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        Page xvi →Page 1 →Introduction
        Beyond 8-bit

      
      
        “It was inevitable that Nintendo’s Family Computer would replace the anime boom. With real games, more people could participate in the stories and probably derive a little more satisfaction from them, too.”

        —Miyazaki Hayao, Director of My Neighbor Totoro

      

      When legendary Japanese animator Miyazaki Hayao made this statement in a 1988 lecture titled “The State of Japanese Film” (Nippon eiga no genzai), video games had already begun to transform the global imagination (1996, 83). Certainly, they were about to transform my own life. It was within a few years of Miyazaki’s lecture that I would receive my very first home video game system as a Hanukkah gift—a used Nintendo Entertainment System (NES, or Family Computer / Famicom in Japan) with two controllers. Unwrapping a separate gift box revealed the game cartridge I had been dying to play, Captain Planet and the Planeteers (Chris Gray Enterprises, 1991), based on my beloved Saturday morning cartoon show. I simply could not wait to fly through the levels as Captain Planet and bring pollution down to zero. What I had not known was that Captain Planet himself would only be summoned in the second level of the game. To get to that point, I would first need to pilot the teenage Planeteers’ Eco-Jet to an enemy base while shooting hostile ships and avoiding traps. This horizontal side-scrolling section proved so punishingly difficult that Page 2 →I could not beat the first stage. My excitement quickly turned to heartache as I lost count of the number of times I died and was forced to restart the entire frustrating sequence from the beginning. Controllers may have been thrown. In the end, I never was able to take control of our planetary savior. Evidently, the Captain’s oft-shouted catchphrase, “The power is yours!” did not apply to me.

      Instead, it was Nintendo’s own classic puzzle game Dr. Mario (1990), which had been bundled with my system as an afterthought, that provided me with the most meaningful and long-lasting enjoyment. As I played the two-player versus mode sitting next to my mother, the two of us would compete to see who could clear the stage the fastest by lining up the colored pills and eliminating the cartoon viruses as they danced mockingly onscreen. The game was not only fun, but the repetitive and slightly frantic puzzle gameplay proved to be paradoxically relaxing and provided a great method for alleviating stress. By the end of a Dr. Mario play session, my mother had forgotten her stressors from that day at the university hospital, and I too was no longer as bothered by what had transpired at school.

      Video games have come a long way from the primitive 8-bit color graphics that transfixed me in front of my living room television set. Today, they are among the most powerful global entertainment industries, capturing the dollars, hours, and cultural recognition of people across the world. Global sales of video games are forecasted to generate over USD 218 billion by 2024, rivaling global box office and publishing industries (Wijman 2021). Equally staggering are the estimated three billion hours of personal time players collectively invest in virtual gaming worlds every week (McGonigal 2011, 27). This is to say nothing of the powerful cultural capital of video game characters. According to a 2009 survey conducted by the Davie-Brown Celebrity Index, an over forty-year-old Japanese gaming character Pac-Man (Namco, 1980) is more famous than Hollywood superstar Ben Affleck, with a 94% recognition rating among American consumers (Mircovich 2008).

      Video games are also a big deal in Japan where they are deeply integrated into daily life: each year, over 260,000 players and fans attend the annual Tokyo Game Show; Wi-Fi hotspots in Tokyo’s Akihabara electronics district allow passersby to download limited-edition content for their favorite portable games; Mario and Luigi appear on video quiz shows regularly broadcast throughout Tokyo subway cars; and the interactive urinal video game Toylets (2011), developed by Sega, even lets men compete in various mini games based on the volume and intensity of their pee.

      While any of these points could serve as a call to take video games Page 3 →seriously, well, except for that last one, the reasons why I study games are mostly humanistic. To my mind, the necessity to critically analyze video games comes not solely from the money, time, or cultural impact they generate, but also from the ways they allow for the virtual experience of the highs and lows of the human condition. In the three decades since receiving that original NES, I have played hundreds, if not thousands, of different video games from various countries and owned nearly every major home console system available. Yet, the focus of this book remains inextricably linked to that cathartic childhood experience of playing Dr. Mario with my mom. Toward a Gameic World examines Japanese-designed video games in terms of how they engage with some of Japan’s biggest social and personal issues, including traumas, such as natural disasters; a declining birthrate and aging population; nuclear proliferation; and youth social withdrawal. This book asks what some of the positive benefits are of working through a site of trauma from within a video game, and how games enhance and expand our understanding of these issues for the uninitiated.

      Video games are important not only as cultural phenomena, but because, as media, they comment profoundly on the human condition while finding engaging ways to implicate their users in fringe scenarios. I approach these larger research themes by investigating four games, each of which deals with a different social issue or trauma important in contemporary Japan. I also pay attention to the mediological ways that hallmarks of Japanese game design might simulate and let players “experience” new and different social situations, encourage them to reflect on their lives and values along the way, and, just maybe, apply what they have learned outside the game to enrich their everyday lives.

      
        Terms and Parameters

        Throughout this book I make frequent use of the terms “Japanese video game” and “players.” In my usage, “Japanese” is meant to identify those games that were originally designed in Japan by domestic development teams. “Players” are therefore understood to be, first and foremost, domestic Japanese players implicated in the very social issues and traumas the games analyzed herein simulate. However, my analyses frequently lead me to comment on how a piece of software might provide different and engaging empathetic experiences that generalize across existing player stratifications of race, gender, nation, and culture. After all, three of the Page 4 →games I discuss in this book: Disaster Report, Catherine, and The World Ends with You were subsequently fully localized in English and released in North America and Europe, sometimes with subtle changes to the graphics or in-game text. The remaining game, Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain, saw a simultaneous worldwide release. Typologies, like “Japanese” or “Western,” quickly become problematic when discussing how most contemporary games function within a system of “global ownership” and are born from the transnational nature of contemporary studio development (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2009, xxix). Martin Picard (2013) argues that the Japanese video game industry itself emerged within a context of “importation” and “cloning” of American arcade games and hardware technology. We cannot deny these industry interconnections. Indeed, even the Japanese word terebi gēmu (lit. television game), coined in 1977, and its more recent equivalent terebi gēmu (video game), evidence an interplay between Japanese- and English-language discourses.

        To what extent, then, should a game be considered “Japanese” if it already exists within a globalized context, incorporating a physics engine developed in Europe, or motion captured performances by Hollywood actors? Such categorizations are undeniably slippery. As a volume like Mark J. P. Wolf’s Video Games Around the World (2015) makes clear, just as transnationality de-centers certain aspects of game analysis, so too does it simultaneously re-entrench certain discourses of cultural specificity around Japanese game companies, software developers, or players themselves. The preconception that certain video games are distinctly “Japanese” continues to influence discussions among game studies scholars, members of the gaming press, and players themselves. Not all games developed in Japan are localized for audiences abroad, and many successful games and game genres developed outside of Japan struggle to find an audience once they enter the country. Whether or not this Japanese-Western binary is practical remains a topic open for debate. Yet, video games continue to be developed and marketed for “Japanese” or “North American” audiences and celebrated or derided based on their “Eastern” or “Western” design sensibilities. This is often the case when evaluating varieties of games thought to have originated in Japan, such as dating simulation games, or a Japanese spin on an established genre, such as a “Japanese role-playing game” or “JRPG” like The World Ends with You. Here, the tacit implication is that the games developed in Japan are beholden to a set of recognizable visual tropes, narrative patterns, genre design expectations, or play styles divergent from those developed in the West. This is similar to how Japanese psychiatrist and cultural critic Saitō Page 5 →Tamaki (2011) differentiates manga (Japanese print comics) from their North American counterparts in terms of the high context of manga code systems that make it easy for Japanese readers to discern content, genre, and authorship, even from a single panel. These recognizable onomatopoeia, panel layout, and character forms are combined to signal distinct genres of manga and allow for quick and easy absorption if a reader is conversant with the techniques on display (148). The same can be said for some of the aesthetic, narrative, and gameplay techniques common to Japanese games.

        In discussing video games from Japan, my goal is not to dwell on a sense of cultural or technological determinism, yet I do wish to highlight some key game design features that Japanese creators develop and employ to increase player engagement. While these mechanisms of emotion are not found solely in Japanese video games, they are used more frequently and in different configurations to engage players around social and personal issues important to Japan. Thus, I maintain that there remain some advantages to thinking critically through differences in design practices and narrative content in order to highlight the various ways Japanese games might delight or surprise players while encouraging them to think about their own historical, political, or cultural positionality.

        What is a video game? There are many definitions of what it means to play a game. For Johan Huizinga (1955), playing a game is a free and voluntary act that famously occurs in a “magic circle”—a bounded space set apart from “ordinary” or “real” life (8). For game designer and researcher Jane McGonigal (2011), games must involve goals, rules, feedback, and voluntary instances of play (21). For media theorist Bernard Suits (1978), “playing a game is the voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles” (41). And, for contemporary games theorist Brian Upton (2015), play is “free movement with a system of constraints” (15). In this book I am using a purposefully broad definition of video game play as any game interacted with electronically by making choices and manipulating audio, visual, and textual content produced by a computer simulation on some form of a display.

        My reasoning is that today, video games might refer to an entire host of experiences, from visual novel games with limited interactivity, to participatory quizzes on social media platforms such as Facebook, to virtual reality or augmented reality applications. In each case, the technological interface, storytelling devices, or degree of interactivity and immersion might vary wildly, if it exists at all. The term video game becomes even more fraught when one adds modifiers such as “hardcore” or “casual” to Page 6 →denote differing levels of challenge, or “AAA” or “indie” to distinguish the size and budget of the development.

        The main video game case studies discussed in this book are all console games. This means that the game data is stored on physical discs or cartridges (or, increasingly, in the cloud) and played from inside or outside the home on a dedicated video game system. Most often, these systems, such as the Sony PlayStation 5 or Microsoft Xbox Series X are hooked up to a television and operated by manipulating joysticks and buttons on a wireless controller. However, other systems, like the Nintendo Switch or Nintendo DS are portable and allow players to take their games with them on the go. This book is intended for an English-language readership in Japanese studies and I therefore play and analyze the English-language versions of each game discussed. When linguistic, cultural, or game content differs and impacts my arguments, I draw on specifics from the original Japanese-language versions. My choice to analyze home console games for contemporary systems is also deliberate. While gaming popularity in Japan and elsewhere is now trending in favor of portable, mobile, and web-based gaming, for much of Japan’s near four-decade relationship with the medium, games were played in the home or in public arcade spaces, known in Japanese as “game centers.”

        The following story might be common knowledge, even for those who have never set foot in an arcade or blown into an NES cartridge to get it to boot up properly. It was the 1980s and the North American gaming industry stood on the brink of collapse due to an overabundance of lackluster software and cheap hardware from American companies like Atari, Coleco, and Magnavox (Donovan 2010, 153). Then, like a ray of hope, an Italian plumber emerged from a green pipe. Classic Japanese-made arcade games, such as Space Invaders (Taito, 1978) and Pac-Man, and later home games like Super Mario Bros. (Nintendo, 1985), rejuvenated and revitalized a dying industry, particularly in terms of the narrative and character potential of games as a burgeoning artistic medium. This same market downturn did not occur in the same way in Japan, where arcades are still very much alive today unlike their North American counterparts. In fact, Japanese game researchers Uemura Masayuki (also the lead designer behind the Nintendo Family Computer), Hosoi Kōichi, and Nakamura Akinori (2013) position home game systems (kateiyō gēmuki), like the Nintendo Famicom or Family Computer, and not arcades, as responsible for this video game boom in Japan in the 1980s. They argue that the experiences offered by early game consoles and their software counteracted the reduction of free time, personal space, and close friends experienced Page 7 →by many Japanese youth of the day. Moreover, video games provided an integrated environment from which kids could play while simultaneously training their brain through in-game skills (16–17). This positive cognitive and cooperative aspect of gaming, coupled with the Family Computer’s relatively inexpensive price tag, and Nintendo’s tight quality and content control over the software released, ensured that Japanese parents could rest easy (deWinter 2015, 322). The original Famicom was marketed and received in Japan as a family friendly device that everyone in the house could enjoy together. This was a markedly different framing from how Nintendo of America’s “Entertainment System” was sold and received by parents in North America.

        Japanese players could have been training their brains by playing a game as recognizable and popular as Super Mario Bros. 3 (Nintendo, 1988). In an exciting twist on the classic gameplay, Mario can transform his appearance and gain new powerups when wearing special suits. One now famous suit is modeled on the real-life Japanese “raccoon dog” known as a tanuki. This “Tanooki Suit” gives Mario the ability to fly and a cute tail. Even better, holding the down arrow and B button on the controller enables Tanooki Mario to turn into a statue, causing enemies to walk right by him unseen. The game’s official instruction booklet reveals that Mario does not turn into just any statue but rather becomes a stone “Jizō Mario.” With his red bib and signature staff, Mario visually appropriates this well-known image of the bodhisattva protector of deceased children and travelers. This image can be seen in the actual statues of Jizō that dot temples and graveyards throughout Japan. Super Mario Bros. 3 shows that widely available console games have contained important cultural references for over three decades. Today’s complex console games simulate and reflect on social issues of importance to the Japanese people in even greater ways and thus provide players with new outlets to involve themselves in these issues and debates.

        In focusing my analyses on console games within the home, and AAA mass-market games specifically (that is, games developed by major publishers with comparatively high development and marketing budgets and widescale commercial releases), I am necessarily excluding entire categories of Japanese games. Some of these computer or mobile games, developed by small, independent teams, or amateur (dōjin) creators, contain potent social narratives and inventive experimental gameplay. But, as Super Mario Bros. 3’s Jizō Easter egg reveals, there is still much to learn from those games that are commercially available and accessible to the widest group of players. Due to their ubiquity, console games also allow us Page 8 →to imagine and forecast how some of the specifics of Japanese game design might influence or be influenced by the mechanics of emotional engagement from other entertainment media more broadly.

        The four key console games discussed in this book were all released from the early 2000s to the mid-2010s (2002 to 2015 specifically), at a time when the release of Microsoft’s original Xbox gaming console in 2001 reinvigorated interest in Western game development and PC gaming architecture. With a renewed focus towards online gaming and high-fidelity graphics, many outlets of games journalism posited that the age of Japanese dominance in the industry had come to an end. This sentiment was even echoed by notable Japanese designers themselves. Few can forget when Mega Man (Capcom, 1987) creator Inafune Keiji infamously declared, “Man, Japan is over. We’re done. Our game industry is finished” while walking the floor of the Tokyo Game Show in 2009 (Kohler 2012). As the games in the chapters ahead showcase, Japanese developers have never lost their touch and Japanese games are far from over. Instead, Japanese games have pioneered specific engagement strategies to capture players’ interest and engagement in ways not as reliant on high resolution graphics. Moreover, they have integrated these strategies into simulations that comment profoundly on the social, personal, and traumatic issues that shaped Japan through these very decades.

      
      
        Video Games and the Mediation of Trauma

        In recent years, a wealth of scientific, medical, and humanities research has begun to offer insights into the potential cognitive, therapeutic, and experiential benefits of using video games to engage with sites of trauma. This research can broadly be divided into those studies that address gamers as patients, who can be healed or rehabilitated through play, and those that regard gamers as future caregivers and global citizens, inculcated with empathy for or a more nuanced understanding of traumatic issues thanks to the games they play. The case studies in this book address both implications of gameic investigations of trauma.

        My childhood suspicion that Dr. Mario sessions might reduce stress has since been corroborated by scientific research. Studies at Oxford University in 2009 and 2010 revealed that pattern-matching puzzle games work to distract players from focusing on traumatic memories. These games force players to instead train their attention on tasks that require a high amount of visual processing (McGonigal 2015, 37). A virtual reality (VR) applicationPage 9 → developed by DeepStream called “Cool!” was designed with this principle in mind. It immerses burn victims in a snowy virtual environment in order to mitigate their chronic pain without medicine (Scott 2016, 62).

        A 2013 cover article in the medical journal Nature hails the benefits of “neurogaming,” or video games that can give practical neurological health benefits when applied to the treatment of diseases such as Alzheimer’s or dementia. The featured study compared the brain-imaging scans of elderly patients (aged sixty to eighty-five years old) before and after playing a simple racing video game on a smartphone. The result was that the video game promoted increased executive functioning (i.e., higher-level thinking skills), such as decision-making and multitasking, equivalent to the control group of untrained twenty-year-old participants. Furthermore, these gains persisted for six months following the play sessions (Anguera et al. 2013, 97). Other studies are investigating the effects of using the safe space of video game worlds to help those with PTSD cope with past traumas. When used in a controlled setting and supervised by a therapist, these gameplay sessions function as a successful form of exposure therapy (Murray 1997, 170–71). These are but a few of the real-world ways in which video games are already impacting the treatment of pain and trauma when used by clinicians. But what about benefits derived from the fuzzier conceptualizations of shared understanding, empathy, and emotional engagement with sites of sociocultural and personal trauma from the games we play?

        In her second book SuperBetter (2015), Jane McGonigal advocates that we envision our own life challenges as part of a grand video game that we control. Adopting this type of “gameful mindset,” she argues, is effective when managing difficult or stressful situations. Game developers themselves have equally become interested in using the medium to communicate traumatic issues through interactive frameworks. The amateur JRPG Seraphic Blue (2004) is an attempt by the designer Tempura (a pseudonym) to address issues of teenage depression and suicide in Japan (K. Ito 2007, 138). In America, husband and wife team Ryan and Amy Green developed a computer game named That Dragon, Cancer (Numinous Games, 2016) to cope with their young son Joel’s battle with terminal brain cancer (Tanz 2016). These games illustrate how the process of designing a piece of software can also become a working through of personal trauma for the developers who code and spend time with their virtual characters.

        Games like Seraphic Blue or That Dragon, Cancer might soon be subsumed under the nascent subgenre known as “empathy games.” The term was coined by Brazilian-born game designer Vander Caballero in referencePage 10 → to his own adventure game Papo & Yo (Minority, 2012) about the relationship between a young boy and a mercurial red monster. Caballero too encodes his own personal childhood trauma of growing up with an abusive alcoholic father into his game.

        Caballero advocates using the term empathy game to describe those experiences that eschew traditional gameic structures, such as power-ups, levels, and battles with menacing boss characters, in favor of getting players to empathize with the characters and inhabit their emotional lives. In a 2014 lecture on the subject, Caballero cites four main criteria for creating an empathy game: a personal story connected to an individual character; a metaphorical or magical realist approach to storytelling; “closure,” or an ending that neatly and quickly wraps up the game; and strong emotional beats that structure the narrative. Caballero appears to have had both artistic and commercial motivations in mind when coining this term. Frustrated by poor reviews of Papo & Yo, Caballero reasons that players were bound to be disappointed when a game designed around empathetic play did not conform to established industry or genre expectations. Thus, he now advocates that gamers and professional critics evaluate these non-traditional game experiences based on their affectivity (Caballero 2014).

        What all these examples illustrate is that there is much we can learn from a gameic exploration of trauma and recovery, whether from inside a medical lab, while developing a new game, or when playing an empathetic piece of software. Where I diverge from Caballero is that we need not separate out empathetically rich games from all the rest. Empathetic potential, cultural content, and engagement with social issues and trauma, be it from narrative and characters or related gameplay mechanics, can be found even within big-budget commercial games that may often be dismissed as escapist entertainment.

        As mentioned, the four games analyzed in this book date from the early 2000s to the mid-2010s. These years also represent an important period for Japan in terms of national trauma. In addition to the global effects of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, which underpin much of the fiction of chapter three’s Metal Gear Solid series, Japan saw its own share of domestic traumas during this period. Widely known, of course, is the 3.11 Triple Disaster (earthquake, tsunami, nuclear meltdown) of 2011 that informs the discussion of Disaster Report in chapter 1. Perhaps lesser known is the Akihabara Massacre of June 2008, where multiple victims were stabbed in Tokyo’s busy electronics district. In this case, the crime was perpetrated by an alienated young man who felt under extreme pressure from his parents to succeed in school and longed for more meaningfulPage 11 → human connections. Overtones of this tragedy can be found in my analysis of The World Ends with You in chapter 4.

        When discussing issues of trauma and recovery in games, I would be remiss not to acknowledge that the act of designing, playing, or publicly critiquing a game can also become a traumatic experience. Recently, the widely publicized harassment of U.S.-based female video game critics and designers during the “Gamergate” controversy of 2014 has shown that in the minds of many players, the term “gamer” is not inclusive of female, racialized, disabled, or LGBTQ players or their experiences (Nakamura 2009; Galbraith 2017). Japan has its own set of challenges regarding gameic representations of gender, sex, and sexuality as will be seen in chapter 2’s discussion of Catherine. Japanese video games are frequently targeted by non-Japanese journalists, bloggers, and feminist critics on social media for their seemingly highly eroticized, sexist portrayals of female characters.

        Equally inflammatory in games made both inside and outside of Japan are the misogynistic story tropes borrowed from literature and film, such as the “damsel in distress” mode that portrays female characters as feeble, lacking agency, and constantly in need of male rescue. When strong, “kickass” female characters do emerge in games, most often they have been designed by men and scripted to enact stereotypically hyper-masculine activities such as shooting and fighting enemies. Curiously, while manga and anime (Japanese animation) texts are replete with non-normative characters who serve to queer gender, sex, and sexuality, these same characters do not appear as frequently in Japanese video game media.

        As scholars of Japanese popular culture have shown, consumers may receive a host of positive benefits from identifying with a variety of characters, including problematic ones, who may not match the consumer’s own gender, sex, ethno-racial identity, or moral compass (Orbaugh 2010, 180). Moreover, these scholars have explored the ways that the apparent power valence of an image in, for example, anime, may be overturned when the entire narrative is taken into consideration (Napier 2001, 64–65). All four of the video games discussed in this book contain certain problematic elements, yet each contain equally thought-provoking gameplay elements to counterbalance the negative.

        My desire is not to turn a blind eye to the productive tensions that emerge from a blurring of the real and the virtual, nor is it to uncritically disavow the risks and problems associated with video games, their simulations, or their storytelling. Yet it is also not my desire to dwell on these shortcomings when valuable scholarship already problematizes our engagement with virtual worlds (Sicart 2009, 2013; Welsh 2016), or takes Page 12 →up larger debates about the medium’s representational practices on gender (Galbraith 2017; Ruberg 2019) or ethno-racial identity (Gray 2020, Nakamura 2009). Instead, my primary approach when discussing interactivity and trauma is to recuperate video games as a positive and beneficial tool for thinking about social issues and the human condition. As such, I frequently invoke scholars and game creators who are themselves champions of gaming and ambassadors for the medium, figures such as Kojima Hideo, Henry Jenkins, Jane McGonigal, and Janet Murray, among others. This group all shares an idea effectively articulated by Murray, “That computation offers a powerful new set of expressive affordances for the ancient human activity of storytelling” (2016, x). Put another way in the context of this book, video games have unique expressive potential for storytelling and simulation around social issues and traumas.

        While a focus on the aspirational aspects of games runs through this book’s chapters and case studies, several of these same thinkers noted above have themselves been critiqued for their optimism about the medium and its affordances. Janet Murray (2016) acknowledges this in an updated preface to her foundational Hamlet on the Holodeck. In it, she identifies how her book, originally published in 1997, became part of the foundational narratology/ludology debate within the field of game studies and how she received criticism for her book’s focus on the storytelling and expressive potential of simulations. In her own defense, Murray cautions us against isolating video games from other media. She writes, “While some would prefer to see games as abstract systems independent of the lifeworld and of the cultural and narrative dimensions of representation . . . others, myself included, believe that digital games can be understood in the same rich cultural frameworks as other works of the artistic imagination” (2016, xiii). The question is not whether Japanese games perfectly simulate social and personal issues or whether they function as ideal narrativizations of trauma, because of course they do not. A more useful question is in what ways can games elicit our engagement with these difficult situations and teach us valuable lessons about how to cultivate new kinds of narratives, including from literature and film, two “high-culture” forms that have occupied a central position in the focus of academic thinking about representation and trauma.

      
      
        How We Engage When Games Have Something to Say

        Like Janet Murray, media theorist Henry Jenkins (2007) sums up the creative and expressive potential of video games in the twenty-first centuryPage 13 → when he labels them a “new lively art, one as appropriate for the digital age as . . . earlier media were for the machine age” (23). If video games offer this new potential as an experiential, expressive medium for storytelling, then how exactly might they achieve this goal? This book aims not only to apprehend the complex social narratives of Japanese video games, but also to articulate the critical stakes of how their very mechanisms engage us as players.

        When discussing video games, it is tempting to rely on the axiom that the medium is uniquely equipped to affectively engage players owing to its interactive and immersive potential. As the argument goes, video games, with their divergent narrative paths, customizable characters, and multiple endings, must naturally be superior to all other “passive” forms of media consumption. This argument rarely gets us very far. As a scholar of modern Japanese literature and popular culture, I approach video games as texts to be played and analyzed as players interact with them. Today, the hallmarks of video game interactivity can often thought of as a natural extension of what cognitive grammar approaches to literature term “fictive simulation,” or the ways in which our mind actively anticipates and simulates the mental experiences of the conceptualizer in order to extract meaning from written texts (Harrison et al. 2014, 13). This theory suggests that reading literary texts, or watching films, is not nearly as “passive” as commonly thought.

        Games theorist James Newman (2002) argues that the activity or passivity of game engagement is reliant on the complex interplay between “On-Line” engagement, where the player is actively in control, and “Off-Line” engagement, where the player watches prerecorded audio visual elements over which they have little (or no) direct control, such as a cinematic video (or cutscene) interspersed between gameplay moments. Newman suggests that, rather than identifying with a particular character within the game world, players encounter games by “relating to everything within the gameworld simultaneously.” Smethurst and Craps (2015) agree with Newman’s take on the immersive totality of video games, but do allow for more “traditional” cognitive and emotional engagement responses within games, such as identification with a particular character, even if they relegate these moments to the off-line, noninteractive sections of a game (277).

