucianism) or societal influences (patriarchal society, ageing population, etc.). Furthermore, 

other Japanese franchises, or perhaps genres, could be examined to show whether this work’s 

findings apply to other Japanese video games. It could also be insightful to explore how countries 

other than Japan transition culturally-local games to a global market and, should different 

localisation approaches work, what conclusions can be drawn from this. Finally, in light of the 

strong identity and cultural specificities of the Japanese gaming industry, an insightful contrast 

could be drawn by analysing how Western games are localised for Japan. 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