        What is missing from the above binary approach to game engagement that casts players either as participants or as spectators are the cognitive and cultural templates players bring into stories that allow them to fluidly anticipate, interpret, and revise their assumptions while reading or viewingPage 14 → material that may be uncomfortable. Game studies scholars such as Janet Murray (1997, 110) and Brian Upton (2015, 227) both posit that our minds model fictional worlds regardless of the media form the content takes. The same process is happening, to a greater degree, in video games, where the system is partially modeled, but always awaiting player input. Players are also not as constrained by the boundaries of the authored text. While a reader or viewer has limited leeway for imagining what exists outside the written work or filmed diegesis, lest we enter the realm of fan fiction and derivative works, contemporary video games allow players to travel to many corners of a spatial story and promote change in meaningful ways. Extending this cognitive grammar approach to a discussion of games, it is perhaps not interactivity that is unique to game engagement, but rather influence, or how the game world changes in response to inputs from the player and how a player might in turn alter their play based on cues from a game.

        Throughout this book I discuss how games engage players. I take as my point of departure an argument made by games researcher Katherine Isbister (2016), that “games can actually play a powerful role in creating empathy and other strong, positive emotional experiences” (xvii). Isbister writes that our innate tendency as humans is to respond to immersive mediated social cues, such as the ones in video games, by grounding them in our own cognitive and emotional responses and thus tricking ourselves into regarding them as “real” lived social experiences, even when they are not (2016, 7–8). Her book length study highlights some of the ways game developers leverage forms of grounded cognition theory; from avatars that foster player engagement; to non-player characters who evoke intimacy and a real sense of connection for players; to character customization as a way to encourage players’ projection and attachment to the game’s events. For Isbister, the two main unique aspects of games that underpin this empathy and other emotional experiences are “choice” and “flow.” Isbister demonstrates that emotional power in games is rooted in choices with consequences, and that choice offers “players the chance to influence outcomes through their own efforts” (2016, 2). Meanwhile, flow theory is “the ease with which players can enter a pleasurable, optimal performance state” where they are suitably equipped to meet the game’s challenges but not overwhelmed or frustrated (2016, 4).

        As I use it in this book, “engagement” refers to a game’s capacity to evoke actual feelings of overcoming, guilt, complicity, or shared connection from a fictional experience of trauma. These real feelings of empathy for the needs and wants of diverse groups are difficult to cultivate in other Page 15 →cultural media and are rooted in the simulated choices that a player can make that influence a game. Where I locate my four main engagement strategies moving forward are in the design choices and technologies that reach beyond the confines of the medium to evoke these feelings and reflections within the lived social reality of the player. To the extent that choice and flow still structure empathetic engagement with video games, this book’s case studies build on the work of Isbister and others within a Japanese gaming context. In the Japanese games I discuss, choices are often difficult ones made in relation to socially relevant issues for Japan and tied to a player’s own subjectivity, while flow is purposefully disrupted through design choices aimed at forcing the player out of their comfort zone to interact with the game’s content in new and surprising ways.

        Choice and flow alone cannot create these emotional connections in a vacuum. While some scholars question whether games should even attempt to tell stories on par with literature and film (Frasca 2003; Bogost 2017), today’s video games unabashedly have strong narrative and emotional aspirations, not to mention cinematic ones. Owing to professionally acted and motion-captured characters, it can often be as fun to watch a console game being played these days as to control the action. Janet Murray (1997) has argued that “to play Mario Brothers or King’s Quest or Myst is to open ourselves to the vision of the shaping author in the same way we open ourselves to the author’s voice in a novel” (275). Yet, many video games are wholly unconcerned with telling stories, let alone making political or ethical statements. Dr. Mario is certainly a fun game, but the world-famous plumber turned physician has little meaningful to say about the affordability of prescription drugs for seniors. This lack of socially embedded content is understandable as early Japanese video games and systems were designed and marketed largely as children’s toys, including the original NES (Uemura, Hosoi, and Nakamura 2013, 223). Games have traditionally resisted explicit commentary about the world in a way that film and literature have not. Kojima Hideo, the celebrated creator of the Metal Gear Solid series that will be discussed in chapter 3, laments this lack of social engagement in video games. He states, “Now I don’t think you see many games that . . . [go] beyond just being an entertainment medium. I think that’s part of my role, part of my duty, to put in my games what I experience through movies” (Kojima 2014).

        While not all video games address real-world issues, the games examined in this book do. They were selected purposefully because they contain sustained socially relevant narratives (what I term “social narratives”) addressing specific social issues and traumas from twentieth-and twenty-firstPage 16 → century Japan. Contemporary Japanese video games, much akin to other pop culture media such as manga and anime, serve as useful reflections of the country, culture, or auteur from which they came. Much has been written in English- and Japanese-language scholarship about these complex and long-running debates on empathy, trauma, and “serious” narrative content within games. Yet the games discussed in this book do not neatly fit into these established analytical categories either in terms of their affective goals or the precise gameplay devices they employ.

        The four main games discussed in this book comment on sociocultural issues, including traumas, and as such they fit into the existing discourse on “persuasive games” that link real-world issues with virtual play. The games ostensibly resemble what Ian Bogost, Simon Ferrari, and Bobby Schweizer (2010) term “newsgames,” or small-scale and experimental gameic experiences “at the intersection of video games and journalism” (6). Bogost, Ferrari, and Schweizer divide these small-scale experimental games into categories meant to mirror traditional print journalism. There are “editorial” newsgames that present a clear authorial or political opinion, and “documentary” newsgames that investigate a real-world social event. These categories are instructive when Japanese games reference real-world issues, but many Japanese games often resist easy genre classification and do not fully fit into either category. For example, unlike editorial newsgames, the multiform narrative in Catherine does not attempt to persuade players with an “embedded bias” (Bogost, Ferrari, and Schweizer 2010, 6). Nor does Metal Gear Solid V provide an unadulterated and factual investigative documentary on a real event of global terrorism (2010, 6–7). In addition, the console games I discuss are anything but small-scale and experimental. They more closely resemble the commercially available entertainment games from which literary scholar and linguist James Paul Gee (2007) derives positive learning outcomes that can be easily deployed in the classroom.

        Bogost’s (2007) related classification of “serious games” provides the most productive overlap with the case studies in this book. Bogost categorizes serious games as those designed to “invoke, support, doubt, or debate [the] validity or desirability, or universality” of an existing situation (58). Bogost is interested in the persuasive and discursive power of video games when simulating how things work, something he terms “procedural rhetoric” (Bogost 2007, 3; Bogost, Ferrari, and Schweizer 2010, 6). However, here too, Bogost’s serious games emphasize a guiding ideological design, one where the rhetorical power of a game leads the player to specific value judgments. It is true that many games do function rhetorically as Bogost suggests. We can often see the rhetorical strings being pulled to inform Page 17 →the binary choices within story arcs where a player-controlled character must act stereotypically heroic or evil. Several of the games discussed in this book leave much of that ethical reasoning up to the player by presenting them with a variety of viewpoints and options. What’s more, the social narratives mediated through Japanese games often seem less interested in challenging a single established worldview. Instead, they often encourage meaningful moments of player self-reflexivity, metanarrative, and real-world congruence to promote player engagement. If Bogost’s serious games are about leading players to certain conclusions through rhetoric, the Japanese games in this book are about reflecting those ethical issues back on the player in her own lived social reality. And poking some fun at the form along the way.

        Even if every reader brings his or her own extratextual background to a given video game, it may still be easier to establish certain points of interpretive convergence and commonality among readers of a particular literary work, owing to the fixed nature of the text. It is likely impossible to speak with much certainty of how a particular video game might affect all users. This is particularly the case when a game’s multiform narrative is authored by each player’s individual choices, and two players from different sides of the globe could finish a game having experienced entirely different resolutions to the main challenges. Emotional engagement with a virtual world or virtual characters is incredibly complex, dependent on a variety of factors, and highly personalized.

        Ethnographies centering on the responses of real-life Japanese players are cited on occasion in this book, but such an approach is often necessarily limited in size and scope. Player opinions at times homogenize the plurality of narrative and emotional experiences, not to mention the more customizable aspects that define the medium, in order to distill a game down to one or two affective responses that may not exist for all players. Some games allow players to “live” as someone else at the character level. Others drop players into an emotional circumstance with which they may be entirely unaccustomed. Any engagement from a video game must be filtered first through a player’s own individual subjectivity. Yet, it is also undeniable that video games are a unique form of image-laden narrativization focused on and to some extent fully controlled by the player. When analyzing trauma and recovery in games, we must therefore remain attentive to the ways in which ludosis, or “meaning-making through playful action,” offers new possibilities when compared to semiosis, or meaning-making through decoding systems of signs or media representations (Mäyrä 2008, 19).

        Page 18 →While not reducible to the following three points, the discussions that lay ahead about gameic engagement tend to focus on the following ways that Japanese design offers heightened experiences of control, immersion, and identification with trauma. First, to borrow from Bogost, Ferrari, and Schweizer (2010), video games are at their core a simulative medium that models how things work (6). The games discussed in this book often model the life experiences of the downtrodden or marginalized and introduce players to these new states of being. To use the first chapter’s case study as an example, while films and novels can represent narrative and visual aspects of a natural disaster, a video game like Disaster Report can simulate, to a degree, what it might be like to experience an earthquake as a survivor on the ground and feel guilt or despair when caring for fellow victims.

        Second, the games discussed in this book force players to make difficult choices but tie the consequences of these choices to the player’s own identity and self-image outside the fiction. Games researcher Miguel Sicart (2013) writes that to “play” is to “inhabit a wiggle space of possibility in which we can express ourselves—our values, beliefs, and politics” (8–9). His description of “ethical gameplay” is useful in that it acknowledges video game design as ethically (and, I would add, culturally and politically) relevant (24). In ethical gameplay scenarios, players must navigate a game’s unique moral system, and this allows for the experience of “fringe themes” without risking their own moral integrity, which may in turn engender meaningful self-reflection “beyond the calculation of statistics and possibilities” (23–24).

        In chapter 2, I focus on one Japanese game capable of encouraging such critical self-reflection about intimacy in contemporary Japan. Anime scholar Susan Napier (2001), drawing on Laura Mulvey’s (2003) foundational article “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” and Paul Willemen’s (1994) “fourth look,” writes of a self-conscious “fifth look” that occurs when North American viewers watch anime. Napier attributes this to the “defamiliarizing aspects” of animated movement and the inclusion of obscure Japanese cultural references (242–43). While I wonder whether viewers of anime today still find the medium unfamiliar, I do feel we can locate clear examples of this fifth look when theorizing video game play. As an inherently active medium, video games require interaction between the scripted simulation authored by the game creators and the unique play styles of the user. Players therefore always exist in a liminal state both inside and outside of the game and many Japanese video games capitalize on this dual presence to cultivate self-referential metanarratives that Page 19 →prompt the real-life player to reflect on the actions of the player-character within the game.

        Third, the games in this book leverage design strategies and system technologies that allow the simulated experience to transcend the confines of the medium in the service of moving beyond para-social attachment to game narratives and their characters towards real-world change. In these instances, a game can become an experiential event within the lived reality of the player. In his case study of The Matrix as a media franchise, Henry Jenkins (2006) famously discusses the ways in which the central narrative is told across a variety of media, including films, home video, and video games (95). As I discuss in my third and fourth chapters, this sort of transmedia storytelling can take on a new form in contemporary video games. The story is no longer told across multiple media, per se, but instead is informed by actions that occur both inside and outside the game in different game modes and occasionally on different platforms. That video games can now reward players with in-game items, points, or upgraded skills for tasks performed in their everyday life is one of the most exciting recent developments in gameic engagement. These three areas are where I put the weight of my analytic discussions of how video games distinguish themselves from other representational media, and evoke actual feelings of overcoming, guilt, complicity, or shared connection from a fictional experience of trauma.

      
      
        Japanese Theories of Mediation and New Rules from Japanese Games

        This book’s goal is to contribute to scholarship that bridges the gap between Japanese popular culture studies and game studies by encouraging a dialogue centered around Japanese-designed video games and social issues. In English-language scholarship from North America and Europe, the nascent field of (video) game studies exists as a predominantly Western offshoot of media studies, complete with its own peer-reviewed journals (Game Studies, Games and Culture) and annual conferences dedicated to video game research (DiGRA; Game History Annual Symposium; Replaying Japan Conference). For a period, Japanese video games were often overlooked in the Western ludonarrative discussion entirely. Or, when Japanese works were mentioned in terms of their narrative and emotional potential, as is the case in Bogost’s (2007) discussion of “advergames” (i.e., games designed to advertise a specific product or service), Page 20 →they were largely dismissed as “fun and unusual specimens whose novelty and absurdity make up much of their charm” (187). Within Japanese-language scholarship on popular media as well, video game analysis often took a backseat to examinations of manga and anime. Today, Japanese media scholars such as Azuma Hiroki (2009, 39) and Itō Gō (2011, 76–78) argue persuasively not only for the centrality of video games alongside manga and anime within Japan’s transmedia ecosystem, but also for the ways in which game tempos and structures influence non-game media.

        This lack of research on Japanese games is now changing. Kyoto’s Ritsumeikan University operates its own Center for Game Studies (RCGS) research in Japan. Recent years have seen a growing number of media studies scholars produce monographs, journal articles, book chapters, organized panels, and theses on a wide range of topics related to Japanese gaming. These focus on issues such as gender and genre (Kim 2009), social capital (Dalisay et al. 2015), economies of power (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2009), affect (Anable 2018; Fisch 2015), and moral and ethical gameplay (Sicart 2009, 2013), among many others. An increasing amount of this scholarly output is now being undertaken outside of Japan by experts of modern Japanese literature, Japanese media cultures, and Japanese popular culture. These include noteworthy contributions on Japanese video games by Bolton 2009; Consalvo 2016; Galbraith 2017; Hemmann 2020; Hutchinson 2019; Lamarre 2018; Pelletier-Gagnon 2019; Picard 2013; Roth 2017; Steinberg 2015; and E. Taylor 2007, among many others. This list is not meant to be exhaustive. It also says nothing of the growing selection of non-academic monographs centering on specific game companies within Japan, such as Nintendo (Ryan 2011; Sheff 1994) or Sega (Harris 2014), or on larger histories of the Japanese game industry (Ashcraft and Snow 2008; Kohler 2016; Alt 2020).

        Stemming from my own background in modern Japanese literary and pop cultural studies, whenever possible, I cite research on video games conducted within Japan by Japanese scholars. This body of Japanese-language research on video games is situated somewhat differently than in North America. Early Japanese essays on video games, such as Nakazawa Shin’ichi’s “The Game Freaks Who Play With Bugs” (1984, trans. 2015), focused on particular games and gameplay practices and mapped these onto larger social phenomena within pop cultural consumption in Japan. While not to dismiss those researchers who analyze the popularity of social gaming in Japan (Nakayama 2012) or provide a history of Japanese games (Sayawaka 2012; Tane 2011), many Japanese scholars writing about Page 21 →video games today follow the same intellectual trajectory of Nakazawa. This mode of address has some overlaps with North American critical theory, poststructuralist theory, and cultural studies.

        Media studies scholar Tom Looser writes that “if there is a distinguishing characteristic that defines media studies in Japan (as elsewhere), it has been a concern with the practical technologies that govern our everyday relation to the world” (2017, 351). As everyday life becomes more mediated by new technological modes of consumption, Looser observes within Japanese media studies a shift from parsing relations between media and culture (what might be labeled “cultural criticism” or bunka hyōron) toward relations between media and humanity more broadly (2017, 354, 356).

        This approach that reads video games not simply as a prism for apprehending larger sociocultural issues in contemporary Japan, but as tools that potentially shape a player’s affectivity and humanity is a central focus of this book. This perspective contrasts at times with Western media studies scholarship on games that might focus on the larger technological infrastructure of games from a computer science approach; analyze industry issues related to transnational distribution and localization (Consalvo 2016; Iwabuchi 2004); or theorize the concept of play (Huizinga 1955; Juul 2009; Upton 2015). To this end, in the chapters that follow, I draw heavily on the work of several Japanese theorists of mediation: namely, Azuma Hiroki (2007, 2009), Ōtsuka Eiji (2010, 2013), Saitō Tamaki (2011, 2013), and Uno Tsunehiro (2008, 2015), among others. These scholars are in active dialogue with each other and weave game analyses into their larger commentaries about Japanese media, society, and culture.

        Ōtsuka Eiji (2003) first formulated his theory of manga-anime realism in relation to the early works of Japan’s “God of Manga” Tezuka Osamu (1928–1989). As Ōtsuka discusses in his book Kyarakutā shōsetsu no tsukurikata (How to Make Character Novels), Tezuka was among the first manga artists to endow his plucky, childlike characters with a sense of mortality in early stories such as Chiteikoku no kaijin (1948, The Mysterious Underground Men, 2013). In these manga, corporeal harm manifested as visual signs when comic characters were injured, bled, or ultimately died—something shocking and revolutionary for a generation of Japanese children in the 1950s (Ōtsuka 2013, 273–75). For Ōtsuka, video game realism is at odds with the finality of these manga stories. While game characters are still flesh and blood, so to speak, the possibility of a reset button undercuts the narrative stakes and dramatic tension of the mediated experience. This becomes even more pronounced during multiform narratives that alter Page 22 →the pace and trajectory of the overarching story based on the choices of individual players.

        Azuma’s (2007) project on “gameic realism” (gēmuteki riarizumu) is a response to Ōtsuka’s theories about the realism he sees as characteristic of manga and anime texts. Azuma shows that the prevalence of the “reset” button or the “replay” button in certain narratological structures has in fact permeated subgenres of literature, such as light novels and dating simulation games. Where Ōtsuka regards this as detrimental to narrative stakes, Azuma’s gameic realism is about expressing the experience of playing games—that is, the negotiation of control between the player and the simulation—in a novel or novel-like game.

        To take this argument one step further, the act of consuming these narratives becomes akin to playing a “grand game” (Uno 2015, 132). As otaku (Japanese consumers who indulge in manga, anime, games and their related subcultures) freely take characters from copyrighted works and relocate them into new fan stories or settings of their own creation, these fictional characters begin to function in a metafictional capacity, inspiring their own new and unique creative works. As otaku fans freely remix and reimagine these new narrative and character possibilities in amateur or derivative works, the consumptive practice becomes highly interactive. Individual characters are frequently inserted into new contexts and this generative and creative process of consumption on the part of otaku begins to look a lot like proto-video game play. This is the case whether the original work to which a character belongs is a video game property or not.

        Cultural critics Saitō Tamaki (2011, 2013) and Uno Tsunehiro (2008, 2015) are invested in this very process of otaku narrative and cultural consumption. Their research is motivated by how otaku consumers relate to the representational images they consume, be it sexually, generationally, or affectively. For Saitō and Uno, the divisions between authentic and mediated representation crystalizes within manga, anime, and game texts as these are the sites of consumption where this “reality” is expressed, remixed, and affective meaning is created for otaku.

        When describing the various new rules of engagement from Japanese video games in this book, I frequently borrow Azuma’s term “gameic” (gēmuteki), even when “ludic,” a Latin word denoting games with social rules that have a clear winner and loser, is more commonly used in game studies scholarship today (Frasca 2003, 229–30). My use of this Japanese term is intentional. Azuma’s contention is that game-like structures permeate a variety of media forms, most notably literature. My contention Page 23 →is that game structures can permeate a variety of real-life experiences of players and evoke actual feelings of overcoming, guilt, complicity, or shared connection. If virtual reality is another, separate reality created by computers, and augmented reality is a superimposing of computer-generated content onto the real world, then the gameic realities discussed in this book are a comingling of the lived every day and simulated extraordinary where game content becomes the experiential event that blends the two.

        Uno Tsunehiro (2015) writes of Japanese game series like Pokémon (Nintendo) and Monster Hunter (Capcom) as attempts to “game-ify” the interpersonal relations required by everyday life. However, gameic engagement as I use it is not simply an attempt to fictionalize our real world or turn it into a game. Uno writes of how urban spaces have been repurposed as “arenas for monster trainers or hunting grounds for teams of hunters” (2015, 125); but how best to describe the impact of a game that directly solicits the emotional response of the player to its ethical choices? Or a game that prompts the player to turn it off entirely and gain experience points by going about their everyday life? These are some of the questions posed by the games discussed in this book.

        Video games, as players interact with them, encourage new and varied forms of engagement, with scenarios that may not be contained within the original medium itself. It is my hope that the gameic explorations of social issues and trauma in this book capture some of the tensions that emerge at the boundaries of virtual reality, augmented reality, and gamification. Where this book builds on the existing work of Japanese theorists of mediation is in offering four strategies of limited, distanced, external, and connective engagement that inform gameic representations of trauma. These strategies have roots in the work of all the Japanese theorists I mention. They are not mutually exclusive but indeed co-present in each of the games under consideration, particularly when simulating victimhood or ethically embedding experiential events within the lives of players. These engagements are at the heart of this book, and it is here that I hope Toward a Gameic World contributes most to the growing field of scholarship on Japanese video games.

      
      
        The Levels Ahead

        It’s dangerous to go alone! Take this outline. Each of the four chapters ahead features an in-depth analysis of a single socially relevant game Page 24 →from Japan and an accompanying discussion of how that game’s specific engagement strategies convey its mediation of trauma. Chapter 1 analyzes the first video game in the Disaster Report (Irem, 2002) series for PlayStation 2 against the backdrop of the 2011 Tōhoku earthquake and tsunami. In the game, success requires the continual awareness of how to survive “physically,” by searching for fresh water, crafting survival items, practicing earthquake preparedness drills, and caring for other computer-controlled survivors. I ask whether experiencing a virtual earthquake in this way within a game might help players better empathize with the plight of disaster victims by making visible the marginal voices and narratives of survival often erased under the collective rhetoric of national trauma. This is explored in relation to disaster photography and artistic representations of the 3.11 Triple Disaster. I suggest that the game’s narrative rejects governmental rhetoric about nuclear energy and that its gameplay mechanics utilize what I term “limited engagement,” or a form of simulated weakness in order to make victimhood an experiential event onscreen. I suggest that by the game’s end, players of Disaster Report experience a newfound sense of connection with simulated photographic images of mass catastrophe owing to the “virtual memories” generated by their time spent playing the game and working through the survival experience. This emotional engagement inscribes players’ own actions on the simulation, making it more difficult to subsume these images into a generalized account of natural disaster trauma.

        Chapter 2 turns its attention to subconscious anxieties and nightmares by discussing the politics of marriage and childbirth in the action-puzzle game Catherine (Atlus, 2011) for PlayStation 3. This game takes up what we might call a trauma of intimacy stemming from Japan’s widely publicized social issue of a declining birthrate and aging population. The game’s analysis unfolds through an examination of its narrative, characters, and gameplay mechanics, coupled with national fertility survey data from Japan. Catherine subverts, though does not fix, the hyper-masculine characters and heteronormative gender tropes of many Japanese video games by offering a more nuanced vision of intimacy and “adulting” in contemporary Japan. What makes Catherine fun to play are the unique metanarrative and intellectual techniques integrated into the gameplay. I coin the term “distanced engagement” to discuss how the player is encouraged to critically self-reflect on both the game scenario and their role as a player/character by answering polls about their own views on dating and relationships in order to progress through the game. It is through this online indexing of player survey data and the game’s own branching metanarrativePage 25 → and multiple endings that Catherine encourages players to evaluate what they desire in love and life both inside and outside of the game.

        Chapter 3 engages post-traumatic stress and war memory in the stealth action game Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain (Konami, 2015) for PlayStation 4. The game seeks to reacquaint players with the real stakes of simulated aggression through strategies of what I term “external engagement,” or a purposeful collapsing of the in-game character identity with the lived social reality of the player. In Metal Gear Solid V, more than simply questioning your actions within the game, the onscreen violence is committed against virtual soldiers the player personally recruits, trains, and manages. Set during the end of the Cold War, central protagonist Big Boss seems to be a paragon of strength and bravery on the battlefield. However, I show that by strategically undermining the postwar foundational narrative between Japan and the United States that frames the Allied victory and unconditional surrender following the atomic bombings, game director and creator Kojima Hideo portrays broken American soldiers betrayed by their country and haunted by the specter of nuclear war. This trauma can be observed in a series of thought-provoking gameplay scenarios that incorporate phantom limb pain and post-traumatic stress disorder in order to bear witness to the personal stakes of war. Re-sensitizing video game players to virtual violence remains an enticing but difficult proposition and the chapter concludes by discussing this in relation to the battle for nuclear disarmament in one of the game’s central online modes. Here, pacifist players work to decommission nuclear warheads across global servers while other players stockpile and proliferate nukes for their own influence within the game.

        Chapter 4 concludes the case studies with a discussion of shakaiteki hikikomori, or social withdrawal, in the Japanese role-playing game The World Ends with You (Square Enix, 2007) for the Nintendo DS portable system. While the game is set in modern-day Tokyo, its execution challenges our image of the bustling youth-centered district of Shibuya by focalizing the narrative through the eyes of Neku, an introverted Tokyo teenager who shuns human interaction. The game’s discourse moves beyond isolation to also tackle the vapid consumer capitalist tendencies and external pressures that megacities often place on the physical and emotional wellbeing of youth residents. The World Ends with You also features gameplay mechanics that work as a potential intervention against social withdrawal and showcase the noteworthy ways that console technology can be leveraged to affectively enhance gameplay. The game uses the Wi-Fi roaming capabilities of the portable system to reward players who venture outdoors Page 26 →in a socially distant but still connective experience unrooted to any one geographical space. I term this style of play “connective engagement.” By relying on gameic interactions over face-to-face encounters, The World Ends with You is a potentially useful tool for hikikomori who play games at home or use them to communicate with the “outside” world.

        I wrap up the book with thoughts about how these four games enhance our understanding of the ways gameic simulations meaningfully contribute to mediations of trauma within Japan’s popular culture. At times, our digitally connected and heavily mediated future is looking increasingly like a video game. The gameplay strategies of limited, distanced, external, and connective engagement introduced throughout this book call for a re-evaluation of the humanistic and empathetic stakes of console games designed in Japan. If we are headed into a gameic world, then we would all do well to pick up a controller and enter the game. But first, if you will excuse me, I have a date with a certain Eco-Jet level. Captain Planet, here I come!
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        Page 27 →One
        Limited Engagement
        Virtual Earthquakes and Real-World Survival in Disaster Report

      
      On March 11, 2011, Japan experienced the largest earthquake in its recorded history. This magnitude 9.0 quake devastated the northeastern Tōhoku region of the main island of Honshū, crumbling buildings and causing widespread landslides and fires. More terrifying yet was the tsunami it triggered some forty minutes later that sent fifteen-meter-high waves surging inland as far as ten kilometers, washing away everything in their path—vehicles, buildings, lives.

      Japan has been called an “earthquake nation” by art historian Gennifer Weisenfeld (2012, 13). Disasters have historically served as a transformative force in Japan, influencing not just society and politics, but art and culture as well. And yet, when news of the tsunami first broke, the subsequent deluge of on-the-ground YouTube videos allowed anyone to distribute images online, contributing to what art historian Michio Hayashi labels the “rapid and unstoppable spectacularization of 3/11” (2015, 171). Foreign press pictures documenting the affected sites accentuated tragedy and fear in order to sell papers or generate online views. Meanwhile, Japanese disaster photography, which rarely draws attention to the suffering of domestic victims, chose instead to employ visual metaphor when attempting to capture the disastrous events.

      No matter the approach, the disaster footage remained patently unbelievable. News reports from CNN and the BBC described the wave’s path Page 28 →of destruction as “unreal,” “unbelievable,” and “like a movie.” As CNN Senior International Correspondent Ivan Watson put it in his live breaking news report on March 11, 2011:

      
        Just unbelievable pictures. There’s a building or a couple of buildings that are on fire and are moving with the tsunami. That is just something you just have never seen before and there’s a pretty big vessel there getting pushed ashore . . . There’s that fire that I’ve been talking about—a moving blaze along the tsunami. Just unbelievable stuff here.

      

      Due to its sudden and destructive power, the 3.11 “Triple Disaster” (so named to eventually include the earthquake, tsunami, and resulting nuclear meltdown) quickly began to be discussed in Japanese media using the discourse of sōteigai or the “unimaginable” (Creighton 2014, 112).

      A central issue informing disaster representation is precisely that of imagination. Who gets to imagine a disaster and in what way? Moreover, what constitutes a “proper” temporal, spatial, or affective distance from the original event? Testimonies from victims at the epicenter are often regarded as the most “authentic” insofar as trauma is concerned, but how can those with no direct experience of 3.11 memorialize the event? In their volume Fukushima and the Arts, editors Barbara Geilhorn and Kristina Iwata-Weickgenannt (2017) ask how should and how could the arts respond to such a catastrophe? In Japan, one answer has been a popular series of video games that use earthquakes and tsunami as their main inspiration.1

      This chapter centers on an analysis of the eponymous first game in the Zettai Zetsumei Toshi series (ZZT; literally “The Desperate City,” but known in North America as Disaster Report). Originally developed in Japan for Sony’s PlayStation 2 home console in 2002, the game was subsequently fully localized and released in North America as Disaster Report and in Europe as SOS: The Final Escape in 2003.2 In this series of survival action-adventure video games, players assume the role of a disaster victim and must use limited resources to navigate and escape from earthquake- and tsunami-stricken Japanese cities while rescuing other survivors and scavenging for tools and equipment.

      In her essay “The Imagination of Disaster,” Susan Sontag discusses science fiction films and Hollywood disaster movies and writes that “the lure of such generalized disaster as a fantasy is that it releases one from normal obligations” (1996, 43). Sontag’s central argument, one she would Page 29 →later revisit in her book-length essay Regarding the Pain of Others (2003), is that real-life catastrophes increasingly seem more like representations than real events. One result of this, Sontag argues, is that the relentless deluge of vulgar images in our highly-mediated daily lives is sapping our ability to exercise empathy (2003, 108–9). People are often unable to take in the sufferings of others through photographic media (and by extension through films and television), as they are apt to feel relief that the trauma being depicted is not happening to them rather than worrying about the other to whom it is affecting (2003, 99).

      For myself, as someone who has lived and worked in Japan, this simultaneous sense of attachment to a country and culture and detachment was at play as I scrubbed backwards and forwards through a ubiquitous YouTube clip of the tsunami’s approach, almost as if it were a game. With each replay, I reinvested the wave with its destructive power, highlighting the problematic intertwining of technology, documentation, response, and memorialization. If catastrophe is becoming “eerily like its representation” (Sontag 2003, 10), then perhaps video games might be well-suited to communicate complex issues of disaster survival, owing to their ability to simulate a circumstance that most players may never experience. While a game such as Disaster Report, crafted nearly ten years prior to 3.11, can never provide an accurate representation of what it is like to experience an event such as the Great East Japan Earthquake firsthand, there is still much to learn from a pop culture exploration of catastrophe.

      When discussing artistic responses to 3.11, Hayashi (2015) reminds us that nothing could be “more treacherous” than reinforcing the existence of a collective understanding of the disaster (177). Instead, artistic representations of disaster prove valuable when they capture “not only visible, but also invisible things” (quoted in Figueroa 2017, 67). This is the opinion of photographer Imai Tomoki, who reflects on his own art photos from Fukushima and discusses the difficulty of capturing radiation on film, something invisible to the naked eye. Invisibility is not limited to radioactive particles. Indeed, media coverage of 3.11 within Japan often sought to render invisible and flatten nuanced differences among victims and their testimonies in order to make the event more relatable for those outside of it and produce an image of unified national sacrifice and overcoming.

      My central claim in this chapter is that playing Disaster Report, or a game like it, gives us storytelling and simulative tools to help make visible the marginal “victims” and “narratives” of survival that are often erased under the collective rhetoric of national trauma. This occurs in Disaster Report at two main levels: first, through a game narrative that does not Page 30 →simply reinforce dominant governmental soundbites, but anticipates Japanese reactions to the corporatist and deeply entrenched political hierarchy of postwar Japan that emerged in the aftermath of the nuclear meltdown; and, second, via gameplay mechanics that communicate a sense of victimhood to the player while emphasizing individualized stories of survival and personal decision making on the part of the player. Also integral to the play experience is disaster photography, as its presence within the larger interactive framework of the game further strengthens the process of meaning-making when players revisit their own “virtual memories” of survival as captured through in-game pictures. If events like 3.11 must exist simultaneously in national collective memory and the individual memories of those who experienced it, then video games that allow players to “live” as someone else at the character level and inhabit an emotional circumstance with which they may be entirely unaccustomed represent one possible way that we can reintroduce individual, personalized narratives of survival into a disaster as far-reaching as 3.11.

      
        A Social Narrative of Survival for “Generation Zero”

        It was three days after the Great East Japan Earthquake (Higashi Nihon Daishinsai) that a small studio named Irem quietly cancelled development of its latest video game. The software in question was Summer Memories, the fourth entry in its popular Zettai Zetsumei Toshi series. Irem, like any entertainment publisher attempting to market a resonant work in the face of a national tragedy, made the logical choice to cancel development out of respect for the victims. While the game’s designer and series creator Kujō Kazuma has since released an updated version of the game for PlayStation 4 (2018), his comments at the time about its cancellation evidence a general unease with placing entertainment works about trauma at the same level as real-world suffering and mourning.3 He states, “This may sound imprudent, but what we were trying to simulate in our game actually happened in reality on March 11. . . . After seeing the effects of the earthquake and tsunami, it just became impossible to set a release date for that title” (quoted in Parish 2012).

        When Disaster Report was first released in 2002, its socially relevant narrative capitalized on established tropes of both disaster fiction and the survival genre of video games. Anime scholar Susan Napier (1993, 330) adopts Andrew Tudor’s (1989) term “secure horror,” to discuss disaster stories and films in Japan that feature definitive narrative closure and an Page 31 →optimistic ending where evil is ultimately defeated. This approach was made famous globally by Honda Ishirō’s classic 1954 monster movie Gojira (1956, Godzilla, King of the Monsters!). Many video games use the visuality of secure horror in the service of a larger narrative about a monster or alien invasion, or choose to express disaster as a monster, alien, or otherwise supernatural force that players must defeat. This is the case dating back at least to 1987 and the original Final Fantasy role-playing game (Square). Disaster Report fits into this pop culture trajectory, yet the game renders the earthquake in non-allegorical terms, and further links the disaster to Japanese corporate malpractice with ecocritical overtones throughout the core narrative. In this way, the fiction of Disaster Report has something to say both about the Triple Disaster and what Japanese cultural critic Uno Tsunehiro (2008) identifies as a “new” trend in Japanese pop culture narratives following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.

        The game begins in the then near-future on June 21, 2005. Players control twenty-five-year-old newspaper journalist Sudō Masayuki, who is on his way to begin a new job assignment at the local newspaper (see figure 1). The game starts aboard an automated train as Masayuki heads from the airport to his new home of Capital City, a metropolis built atop a manmade island.4 It is during this train ride that shindo 6 levels of ground motion strike (the equivalent of a magnitude 8.0 or 9.0 earthquake), collapsing bridges, crumbling buildings, and sending the entire island gradually sinking into the Pacific Ocean. Over the next three days (roughly ten hours of play), Masayuki must safely traverse the sinking city and make his way to an evacuation zone while avoiding obstacles and rescuing other computer-controlled survivors.

        One such survivor is twenty-year-old college student Aizawa Mari, whom players rescue from a hanging train car early in the game. Mari becomes Masayuki’s companion for the majority of the escape until a branching point in the narrative where players must decide whether to travel with Mari to her apartment to rescue her dog Gen, or, alternatively, team up with another survivor, high school student Higa Natsumi, as she attempts to reunite with her lost brother. In the interest of full disclosure, during my playthrough I chose to rescue the dog. Another non-player character central both to the story and to my later discussion about disaster photography is thirty-year-old freelance photojournalist Jinnai Kōji. Jinnai is a former employee of the local newspaper who has stayed behind to document the disaster. In the process, he uncovers information about a potential conspiracy and coverup related to the earthquake.
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            Figure 1. Sudō Masayuki rests on a street corner beside Higa Natsumi. © Granzella Inc.

          
        
        Page 32 →Towards the end of the game, the earthquake is revealed to have been caused not by forces of nature but rather by human negligence and corruption. In the game’s fiction, beginning in 1985, the prime minister of Japan along with Hatta Takumi, director of the Ministry’s Land Development Department, initiated a plan to reclaim land deep under the ocean and convert it into a stable foundation on which entire cities could be built. To do this, they utilized a new cutting-edge technology known as the Honeycomb-Caisson Method, and after ten years of terraforming, what began as a tiny spur of rock near Hirasaki Island in N Prefecture was reborn as Capital City.

        The game ends with a confrontation atop the Capital City Central Tower as the heroes (Masayuki, photojournalist Jinnai, and either Mari or Natsumi depending on the narrative branch selected by the player) attempt to signal a rescue chopper but are confronted by Land Minister Hatta and his armed goons. Journalist Jinnai is shot and killed by Hatta, who himself later falls off the skyscraper to his death. Disaster Report features seven different game endings—some optimistic, others tragic—depending on the player choices made throughout the game’s multiform narrative.

        Uno Tsunehiro argues for a rupture between an “old imaginative power” (furui sōzōryoku) and a “contemporary imaginative power” (gendai no sōzōryoku) in Japanese pop culture narratives (2008, 13). This “old imaginative power” was widespread between 1995 and 2001 and can be found in representative works from the period, such as Anno Hideaki’s Neon Genesis Evangelion (1995–96). These narratives drew on the social and political zeitgeist of 1990s Japan, which saw the bursting of the country’s Page 33 →bubble economy and the domestic terrorism of the Tokyo subway sarin gas attack in 1995. Consequently, Uno argues that these works reflect a sense of general helplessness felt by the Japanese people. Specifically, individual character agency, or the ability to “do” or to “not do” something (suru/shinai), was replaced in these mid-1990s narratives with an imposed worldview where a seemingly intractable situation was outside anyone’s control (“it is” or “it isn’t”—dearu/dewanai; 2008, 18).

        Susan Napier (1993, 334) identifies a similar tendency in Japanese media even earlier, noting that Komatsu Sakyō’s 1973 science fiction novel Japan Sinks (Nippon chinbotsu), in which Japan is destroyed by multiple disasters, can be read as the “secure horror” genre, but that “the film’s action and ending are downbeat, emphasizing loss over success.” Napier suggests that the 1973 film adaptation of Japan Sinks “allowed its audience the melancholy pleasure of mourning the passing of traditional Japanese society.” It was an “elegy to a lost Japan” (1993, 335). Game designer Kujō notes that the sinking of Capital Island in his game was heavily influenced by Japan Sinks and the manga series Survival (1976–78) by Saitō Takao (Parish 2012; Szczepaniak 2012). It is no surprise then that themes prevalent in Japanese disaster narratives, such as the erosion of traditional values and skepticism towards governmental power and corporate excess, are firmly displayed in-game in Disaster Report.

        In their book Japan Copes with Calamity, editors Gill, Steger, and Slater note the importance of framing narratives in the process of coping with and rationalizing disaster: framing narratives are “shared explanations of situations that are often too terrible and/or too complex to be easily grasped and rendered” (2013, 15). Historically in Japan, religion and the supernatural have often served as the framing narrative in cases of natural disaster. However, in the aftermath of the Great East Japan Earthquake, the two dominant framing narratives that emerged were that of the tensai or “natural disaster” and the jinsai or “manmade disaster.” The “natural” disasters of the earthquake and tsunami were quickly contrasted with the “manmade” Level 7 meltdown of the Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant in Fukushima Prefecture that came to be attributed to negligence and a cover-up by the Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO). In addition, those local communities that had accepted nuclear power plants in return for large subsidies were also criticized in the aftermath of Fukushima (19–20).

        I read the Honeycomb-Caisson technology used in Disaster Report as an analog for nuclear power. Construction reports, newspaper clippings, and other personal documents can be discovered scattered within the variousPage 34 → in-game environments, and they serve to fill the player in on background information about this technological breakthrough. The player learns that the Honeycomb-Caisson method stands as a testament to the ingenuity of the Japanese government to develop and harness new and transformative technologies. In much the same way, the immense energy beneath the surface of Japan that causes the disasters in Japan Sinks is prided in the novel as if it “were somehow a positive cultural attribute” (Napier 1993, 349). In his discussion of Japan’s fraught relationship with nuclear energy, Yoshimi Shun’ya argues that the country’s aversion to nuclear power was gradually altered through events like the Osaka Expo of 1970 that was powered by General Electric’s nuclear reactor at the Tsuruga plant in Fukui Prefecture. National events such as this showcased the utility of nuclear power and subtly worked to erase the memories of Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and the Lucky Dragon No. 5 fishing boat that was caught in US hydrogen bomb tests in 1954 at Bikini Atoll (Yoshimi 2012, 328, 329). We see this same lauding of a promising, yet perilous, new technology in the governmental rhetoric inside Disaster Report.

        The metaphor of the Honeycomb-Caisson method reinscribes the destructive nature of nuclear energy in much the same way that the Daiichi plant meltdown did for Japanese residents and the global community. By placing the gameic island’s disaster within a larger conspiracy of governmental malpractice, the social narrative in Disaster Report deftly pairs environmental concerns and political opposition with the game’s take on a Hollywood-style disaster movie. As Alexis Dudden writes, “TEPCO’s falsifications together with the government’s fumbling obfuscated the explosions’ poisoning of parts of the nation’s food chain, groundwater, and streams, not to mention the Pacific Ocean” (2012, 355). These same sorts of ecological concerns are revealed in the game as Masayuki and Mari discover that contaminated waste is a byproduct of the Honeycomb-Caisson technology. The Land Development Department has been knowingly dumping this toxic runoff into the Kiser River for ten years during construction of the island, slowly eroding the bedrock underneath and making the area more susceptible to earthquakes. As is common with real-world nuclear energy protests, local residents in the game had complained to the government about these dangers to no avail, prompting anti-island activists to occupy the airport and threaten a class-action lawsuit.

        In the face of natural destruction and seemingly intractable governmental corruption and malpractice, what is the hero of a disaster video game to do? Uno (2008) posits that the terrorist attacks on New York’s World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, gave birth to what he terms “generationPage 35 → zero” (zero nendai; or millennials coming of age roughly between 2000–2008) and a new, “contemporary” form of imaginative power that has influenced pop culture narratives since. Uno characterizes this turning point with works such as the film adaptation of Takami Koushun’s novel Battle Royale (2000) and the wildly popular manga series Death Note (2003–6) by Ohba Tsugumi and Obata Takeshi (20–21). Both pop culture works emerged around 9/11 and were imbued with a newfound “sense of survival” (savaivu-kan; 2008, 23). Generation zero characters, and, by extension, the fans themselves, came to personify the idea that one had to collect one’s inner-strength and make a decision to act when faced with a difficult situation, even if this meant hurting others or breaking social mores. Moreover, Uno suggests that Battle Royale and other similar generation zero genres do not function as grand narratives so much as they possess narrative structures similar to a “grand game” (2015: 132). Uno’s claim brings literary, cinematic, and simulative techniques into dialogue with each other and signals video games as a medium that might unite these three narrative approaches. The fiction of Disaster Report incorporates a resonant political critique that aligns with Uno’s description of the pessimistic narratives of “old imaginative power,” where a “society gone wrong” (machigatta shakai) values technological innovation, corporate profits, and political influence over the safety of its citizenry (21). However, the gameplay structures of Disaster Report actualize Uno’s criteria of cultural works from generation zero. Not only does the game communicate first and foremost a sense of survival, but it also gives players agency to make difficult but necessary choices within an overarching system of constraints.

      
      
        Limited Engagement

        When discussing artistic representations of disaster, they need not be dismissed as false or secondary to more realist portrayals like documentary footage. Disaster Report is a staged simulacrum of earthquake survival, but one that retains a simulative experience of trauma through a process of design-by-subtraction that I term “limited engagement.”

        Game studies scholar Ian Bogost argues that if video games are to foster empathy for real-world situations, then players should be cast as the “downtrodden rather than the larger, more . . . powerful [characters]” (2011, 19). One of the primary examples he cites in support of this idea is a Japanese-made adventure game for the PlayStation 2 called Ico (Team Ico, 2001), in which a young boy with horns must help a princess escape Page 36 →a haunted castle. Director Ueda Fumito’s game is played with minimal dialogue. Since Ico, the titular horned boy, and princess Yorda speak different languages (represented to the player through audial gibberish), the player must press a button to have Ico utter a simple “wait” or “follow” command to Yorda—seemingly the only point of communication between them. Yorda is unable to climb many obstacles by herself, so a central gameplay mechanic involves helping her traverse the environment and holding her hand while leading her through the game’s various areas and puzzles. When shadow creatures manifest to recapture the princess, Ico is armed with only a stick to swing wildly in the hope of fending off these overpowering enemies.

        Bogost is not alone in singling out these Japanese games for praise. Fellow game studies scholar Miguel Sicart finds in Shadow of the Colossus (Team Ico, 2005; Wanda to kyozō) the spiritual sequel to Ico, a game in which players must traverse an open world on horseback and slay sixteen gigantic beasts, an open form of gameplay that leaves ethical reasoning to the players, rather than imposing an overarching good-evil structure (2009, 215). For this reason, Sicart views Shadow of the Colossus as an exemplary game that validates players as moral agents within their own play sessions. This feeling of complicity in the game’s events is something highlighted by Jesper Juul as well (2013, 92). Similarly, Brian Upton also cites Ico as a case study where the gameplay and narrative play align with “powerful results” (2015, 268).5

        It is telling that Bogost, Juul, Sicart, and Upton—four scholars from outside Japanese studies—all gravitate to the same Japanese games to validate their arguments about the expressive potential of the medium. What make these titles memorable from a gameplay perspective are the ways in which they strip away many classic video game “superpowers” in order to convey a sense of unadulterated exploration or survival to the player. These games serve as prime examples of a Japanese design strategy that entices players specifically by casting them as underdogs against seemingly insurmountable odds.

        I call this approach to game design “limited engagement.” It refers to a constellation of gameplay features designed to communicate a sense of vulnerability to the player through subtracting character skills, limiting in-game items and narrative possibilities, or deliberately curtailing the pace and progression of gameplay. The word “limited” is not intended as a pejorative remark. Rather, Japanese video games have a long history of implementing simulative “limitations” to great immersive effect. The strategy gained public attention with its implementation in the Japanese Page 37 →series Resident Evil (Capcom, 1996; Baiohazādo) and spawned an entire genre onto itself known as survival-horror. In Resident Evil, the central goal of escaping from a mansion while avoiding flesh-eating zombies is made even more difficult due to the deliberate scarcity of ammunition and first aid kits scattered throughout the rooms.

        Permanently or temporarily disempowering characters not only heightens the challenge of a game, but it is also an effective means for subverting recurring tropes of traditionally hyper-strong, hyper-masculine, and seemingly invincible video game protagonists who often blow past ethical questions in the course of prolonged adventures. Limited engagement strategies alter the positionality and scale of the game experience, forcing the player to “live” the earthquake from within by reducing the catastrophe to an interactive human scale that makes manifest the “lives” and “testimonies” of virtual survivors.

      
      
        Surviving at the Margins

        Hollywood disaster movies often include the spectacle of mass citywide destruction and images of dead bodies. Seeing the mass scale destruction of recognizable landmarks, be they the Statue of Liberty or the Eiffel Tower, is one of the perverse joys of disaster entertainment no matter the medium. Disaster Report features its fair share of collapsing buildings, falling rubble, and the occasional cadaver (see figure 2). However, apart from the game’s opening cinematic, which showcases the large-scale destruction of Capital City as the earthquake strikes, the subsequent survival experience is remarkably personal: Masayuki and Mari move on foot together through damaged buildings, duck underneath debris, and help each other over cracks in the environment. The game lets us experience individual acts of survival: first, through showcasing real-world survival practices; next, through elevating the narratives of individual survivors within the game; and finally, by letting players craft their own individualized stories. Taken together, the game makes visible the myriad individual responses to disaster trauma that are often lost amidst a spectacle like the collapse of the Golden Gate Bridge.

        Health systems, which convey to the player the decreasing or increasing vitality of playable and non-playable characters, have existed since the advent of video games. Most conventional action-adventure video games feature a health gauge visible onscreen to communicate character well-being to the player. The standard green HP (or Health Points) bar for Page 38 →overall health (visible in figure 2) depletes when Masayuki tumbles to the ground during in-game aftershocks or is hit by falling debris. However, unique to Disaster Report is a second system for conveying vulnerability—a gauge immediately underneath the green HP bar comprised of a series of blue squares (see, again, figure 2). This is a QP (or Quench Points) gauge, and it measures Masayuki’s hydration levels. Squares from the QP gauge diminish as Masayuki exerts himself physically. The game requires a deliberately slow default walking pace. More strenuous activities, such as pulling oneself up from a ledge or jogging a few city blocks, quickly deplete the gauge. Players must constantly monitor both physical well-being and hydration levels while playing. While the HP gauge can be replenished relatively easy by using accumulated bandages and first-aid kits, QP can only be “refilled” by drinking fresh water. Throughout the game, players must constantly look for drinking fountains, sinks, and water trucks from which to quench their thirst. Drinking water becomes doubly important as it provides the only opportunity for players to save game progress to their memory cards. It is in this unique gameplay mechanic that Disaster Report not only communicates the fragility of the human body but also Page 39 →validates the specific importance of fresh water in survival situations, as was certainly the case after the Great East Japan Earthquake.
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            Figure 2. Masayuki mimics the real-world earthquake preparedness drill of “drop, cover, and hold on” amidst citywide destruction. © Granzella Inc.

          
        
        As Brigitte Steger explains, finding fresh spring water sources became of paramount importance after the Tōhoku earthquake as the water supply to many local towns became cut off. Water had to be drawn by hand from wells and then always boiled either on propane stoves or outdoor fires to kill bacteria (2013, 60–62). Disaster Report honors the importance of water within a survival situation. Rather than provide abundant sources of drinking water, the game forces players to carefully and strategically monitor their actions and physical exertions since the location of the next water source is never known. Restricting water sources is one of the main ways Disaster Report enforces limited engagement. Hastily drinking contaminated water to refill your QP gauge will deplete health and make Masayuki ill. It is only by locating a water purifier, or independently scavenging the various parts necessary to craft the item, that dirty water can be made potable within the game.

        As the simulation progresses, Masayuki can collect various sizes of plastic bottles that can be used to transport water throughout the journey or be given to other companions (see figure 3). Maintaining not just Masayuki’s personal hydration level but also the levels of his companions becomes another central goal of gameplay. Looking after your friends directly influences the degree to which the computer-controlled allies will “bond” with you, so it is in your best interest to continually offer water to your companions rather than guzzle it all for yourself.

        As games researcher T. L. Taylor (2006) rightly notes, “We do not shed culture when we go online and enter game worlds, nor do designers create these incredible spaces in a vacuum” (154). Video games ask us to interact with a variety of social and personal stories. These para-social interactions structure the expanded narrative of Disaster Report that gives weight to the testimonies of individual survivors. In one memorable gameplay section, Masayuki must carry the injured editor-in-chief of the local newspaper on his back as the group makes its way to a shelter site in the repurposed May Stadium. Moving through the now evacuated sports stadium as the editor-in-chief tells his personal story of survival, players see the abandoned cots and water trucks used to aid victims. The scene evokes the real-world emergency shelters in the affected regions of Tōhoku where “sleeping on cold, hardwood floors, with little privacy and personal space, was immensely stressful” (Gill et al. 2013, 9).

        Throughout the game, Masayuki meets other ancillary survivors, like Page 40 →the editor-in-chief, whose personal accounts of escape color and add variety to the game. Whether these non-player characters are discussing the difficulty of maintaining personal hygiene in a disaster zone (“Where am I going to live? Whatever. All I know is I’m taking a long, hot bath.”) or pleading with Masayuki to locate a lost family member, their choreographed interactions offer highly personal, small-scale narratives that destabilize, or at least reframe, the nationalistic impulse of perseverance or “ganbaru” (doing one’s best) that emerged as a rallying cry for Japan as a nation in the immediate aftermath of the quake.
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            Figure 3. Inventory management is carried out by storing or removing items from Masayuki’s backpack. This bag contains two plastic bottles, each with three servings of fresh water. © Granzella Inc.

          
        
        Disasters are always localized phenomena, yet the idea of the modern imagined community has increased the sense of national ownership over trauma through collective narratives and publicly circulated images. This is an observation echoed by Theodore C. Bestor (2013, 769), who adopts Arjun Appadurai’s and Igor Kopytoff’s (1988) framework of “cultural biographies” to discuss how 3.11 can be understood through “sets of expected or expectable events, images, responses, and resolutions.” In Disaster Report, these expectable images pair with piecemeal stories from survivors. This is a common rhetorical device used in Japanese literature of the atomic bomb. John W. Treat (1995, 118) writes of such literary works where “the implicit threat is to the individual subject.” The collective “we” of atomic bomb victims (hibakusha) works against the confessional and semi-autobiographical “I” in the I-novel (shishōsetsu) that was crucial in defining what constituted modern Japanese literature. Atomic bomb literature often presents a plurality of narratives from survivors rather than elevate a single traumatic episode above the rest. It is this we Page 41 →of the hibakusha, and, in Disaster Report, the we of the earthquake victims that fashions a larger network of survival stories that seeks to give meaning to the initial moment of trauma.

        
          [image: Picture of a young man and young woman having a conversation on a park bench. The man must either encourage or dismiss the woman’s feelings. The woman says: I'm so sorry. I know this isn't your problem.]

          
            Figure 4. Players must choose whether to encourage or dismiss other characters and whether to act in their own self-interest or in the name of shared survival. © Granzella Inc.

          
        
        Disaster Report encourages players to make sense of their own atomized survival experience within the game through a multiform narrative with different outcomes depending on the player’s interaction with the other non-player characters. In several scenarios, the player must either verbally encourage or discourage a virtual companion about his or her chance of making it out alive (see figure 4). This narrative malleability continues to the game’s climax atop the Capital City Tower. Disaster Report includes two main ending variations that draw on existing disaster genre tropes of overcoming and sacrifice. In the “happy ending,” Masayuki and Mari are rescued by helicopter following the death of Land Minister Hatta. The game concludes with Masayuki vowing to write up an exposé with Jinnai’s research and photographs once returning to the mainland. The more tragic ending has Masayuki and Mari climb a ladder to the roof of the building only to see the rescue chopper depart without them. With nowhere left to go, the couple embrace as the tower slowly sinks into the ocean.

        By including game endings where both characters escape, or both die tragically, Disaster Report strips away the sense of superiority and complacency commonly felt when engaging with entertainment representations of disaster. If players have made it to this ending scene, then this is because during a decisive moment earlier in the game, they chose altruism. At a point near the end of the game, Masayuki locates a rescue boat Page 42 →at Windrunner Park. Since the captain is set to leave in a few minutes, players must decide whether to board the vessel themselves or return to retrieve their friends, knowing that the boat will likely depart before the group returns. If the player chooses to abandon his or her friends and ride to safety, the playthrough ends at that point and the credits roll. Game over. The game does not advocate for either outcome. Rather, these sorts of individual choices and divergent personal narratives are necessary and validated within the complex survival simulation of Disaster Report.

      
      
        Real-World Survival and a Debate over Imaginative Power

        Game designer Kujō Kazuma was profoundly affected by the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake that devastated the city of Kobe in 1995: “The Hanshin Earthquake happened after I had already left [university], but I had friends who died because of that earthquake, and it made me realize the horrors of earthquakes. Earthquakes are much more of a threat and a reality than monsters and aliens and I felt that it was a theme that fit games” (quoted in Parish 2012).

        Kujō’s comments suggest a tension between designing a mass-market video game as both an escapist piece of entertainment and an educational tribute to lives lost in the Kobe disaster. Every time a massive earthquake has struck Japan during the series’ development cycle, first with 3.11 and again on April 14 and 16 of 2016 when massive earthquakes struck Kumamoto Prefecture in the southernmost island of Kyūshū, it has reignited controversy over whether future Disaster Report games should be cancelled or be allowed to come to market. This debate is of course not limited to video games. Lorie Brau, for example, writes about a similar controversy that arose after the food manga series Oishinbo (1983–2014) featured a storyline about a main character developing a nosebleed after visiting the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant (2017, 179).

        In a similar fashion, tweets and anonymous postings on Japan’s Ni Channeru (2channel or 2chan) message board forum evidence this ongoing debate over the imaginative power of Japanese visual culture and whether the skills and information received through video game play can transfer outside of the game world. Take, for example, the following two tweets from Japanese gamers made just one day after the Kumamoto quake:

        
          @kon_nosuke—ZZT is called a disaster game. You learn a lot. For me—I was only watching a Let’s Play video—but there was a Page 43 →bunch I didn’t know. I get the feeling that you study as you play. (Kon 2016)

        

        
          @aoi_shinohara—Earthquakes are frequent, so a game where you learn ways to protect yourself, like ZZT 4, should certainly be released! This type of game is not imprudent, it’s important! (Shinohara 2016)

        

        Both Kon and Shinohara defend the ZZT series due to its potential to educate players about how to best prepare for and survive a natural disaster in real life. This player response was also apparent during the game’s initial cancellation after the Tōhoku earthquake. According to Kujō, Irem received some five hundred letters requesting that development be resumed: “About a week after the earthquake we even received a letter from the earthquake and tsunami victim. There was a government employee who wrote saying that they were writing from a disaster struck area but not to cancel the game” (quoted in Parish 2012).

        According to Kujō, most of these letters testified to how “useful” the game series had been for current or past earthquake victims. The director became aware of how players were finding the survival information in his games instructive and gradually tried to incorporate more information into the sequels. He states, “When I saw the effects of what happened on March 11, I thought that I could make a game that is even more informative than in the past. And, when I make the next earthquake/disaster game I want to make it a lot more informative than in the past games” (quoted in Parish 2012).

        However, central to the logic of disaster game design, and video game design more generally, is that players and their avatars must often perform gameplay actions that no real human would ever attempt. Fun and entertainment value remain of paramount importance. One particularly memorable example from ZZT is when Masayuki must slide across a powerline on a clothes hanger to reach a previously inaccessible area of the game map. Readers, don’t try this at home! These actions keep players actively engaged over a multiple-hour-long campaign, but they are also at direct odds with crafting a realistic disaster simulation. By the third entry in the series, Kujō had become worried that players might model inappropriate behavior learned from the game in a life-or-death situation, so a disaster prevention specialist was hired as a consultant. However, even while Kujō gestures towards the didactic potential of his series, he also often contradicts himself, pointing out to the Japanese gaming press in a Page 44 →2016 interview, “I’m not making games to educate players about disasters, so I wouldn’t change a game’s story for the purpose of providing that correct knowledge” (Fukami and Kujō 2016).

        Game studies scholar Brian Upton (2015) argues that knowledge that emerges from a video game is “portable” if it “applies not just to the work itself, but to our general grasp of the world and life within it” (266). Even while establishing this framework, Upton remains largely skeptical about the portability of video game skills, reasoning that most gameplay is designed to be self-contained and most game mechanics do not easily transfer out of the game. This sentiment is echoed in many social media posts which provide a more pessimistic take on Disaster Report’s social utility. In a 2chan thread from September 2016 titled, “What Happened to Zettai Zetsumei Toshi 4 and City Shrouded in Shadow?” (“Zettai zetsumei toshi 4 to Kyoei toshi’tte dō nattan da?”) anonymous users expressed discomfort over the game’s proximity to actual events in Kumamoto:6

        
          Anonymous—ZZT is seriously risky [maji de yabai], so postponing it is the right choice. (Nichanneru 2016a)

        

        
          Anonymous—When you think about the earthquake, I believe you shouldn’t sell the game. (Nichanneru 2016a)

        

        More provocative still is the post from an anonymous user on a separate thread titled “Fear over Zettai Zetsumei Toshi Being Cancelled Again” (“Zettai zetsumei toshi futatabi hatsubai chūshi no osore”) made one day after the April 14 foreshock in Kumamoto. It expressly equates the game with an attack on the nation:

        
          Anonymous—With this sort of thing, if you release the game, it’s as if you’re against the Japanese people [Nihonjin o teki ni mawasu, lit. making enemies of the Japanese people]. (Nichanneru 2016b)

        

        What this debate over the continuation or cancellation of the Disaster Report series reveals is that while it is all fun and games (quite literally) to depict a massive earthquake in a virtual space for entertainment purposes, the implication is that the medium or genre itself must somehow be already imbued with gravitas in order to depict trauma. Otherwise, the representation can be perceived as immoral by trivializing the seriousness of the event or profiting from the pain of real-world victims. Just as some players might learn real-world survival skills from the game, others could find the content triggering and off-putting.

        Page 45 →Whether Disaster Report then ultimately has a positive or negative impact on players illuminates just how complex and personal simulational issues in video games can be. Still, a productive element of this debate is that designers, players, and scholars all voluntarily re-examine the stakes of imaginative play. When confronted with worries about nuclear catastrophes like Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and Fukushima receding from memory, the productive tensions exposed in these online forums ensure that the events will remain in focus so long as there are artistic representations being made about them.

      
      
        Living Photographs and Virtual Memories at Game’s End

        In fleeing Capital City, players strive to make sense of their surroundings, anticipate various outcomes, plan their escape, and problem solve along the way. After players complete a first playthrough of Disaster Report, a new submenu is made available from the start screen. Players now have access to the photos journalist Jinnai Kōji took throughout the narrative up until the point of his death. Unbeknownst to the player, Jinnai was snapping pictures, and these digital stills now serve as a photographic tour of the disaster experience from a different character’s point of view. There are thirty photographs to view in total, though some can only be unlocked if the game is replayed and different narrative selections are made (see figure 5).

        At first glance, Jinnai’s photographs appear to mimic the souvenirs and postcards featuring imagery that became an integral part of “disaster tourism” after the Great Kantō Earthquake. Just as residents from unaffected areas traveled to Tokyo to view the spectacle of destruction (Weisenfeld 2012, 72, 74), so too do many of these in-game photographs turn their eye to the ruins of Capital City. Yet the photographs also help players reconcile 3.11 by thinking through “the terms and limits of the human, and the measures of human life that once helped to describe them” (Looser 2017, 363).

        Photograph number twenty-two is taken from the top of an elevated walkway. The caption reads: “This was an elevated walkway located above a road now replaced by a river of water.” Another photograph, number twenty-three, shows a ruined and evacuated residential district with the caption: “Once a residential area, even damaged, the beauty of the sunset still remains untouched.” Photograph number twenty-eight, taken during the group’s escape from May Stadium, reiterates the importance of fresh water and hygiene in the aftermath of a catastrophe. The caption here reads: “Clean drinking water is rare and valuable when disasters like this occur.”

        
          [image: A photograph shows the photographer with his back to the camera. Two young women and one young man face the camera with a skyscraper behind them.]

          
            Figure 5. Jinnai Kōji’s photograph collection can be viewed once the game is completed. Here, photograph number 26 captures Jinnai (foreground) with Masayuki, Mari, and Natsumi in the background next to the Capital City Tower. Jinnai laments wasting film on this silly shot. © Granzella Inc.

          
        
        Page 46 →Susan Sontag writes that “all photographs wait to be explained or falsified by their captions” (2003, 10). The captions above validate the photographic representations within Disaster Report for their accuracy and emotional weight. They are somber snapshots of destruction and loss that would be at home alongside the real-world pictures featured in Anne Nishimura Morse’s and Anne E. Havinga’s photobook In the Wake: Japanese Photographers Respond to 3/11. For Hayashi, the power of 3.11 photography is that it “distinctively inscribes traces of individual situations and actions” (2015, 177). In Disaster Report, this process moves one step further as players inscribe their own actions on the in-game photographs, making it more difficult to subsume these images into a generalized account of natural disaster trauma. The scopophilic pleasure of looking at disaster ruins gives way to the production of empathy as players flip through this photo album now intrinsically linked to their own gameplay experience. These in-game photographs represent a liminal space—players are both present in the pictures, via their avatars, and not. Players both shaped the content in the photographs and had it scripted for them by a team of Japanese developers.

        Certainly, the gameic images under discussion here are simulated and simplified. Yet, my observation on the affective power of virtual images Page 47 →resonates with what memory studies scholar Alison Landsberg terms “prosthetic memories,” or implanted memories unrelated to one’s lived experience. Landsberg shows how these prosthetic memories, in spite of their artificiality, “feel real and are used productively by the people who wear them” (2004, 45). They in fact organize and energize the bodies and subjectivities that take them on. For these reasons, playing through a simulation like Disaster Report might prompt virtual memories and virtual meaning-making just real enough to help the shaking within the game be felt by those outside of it. Landsberg’s prosthetic memories highlight these messy interconnections between technology and individual recall. They build on Marianne Hirsch’s (2012) landmark study of “postmemory” and reinforce one of Jeffrey C. Alexander’s (2004) central assertions from his theory of cultural trauma that “imagination informs trauma construction just as much when the reference is to something that has actually occurred as to something that has not” (9).

        It is precisely this capacity of video games to endow imaginary objects with life that represents one of the great advantages of the medium according to Janet Murray in her early discussion of video games that still carries resonance, Hamlet on the Holodeck (1997, 112). If mass-scale disasters represented in newspaper photos and YouTube videos represent collective narratives that run the risk of flattening the individual victims and individual narratives therein, then video games like Disaster Report offer players the potential to rebuild some of this context by hearing lost voices, inhabiting lost bodies, and experiencing lost narratives, if only in virtual space.

      
    
  
    
      
        Page 48 →Two
        Distanced Engagement
        Marriage and Childbirth in Catherine

      
      The Japanese are going extinct. According to the Web Clock of Child Population in Japan (Nihon no kodomo jinkō tokei) hosted by Tohoku University, the country will have just one child remaining on October 5, 2966 (Yoshida 2022). After this date, as a sensationalist Fox News broadcast proclaims, the entire nation will “go the way of the dinosaurs” (Piper 2012). If the above scenario seems familiar, that is because a human population bordering on extinction has served as the theme for many dystopian novels and films (Children of Men, 2006; I Am Legend, 2007; The Book of Eli, 2010). However, in the case of Japan, a situation that once seemed purely speculative is becoming a more plausible future due to the country’s widely publicized ongoing social issue of a declining birth rate coupled with an aging population, known in Japanese as shōshi kōreika. While the logic behind this alarmist countdown clock is undeniably flawed, as it presupposes that population statistics in Japan will remain in decline over the next 940 years, there is little doubt as far as the Japanese government is concerned that the country is facing a population crisis.1

      What if this troubled future could be averted? What if the Japanese people could be brought back from the brink of extinction? This is the central speculative question that informs both the narrative and gameplay structures of Catherine (Kyasarin), a mature-rated action-puzzle game developed by the Japanese company Atlus and released for the PlayStation 3 and Xbox 360 gaming consoles in February 2011. Catherine was subsequently fully localized and made commercially available in North AmericaPage 49 → later that year and in PAL territories in 2012, and an enhanced remake titled Catherine: Full Body was released in 2019. Catherine was a critical but not a commercial success, and, to this day, remains a cult favorite among Japanese, North American, and European gamers.

      Foundational Canadian media theorist Marshall McLuhan (1964) writes that “games are popular art, collective, social reactions to the main drive or action of any culture” (235; emphasis in the original). While this quote predates the advent of electronic entertainment, McLuhan’s assertion echoes our common understanding of political or allegorical storytelling in entertainment works. Few would deny that contemporary Japanese video games, much akin to other pop cultural media such as manga and anime, might serve as useful reflections of the country and culture from which they came.

      At the same time, contemporary video games complicate McLuhan’s notion of social relevancy in entertainment. As an inherently active medium, video games require interaction between the scripted simulation authored by the game creator and the unique play style of the user. Miguel Sicart’s (2009) description of “ethical gameplay” makes clear that many video games are socially, culturally, and politically relevant. He further argues that simulation-based representation can promote social understanding through gameplay. When players navigate a game’s unique moral system, their own value system is often used as a point of relation to the game world when ethical reasoning is left open to the player (214). This may in turn encourage meaningful self-reflection about a game’s real-world themes.

      Catherine is a game in which the social narrative both comments on Japanese society and conduces towards real-world self-reflection and perhaps even action by the player. It accomplishes this through the interplay of socially relevant characters and themes with what I term “distanced engagement.” Distanced engagement bolsters the potency of the social narrative by openly employing self-reflexive and meta gameplay elements, nonlinearity, and ludonarrative dissonance. The result is an immersed yet still critically self-reflective player. Utilizing innovative engagement strategies in this way, Catherine does not function simply as a static social allegory for Japan’s population woes. Rather, this twisted simulation of romance and seduction encourages players to identify with the socially relevant narrative and characters while remaining acutely aware of their own positionality playing a piece of electronic entertainment and thus maintaining a critical space for their contemplation and self-reflection.

      
        Page 50 →Playing with Social Narratives and Distance in Video Games

        The issue of whether video games can affect players on an individual emotional level is contentious. James Ash (2012, 2013) has written about “affective design,” arguing that video games attempt to generate emotional responses through their material and aesthetic construction. For Ash, an individual player’s affective engagement is only present if the video game can capture and sustain both her somatic and analytic attention (2013, 34). Full attentive engagement with a game eventually allows for a form of “affective vulnerability” where players open themselves up to the game world and characters and are thereby open to emotional connection (2013, 45).

        Alexander Galloway (2006) also allows for the possibility of player empathy, provided that his central “congruence requirement” is met. This requirement is that the real-world social reality of the player must in some way align with the procedural reality of the game for the social narrative to become emotionally resonant. Still, some scholars challenge empathetic engagement with video games entirely. This is the case for James Newman (2002), who argues that players identify with game characters not based on the appearance or characterization of the avatar (traditional sites of empathetic engagement), but rather through the unique set of techniques and capabilities that they afford the player. Put another way, Super Mario, true to his original Japanese name of “Jumpman” (Jyanpuman), is relatable due to his ability to jump high, not as a recognizable mustached Italian plumber from Brooklyn.

        What Ash, Galloway, and Newman’s arguments all suggest is that emotional engagement with a virtual world or virtual character is varied and multifaceted. There is no single, universal experience of a game like Catherine. It is unlikely that playing Catherine will prompt individuals to reignite intimacy, but the game’s interplay of narrative, cultural sensitivity, character design, and gameplay could work together to engage players around these social issues in surprising ways.

        Japanese cultural critic Azuma Hiroki has already applied concepts of empathy in his discussions of otaku (individuals who indulge in subculture) and video games. Azuma (2009) generally characterizes postmodern pop-cultural consumption in Japan as motivated by an ongoing search for a grand narrative that does not exist (a “grand nonnarrative” in Azuma’s terms, 86). While video games can never allow the user to fully reconstruct epistemological meanings of the world owing to their status as simulations, they do provide, according to Azuma, crucial “small instances of empathy,” superficial or animalistic as they may be, with fictional charactersPage 51 → (116). With the best Japanese games, the otaku player “identifies with, feels empathy for [characters and situations], and is sometimes emotionally moved” (85). Azuma sees these moments of empathy exemplified in dating simulation games (ren’ai shimyurēshon gēmu),2 a genre that describes half of the experience of Catherine.

        Catherine often follows Galloway’s theory of congruence by presenting characters and narrative situations that are proximate to the lives of many young Japanese. Yet, Catherine also utilizes a strategy common to manga and anime and mediates its social narrative through fantasy and science fiction tropes. During these fantastical nightmare segments, the game remains socially relevant, yet the one-to-one congruence between the gameic reality and any semblance of social reality breaks down.

        In addition, Catherine resembles what Ian Bogost, Simon Ferrari, and Bobby Schweizer (2010) term “newsgames,” or gameic experiences “at the intersection of video games and journalism” (6). Bogost, Ferrari, and Schweizer divide newsgames into categories meant to mirror traditional print journalism. These include “editorial” newsgames that present a clear authorial or political opinion, or “documentary” newsgames that investigate a real-world social event. While Catherine does have an infographic interface built into the gameplay, something Bogost (7) cites as characteristic of newsgames, the game on a whole resists easy genre classification and does not fully fit into the categories of “editorial” or “documentary” newsgames. Catherine does not attempt to persuade players with an “embedded bias,” nor does the game provide an unadulterated and factual investigative report on a real social event (6–7).

        Bogost’s related discussion of “serious games” (2007, 58) designed to “invoke, support, doubt, or debate [the] validity or desirability, or universality” of an existing situation could certainly be used to describe Catherine, and many other games, generally. However, here too the emphasis is placed on the rhetorical power of games leading the player to specific value judgments. While many games do function rhetorically as Bogost suggests, in a Japanese video game like Catherine, the social narrative does not exist to challenge a single established worldview, but rather to encourage players to influence the social narrative as they see fit through nonlinearity and branching narrative choices.

        If a game’s social narrative is one primary tool to draw players into the experience, then “distanced engagement” is paradoxically the detached construct that makes the artifice of the game visible and keeps the player aware that they are voluntarily engaging in fantasy play. Distance in gaming can take many forms—perhaps the best known being the classic arcade Page 52 →“High Score” screen that showcases the vestiges of other players as represented by their initials and points in a leaderboard. Distanced engagement may be caused by extra-diegetic factors, such as a physical game controller that requires the mastery of many buttons and skilled hand-eye coordination to manipulate. Or it may be caused by intentionally self-reflexive or parodic (meta) elements existing within the game design itself, such as when Psycho Mantis famously manipulates the player’s DualShock controller and reads memory card data from within the television during Metal Gear Solid (Konami, 1998). In either instance, failing to manipulate the controller successfully or suddenly coming face-to-face with a game character who reminds you how many times you have saved your progress breaks the fourth wall and brings the artifice of the game to the fore. It is in this interval of distance that I argue players have the ability to critically self-reflect on both themselves as game users and on the game’s overarching social narrative as a whole.

        Gary Alan Fine (1983) builds on Erving Goffman’s (1974) concept of “frame analysis” (181–85) in order to theorize a similar notion of the “framed self.” Fine looks at tabletop role-playing games such as Dungeons & Dragons and argues that play necessitates a bracketing of one’s socially and culturally constructed sense of self in order to create a separate fantasy self. It is this bracketing process that engenders the possibility for critical self-reflection. Fine writes, “The awareness context of each framed self, the ease of moving to other frames of meaning, and the ambiguities inherent in situations with several levels of meaning permit an examination of relationships among experiences on each level in the game” (4). In other words, it is only when the player is made aware of the game mechanics through distance that she can critically reflect on what the game itself means.

        Ian Bogost addresses this interval of distance (what he labels the “simulation gap”) by coining the term “simulation fever” to refer to the unease that results from the disparity between the “simulation and the player’s understanding of the source system it models” (2007, 332–33). However, he suggests that players experience a nervous discomfort stemming from a disagreement between the simulation and their understanding of the real world (2006, 136). A skilled designer may capitalize on this gap in order to strengthen the rhetorical stance of their games or convey a political message. Where Bogost and I differ is that I view distanced engagement as a more beneficial construct within Japanese game design that can be utilized to promote thoughtful and positive self-reflection for the player. Rather than foreground the nervous disparity between the game Page 53 →world and the real world, distanced engagement enhances a game’s level of immersion by purposefully spotlighting the constructed nature of the game system, often with humor and parody, thereby further integrating the player’s own subjectivity into what they already know to be a fully fictionalized game world.

        While distanced engagement is not unique to Japanese game design, it is used more often and in different ways than in many Western games. Oftentimes this takes the form of a clever and comedic metanarrative coupled with a creative use of interface to align the player’s real-world actions with the in-game scenario. This is the case with Catherine’s social narrative about intimacy in contemporary Japan. The game appeals to a general cultural consciousness that is easily comprehensible and socially relevant, yet Atlus’s quirky action-puzzle game supplements the narrative and character design with “distanced” gameplay mechanics intended to invite player self-reflection and creativity rather than promote a clear ideological stance.

      
      
        Playing Catherine

        Created by the Atlus Persona Team, a Japanese game design studio best known for its ongoing traditional turn-based role-playing game series Shin Megami Tensei: Persona (1996–present), Catherine represents the team’s first departure from that genre. Labeled as an “action-puzzle” game in official promotional materials, Catherine is one-part puzzle game, one-part dating simulation. There is a healthy dose of anime thrown into the mix as well, since key story scenes are delivered via fully voiced animated segments produced by the acclaimed Tokyo animation house Studio 4°C. The result is a unique and somewhat peculiar genre hybrid that marries the repetitive and often one-dimensional gameplay conventions of puzzle games and dating-sims with a broader social narrative about intimacy, or its lack, in contemporary Japan.

        In Catherine, players enter into an internationalized vision of contemporary Japan3 and control thirty-two-year-old Vincent Brooks, a poorly paid systems engineer at a nondescript technology company who lives alone in his messy studio apartment. Vincent’s longtime girlfriend is thirty-two-year-old career-driven Katherine McBride, a manager for an apparel company. Vincent has been a faithful boyfriend to Katherine for over five years but shows no interest in career promotion or settling down and starting a family, despite her repeated requests. A drunken one-night Page 54 →stand at the local bar, the Stray Sheep, introduces Vincent to the mysterious Catherine, a hyper-sexualized and flirtatious twenty-two-year-old, with whom he quickly begins an accidental affair (see figure 6). This initiates a strange love triangle where Vincent must carefully manage both relationships while trying to figure out what he desires most in life: a stable yet predictable family life with Katherine, or the youthful spontaneity promised by his new fling. At the same time, a series of unexplained deaths has the entire town on edge. As young men begin dying in their sleep, a rumor circulates that if you experience a strange recurring nightmare you will die in real life.
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            Figure 6. The three main characters: Katherine McBride (left), Vincent Brooks (center), and the mysterious Catherine (right). © ATLUS © SEGA. All rights reserved.

          
        
        As the game progresses, players learn the true secret behind the nightmares. They are, in fact, a set of “Great Trials” created by Ishtar, the Babylonian goddess of fertility who governs the world’s love. Ishtar has hired an immortal demigod named Dumuzid, masquerading as Thomas “Boss” Mutton, the dapper older bartender who owns the Stray Sheep, to devise a treacherous nightmare world and condemn to it men who are the “lowest of the low.” These are men who are involved in stable monogamous relationships yet are not fully committed to establishing a family by procreating with their partner. It is revealed that the goal of the Great Trials is to separate aimless, uncommitted men from fertile young women.

        As Boss informs Vincent, since a woman reaches the peak of her fertility around age 27, uncommitted men who do not father children are simply “holding back the future of the species.” Boss employs the mysterious Catherine, a shape-shifting succubus from the Netherworld, to entrap men with no proclivity for family life and bring about an end to their stable relationships through a messy affair. The ex-girlfriend will then be free to begin a new sexual relationship with another man, resulting in population-saving childbirths. In 700 years of trials, only three men have escaped the nightmare world alive and regained their true love.

        
          [image: Picture of a young man stumbling around a bar drunk. His face is red.]

          
            Figure 7. Vincent at the Stray Sheep bar during the daytime gameplay segments. © ATLUS © SEGA. All rights reserved.

          
        
        Page 55 →Interactive scenarios in Catherine alternate between two opposing gameplay styles. During the daytime, players control Vincent as he visits his local watering hole, the Stray Sheep. Vincent can perform a series of limited activities all within the spatial confines of the bar. He can order and drink cocktails, make small talk with his group of childhood friends and other non-player bar patrons, change the background music on the virtual jukebox, or watch TV news reports that chronicle the ongoing saga of the so-called “Woman’s Wrath” nightmare curse (see figure 7). The goal of these sections is to interact with the various non-player characters in the game, including Vincent’s two girlfriends, and select dialogue responses and actions from various multiple-choice menus that will in turn influence the relationship outcomes and bring about one of eight different game endings. These sections of the game most closely parallel the gameplay found in dating simulations and end with long animated cutscene sequences, over which the player has no direct control. Watching the game’s story unfold in this way makes clear that the limited engagement strategies discussed in the previous chapter are co-present within Catherine as well.

        Once Vincent leaves the bar, however, players are thrown into the game’s nighttime nightmare puzzle sections, which account for the majority of the game’s interactive playtime and challenge. Vincent now finds himself trapped in a nightmare where he must climb to the top of a large tower of blocks without falling to his death. These puzzle sections have a gameplay style reminiscent of the strategic world navigation in Q*bert (Gottlieb, 1982) mixed with the spatial reasoning and geometric construction of Tetris (Alexey Pajitnov, AcademySoft, 1984). Players must push and pull blocks to create a staircase that allows Vincent to successfully navigate to the landing at the top of each level’s tower, all while avoiding various enemies, booby traps, and boss characters along the way (see figure 8). As Vincent climbs, Page 56 →the bottommost rows of blocks continually fall away, forcing the player to make split-second decisions in order to successfully navigate the tower and escape from the nightmare back into the real world.

        
          [image: Picture of a young man climbing a tower of blocks in his underwear. Sheep’s horns protrude from his forehead.]

          
            Figure 8. Vincent climbs a treacherous tower of blocks during the nighttime nightmare gameplay sections. © ATLUS © SEGA. All rights reserved.

          
        
      
      
        Catherine as Social Narrative

        Despite the visible supernatural and horror influences in the game, Vincent and Katherine’s relationship is still depicted as a socially relevant commentary that reflects the changing nature of romantic relationships and gender roles in contemporary Japanese society. In an interview with Dengeki Games Monthly, Hashino Katsura (2011), the game’s director, remarked that Catherine was created with the universal themes of love and the problems of marriage in mind. He explains, “While love is a popular theme in movies and TV shows, there aren’t many games that tackle adult love issues in a serious manner, so we thought it would be interesting [to do so in Catherine].” Beyond the broad themes of love and marriage, Soejima Shigenori’s character designs for Vincent and Katherine, coupled with the performances of the voice actors, and the unique gameplay events work together to reflect the larger cultural consciousness of many real-life Japanese adults. At a basic level, the thirty-two-year-old Vincent and Katherine mirror the average age of the thirty-five-year-old Japanese gamer. His characterization represents a compelling amalgamation of two competing visions of pop masculinity in Japan: the “salaryman” and the “herbivore man.” Meanwhile, Katherine, as an independent, responsible, and career-driven young woman, represents a more authentic and socially relevant female characterization that diverges from many action and fantasy tropes of female game heroines.

        One key scene illustrates how Catherine presents a relatable rendering Page 57 →of couples’ life. It begins when Vincent and Katherine meet up during their lunch break for tea and pastries at the Chrono Rabbit café. Katherine removes Vincent’s sunglasses, stating, “You think you look good in those?” Her dominant position in the relationship is further emphasized when, after Vincent takes a phone call, Katherine criticizes his recent purchase of a new cell phone model and computer. She scolds, “You always throw your money away . . . Well, it’s okay, since you’ve been working hard . . . but you need to make sure you’re saving up.” The impetus for this fight is Katherine’s confession that her period is running late and that she believes she might be pregnant. While this is revealed not to be the case later in the game, during the scene, both characters accept the possibility, and Vincent is visibly shocked by the prospect of becoming a father. Katherine reinforces her status as an independent career woman when she expresses her desire to go back to work shortly after having the baby. She is even worried that she might have to take maternity leave: “We’ll just have to split up the housework,” she concludes, after already appointing herself in charge of their imagined joint bank accounts.

        In just this short, animated scene, Vincent and Katherine represent a contemporary Japanese couple, one where the woman may be the primary breadwinner, or both partners are working, and the man is expected to exhibit what Steven Chen (2012) calls the “3 Cs”: possess a comfortable income, be good at relationship communication, and cooperate with housework and childcare duties (296). Vincent’s characterization is atypical of traditional video game heroes. Far from appearing strong and hyper-masculine, Vincent is oftentimes anxious and depressed throughout the game. In the words of director Hashino (2011), he is a “cool bum.”

        Romit Dasgupta (2010) defines the Japanese “salaryman” (company worker) as, “The figure of the urban, middle-class, white-collar [worker] loyally toiling away for the organisation in return for an implicit guarantee of life-time employment stability” (para. 5). According to Dasgupta (2000), the salaryman came to represent both the “corporate ‘ideal’ and masculine ‘ideal’” during Japan’s postwar bubble economy of the 1980s (192). Vincent spends day after day in a dead-end job, every bit the image of company loyalty as the postwar salaryman but with none of the social benefits afforded to previous generations. Despite stable employment, Vincent is strapped for cash, lives in a messy studio apartment, and has no real responsibilities at work and therefore no hope for seniority-based promotions or lifetime employment. The game’s instruction manual informs the player that Vincent doesn’t need to wear a suit or a tie for his job, since he has no contact with his business’s customers. In short, Vincent is Page 58 →a contemporarily relevant image of the millennial salaryman categorized by what Chen (2012) calls a “loss of authority, loss of seduction, and loss of genius” within the social landscape of post-bubble Japan (294).

        Vincent’s characterization also shares some similarities with a separate, widely publicized category of pop-masculinity known as the “herbivore man” (sōshoku danshi, lit. “grass eating man”). The term was coined by freelance writer Fukasawa Maki in a 2006 article for Nikkei Business. Herbivore men are happy being in the company of women but remain uninterested in relationships that involve either long-term commitment such as marriage, or physical intimacy such as sex. As the term subsequently exploded in popularity among Japanese media outlets, “herbivores” were depicted as feminized men in their 20s and 30s who were frugal and had an interest in personal grooming. In Fukasawa’s view, herbivores are the type of men who will lie beside a woman and cuddle up at night, only to leave in the morning without having sealed the deal. Fukasawa (2006) writes, “It’s not that they want nothing to do with love or sex, they’re not actively pursuing it—the herbivore man is uninterested in craving meat.”

        Even game director Hashino admits to having taken some inspiration for the game’s characterizations from the phenomenon of the herbivore man. He recalls, “At that time, men who didn’t bother with love and relationships and found them too much trouble were interviewed in books and magazine articles. It feels like we put these type [of characters] all around Vincent” (Hashino 2011). Vincent does share some personality traits with the herbivore man such as a fear of commitment. Yet, as with the salaryman identity category, he does not fully fit the stereotype. Vincent avoids “adult” responsibilities such as marriage and procreation, yet he diverges from popular discourses which paint Japanese men as hypersexual virgins who are focused on sex but not actually having any of their own (Alexy 2019, 2). Much to the contrary, Vincent has plenty of sex! He relishes nighttime activities with both his longstanding girlfriend and his casual hookup. Thus, while Vincent’s characterization clearly draws on both the salaryman and herbivore man archetypes, he cleverly subverts both identity categories and creates a new paradigm. This is productive within the context of a social narrative about intimacy as masculinity is a spectrum and gender identity is fluid. Since Vincent’s trials and tribulations more closely mirror what many actual adult players may be experiencing in Japanese society today, his characterization becomes that much more engaging and relatable.

        Other relevant aspects of the social narrative become apparent when one considers the ongoing economic stagnation in Japan (the so-called Page 59 →“lost decade(s)” of the 1990s and beyond) and the constellation of obstacles to having and raising children in the country today. Suzuki Toru (2012) theorizes three main barriers to childrearing in Japan, including the increasing cost of education and the global economic recession. However, when considering Japan’s declining birthrate and aging population, the organizing governmental rhetoric in Japan often purposefully targets working women and blames the current situation on the rising female labor force and the opportunity cost of children for female professionals (65–66). With a monthly child allowance of just 15,000 Yen (approx. $114 USD) to parents with children under three years old, many young Japanese women report that they simply do not want to quit their jobs and end their careers just to have kids (Suzuki 2012, 75).

        The interplay between social relationships, birthrate, and the economy is further on display during certain in-game events. One of the actions Vincent can perform in the daytime gameplay sections is to check his account balance at the bar ATM. This will always result in a line of dialogue where Vincent laments his lack of savings and ponders how he will be able to support a family. Players must also manage their various in-game relationships by texting via a smartphone interface. This takes the form of selecting multiple-choice responses from a set list in order to compose and send text messages to both young and old K/Catherine. Texting sympathetic or dismissive messages, or refusing to respond altogether, will shape Vincent’s relationship with each woman throughout the game. By using this gameic interface for relationship management, Catherine further comments on the detached, often virtual nature of modern-day online dating and posting relationship updates on social media. Returning to the café cutscene, Vincent is anxious and inarticulate in his face-to-face meeting with Katherine. Yet he emotionally comes alive during the texting segments and can sincerely apologize for a mistake or open up about his fears and anxieties with the proper player input. In this way, Catherine deftly uses a gameic interface to reference the growing global trends in technologically mediated social interactions.

      
      
        Gendered Dynamics in Catherine

        Common media critiques of Catherine position the game as representative of a broader culture of patriarchal sexism and sexual violence against women present in Japanese games, stemming from the eroticized character designs and gameplay focus on infidelity. This has led David Auerbach Page 60 →of Slate magazine (2014) to provocatively label Catherine the most “sexist video game of all time,” writing that the game’s narrative “divides the world in half: matrimonial prison reality and male-only video game fantasy.” While Catherine certainly incorporates normative notions of gender, class, and intimacy, Auerbach’s assessment fails to apprehend how the power valence of a provocative theme may be overturned when the entire gameic experience is taken into consideration. Through their characterization and narrative progression, Vincent and Katherine do not simply reinforce tired gender stereotypes such as the misogynistic salaryman or the passive housewife. Rather, they function as more contemporarily resonant characters who would be at home in Japan today. For the unmarried male or female Japanese player, Catherine validates the real-world social situation of all those who are striving hard in their job, yet still worried about relationships, children, and the future. It is rare in a mass-market commercial video game to see frank discussions about the changing nature of the Japanese family.

        In his discussion of the ethics of imaginary violence in Japanese video games, Patrick W. Galbraith (2017) stages an imaginary dialogue between Anita Sarkeesian, a Canadian feminist critic of mainstream video games in North America, and Sasakibara Gō, a manga and anime critic based in Japan who plays adult computer games with explicit sexual content. Among Sarkeesian’s prominent claims about gendered representation in Japanese games is her core argument that women in gaming primarily exist as “passive objects of heterosexual male desire” (qtd. in Galbraith 2017, 71), and that this objectification of women encourages players’ active participation through the medium hallmark of interactivity (72). Emily Taylor (2007) offers a variation of this thesis that dating simulation games in Japan in particular speak to a discourse of failed masculinity where male players assert dominance over female characters in an effort to reclaim or reaffirm their real-world masculinity (203–4).

        Galbraith’s counterargument, via Sasakibara’s own reflections as a PC gamer, is that nonplayable female characters in Japanese video games, while sexualized or stereotypically gendered, are rarely reduced solely to “background decoration” (2017, 76). Rather, through the deliberate choices players make when they interact with them, female characters are “both sex objects and subjects with interiority” that players may care about (2017, 78). To be clear, Galbraith and Sasakibara discuss characters from adult computer games in Japan with explicit sexual content. Catherine differs in both genre and in its lack of explicit content, yet the underlying discussion of gameic engagement holds true for this game as well. Galbraith’sPage 61 → (2017, 77) recognition of “different game designs and mechanics, which encourage care for rather than violence against nonplayable female characters” dovetails nicely with my discussion of distanced engagement that follows in this chapter.

        As a player of adult computer games himself, Sasakibara regards non-player female characters as “humans” rather than two-dimensional images or in-game sex objects. While in no way fully overcoming the problematic sexism on display in the games Sasakibara plays, dating simulation games show the power of distanced engagement to reformat the rules of intimacy by encouraging male players to think through their encounters and become aware of the relations of power that undermine them. In regard to Catherine specifically, it is chiefly a man’s own capacity to injure women through infidelity that is probed through the game’s social narrative. The player and Vincent are not allowed to get off scot-free because while Catherine quite literally makes a game of cheating, the distanced engagement mechanics encourage a reflection on sexual violence rather than a promotion of it.

        When making a choice in an adult computer game that affects the multiform narrative, Sasakibara actively “considers how it will impact the character that he is interacting with, who he knows, if not cares about, and is ‘someone’ (dareka) looking back at him” (qtd. in Galbraith 2017, 79). Put another way, Sasakibara becomes implicated in the game’s fiction with palpable feelings of guilt toward the female characters he wrongs (2017, 81). According to Sasakibara, one of the benefits of adult computer games in Japan is precisely that they force engineer this confrontation between the male self as actor within a game and the male “self as victimizer” capable of violence against women in the real world (qtd. in Galbraith 2017: 81).

        The design mechanics that make these confrontations possible in Catherine, as well as in the adult computer games Sasakibara plays, are the tools of distanced engagement. It is not that a game ceases to be problematic, gendered, or emotionally violent once players acknowledge and reflect on their own positionality vis-à-vis a game’s fiction and characters. Rather, the new rules of gameic engagement prompt a productive confrontation with these very in-game actions and allow players to rehearse a variety of responses, including potentially adopting an ethical response against harming others, as will be discussed at the conclusion of this chapter in terms of the game’s multiple endings. If Sasakibara worries that players might rationalize their actions as only happening in a game and thus forget their own capacity for violence toward virtual and actual women (GalbraithPage 62 → 2021, 105), then Catherine’s distanced engagement strategies make this outcome just a little less likely.

      
      
        The Monstrous Unborn

        If the daytime gameplay segments and animated cutscenes in Catherine serve to heighten the relevance of the social narrative vis-à-vis a larger Japanese cultural consciousness, then the nighttime nightmare sections are a testament to the power of the subconscious as a tool for working through one’s anxieties. Throughout the puzzle sections, Vincent must overcome grotesque, larger-than-life boss characters that serve as a terrifyingly warped reimagining of spousal commitment and childrearing. As Vincent scurries up the tower, he must constantly push, pull, and arrange blocks into a staircase formation in order to ascend to higher levels and avoid the collapsing floor beneath him. At a metaphorical level, the development team has chosen to represent trauma as something unrepresentable—a maze-like puzzle that takes place within a diegetic nightmare. It is abstract, illusory, frightening, and camp all at once. Players are tasked with spatially rearranging Vincent’s mental blockages in the form of a path that can be successfully traversed for self-betterment and to escape from harm. Harm comes in the form of various booby traps as well as the skyscraper-sized level ending boss characters that chase after Vincent and attempt to fling him from the tower to his death. The characterization of two such bosses, “Doom’s Bride” and “The Child,” further emphasize that the diegetic game world of Catherine reflects a patently fantastical take on the current cultural climate in Japan surrounding marriage and childbirth.

        Doom’s Bride, the boss of Stage Five, is described in the official game literature as a “monster wearing a veiled wedding dress.” Known in Japanese by the title “Pure White Bride” (junpaku no hanayome), she is a nightmarish version of Katherine in a frayed wedding dress stained with blood. With piercing red eyes and black veins that stain her skin, the bride’s overall appearance illustrates how Vincent’s fear over marital commitment might become warped and terrifying within the subconscious (see figure 9). It doesn’t help that she chases him with an oversized butcher knife during his tower ascent. Throughout the encounter, Doom’s Bride shouts insults at Vincent as he scrambles up the blocks, such as, “You really are a loser!” and “Trying to escape your responsibility?!”

        Doom’s Bride is a pastiche of different influences. Her white wedding dress hints at the popularity of Western-style wedding ceremonies in Page 63 →Japan. But her depiction could equally be described in terms of Michael Dylan Foster’s (2016, 42) “folkloresque,” or a general and imprecise allusion to a work of folklore that requires only a shared body of knowledge to communicate meaning without pinpointing an originating text. The supernatural “odor” or “feel” of Doom’s Bride is that of the traditional Japanese monster (yōkai) ubume. In contemporary Japanese pop culture media, ubume is most often depicted as a woman who has died in childbirth. Carrying her child in her arms, the ghostly woman is clothed in white and dripping with blood. She asks male travelers to hold her newborn baby, only to have the child get heavier and heavier once she leaves (Foster 2015, 205). The ubume is at once both a demonic female yōkai and also an embodiment of the self-sacrificing spirit of motherhood (Foster 2015, 207; Papp 2011, 35; Shimazaki 2016, 226). In Catherine, ubume is recast as a spurned bride who retains all of the menace but none of the motherly loyalty of the original referent.
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            Figure 9. Doom’s Bride, the boss character from Stage 5, is a terrifying vision of marriage and spousal commitment. © ATLUS © SEGA. All rights reserved.

          
        
        More broadly, both Doom’s Bride and the ubume fit into a longer literary and artistic trajectory of representing the menstruating maternal body and childbirth as abject. Satoko Shimazaki (2016) notes that the ubume and her child are most commonly associated with suffering in the Buddhist Blood Pool Hell, owing to the ways in which the shedding of blood during childbirth, or death during pregnancy came to be regarded as a great sin (205). In the words of Julia Kristeva (1982), the maternal body is created through “a violent act of expulsion through which the nascent body tears itself away from the matter of maternal insides” (101). It is precisely this violent act of expulsion that informs another notable boss character in Catherine, The Child, who is worthy of examination.

        The character design of The Child was inspired by Australian sculptor Ron Mueck’s representation of a newborn titled “A Girl” (Kihara 2011, 154). This boss appears in two different forms during the game: first, in Stage Four as an undead baby (see figure 10), and again in Stage Six as a comically deadly baby cyborg with blood-soaked chainsaws and concealedPage 64 → Gatling guns springing from its body. In Japanese the two characters are referred to as “Fetus” (taiji) and “Terrifying Fetus” (osorubeki taiji), respectively, which emphasizes a much stronger link than in the English-language localization to what Kristeva terms the “abject fetus” born from the bowels of “abomination” (1982, 101–2). The Child clearly functions as an analog of Vincent’s fear of fatherhood and loss of his own autonomy. At the same time, the fetal nomenclature and character design also suggest the folk practice of “separative surgery” as discussed by Shimazaki (2016, 206). This practice, which dates back to the early modern period, but was practiced even after the Meiji Restoration of 1868, sought to physically (or symbolically) remove the fetus from the dead mother’s body in order to prevent the mother from returning as a ghost hellbent on reviving her baby or stealing someone else’s child.
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            Figure 10. Boss character The Child from Stage 4 highlights the grotesque visuality of childbirth within the nightmare world. © ATLUS © SEGA. All rights reserved.

          
        
        Throughout the tense encounter, The Child whines, “Don’t leave me! Da-daddy!” and, “Why are you wunning [sic] away?!” Here again, Catherine presents a highly imaginative version of a real social concern in Japan today, namely if having children is an attractive part of marriage. As we can see, Catherine codes these real-world issues within its fuzzy allusions to folk practices surrounding the ubume and separative surgery. As Jeffrey A. Tolbert (2016) suggests in his analysis of folkloric connections in another Japanese horror video game Fatal Frame, folkloric fiction heightens the game experience with an air of truth by harkening to real-world supernatural traditions (127). In Catherine, the supernatural becomes mixed with everyday anxieties over marital commitment and fatherhood, showing how these very real concerns might become warped and terrifying within the subconscious.

        The depictions of these boss characters, while clearly otherworldly in representation, become more significant when one considers the real-world concerns some Japanese players profess about adult responsibilities. According to a survey conducted by the National Institute of Page 65 →Population and Social Security Research (2011) in which Japanese singles detailed their attitudes about marriage and childbirth, 48.7 percent of men and 60.5 percent of women aged 18–34, the primary age group of gamers in Japan, stated that their main worry about marriage was, “whether or not I will be able to maintain my daily rhythm and lifestyle” (8). And, while this survey question does not specifically reference children as a separate variable, it is reasonable to assume that childrearing represents the most salient impediment to one’s daily rhythm, especially where sleep and work is concerned. Doom’s Bride could thus be read as the monstrous embodiment of larger societal concerns on the part of some Japanese. Results from the same 2011 fertility survey indicate that only 33.6 percent of Japanese men and 47.7 percent of women aged 18–34 cited children as a “merit of marriage” (29). While a direct North American comparison is hard to make, a 2013 Gallup poll of a similar group of Americans aged 18–40 revealed that 93 percent already had or wanted to have children (Newport & Wilke 2013). While results from survey data should always be drawn judiciously, Catherine presents a highly imaginative version of a real social concern in Japan today, namely if having children is an attractive part of marriage.

        The linearity of the daytime gameplay segments and animated cutscenes directly contrasts with the unpredictable replayability of the nightmare puzzle sequences. Within the nightmares, where the player dies, resets, and replays these puzzles and boss battles before ultimately achieving victory, the monstrous images become sterilized and the player gradually becomes desensitized to what once represented a frightening prospect of adulthood. This process of repetition recalls Sigmund Freud’s story of the game fort-da (“gone”-“there”), in which his grandson simulates both the frightening departure and comforting return of his mother by repeatedly throwing and retrieving a wooden spool on a string (2011, 57). Freud locates in children’s play not only the capacity to repeatedly act out a traumatic action, but also the tendency to gradually lessen the associated fear by replacing it with a repetitive positive action over which the player has some control (58).

        Video games provide players with an equivalent safe space from which to engage with, and eventually overcome, even the most anxiety inducing of scenarios through their own choices in an interactive fashion. Via the narrative device of the nightmare and the inherent trial and error gameplay of the puzzles, both Vincent and the player rehearse responses and are afforded the opportunity to work through troubling scenarios from within the simulation. Provocative social narratives such as Catherine suggestPage 66 → a possible method for coping and working through trauma via interactive means and perhaps achieving emotional catharsis along the way.

      
      
        Distanced Engagement

        In theorizing patterns of narrative consumption, Japanese cultural critic Ōtsuka Eiji (2010) argues that video games and other pop-cultural media attract consumers by engaging them at two sites of narrative development: the “small narrative” and the “grand narrative.” Ōtsuka explains, “The ‘small narrative’ [is] the concrete commodity or single episode of a drama, and the ‘worldview,’ ‘program,’ or ‘system’ . . . in this work [is what] I’ve been calling the ‘grand narrative’” (2010, 109). Ōtsuka’s theory of narrative consumption is rooted in a discussion of collectible stickers for children found within tubes of chocolate candies. Marc Steinberg (2012) writes that one of the main shifts inherent with this new consumptive practice is “the dissolution of the strict division between medium and message” (169). More than the chocolate itself, what children were actually consuming in Ōtsuka’s view were fragments of narrative attached to the individual commodities of collectible stickers. In video games, the totality of the data programmed into the software (including the game world, backstories of all the supporting characters, hidden secrets, and the like) constitutes the grand narrative. The small narrative is what any single player experiences during any one playthrough (Ōtsuka 2010, 108). It is the player’s desire for mastery over the game and the associated thrill of unearthing all the interconnections and secrets of the grand narrative (be they side quests or hidden Easter eggs) that propels contemporary video game play beyond a single consumptive practice.

        Azuma builds on Ōtsuka with his own project on “gameic realism” (gēmuteki riarizumu). Azuma suggests that in dating simulation games grand narratives have steadily been replaced with more free-floating narrative structures that often serve as a base for various systematized (or database) aesthetic and affective elements associated with moe4 (Looser 2017, 353). This is because gameic realism is characterized by the absence of a concrete beginning, middle, or end due to the unique ability of video games to “pluralize” (fukusūka) narrative possibilities through nonlinearity and branching stories (Azuma 2007, 142). Video game narratives can be reset, end a variety of ways, or never end at all in the case of procedurally generated experiences or online multiplayer matches. Precisely for these reasons, Azuma suggests that game stories increasingly function as Page 67 →“metanarratives” (meta monogatari) that are aware of, or draw attention to, their own structure and form (2007, 115).
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            Figure 11. Vincent in the confessional booth with the crucifixion painting behind him. © ATLUS © SEGA. All rights reserved.

          
        
        Self-reflexivity and metanarrative are the primary methods through which Catherine achieves distanced engagement. Every dialogue and story choice players make in the game affects an onscreen morality meter that in turn impacts the story’s ending. Catherine utilizes an unusual gameplay device that serves to not only repeatedly distance the player from the small narrative throughout the entire game, but also clearly provokes self-reflection about the larger social implications. This is achieved through church confessional scenes. As if the game could not get any stranger, after the successful completion of each puzzle level in the nightmare world, Vincent enters a Catholic confessional booth. During this striking performance of Western religious morality, Vincent speaks with Astaroth, an avatar representing the cruel side of the fertility goddess Ishtar, who plays the role of the priest. In another unexpected visual cue, present on the back wall of the booth is a framed painting of Vincent crucified on the Venus symbol (♀) (see figure 11).

        During these confessional segments, players must pull one of two rope levers to answer a simple A or B opinion question related to love, relationships, or personality. The player’s poll answer is then logged and displayed onscreen as a pie chart. If connected to the Internet, answers are indexed against a database of what other players answered during their first playthrough (see figure 12). This allows one to compare their answers with others and see how their opinions stack up. The Japanese game version also allows responses to be indexed by gender.

        Some confessional questions are clearly meant for laughs, such as, “Is popping bubble wrap fun?” and, “Could you have sex with an attractive ghost?” My answer to the second question, absolutely! However, other questions evoke the Japanese governmental fertility surveys cited Page 68 →throughout this chapter. These include questions on domestic partnerships: “Is it okay to live with your partner without ever intending to marry them?” (Answers: Not a chance / Yes indeed). Questions on lifestyle: “How does a life of no responsibility sound?” (Answers: Sign me up / No Way), which is very similar to the question about marriage worries where Japanese respondents answered that they wanted to maintain their daily rhythm and lifestyle. Questions on dating and intimacy: “Is romance annoying?” (Shōjiki, ren’ai yari kekkon wa mendōkusai?) (Answers: I hate it / I wuv it [sic]). This question uses the Japanese word mendōkusai in its phrasing, which can be translated as “tiresome,” or “annoying,” and is the very same word that many young Japanese men and women now use to describe their relationship aversions or phobias in news articles and TV interviews (Haworth 2013). For some young Japanese, romantic relationships may have become mendōkusai, and here is the very same discourse utilized in Catherine to strengthen the potency of the social narrative.
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            Figure 12. The results of a confessional poll displayed as a pie chart. An online database allows players to compare their responses with others. © ATLUS © SEGA. All rights reserved.

          
        
        While these are just a small sample of the question possibilities in Catherine, they all serve to encourage the player’s distanced engagement. First, the gameplay mechanic of voting in a poll clashes dramatically with the intense puzzle sections that come before and forces the player to reflect on their own values and how they wish to shape the story. Second, the indexing and infographic construction forces the player to compare their opinions with that of other players in the real world and acknowledge that they are just one of many “men” who have scaled these towers and answered these questions for the gods.

        These two conflicting gameplay styles could be viewed as a form of “ludonarrative dissonance,” in which the game’s mechanics and the game’s fiction are misaligned. Game developer and critic Clint Hocking (2007) coined this popular term in reference to the first-person shooter Bioshock (2K Boston, 2007). He argues that when there is a schism between gameplayPage 69 → and narrative, the resulting disjuncture “all but destroys the player’s ability to feel connected to either [the gameplay or the narrative], forcing the player to either abandon the game in protest . . . or simply accept that the game cannot be enjoyed as both a game and a story.”

        Particularly frustrating to Hocking as a player is that Bioshock introduces a narrative twist halfway through the game that seems to mock the user for having believed in the game’s conceit of free will. For Hocking, Bioshock is taking itself seriously and does not include this twist for meta or comedic reasons. In Catherine, the puzzle and polling sections could, at first glance, be similarly viewed as poorly integrated into the game’s overarching social narrative. However, a crucial difference between Hocking’s critique of Bioshock and my analysis of Catherine is that the latter consciously uses these jarring, alternative design choices precisely for metanarrative and comedic purposes. Catherine wants to make players laugh and think at the same time. Because of this, the distanced engagement of Japanese game design capitalizes on this feeling of ludonarrative dissonance and redeploys it as a useful tool for player control and immersion.

        Ōtsuka (2010) writes that consumers of pop culture are “tricked” into believing that they are experiencing a small narrative in the form of an individual product. When in fact, he writes, “What is being consumed is not an individual drama or thing but the system itself that was supposedly concealed in the background” (109; emphasis in the original). Azuma argues that Japanese consumers have largely given up searching for any sort of grand narrative behind the media they consume. Yet, the distanced engagement in Catherine represents a creative and novel attempt to reintroduce a grand social narrative about intimacy and adult responsibility into a dating simulation system, and a game genre commonly associated with superficial traits and tropes. While not all players will think long and hard about the social messages motivating Katherine’s and Vincent’s relationship, the distanced engagement strategies require some degree of contemplation about the social commentary of the game, if not larger self-reflection on one’s own life and values. Thus, what could remain a one-dimensional experience of the social narrative in a novel or film becomes that much more interactive, reflective, and multifaceted in Catherine.

        
          In Lieu of a Conclusion—Multiple Endings

          Falling in love and working to sustain a relationship, whether virtual or actual, requires time, patience, and hard work. Dating simulation games Page 70 →are often derided for their superficiality, yet in many ways they reinforce the necessary labor of dating culture, albeit without the risk of losing your desired mate to another person (Miles 2019, 155). As a social narrative, Vincent Brooks’s bizarre love triangle subverts established video game tropes and engages players through socially relevant characterizations that reflect larger changes in Japanese society and intimacy practices. The self-reflexive and metanarrative elements are a creative way to force the player to be cognizant of the fact that they are playing a video game. This is accomplished via the confessional gameplay segments and online indexing of poll answers, as well as the occasional breaking of the fourth wall in character monologues. Meta gameplay such as this further detaches the player from the game world and encourages them to think about their own positionality inside and outside the simulation. Indeed, one cannot progress through the game if they do not answer the polls and the sheer act of answering elicits some self-reflexivity from the player, however minimal. It is the synthesis of these two forms of engagement that gives Catherine the potential to function both as an effectual social narrative about population concerns and potentially encourage a change in mindset through player self-reflection.

          Catherine contains eight separate game endings. No one ending is considered canonical, so players can shape the narrative and end the story as they see fit. There are three endings that deal with Katherine, three that deal with Catherine, and two variations of a “freedom” ending. A “good” Katherine ending has Vincent and Katherine get back together and begin planning their wedding. A “bad” Catherine ending has Vincent propose marriage to the succubus, get rejected, and later get hit by a car. Which ending the individual player reaches depends on the poll and dialogue choices made throughout the game and one must replay the entire game and adopt a different play style, or visit YouTube, in order to view the additional endings.

          Azuma (2009) reasons that players of video games with multiple endings do not experience the narrative as disjointed. Rather, “they emotionally relate to the world of the work as if the randomly selected choice before them at a given moment is the only destiny” (85). If each game ending is experienced by the player, in that moment, as the one and only possible ending, then the presence of eight different endings in Catherine allows the game to be that much more effective and affective for different players. Galbraith notes that popular anime series such as Neon Genesis Evangelion and Puella Magi Madoka Magica often “oscillate between immersion in fantasy and indulgence in fan service and critical distance Page 71 →from them” (2021, 107). This is equally applicable to Catherine, a game that intermixes gameic strategies of distanced engagement with purposefully eroticized character designs and questionable romantic scenarios. It is perhaps due to this hybridization that Catherine was able to resonate with players and find a cult following both inside and outside Japan, even when its central narrative is still about masculinity and delivered solely from the perspective of the heterosexual cisgender male protagonist.

          I would like to close with a discussion of one of the game’s two “freedom” endings. In the “true freedom” ending, Vincent becomes burned out on relationships altogether and decides to not get back together with either K/Catherine. Sitting in the Stray Sheep, Vincent reveals to Boss that he has finally realized what he wants in life. He confesses, “What you said about the prosperity of the species triggered something. When I was younger . . . I guess I figured . . . something would happen to, you know . . . validate my lifestyle. But that didn’t happen. Instead of adapting to life, I got all scared by the slightest decisions. But . . . Things are different now. I finally feel that I can progress” (ellipses in the original). Much like the players themselves, Vincent has reflected and grown during his participation in the Great Trials.

          Vincent takes out a loan from Boss and wagers it on the upcoming WrasslInsanity 49 women’s wrestling tournament. He bets on the unlikely jobber Feather who, despite the odds, ends up winning the tournament. A few days later he is shown to have moved out of his apartment and is in the Spaceport high above the town, thus revealing that the entire game narrative has taken place in a fabricated town on a space colony! Vincent has used his winnings to go on a space tourism voyage that is repeatedly advertised on posters throughout the game.

          Emma E. Cook (2019) problematizes the idea that precarity in one’s economic or romantic situation necessarily leads to an emancipatory potential where individuals let go of normative gendered expectations and identities. While this emancipatory potential does exist, Cook contends that contemporary Japanese couples faced with precarity often expend considerable effort rebalancing and rebuilding traditionally gendered roles and intimate norms (139). While Vincent’s space voyage may seem incredibly farfetched from a narrative standpoint (though what would still surprise us in this game?!), Azuma (2009) reminds us that “it is [the otaku] who may be said to be socially engaged and realistic in Japan today, by virtue of not choosing the ‘social reality’” (27; emphasis my own). Vincent’s monetary windfall leads to his emancipation not through rebuilding traditional gender roles, but by sidestepping them completely.

          Page 72 →By including an ending where Vincent rejects the hegemonic masculinity of the salaryman, the hip, alternative masculinity of the herbivore man, and the toxic masculinity of the serial cheater, Catherine opens a space for and mirrors the identities and lifestyle choices of many kinds of players, including otaku. Looking up toward the spaceships as they fly by waiting to take Vincent on a new adventure to a distant planet, this game ending presents the possibility of a post-national, post-ethno-racial Japanese future in the solar system. What intimacy will look like in this future is anybody’s guess. This vision of Japan has limitless potential and is in direct competition with the inflexible Web Clock of Child Population that began this chapter. Vincent concludes the game by breaking the fourth wall and speaking directly to the player. He asks us, “Why live a life without doing what you want? That’s just a recipe for a life of misery.” In this way, the virtual character we have come to care about over the past fifteen-hours of gameplay steps out of the game to tell us to take charge of our own lives in a way that can only be described as a beautiful comingling of social narrative and distanced engagement.

        
      
    
  
    
      
        Page 73 →Three
        External Engagement
        Pixelated Pain and Nuclear Memory in Metal Gear Solid V

      
      Since the advent of home video game systems three decades ago, the most tantalizing, or perhaps troubling, promise of the medium has been that of a fully realized virtual world indistinguishable from everyday life into which players could enter, assume an identity, manipulate items, and participate in interactive stories. In short, video games have always had their eye on actualizing what Gene Roddenberry so famously imagined in 1987 with the “Holodeck” from Star Trek: The Next Generation (1987–1994), or later by the Wachowskis’ Matrix franchise. Though current augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR) technologies orient us ever closer to the levels of immersion envisioned by Roddenberry’s deep space recreation facility, the goal remains the stuff of science fiction for the video game industry, at least for the moment.1

      Renowned media theorist Janet Murray references the science fiction device directly in the title to her foundational Hamlet on the Holodeck. In that book, she asks whether the emergence of new participatory, non-linear media made possible by the digital environment of computers, hyperlinks, and video games will be as transformative a tool for storytelling as the motion picture camera was over a hundred years ago. Murray’s oft-quoted and occasionally maligned prediction, “Perhaps the next Shakespeare of this world will be a great live-action role-playing [game master] who is also an expert computer scientist,” indicates that at least this media studies scholar believes they will (1997, 152). In the conclusion to her book, Murray speculates that in the digital narratives of the then-future there Page 74 →may be stories that confer on the user the ability to simultaneously act as an author of and a character within their own narrative. In Murray’s own words, “We might be given a compelling role within the environment that confers upon us the ability to fluidly switch between viewing the world through our own character’s eyes and viewing our character through the eyes of others” (1997, 283).

      What Murray hints at, and what the Holodeck promises, is the near full erasure of the distanced engagement strategies discussed in the previous chapter that clearly demarcate player input from the fantasy scripted by the designers in Catherine. This new type of game would be the result of a more systemic form of immersion where players author a greater degree of the game’s content while literally becoming indistinguishable from a character within the simulation (1997, 116). Science fiction has long been fascinated with the idea of simulations so engaging that a player might never wish to leave, or never be able to do so.2 This chapter is an attempt to think through what this merging of the player and player-character subjectivities might look like in a video game, and, moreover, how this simulated sense of real-world fidelity might aid in the working through of post-traumatic memory.

      I address this by proposing what I term “external engagement,” or clever gameplay strategies used to turn the gameic experience into an experiential event within the player’s own lived reality. The discussion centers on Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain (Konami, 2015; hereafter MGSV), the most recent entry in the world-famous stealth action series that has long experimented with metafictional and self-referential tricks to involve the player more deeply in the simulation. I begin by reading the game’s complex narrative as an attempt by the designer to undermine the postwar foundational narrative between Japan’s unconditional surrender and the United States of America’s dropping of the atomic bombs. Next, a discussion of the main gameplay features of MGSV reveals how the series on a whole, and this entry in particular, deploys external engagement to encourage a sense of synchronicity between the player’s and central protagonist’s actions in order to heighten the sense of immersion in the fictional in-game scenarios. Lastly, a discussion of the stakes of virtual violence shows how characters work through phantom limb pain and post-traumatic stress disorder in several interesting gameplay scenarios that provide a more personalized appreciation of war trauma and conflict resolution owing to the players’ own moral involvement in the in-game events.

      
        Page 75 →A Vocal Cord Parasite and the Erasure of the World’s Lingua Franca

        For over thirty-five years, the Metal Gear Solid series (hereafter MGS) has been tasking players to infiltrate secret bases and carry out a military-themed version of hide-and-seek with enemy guards. Designed, written, directed, and produced by renowned auteur Kojima Hideo (b. 1963), MGSV is actually the eighth main game in the series, and the third chronologically, contrary to what the numbering might suggest.3 The series began with Metal Gear (Konami, 1987) and its sequel Metal Gear 2: Solid Snake (Konami, 1990) for the MSX24 in Japan. The first game was not widely released outside of Japan and the second was not released abroad at all. Consequently, most players likely first donned the sneaking suit of spy hero Solid Snake through the series’ third iteration Metal Gear Solid, released for the original PlayStation by Konami in 1998. Unlike the original two games, which featured an aerial view and a limited graphical palette of sixteen colors, this third entry featured a full 3D engine with abundant cinematic cutscenes and fully voiced character dialogue (Tokyo Metropolitan Museum of Photography 2003, 180, 182). The result was the birth of a highly cinematic form of gameic storytelling that brought narrative and characterization to the fore in a previously unseen way (Sayawaka 2012, 269–70).

        Journalist Tom Bissell humorously equates summarizing the convoluted storyline and mythos of the MGS series with writing “a one-page encapsulation of War and Peace” (2010, 186). However, against Bissell’s better judgment, I will attempt a basic (and simplified) overview of the complex narrative in order to situate the events of The Phantom Pain within the larger series trajectory. Set in 2005, Metal Gear Solid casts players as retired American Special Forces soldier Solid Snake who returns to action and is redeployed on a “sneaking mission” to infiltrate an enemy base on the Alaskan island of Shadow Moses. His mission is to counteract Foxhound, a terrorist group led by the mysterious Liquid Snake that is threatening to launch a nuclear strike against the United States from a bipedal mechanical tank known as a “Metal Gear”; that is, unless the U.S. government releases the bodily remains of Big Boss, the terrorist leader who Solid Snake supposedly incinerated with an improvised flamethrower at the end of Metal Gear 2.

        It is eventually revealed that Liquid Snake and Solid Snake are both clones, genetically identical to each other and to the legendary soldier Big Boss. They were created as part of the Les Enfants Terribles (The Terrible Page 76 →Children) project in the early 1970s, masterminded by Zero, the leader of a secret organization known as Cipher (and later as The Patriots),5 which functions as the overarching illuminati group controlling the entirety of the United States and masterminding the villainous acts of the series.
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            Figure 13. Big Boss as depicted in MGSV. © Konami Digital Entertainment.

          
        
        MGSV is one of three main prequel games to Metal Gear Solid that cast players not as Solid Snake but as his genetic “father” Big Boss (then known by the codename Naked Snake) (see figure 13). These games establish Big Boss’s backstory in the 1960s and 70s, chronicling his early training as the disciple of the legendary female soldier The Boss, the “mother of U.S. Special Forces,” through a life-changing mission where he is tasked with killing his former mentor and lover once she is branded a traitor by the United States. Naked Snake receives the title “Big Boss” from President Lyndon B. Johnson after successfully dispatching The Boss, but later learns that his mentor’s alleged defection and betrayal of her country were lies perpetuated by the U.S. government.

        After resigning from the Special Forces in disgust, the prequel games then follow Big Boss’s global exploits as he establishes a series of stateless private military companies to overthrow Cipher. His first company is the Militaires Sans Frontières (MSF; Soldiers Without Borders), which openly employs fighters from any nation, operating under the credo that soldiers should never be used as puppets of their national governments. As Big Boss’s military companies grow in strength, the prequel games chronicle Page 77 →the character’s gradual transformation from decorated American war hero to the series’ misunderstood antagonist who is eventually killed by his own “son,” who is oddly also himself. Whew! Is everyone still with me?

        Set in 1984, MGSV begins with Big Boss (now using the codename “Punished ‘Venom’ Snake”) awakening from a coma nine years after a sneak attack by the covert strike force XOF has destroyed MSF’s headquarters Mother Base. The game that follows is largely a quest for revenge in which Big Boss attempts to track down the man responsible for the attack, the mysterious Skull Face, while recruiting soldiers and rebuilding his destroyed base of operations.

        As the rise and fall of Big Boss aptly illustrates, the MGS series has always worked to cleverly subvert what cultural historian Yoshikuni Igarashi (2000) calls the “foundational narrative” of the U.S. and Japan that has defined the two countries’ perception of WWII and how it ended. Igarashi explains that the popular foundational narrative agreed upon by both nations positions Emperor Hirohito and President Truman as “great men”—Hirohito because he made the decision of national surrender out of concern for his people; and Truman because he only dropped the atomic bombs in order to prevent more bloodshed and hasten an end to the conflict. Igarashi writes, “Through the bomb, the United States, gendered as male, rescued and converted Japan, figured as a desperate woman. Hirohito’s so-called divine decision to end the war participated in this drama by accepting the superior power of the United States” (20).

        The construction of foundational narratives is an effective method of coping with trauma, whether it be from natural disasters as we saw in chapter 1, or from armed conflict. These foundations often prove to be generative material for video game narratives as well. Throughout all the MGS games, players have no choice but to question the false narrative of the “great men” in charge of the world’s superpowers. The clear gameic manifestation of this is when the former 43rd President of the United States George Sears is revealed to be the terrorist leader Solidus Snake, the secret third clone of Big Boss. In the ending battle of Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons of Liberty (Konami, 2001) set atop Federal Hall, Solid Snake’s mentee Raiden engages in an epic swordfight with the former president who appears clad in body armor with robotic octopus tentacles. A playthrough of any of the eight main games in the series thus works to undermine the “superior power” of the U.S. by portraying the nation as a false superpower that betrays its own war heroes and is run by a malevolent AI neural network (see note 5).

        Game director Kojima has spoken openly about his desire to use the Page 78 →MGS series as a tool to rethink established global economic and military hierarchies. As he explains:

        
          In the past the US was the centre of the world, where everything was happening . . . I think my stories have always sought to question this, maybe even criticise it . . . Hollywood continues to present the US army as being the good guys, always defeating the aliens or foreigners. I am trying to shift that focus . . . I am trying to present an alternate view in these games. (quoted in Parkin 2014)

        

        The MGS games, like Catherine in chapter 2, may initially seem like an unusual case study for discussing gameic representations of Japanese national trauma due to the conspicuous focus on American characters and geopolitical issues. However, Naoki Sakai has argued that when considering Othering in relation to Japan, Japanese difference is constructed, and has historically been constructed, by means of a particularization of the universal. He concludes that Japanese particularism is always already co-figured with Western universals (1997, 163). Following Sakai’s logic, the MGS series has always been concerned with renegotiating the postwar relationship between the U.S. and Japan by inverting the established foundational narrative of U.S military and economic superiority. Kojima’s rhetorical approach has simply been to focalize this story about Japan’s relationship with the West through the eyes of disenfranchised American super soldiers who experience the breakdown of American exceptionalism from the inside.

        Still, MGSV, as the eighth and alleged last game in the series, manages to introduce a new and previously unseen thematic into its critique of the foundational narrative of American hegemonic power: the question of linguistic imperialism. Indeed, players sense that language will play a key role in MGSV from the opening epigraph by Romanian philosopher Emil Cioran (1911–1995) that reads: “It is no nation we inhabit, but a language. Make no mistake; our native tongue is our true fatherland.” The game’s chief antagonist Skull Face later recites this same quote to Big Boss during an extended monologue wherein he reveals his plans for world domination (see figure 14).

        Skull Face views English as a parasitic lingua franca that subjugates and homogenizes indigenous cultures and linguistic groups. This hatred of multilingualism stems from the villain’s upbringing in a small Hungarian village where forced servitude to the Nazis and the Soviets necessitated that he learned the languages of the various occupying groups. Skull Face Page 79 →recalls, “With each new post, my masters changed, along with the words they made me speak. Words are peculiar. With each change, I changed too. My thoughts, personality, how I saw right and wrong . . . Words can kill. I was invaded by words, burrowing and breeding inside me.” In keeping with the theme of linguistic determinism, the central threat players must stop in MGSV is the dispersal of a deadly vocal cord parasite that will target and kill any host who speaks the English language. Skull Face’s plan is to wipe English from the face of the earth and in the process destroy Cipher’s mother tongue of operation. With the world rid of the “infestation” of English, Skull Face reasons that “all men will breathe free again [and] reclaim their past, present, and future.”

        
          [image: Picture of a disfigured man in a Zorro mask and black fedora. His face resembles a skull.]

          
            Figure 14. Skull Face, the main antagonist of the game. © Konami Digital Entertainment.

          
        
        The rhetoric of Skull Face’s logocentric view of national identity echoes Benedict Anderson’s (2005) theorization of a nation as a socially constructed “imagined community,” where citizens “will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion” (49). Anderson contends that the creation of imagined communities was made possible through the emergence of a new form of “print capitalism” that gave a fixed and permanent form to printed books and media represented in vernacular language. This in turn led to the decline of script languages such as Latin (or, within the East Asian context, Classical Chinese). The result was that various local dialects (or “language-fields” in Anderson’s terms) Page 80 →could now understand each other through print and this fostered common discourses and new notions of imagined community (2005, 56–57).

        The conceptual framework of “imagined communities” is useful not only for thinking through the rise in nationalism. It also shows how non-national imagined communities, those untethered to political ideologies and geographical boundaries, can arise in place of traditional nation states. These new communities might require a distinctive medium to represent them. Returning to the game, just as Anderson notes that print-capitalism gave rise to the formation of new kinds of “languages-of-power,” to represent imagined communities, so too is it ultimately revealed that Skull Face desires the establishment of a new monolingual world order dominated by the language of nuclear warfare. To quote Skull Face:

        
          The world will need a new common tongue. A language of nukes. My Metal Gears shall be the thread by which all countries are bound together, in equality. No words will be needed. Every man will be forced to recognize his neighbor. People will swallow their pain. They will link lost hands. And the world will become one. This war is peace.

        

        Skull Face desires to sell nuclear weapons to all the nations of the world to invalidate the political and national power of the existing arsenals wielded by the superpowers. If everyone has a nuke, no one has one. For Kojima, a staunchly anti-nuclear designer whose games frequently interrogate the fallacies of war, this is clearly a satirical critique of the deterrence discourse of mutually assured destruction where nuclear proliferation results in increased global safety.

        Equally present in the game narrative is Kojima’s subtle problematization of what Lisa Yoneyama (1999) terms Japan’s “phantasmatic innocence,” or the ways in which the country’s national remembrance has led to a forgetting of the history of race-based atrocities in East Asia (11). The gigantic, mechanized Metal Gear tanks that Solid Snake and Big Boss must destroy at the end of each game in order to prevent nuclear annihilation epitomize this clever subversion of Japan’s innocence. When the player first encounters the bipedal tyrannosaurus-looking Metal Gear REX in Metal Gear Solid, the mechanical design immediately recalls mecha (humanoid robots piloted by people) designs from famous Japanese anime. This is a point humorously acknowledged by REX’s lead engineer, the otaku Hal “Otacon” Emmerich, who admits to having drawn inspiration for REX’s designs from the anime he loves. Kojima’s game simultaneously Page 81 →critiques nuclear proliferation while reinscribing the destructive nature of the weapons. This destructive capability is something Igarashi notes is also lost in the foundational narrative between the U.S. and Japan that interprets the atomic bombs as tools of peace (2000, 42). In Kojima’s game worlds, these destructive weapons are housed in a mechanical body purposefully evocative of Japanese popular culture that can only be destroyed by a disgraced U.S. Special Forces soldier. With this structure, Kojima’s narrative criticizes both the creation of these U.S.-made weapons of mass destruction and the presumed innocence of the Japanese popular culture that routinely revisits the apocalypse as a core thematic in various anime works (Napier 2001, 12–13).

        Contemporary military video games often use nuclear detonations to create a spectacle of atrocity, but in MGSV, nuclear proliferation and disarmament become powerful gameplay activities thanks to an optional game mode called “Forward Operating Base” (FOB). In this game, players develop and manage an online base that can be used to invade the bases of fellow players for resources. Since these same players can in turn invade your own FOB, developing nuclear weapons can act as a useful deterrent for such attacks. However, nuclear weapons can also be decommissioned in this game mode as well, further evidencing the designer’s pacifist proclivities. In fact, the game encourages players to do just this and rewards the action. If the online community playing the game can deactivate all the nuclear warheads across a regional server, a special congratulatory video and additional content will be unlocked. As I discuss in the conclusion to this chapter, it is perhaps by engaging in this form of ethical play that nuclear weapons can, unironically, become tools of peace as the onscreen brutality of war is reconfigured and a new affective relationship to it is encouraged.

      
      
        Tactical Espionage Operations and the Never-Ending Battle

        Stealth sections have been present in video games prior to Snake putting his boots on the ground. However, the original Metal Gear on the MSX2 was the first video game to concentrate primarily on these elements, effectively creating an entirely new genre of play called “stealth action.” In these type of scenarios, players are encouraged to sneak quietly through secret bases without detection, use non-lethal weapons to silently incapacitate enemies, and hide from patrols along the way. To give the player the upper hand in this virtual game of hide-and-seek, MGS games utilizePage 82 → radar systems whereby players can monitor the location, movement, and field of vision of enemy guards in order to increase their situational awareness (see figure 15). If spotted by the enemy, there are precious few seconds during which to retaliate or flee and hide until the pursuit dies down. When confrontations are unavoidable, tranquilizer darts or stun guns are a silent way to neutralize the enemy, though players are more than welcome to unleash rockets and assault rifle rounds, albeit at the risk of being instantly discovered.
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            Figure 15. An example of the stealth gameplay in MGSV. Big Boss sneaks into an enemy outpost having marked all the soldiers to aid in his situational awareness. © Konami Digital Entertainment.

          
        
        Prior to MGSV, series games have typically featured a highly cinematic and linear form of gameplay. Player controlled sections would be punctuated with grandiose boss fights and long expository audio conversations via “Codec,” an in-game cochlear implant that functions as a two-way radio with mission control. More (in)famous still were the tightly directed, edited, and choreographed cinematic cutscenes used to tell much of the game’s story. A twenty-seven-minute-long scene from Metal Gear Solid 4: Guns of the Patriots (Konami, 2008) holds a Guinness World Record for the longest such scene in any video game.

        Until recently, players, as either Solid Snake or Big Boss, could infiltrate a series of enemy bases, but the degree to which they could explore and plan their approach was always limited by the relatively small indoor Page 83 →game maps and the technological limitations of the hardware itself. MGSV represents the series’ first foray into an “open world” style of gameplay where Big Boss is placed within two large open environments in Afghanistan and Africa. The third main location in the game is Big Boss’s Mother Base, an offshore plant in the Indian Ocean resembling an oil rig with interconnected platforms that house the various teams of soldiers that players can recruit throughout the game. To reflect the geographical distance between these three maps, Big Boss must fly by chopper should he wish to travel from Mother Base to the Afghan battlefield. Owing to this division of open worlds, the story unfolds not as an uninterrupted cinematic event as in previous games, but now as a series of fifty main “tactical espionage operation” missions (and hundreds of optional side ones) that can be triggered by the player at will. The wide-open maps allow players to improvise and creatively plan how they will infiltrate and exfiltrate from enemy headquarters, using the natural terrain and weather patterns to their advantage. This creates a palpable sense of being present in the battlefield and relying on one’s own creative thinking to complete the job. These missions have varied objectives such as extracting POWs or assassinating rebel leaders, and upon completion, players receive a letter grade and an in-game monetary reward depending on how efficiently they completed the mission. Ignoring the main story missions entirely is also an option, as players are free to wander and explore the two gigantic game maps, capturing wild animals, foraging for medicinal plants, or raiding guard outposts to supply Mother Base.

        This new mission-based gameplay structure has a direct impact on the pacing and progression of the game as it relates to the communication of war trauma. Individual missions can now be played out of sequence, so the central storyline of Skull Face’s vocal cord parasites unfolds episodically as in a TV show. Players can also undertake missions back-to-back, choosing to stay out in the battlefield for days at a time without returning to Mother Base for a shower.6 The cyclical nature of equipping weapons, deploying to the battlefield via the mobile command center (an armored chopper), and completing the mission objectives effectively communicates the fog of war for military participants as sorties bleed into one another, often with little narrative setup.

        The repetitive mission structure in MGSV also finds resonances with Azuma Hiroki’s (2007) analysis of Sakurazaka Hiroshi’s light novel All You Need Is Kill (2004).7 The light novel in question centers on United Defense Force soldier Kiriya Keiji battling an alien enemy known as the “Mimics” (gitai). Kiriya becomes stuck in a time loop where his death on Page 84 →the battlefield results in him being resurrected thirty hours earlier. This endless loop of “live-die-repeat” is what allows Kiriya to slowly gain skills as a soldier and ultimately discover the secret to beating the invaders. It is in this constant resetting of the timeline and respawning of the protagonist that Azuma (2007) sees the structures of video game play at work in the prose narrative. Kiriya assumes the roles of both the player-character and player-author in Azuma’s model as he behaves in real time within the narrative loop as an actor yet is also able to actively control the loop by killing himself in order to reset the day (169–70).

        Azuma (2007) reasons that differentiating the character level from the player level in literature and video games is effective for cultivating player empathy (kanjō inyū) around the “cruelty of death” (shi no zankokusa; 179). As Azuma elaborates, readers of stories where the principal characters can only die once feel empathy for the powerless (muryoku) characters themselves. But, in stories where a resetting of death is possible, as is the case in All You Need Is Kill and most other modern video games, the sense of empathy is divided between the character and the player herself who also feels a sense of powerlessness over only being able to control one life and one narrative stream of the character at a given time (Azuma 2007, 180). Kojima’s game simultaneously promotes empathy in both registers by collapsing this player-author and player-character distinction into a single speculative entity in order to increase the player’s sense of immersion in and culpability for the game content.

      
      
        External Engagement

        The gameplay moment occurs in Metal Gear Solid. Solid Snake has just defeated Liquid Snake’s right-hand lieutenant, the mustachioed gunslinger known as Revolver Ocelot, and rescued Kenneth Baker, the former president of the weapons manufacturer ArmsTech. Baker hands Snake an optical disc containing data from the training exercise run by his company’s bipedal mechanized tank Metal Gear REX with the instructions that it be returned to the Pentagon. Moments before he dies of a mysterious “heart attack,” Baker instructs Snake to obtain a card key held by Meryl Silverburgh, the niece of Snake’s commanding officer. He tells Snake, “In any case, you should contact Meryl by Codec. Wasn’t her frequency written on the back of the CD case?”

        When I first played this sequence, I naturally assumed that this comment in some way related to the optical disk Snake had just received. Page 85 →However, scrutinizing the in-game item yielded no clue as to how to successfully contact Meryl. As I and many baffled players eventually discovered, what the comment actually referred to was the back of the physical packaging in which the game was sold. Pausing the game to look at the real-world CD case, I flipped it over and noticed a small screenshot on the back, depicting Snake’s Codec conversation with Meryl in the game. Her Codec frequency was clearly shown in the picture as “140.15” (see figure 16). This is just one of many such memorable gameplay moments from the MGS series that serve to enhance the overall game experience by interfacing the player’s real-world activities with tangible results inside the simulation.8 We can see that, like in Catherine, self-reflexivity and breaking the fourth wall are components of these sequences. But the game is not merely acknowledging its own artifice. It is using paratextual material to author the story and increase its immersive potential in relation to the player’s embodied position.
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            Figure 16. Players must locate Meryl’s Codec frequency on the back of the physical game box (bottom center, 140.15). © Konami Digital Entertainment.

          
        
        Communications scholar Nina Huntemann’s (2010) interviews with players of “wargames” (military themed shooters of which she considers the MGS series to be a representative example) reveal that online gameplay sessions are often interlaced with discussions where players speak candidly, via in-game chat, about their real-world concerns surrounding the politics and current events depicted in the game. However, according to Huntemann, what is missing from these player discussions is any “constructive mechanism beyond the game for dealing with this fear” (234; emphasis my own). By looking at the MGS series, we find a possible Page 86 →framework for thinking through how a simulation might move beyond the confines of the virtual space and reach out to affect the player in the real world. In this context, I coin the term “external engagement” to refer to a purposeful collapsing of the player-author and player-character identities through gameplay techniques designed to turn the fantasy of the game experience into an experiential reality within the player’s own life. In this way, gaming becomes more than the act of simply pressing buttons or rotating analog sticks in front of a television.

        Japan has a well-known history of pioneering these sorts of experiential games. In a slightly different context of proto-external engagement, taikan (lit. body sensation) games have players interacting with large, haptic objects in Japanese game centers, such as beating on a giant taiko drum or leaning side-to-side on a motorcycle affixed to a gaming cabinet. Games researcher Jesper Juul (2009) refers to these as “mimetic interface games” and suggests that a key to their popularity lies in the way the interactivity makes it easy for players to experience competence in a real-world act (114). This penchant on the part of Japanese game developers for pairing simulative actions with real-world actions has influenced a variety of well-known game experiences.

        It can be found in the global craze surrounding the virtual pet Tamagotchi. Designed and launched in Japan in 1996 by toy manufacturer Bandai, Tamagotchi is a plastic egg-shaped electronic keychain containing a virtual pet whose animated image is displayed on a small LCD screen. The pet begins as an egg, hatches and grows into a child, and progresses to adulthood, gradually changing form along the way until ultimately dying. By manipulating a series of three buttons, players can feed, play with, and even clean up the Hershey Kiss-shaped poo of their virtual pet. When a Tamagotchi gets sick, it is the owner’s responsibility to administer virtual medicine. Not doing so in a timely fashion can result in the pet’s death (Allison 2006, 170–76). Caring for one’s Tamagotchi is enthralling not only because players invest virtual beings with heart, but because the act of play becomes an experiential event within one’s daily life. Players are encouraged to carry the device around with them at all times in order to monitor the wellbeing of their companion. The spatial confines of virtual play are gradually broadened as players bring their pets with them on the school bus, into a restaurant booth, or on a neighborhood jog. As Tamagotchi and the recent global craze surrounding the mobile game Pokémon GO (Niantic, 2016) make clear, these games promote new forms of emotionally significant, techno-intimate play by superimposing game tasks on the real world. This is made possible by shifting focus from the Page 87 →three-dimensional world of computer graphics to the concrete space in which the player lives. Oversized haptic game objects are engaging but not a necessity for external engagement. This immersion can take place whether catching monsters in your apartment courtesy of AR technology or caring for virtual comrades a little more deeply within a game.

        Game studies scholar Colin Cremin (2012) believes that video games only truly come alive through the collaboration between the “player-artist” and “ludo-creator” (75). Cremin is correct to highlight the fact that all gameplay sessions are necessarily a negotiation between a designer and a player, and that input from both parties is integral for the final product to function. However, even while extolling the virtues of this collaboration, Cremin views it as inherently “imbalanced,” with the player-artist functioning more as an “apprentice” to the designer (77–78). The strategies of external engagement in MGSV showcase some of the ways this balance of creator power might be rethought, with players occupying a more central role in the performance of fantasy play that they script and enact in their everyday life, outside of those spaces typically reserved for video game play.

        Thinking through strategies of external engagement also expands on game theorist Alexander Galloway’s (2006) central criteria of “congruence,” something that he argues is necessary for achieving realism in video games. As discussed in the previous chapter on Catherine, Galloway suggests that there must be “fidelity of context that transliterates itself from the social reality of the gamer, through one’s thumbs, into the game environment and back again” (2006, 78; emphasis in the original). This fidelity of context is a one-to-one mapping between what is depicted in the video game and what is lived by the player. The example given by Galloway is of a military game played by a youth growing up in a war-torn country under enemy occupation. There is little doubt that consuming a work of entertainment media that directly reflects the user’s lived experience might heighten the potential for empathetic resonance.

        However, most players of video games engage with scenarios that are heavily distanced from their everyday lives. While we may love to play as Solid Snake in his sneaking missions, few of us will ever be involved in the type of active combat scenarios depicted in the games. This limitation of Galloway’s thesis is potentially addressed with external engagement. While looking up Meryl’s Codec frequency on the back of a CD case does not align our lived identity with the video game character (we know we are not actually Solid Snake), it does provide the same sort of engagement that brings the game to life for the player. And it does so without the Page 88 →requirement that the player have a lived experience that directly correlates with the game’s fiction. Because external engagement strategies are more open to the varied speculative genres that inform video game play, they make the emotive power of the game experience more available across existing stratifications of race, class, and gender.

        In many cases, external engagement relies on the same set of design techniques as the distanced engagement strategies discussed in the previous chapter. Both Catherine and MGSV include self-reflexive meta gameplay moments. The difference between the two games comes largely through the directionality of how these strategies are deployed. Catherine uses metanarrative in-game polls to humorously promote player introspection on the artifice of the simulation and the impact of its social narrative. The MGS series contains similar examples of comedic distanced engagement, such as when boss character Psycho Mantis reads the player’s memory card data from within the game and comments on the game genres they frequently play. However, the MGS series is noteworthy in that, existing alongside these moments of distanced engagement are the external strategies that serve to collapse the distinction between player-author and player-character. In so doing, they promote outward engagement with the ethical stakes of the game in the real world and between other real players. For MGSV specifically, these strategies increase both the pleasure and, perhaps, pain of transportable traumatic memories. The external engagement strategies in MGSV are by no means seamless when interfacing with a player’s lived experience, yet they nonetheless work to alter players’ critical media viewing faculties and provide a compelling example of the ways in which game narratives and game immersion might evolve in the near future.9

      
      
        “I’m Big Boss, and you are, too . . .”

        Reflecting on the development of Metal Gear Solid for the original PlayStation, series creator Kojima reveals that Solid Snake was always intended as an analog for the player’s own identity. To quote Kojima, “We tried not to give [Solid Snake] too much character because we want players to be able to take on his role. Snake isn’t like a movie star. He’s not someone you watch. He’s someone you can step into the shoes of. Playing Snake gives gamers the chance to be a hero” (quoted in Newman 2013, 129). MGSV utilizes external engagement to more fully realize Kojima’s initial promise of comingling the player’s real and virtual identities, due in large part to a Page 89 →major plot twist that occurs at the end of the game that forces a reevaluation of the lead character’s identity.

        This revelation happens during Episode (mission) 46 of the game titled “Truth: The Man Who Sold the World.” Players are tasked with replaying the very first training mission of the game “Phantom Limbs,” where Big Boss awakens from his coma and must flee from a military hospital in Cyprus as Skull Face’s XOF forces attack. A weakened Big Boss is aided in his escape by a mysterious patient named Ishmael, whose face is concealed in bandages. The two successfully escape only to have their getaway vehicle collide with a guard post rendering both men unconscious. During the first playthrough of this mission, players must use a character customization interface to create a male character avatar unrelated to the in-game model of Big Boss (see figure 17).10 Dr. Constantinou holds a mirror up to Big Boss from the edge of his hospital bed and informs the soldier/player that his facial appearance must be altered via plastic surgery in order to elude his attackers. Players naturally assume that the avatar model they just created will provide the hero’s new face. However, the game quickly reverts to the prerendered model of Big Boss and the sequence continues (see figure 18).

        It is only when replaying this mission a second time as a flashback that the game’s twist is finally revealed: The player is not in fact the real Big Boss. Rather, the character players have been controlling all along is a former comrade and combat medic who served under Big Boss until he Page 90 →lost an arm and fell into a coma after the sneak attack on MSF’s Mother Base. An audiocassette tape from the “true” Big Boss (who aided in your hospital escape as the bandaged Ishmael) explains this twist to both the player and the medic moments before the game ends:

        
          [image: A character customization screen. Eleven different eyebrow selections are available to choose from.]

          
            Figure 17. Players use a character customization interface to create their own in-game avatar. © Konami Digital Entertainment.

          
        
        
          [image: Picture of a wounded soldier in a hospital bed. He examines his bandaged and scarred face in a mirror.]

          
            Figure 18. Big Boss examines his own face in a hospital mirror. © Konami Digital Entertainment.

          
        
        
          Now do you remember? Who you are? What you were meant to do? I cheated death, thanks to you. And thanks to you, I’ve left my mark. You have, too—you’ve written your own history. You’re your own man. I’m Big Boss, and you are, too . . . No . . . He’s the two of us. Together. Where we are, today? We built it. This story—this ‘legend’—it’s ours. We can change the world—and with it, the future. I am you, and you are me. Carry that with you, wherever you go. Thank you . . . my friend. From here on out, you’re Big Boss. (ellipses in the original)

        

        It is thus revealed that this nameless ancillary character has been conditioned to function as Big Boss’s “phantom,” a body double meant to simultaneously throw off attackers and increase the soldier’s reputation on the world stage. The medic’s transformation into Big Boss’s phantom has been utterly complete, augmented with voice modification and plastic surgery to such an extent that the man has forgotten his past life, believing himself to be the one and only Big Boss. It is revealed that hypnotherapy Page 91 →has even transferred the memories and skills of the real-life Big Boss to his new phantom doppelganger.

        The medic’s conversion returns us to an earlier discussion of Alison Landsberg’s (2004) “prosthetic memory,” or implanted artificial memories unrelated to one’s lived experience. Landsberg coins this term in relation to her analyses of the classic science fiction films Blade Runner (1982) and Total Recall (1990), in which both main characters question the extent to which their memories are natural or artificially implanted. Landsberg writes, “Prosthetic memories circulate publicly, and although they are not organically based, they are nevertheless experienced with a person’s body as a result of an engagement with a wide range of cultural technologies . . . These memories are not ‘natural’ or ‘authentic’ and yet they organize and energize the bodies and subjectivities that take them on” (25–26). In Disaster Report players relived their own virtual memories through in-game snapshots of disaster areas recreated in the simulation. In MGSV, just as the prosthetic memories of Rachael from Blade Runner and Douglas Quaid from Total Recall energize the characters of both films and endow them with their subjectivity, so too do the medic’s implanted memories and skills from Big Boss literally transform the doctor into the legendary soldier.

        In MGSV, Kojima resolves the series narrative with players no longer playing as but rather becoming Big Boss by shaping his actions in the various story missions and influencing the soldier’s global legacy. In this way, Kojima endeavors to collapse the already realized player-character (Big Boss) and player-made avatar into a single entity. This attempt can be observed most clearly during the game’s concluding scene. Here, the final image is of “Big Boss” (as the medic) looking into a mirror only to see the player’s avatar face reflected back at him (see figure 19). The avatar’s face created during the first hospital mission so many hours ago now provides an indexical link to the player’s own real-world identity within the game. Game theorist and literary scholar Timothy J. Welsh (2016) considers the first-person perspective essential for fostering empathetic engagement with game content, writing that this viewpoint “attaches emotional significance to the non-playable characters through the visceral quality of the face-to-face encounter,” setting up players to have an affective reaction to the fate of whatever is onscreen (149). As Big Boss ponders his true self, so too do players now contextualize the soldier’s legacy through the specific gameplay moments they authored. With this final look in the mirror, the physical act of playing the video game has served as a kind of implantation of Big Boss’s prosthetic memory into the player.

        
          [image: Picture of a soldier examining his face in a mirror. The reflection he sees is not his own.]

          
            Figure 19. Subjectivities merge as Big Boss discovers his true identity is you, the player. © Konami Digital Entertainment.

          
        
      
      
        Page 92 →Phantom Pains and Post-Traumatic Memory

        Video games often ask players to model morally questionable, unlawful, or violent behavior. A common critique of such games is that the virtual aggression carried out rarely mirrors the complexity or harshness of real-world conflicts. Huntemann (2010) makes this claim in relation to military-themed games like the MGS series, stating that the depiction of war is “cleaned up, void of horrific consequences, civilian casualties, and psychic devastation” (231–32). Huntemann is certainly right to suggest that many video games do naturalize and sterilize violent processes in the service of crafting an entertaining action narrative on par with what is offered in Hollywood films. However, it would be wrong to fold the MGS games into this trend as Kojima’s series has always demonstrated a tactful engagement with war trauma and memory.

        MGSV has its share of violent and disturbing scenes, including the gameplay mission analyzed at the end of this chapter. Yet, for all the video games in Japan that mix fantasy and violence, such as Sailor Zombie (Bandai Namco, 2014), an arcade shooter where players gun down undead members of the popular all-female idol group AKB48, it remains the case that ultraviolent or military themed video games focusing on modern warfare tend to sell poorly in the country, if they are even developed in the first place. As one point of comparison, Grand Theft Auto V (Rockstar Page 93 →North, 2013) sold just under 700,000 units in its first year as compared to five million in the United States alone.

        Much of modern video game technology was born through military funded research, and most war games exhibit a professedly pro-USA (or pro-Western) sensibility. MGSV is a bit of an outlier in the sense that its narrative, as I have discussed, does not align with this worldview, and it is a hyper-violent photo-realistic war game that still managed to sell very well in Japan. One thing that distinguishes the MGS series from many Western military shooters is how it juxtaposes violent sequences with their traumatic aftereffects at both the narrative and gameplay levels.

        A notable example is in the characterization of the “Beauty and the Beast Unit,” a group of female soldiers who make up the main bosses Solid Snake must defeat in MGS4. Each member of the unit is a former child victim of war haunted by intense post-traumatic memories. One of the more memorable backstories is of the unit member codenamed Crying Wolf who grew up in a war-torn village in Africa. Wolf inadvertently suffocated her baby brother while frantically trying to stifle his cries and not be spotted by an enemy patrol. In order to isolate themselves from their respective traumas, each woman fights Snake from within a mechanical suit modeled after the animal that shares their name.

        In the same game, traumatic stress manifests within the gameplay in the form of a stress meter or “psyche gauge” displayed below Solid Snake’s health bar. In a similar manner to the QP gauge of Disaster Report, players must constantly monitor this meter as it will rise or fall during contentious conversations or in the heat of battle. If Snake’s stress level gets too high, it will affect the player’s ability to aim weapons or heal from injury. During these moments when Snake is overcome with panic, the player must find a safe space in which to hide and administer an injection of “nanomachines” to help bring the soldier’s stress level back down (Bumbalough and Henze 2016, 28).

        Non-realist gameplay scenarios like this can still function as an effective tool for communicating the complex psychological aspects of trauma and survival. Trauma is often difficult to convey in a video game, particularly within an intricately rendered photo-realistic battlefield, but the flexibility of storytelling methods within the medium allows for more varied, and occasionally more provocative, creative choices to convey these emotions. While games offer us moments to play and be entertained, Janet Murray writes that the goal of mature games should be to include difficult material so that it can be “engaged, remodeled, and worked through” by the player (1997, 173). As Murray goes on to suggest, and as the game Page 94 →design of MGSV supports, the more constructivist possibilities made available within the simulative environment, the better it is for engagement with difficult subject matter.

        MGSV represents the series’ most sustained and direct commentary to date on the themes of war, trauma, and remembrance. In the words of the game’s creator Kojima:

        
          As you can tell from the title, The Phantom Pain, I want to kind of depict how you come back from war, and even if you make it back you won’t be able to make it back unscathed. You might be injured, you might lose a limb, you might lose a friend, a superior. Even if you come back, there’s some pain with you. I tried to depict this in my games. One way to do this is by my characters losing limbs, that’s something I did want to put in the games. (Kojima 2015)

        

        Throughout Big Boss’s quest to rebuild Mother Base and exact revenge on Skull Face, users play through post-traumatic stress in three distinct ways: first, through the integration of prosthetic limbs into the gameplay to signify the phantom pain and loss experienced by Big Boss and his comrades; second, through post-traumatic flashbacks featuring a deceased character; and third, by using the strategies of external engagement to link Big Boss’s war atrocities directly with the actions of the player.

        MGSV provides a gameic actualization of Landsberg’s prosthetic memory using actual in-game prosthetic limbs and phantom limb pain11 that communicate how bodily injury and war memory haunt these wounded warriors. This is conspicuous in the characterization of Big Boss and his second in command, the Japanese-American Kazuhira Miller, both of whom are missing limbs. During an early game mission, Big Boss is tasked with infiltrating an enemy base and rescuing Miller, who is being held by the Soviets as a prisoner of war. Upon successful exfiltration, it is revealed that Miller has lost his right arm and left leg during nine months of torture (see figure 20). On the chopper ride back to Mother Base, Big Boss’s injured comrade evokes the phantom pain of the game’s title. He questions, “Why are we still here? Just to suffer? Every night, I can feel my leg . . . And my arm . . . even my fingers . . . The body I’ve lost . . . the comrades I’ve lost . . . won’t stop hurting. It’s like they’re all still there. You feel it too, don’t you?” (ellipses in the original). Throughout the remaining game Miller refuses to use advanced cybernetic upgrades to compensate for his lost limbs. Rather, he opts to utilize only a rudimentary crutch and prosthetic leg to aid with mobility, and these clunky devices act as a visual reminder of the physical cost of war.

        
          [image: Picture of a wounded soldier with a blonde mullet and aviator sunglasses. His right arm has been amputated.]

          
            Figure 20. Miller contemplates his lost limb and phantom pain. © Konami Digital Entertainment.
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            Figure 21. Big Boss’s upgradable bionic arm provides an electric stun to a nearby enemy. © Konami Digital Entertainment.

          
        
        Page 95 →Miller’s acceptance of his own phantom pain stands in stark contrast with Big Boss, who loses his own arm during the game’s opening attack on Mother Base. Shortly thereafter a metallic red bionic arm is developed for Big Boss to aid him in his missions. This prosthetic arm becomes a fully customizable piece of equipment central to gameplay. For every mission successfully completed, players generate “Gross Military Product” or GMP, a form of in-game currency. By spending GMP for development costs, players can upgrade Big Boss’s bionic arm with additional offensive capabilities such as delivering an electric stun to enemies or firing off a projectile (see figure 21).

        Page 96 →Landsberg notes that prosthetic memories are made portable through commodity capitalism. This is because artificial limbs (or artificial memories in the science fiction context) can be purchased by anyone with enough means (2004, 27). The capitalist GMP expenditure underlying the development of new weapons and items is a clever gameplay application of this concept. Players must steal secret blueprints from enemy bases in order to upgrade the bionic arm with new capabilities, and the profusion of bionic technology throughout the game world further evidences how easily these technologies become tools in global espionage. If Miller represents the more analog traumatic loss and memory associated with war injuries, then Big Boss’s upgradable bionic arm, which functions above and beyond the limits of the human body, redefines the discourse of sympathy commonly associated with amputation and war injury. Moreover, as an indispensable piece of upgradable equipment, Big Boss’s bionic arm provides a path for player mastery over disability that turns a potentially painful corporeal deficit into something inherently beneficial and powerful within the game experience.

        Post-traumatic stress disorder or PTSD is characterized in the American Psychiatric Association’s DSM-5 (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition) as a set of behavioral and emotional symptoms following exposure to one or more major traumatic life events. The most commonly associated symptom of PTSD is also the one most frequently included in pop culture representations of trauma—the “fear-based re-experiencing” of the traumatic event that occurs in the form of a distressing dream or flashback. During these flashbacks, victims may experience a dissociative state lasting anywhere from a few seconds to a few hours, which results in a complete loss of awareness as the traumatic event is relived. While a variety of traumatic life experiences can result in PTSD, the first example listed in the DSM-5, and the one most commonly associated with the disorder, is “exposure to war as a combatant or civilian” (American Psychiatric Association 2013).

        MGSV provides a clear gameic manifestation of PTSD through a playable side mission involving a deceased series character named Paz whose specter returns to haunt Big Boss. Paz was first introduced in Metal Gear Solid: Peace Walker (Konami, 2010), the game that immediately precedes MGSV in the series chronology. In this game, Paz Ortega Andrade, or “Pacifica Ocean” as her true name is revealed to be, is a female double agent for Cipher in her mid-twenties. As Peace Walker progresses, Paz’s loyalties to the villainous Cipher organization begin to waver, and she eventually joins Big Boss’s MSF and becomes a trusted member of his Page 97 →unit. In the events immediately prior to MGSV, Paz is captured by Skull Face and held for interrogation at Camp Omega on the southern tip of Cuba. Big Boss successfully locates and rescues Paz. However, during the ensuing exfiltration by helicopter it is discovered that the enemy has sewn multiple bombs inside Paz’s body to sabotage the escape plan. Big Boss and the medic (prior to his transformation) furiously attempt to remove the explosives but they are unable to do so in time. Paz throws herself from the chopper in order to save her friends, only to detonate in midair a few seconds later, causing the chopper to crash.

        Paz returns in MGSV as the traumatic manifestation of the guilt the combat medic (now occupying the role of Big Boss) harbors over not being able to save his friend aboard the helicopter. Much like the dissociative flashbacks of PTSD that are relived by patients as if they are happening in real time, Paz’s side missions are played out without telegraphing the fact that her presence is a traumatic hallucination. When she suddenly reappears halfway through the game in the sickbay at Mother Base, Paz is reported to have survived the blast but be suffering from amnesia. It is only by exploring the game world and recovering a series of ten “memento photographs” that Paz can begin to regain her lost memories. These photos depict key scenes from the previous Peace Walker video game and must be scavenged in the game world and brought back to the medical platform one-by-one. This repetitive gameplay task of locating the photographs does not just function to reestablish Paz’s memories; it acts as a way for the medic to come to terms with his own memories through repeated re-exposure to the original site of trauma.

        Upon presenting Paz with the tenth and final photograph, Big Boss finds himself back on the helicopter reliving Paz’s failed rescue. Only this time, at the precise moment Paz jumps from the chopper and explodes in midair, Big Boss abruptly returns to the present only to find himself standing alone on an outdoor medical platform. The entire side mission sequence is revealed to have been a traumatic flashback. A single blue butterfly, a visual motif associated with Paz’s character, flutters in front of Big Boss. As he attempts to pick the butterfly out of the air with his large bionic hand, this too disappears from within his grasp, providing a visual cue that while the medic may come to terms with his traumatic memory through repetition and re-exposure, the phantom pain of loss lingers on.

        This gameplay sequence engages the politics of prosthetic memory Landsberg speaks of in relation to the film Blade Runner. While the film’s replicant (bioengineered human) character Rachael possesses artificial memories, the photographs she views of her implanted “past” nonetheless Page 98 →help the character to structure her own life narrative and sense of selfhood. As Landsberg explains, “While [the photograph] fails to authenticate her past, it does authenticate her present” (2004, 40). In much the same way, the memento photographs collected throughout MGSV do not represent the actual past experiences of the medic, for they depict what happened to the real Big Boss in a previous game and not his body double. Yet, they do authenticate the present traumatic memories and recovery process for the medic by forcing him to relive and come to terms with a hardship central to his own identity.

      
      
        Virtual Violence and Nuclear Ghosts

        I will close this chapter by examining one specific mission from the game in depth to show how violence, trauma, and the strategies of external engagement comingle to create meaning for the player. MGSV seeks not to eliminate onscreen violence, and perhaps this is the wrong goal, but rather to re-sensitize players and reorganize their affective interactions with virtual violence. After all, virtual violence, whether shooting non-player characters in video games or bullying feminist game critics with hate speech online, is much of the real violence that many experience every day in relation to the medium.

        There are fifty separate story missions in MGSV, but one of the most impactful for players both inside and outside Japan is Episode 43 titled “Shining Lights, Even in Death” (shishite naomo kagayaku). Reddit player X_Linkanon_X (2016) writes, “That mission got in my head, man. It’s very powerful, and when you get to the room where they salute you and say it’s up to you to decide their fate, I began to tear up. That was a fantastic mission.” Game blogger Tsukasa Makoto (2018) similarly praises the mission, noting that it “does away with gameic qualities” (gēmusei o subete haijoshite) and can be said to represent the “best example of cinematic games” (makoto ni mūbīgē o kansei saseta).

        This mission utilizes the techniques of external engagement to give the player a more personalized experience of war violence. Throughout the over thirty-hour main storyline of MGSV, players are tasked with recruiting computer-controlled soldiers to join the ranks of Big Boss’s private army. Players accomplish this by first incapacitating an enemy soldier in the game world and then strapping a self-inflating balloon to their back in order to send them hurling up into the sky. This oddly comedic take on the real-life Fulton surface-to-air recovery system developed by the Page 99 →CIA ensures that talented soldiers can be successfully extracted from the battlefield and returned to serve Mother Base.

        
          [image: Game menus display a variety of recruited team members. The member selected shows a picture of the game’s designer Kojima Hideo.]

          
            Figure 22. Game Director Kojima Hideo makes a humorous cameo as a recruited soldier at Mother Base that the player must manage. © Konami Digital Entertainment.

          
        
        These recruits each have their own character traits which allow them to aid the various development departments at base responsible for gathering mission intelligence, developing equipment, or providing medical services. In addition to the main infiltration tasks in each mission, a considerable amount of gameplay time is dedicated to surveying, recruiting, and managing these comrades. Each recruited soldier is given a unique codename and appears to genuinely look up to Big Boss, often stopping to salute him when his chopper touches down at Mother Base, or to verbally thank him as he tours the facilities. This bond is only strengthened by the fact that the player must scout and recruit each individual soldier. When a soldier falls ill, it is the player’s responsibility to reassign him or her to the medical sickbay and hope for recovery. The result of this simulation management gameplay is that players feel more of a personal investment in the men and women they recruit, and, within the game, these virtual soldiers comport themselves as if they were flesh and blood comrades to Big Boss (see figure 22). Taking a further cue from the virtual pet gameplay of Tamagotchi and Pokémon GO, the MGSV companion apps allowed players to check on and manage the wellbeing of their soldiers on mobile devices when separated from their game console.

        Page 100 →It is by purposefully exploiting this engineered relationship between Big Boss and his company men that MGSV makes it strongest statement about how external engagement can communicate the horrors of war to the uninitiated. Episode 43 begins with Big Boss learning of an outbreak of the vocal cord parasite at Mother Base. In what follows, players must move through a quarantined section of the medical platform and are instructed to kill any infected soldiers to contain the spread. As Big Boss traverses dimly lit corridors with his sidearm drawn, some soldiers beg him not to shoot, while others salute their commanding officer and accept their fate (see figure 23). Using the limited engagement strategies discussed in the first chapter, this sequence does not allow players the freedom of choice to save any of their men. Rather, players are forced to brutally execute every infected crew member. With the sound of each echoing gunshot, the automated voice on Big Boss’s iDroid handheld repeatedly intones, “Staff member has died,” in a soulless display of indifference.

        War games often sterilize the horrific consequences of battle. One major reason for this is that the non-player characters, be they enemy or ally, are often graphically interchangeable and emotionally insignificant. This inability to care about, or even differentiate, in some cases, our virtual friends from our virtual enemies runs the risk of desensitizing and dissociating players from their mass slaughter onscreen. This fear has been cited in relation to actual warfare when a United Nations Human Page 101 →Rights Council report in 2010 invoked the language of Japanese video games to warn of predator drone operators developing a “PlayStation mentality to killing” (25). In this game sequence, however, the jarring juxtaposition of gruesome violence enacted by the player and monotonous narration is highly affecting and deftly upends the ways in which the death of computer-controlled grunts is often devalued within video game worlds.
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            Figure 23. Big Boss must do the unthinkable and execute his own comrades. © Konami Digital Entertainment.

          
        
        This murderous act is made even more personalized through the strategies of external engagement. For Huntemann, the fundamental problem with gameic explorations of trauma is that while players may temporarily engage with a traumatic fear in the game, this engagement is short-lived and rarely provides players with any long-term emotional understanding (2010, 233). In Episode 43 we see one potential remedy for this problem: each member killed is a former soldier that the player herself has personally recruited to Mother Base, managed, and cared for both inside the game and, via the app, outside the game as well. The designers have employed a range of audiovisual and social cues from the non-player characters so that violent interactions with them are recoded. In the words of Katherine Isbister (2016), interactive scenarios such as these “move players beyond ‘para-social’ feelings into consequential social experiences with accompanying social emotions and behaviors” (20).

        Smethurst and Craps (2015) generally contend that “empathy is suspended” during acts of virtual violence, though they acknowledge that there are certain games that succeed in humanizing their non-player characters (278). Indeed, recently a number of high-profile games developed outside of Japan have used their simulations to similarly critique violence within the medium and the complicity of those who play with pain. Examples include Spec Ops: The Line (Yager Development, 2012), Hotline Miami (Dennaton Games, 2012), and The Last of Us and its sequel The Last of Us Part II (Naughty Dog, 2013, 2020). Jesper Juul (2013) writes that “the fundamental difference between tragedy in games and [literary] stories is that in stories we never feel responsible for failure and suffering; in games, we do” (112). This is where external engagement and its execution in MGSV enters the discussion of video game violence. By directly tying the in-game massacre to the player’s own recruitment and management efforts, the sense of culpability is strengthened, and the horrors of war become that much more experiential for the player. This sense of player complicity reaches a climax upon completing the mission. At this point, all the soldiers killed during the episode are now listed as KIA under the game’s staff management menu, further cementing the permanency of Page 102 →the player’s own direct involvement in this unthinkable act. The ending image of the gameplay sequence shows Big Boss falling to his knees in a hallway littered with the bodies of the soldiers he has just killed.

        In her book-length study of video games and affect, Aubrey Anable (2018) reminds us that machine or simulation metaphors can only take us so far when discussing video games: in her words, “representation still matters” (132). It was Steven Spielberg who famously said, “I think the real indicator of games becoming a storytelling artform will be when somebody confesses that they cried at Level 17.” There is a popular interest in whether video games can make us cry, and, some players, like X_Linkanon_X (2016), do report that this mission made them tear up. But games provoke a wide variety of useful emotions through our very interaction with them.

        Ultimately, “Shining Lights” is not about whether players break down in tears. It is about whether players feel uncomfortable. The mission ends on a note of somber remembrance, with Big Boss refusing to bury the bodies of his fallen comrades at sea. He vows instead to make diamonds from their ashes and carry them into battle. As the background music swells, Big Boss delivers the line, “I won’t scatter your sorrow to the heartless sea. I will always be with you. Plant your roots in me. I won’t see you end as ashes. You’re all diamonds.” Yet, the patriotic tone belies the subversive game design. In forcing players through a predetermined murder simulation with no opportunity for personal choice, MGSV asks whether users can recognize in these virtual victims enough humanity to care about what happens to them, to care about the violence to which they subject these assemblages of pixels.

        On February 2, 2018, players logged online to the MGSV servers to be told that the worldwide community had successfully decommissioned all the nuclear weapons in the game (see figure 24). It was a joyous moment for a Japanese game series that has always had a strong pacifist and anti-nuclear message. As promised, a special cinematic cutscene was released wherein the game’s main characters commemorated the occasion with a speech: “The last nuke’s been decommissioned. It’s over, Boss. I thought this day would never come . . . Our duty is to pass on what we’ve learned to the next generation,” proclaimed Kazuhira Miller as he stood atop a platform overlooking the troops on Mother Base. Sadly, it turned out to all be a glitch. 7,500 nuclear weapons remained in the game world and Konami quickly took to Twitter to issue an apology to players (Metal Gear Official). Since then, groups of players, such as Reddit’s Metal Gear Anti-Nuclear Group, have been working together to disarm all the nukes Page 103 →in the game, but they have been constantly thwarted by other online factions who stockpile the weapons to defend their bases.
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            Figure 24. On February 2, 2018, an online glitch resulted in the premature announcement that all nuclear weapons in the game had been decommissioned. © Konami Digital Entertainment.

          
        
        This widely publicized mix-up juxtaposed the aspirational hopes of nuclear abolitionists with the reality of arms development and proliferation. Much as in real life, coming away from this online game mode feeling that complete nuclear disarmament is impossible is certainly a valid response. But so too is feeling that interactive entertainment might prompt its users to continue their activism. These players and the broader online networks of fans are becoming slowly and imperfectly reacquainted with the real stakes of virtual violence. It is this affective core, emboldened by the tools of external engagement, around which MGSV structures its gameplay. First players project themselves into the role of Big Boss. Next, they work through the healing process of post-traumatic memory from the point of view of the medic. Finally, they enact wartime violence on their chosen brothers and sisters in arms. This process seeks to rewire the stakes of virtual violence. If the goal of Kojima’s games has always been to integrate the player’s own subjectivity into a decidedly antiwar simulation, then MGSV represents a powerful new vision for communicating feelings of trauma and culpability to the player outside the simulation in a way that was previously only the stuff of science fiction. And this is true whether nuclear warheads remain on the server or not.

      
    
  
    
      
        Page 104 →Four
        Connective Engagement
        Social Withdrawal and Player Connections in The World Ends with You

      
      It is a provocative premise: in Japan’s biggest cities, youth are inexplicably shutting themselves away in their rooms and refusing all human contact. The two verbs that make up the Japanese word hikikomori denote a simultaneous pulling back (hiku) and shutting-in (komoru). The word can refer to either the act of social withdrawal itself or the people who engage in it. It is a social phenomenon associated with youth, and, under the appropriately clinical-sounding English title Acute Social Withdrawal Syndrome, it has been officially measured in white papers by the Japanese government since 2009. In truth, shakaiteki hikikomori or “social withdrawal” and its aura as an exoticized Japan-specific social issue is exaggerated. After all, withdrawal is a behavior associated with a variety of psychosocial illnesses by no means unique to Japan, such as anthropophobia (fear of people), agoraphobia (fear of crowds), obsessive-compulsive disorder, schizophrenia, depression, and social anxiety disorder. However, this has not stopped hikikomori from fascinating those outside the country. Stories and photo essays of isolated Japanese youth appear in National Geographic and on the BBC.

      At least this was until a 2019 story detailing “The World of American Hikikomori” was featured on the pages of New York Magazine. Beyond simply illustrating how the behavior was already very much present on western shores, the magazine article made clear that the organizing rhetoric around hikikomori, whether in Japan or elsewhere, often speaks purposefullyPage 105 → about video game players and the games they play. An American hikikomori under the pseudonym “Mr. H” reports to passing the majority of his time in withdrawal “surfing the internet and playing video games.” The article then suggests that compulsive video game play might account for an up to thirty-six percent decrease in young men’s participation in the labor force (Conti 2019).

      “My folks always bitched at me. ‘You gotta get into a good school! You gotta think about your future!’ So I quit tryin’ altogether. Gave up on myself, so my folks would, too.” This introspective quote comes from Bitō “Beat” Daisukenojō, an otherwise brash and disaffected youth who comes clean about his reasons for shunning human connections. He is a fictional character from a contemporary Japanese role-playing game (JRPG), though you would be forgiven for assuming that his testimony belonged to a real-life hikikomori interviewed by New York Magazine.

      This final chapter investigates social withdrawal and player connections through an analysis of the narrative and gameplay strategies in The World Ends with You (hereafter TWEWY), the game in which Beat appears as a supporting character. Jointly developed by Square Enix and Jupiter for Nintendo’s DS portable gaming system, TWEWY was originally released in 2007 in Japan under the title Subarashiki kono sekai (It’s a Wonderful World), and subsequently localized for North American and European markets the following year.1 Like most JRPGs, this one has a robust, longform narrative that weaves together various missions and an evolving roster of memorable characters. Players equip pins (badges) that activate “Psych” powers that can be used in battle by performing specific gestures with the stylus on the touch screen, or, occasionally other gestures, such as blowing into the microphone input. Traditional RPG elements such as collecting items, gaining experience points, and leveling-up party members are cleverly reimagined to take full advantage of the game’s urban Tokyo setting.

      Unlike the fantasy worlds in which many JRPGs take place, this game is set in present-day Shibuya Ward of Tokyo, but its execution subverts our image of this bustling youth-centered consumer district by focalizing the narrative through Sakuraba Neku, an introverted Tokyo teenager who shuns human interaction. One morning, Neku awakens in Shibuya’s famous “Scramble” pedestrian crossing only to discover that he has died (see figure 25). With no memory of how he arrived in this strange afterlife, Neku must complete a series of weekly trials in order to gain a second shot at life. The discourse on isolation continues throughout the game as players help Neku overcome his hikikomori tendencies and learn the Page 106 →value of human connections. This is accomplished through partnering with computer-controlled companions, who themselves represent various popularly circulated images of chūnibyō,2 disaffected, or forgotten youth, and reading the inner thoughts and anxieties of virtual passersby.
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          Figure 25. Neku wakes up at Shibuya’s “scramble crossing” as the game begins. © Square Enix.

        
      
      According to the game’s director Kandō Tatsuya, his team sought to build an experience that challenged traditional story and play tropes from the JRPG genre (Bozon 2009). This goal is evident while playing the game. As I will discuss, there are several inventive gameplay mechanics and game modes that work to capitalize on the unique capabilities of the DS as a portable gaming system, and, in the process, strengthen the game’s core narrative about social withdrawal. In many ways, TWEWY represents a confluence of the engagement strategies discussed thus far. Limited engagement cordons off sections of the game map into specific missions spotlighting the fashion and brand-based consumerism for which Shibuya is known, while distanced engagement strategies ask the player to reflect on various social issues by reading the minds of other players and “imprinting” their own thoughts on unsuspecting Tokyoites. Finally, as with MGSV, external engagement strategies seek to make meaningful connections between the game’s fiction and the social reality of the player.

      To this milieu I introduce one final engagement strategy that I term “connective engagement.” These are a constellation of gameplay tools designed explicitly to link players together. However, unlike traditional examples of social play, whether done publicly in the arcades, privately side-by-side in the home, or collaboratively through vast online networks, the connective engagement strategies in TWEWY do not require direct interaction with other players. Rather, they reward players for simply inhabiting a gameic space with the vestigial presence of other players where chance encounters may occur. While connective engagement can take place entirely within the confines of the game world, in TWEWY the Page 107 →strategies are employed outside of the game in the real world, incorporating elements from external engagement as well.

      Taken as a whole, TWEWY can be read as a gameic social narrative commenting on hikikomori and the broader issues surrounding youth culture in contemporary Japan. Its gameplay mechanics and connective engagement strategies also work as a potential intervention against social withdrawal by bringing together players in new forms of socio-topographical play. By relying on gameic social interactions over face-to-face encounters, TWEWY is a potentially useful tool for hikikomori who play games at home or use them to communicate with the “outside” world.

      
        The World Ends with You

        As the game begins, Sakuraba Neku wakes up outside Shibuya station with no memory of how he got there. He soon learns that the Shibuya he inhabits is not the real one (known in the game as the “Real Ground,” or RG), but rather the “Under Ground” (UG), an afterlife modeled on the Tokyo ward but overrun with dangerous monsters called Noise. These monsters attack at will and are born from the suffering of people in the RG. Neku quickly learns that having died in the real world, in order to be given a second chance at life, he and others must enter a weekly competition known as the “Reaper’s Game” (Shinigami no gēmu). Players have just one-week in which to complete seven different missions, one each day, in order to avoid being “erased” from existence by the Composer. Enforcing the rules of the game are the Reapers, referees of sorts who act as the Composer’s henchmen and are sworn not to attack or interfere with the players, though they often break this rule. While the living inhabitants of the RG Shibuya are visible to players like Neku, they themselves cannot see or interact with the dead, remaining blissfully unaware of the high stakes game taking place just out of sight.

        In order to buy in to the Reaper’s Game, players must forfeit that which is the most valuable to them as an entry fee. For Neku, it is his memories, which are gradually returned to him as the story progresses and key background elements are filled in. However, one does not compete in the Reaper’s Game alone. Players must quickly form a pact with a stranger and compete in tandem. If one partner is erased in battle, the surviving partner only has seven minutes to find another player or be erased themselves. Owing to various twists and turns in the story, Neku is forced to reenter the Reaper’s Game three consecutive times. The structure of the Page 108 →entire gameic experience is thus built around three sets of seven challenges, with each week featuring a different computer-controlled partner who introduces a different playstyle in battle. As soon as the day’s challenge is issued, a countdown clock signals that the game has begun.

        During the first week of challenges, Neku immediately pairs up with fifteen-year-old Misaki Shiki, a typical Shibuya kogyaru teen obsessed with fashion trends. She sports a short green miniskirt, knee-high boots, and dyed red hair. At the end of the first week Neku regains his memories (save for how and why he died) and reenters the game for another week, sacrificing his best and only friend Shiki as his entry fee. She is then reborn in the RG Shibuya in his place.

        In the second week, Neku partners with Kiryū “Joshua” Yoshiya, an arrogant but highly intelligent fifteen-year-old boy. Unlike Neku and Shiki, Joshua is secretly alive but was able to detect the Reapers, Noise monsters, and Players in the UG, and entered the game illegally. At the end of the second week of challenges, Joshua sacrifices himself for Neku when he jumps in front of an explosive blast. For the final week of challenges, Neku wagers the lives of all the other players in the game whom he has come to care about. With seemingly no options for a partner, Neku faces erasure until he is approached by Beat, the abrasive and impulsive skateboarder punk referenced in the introduction. After Beat’s former partner, and real-life sister, Rhyme was erased at the end of the first week, Beat joined the Reapers out of despair, only to have a change of heart and partner with Neku for the final week of challenges.

        Neku and Beat search for the Composer, the mysterious figure who orchestrates the Reaper’s Game and runs the Shibuya UG. All that is known about the Composer is that he wishes to “shepherd the human race toward the right future” and everything he does is motivated by “boundless love.” Beat’s ultimate goal is to defeat the Composer so that he can rule Shibuya and harness the power necessary to resurrect his erased sister Rhyme. Neku’s ambition is simply to reunite with Shiki in the RG. As the game nears its finale, Neku and Beat are ambushed in battle by the Conductor, the Composer’s second-in-command, a sunglasses-clad man named Kitaniji.

        The real composer is revealed to be none other than Joshua, Neku’s partner from week two. What’s more, the entire Reaper’s Game was devised in order to settle a disagreement between Joshua and Kitaniji over the fate of Shibuya. Joshua sees no value in Shibuya and seeks to erase it from existence, whereas his Conductor wants to save the ward and its inhabitants. Kitaniji’s approach to save the city is to brainwash all of Page 109 →Shibuya’s residents in order to destroy all traces of individuality, but more on that later. It is discovered that Joshua shot and killed Neku in order to insert him into the game as his proxy. Thus, Neku has been unwittingly doing the Composer’s bidding throughout the entire game.

        TWEWY ends with a duel between Joshua and Neku. Neku cannot bring himself to pull the trigger and is shot and killed by the Composer again! Only this time he wakes up in the RG Shibuya and finds that his friends, Shiki, Beat, and Rhyme, have all been resurrected. Having been impressed with Neku’s personal growth and attachment to others over the past three weeks of challenges, Joshua decides to spare Shibuya, now finding it to be an ideal city. The game concludes with the quote, “It’s their world. They get to decide what to do with it.”

      
      
        Socially Withdrawing in Japan

        It is during Neku’s first major battle at the end of week one against a Noise monster resembling a giant shark that Rhyme sacrifices herself to save her brother Beat. With emotions running high for the entire team, Neku sounds off against Shiki and Beat. “Who needs friends!” he yells at them. “They just laugh and talk like idiots and pretend to agree with you—so you end up caring about them . . . exposing yourself . . . getting HURT.” Stunned by his outburst, all Shiki can muster in response is “You’re inhuman Neku!” The word hikikomori is never spoken during the over twenty-five-hour campaign in TWEWY, yet both the game’s narrative and Neku, Shiki, and Beat as characters can be convincingly read in relation to troubled and disaffected youth. Neku, specifically, exhibits many character traits linking him to discourses around social withdrawal in contemporary Japan.

        The social phenomenon hikikomori emerged in the 1990s and entered the public spotlight in the early 2000s, right around the time when TWEWY was being developed and released. The term broadly describes youth who do not participate in society, shunning social contact, work, and school, in favor of withdrawing into the home and often shutting themselves in their rooms for extended periods of time.3 Hikikomori gained national prominence with the publication of Japanese psychiatrist Saitō Tamaki’s 1998 book Hikikomori: Adolescence without End (Shakaiteki hikikomori: Owaranai shishunki, 2013 English), in which he provided a working definition for hikikomori loosely modeled on, though different in some key ways from, social withdrawal as it appears in the APA’s DSM (Horiguchi 2012, 126).

        Page 110 →Sachiko Horiguchi (2012) characterizes the public perception of hikikomori in Japan as one of fear. Rather than being concerned with the mental wellbeing and healthy relationships of youth in Japanese society, Horiguchi reasons that the moral panic around hikikomori that emerged in the early 2000s portrayed sufferers as a “deviant and unstable group that had to be controlled or rehabilitated in some way” (128). Sharon Kinsella (1998) finds that the negative rhetoric around hikikomori has a precursor in the treatment of otaku fans of manga, anime and games, who were similarly stigmatized as unable to communicate with others or have social relationships. While Horiguchi links this negative public image to a fear over violent incidents caused by withdrawn individuals (2012, 134), Kinsella conversely argues that otaku and hikikomori are both socially threatening precisely because they dissolve a “close-knit Japanese society in favor of youth individualism associated with a refusal to carry out family, company, and national social obligations” (1998, 313).

        Perhaps for some of these reasons, the Cabinet Office (Naikakufu) of the Government of Japan has formally measured hikikomori in their “White Paper on Children and Young People” since 2009. Nationally, the number of hikikomori was forecasted at 613,000 in 2019, up from 541,000 in 2015, the last time the population was formally surveyed (Cabinet Office 2019, 35). Popular media reports frequently round the amount of hikikomori in Japan up to one million, though there is often no basis given for this statistic (Horiguchi 2012, 126). The official governmental definition of hikikomori appears as follows:

        
          A phenomenon resulting from a variety of factors where social participation (e.g. attendance at school, including compulsory education; employment, including part-time work; socializing outside the home) is avoided. In general, the state of staying primarily at home for six-months or more (it is fine to go out so long as there is no interaction with other people).

          Additionally, while the phenomenon of hikikomori is, in principle, not a mental illness and distinct from the state of withdrawal due to positive and negative symptoms of schizophrenia, it should be noted there is a likelihood that cases of undiagnosed schizophrenia are present. (Cabinet Office 2019, 32–33)

        

        Of note in this definition is both the requirement that the social withdrawal last for a period of six-months or more, and the language that Page 111 →positions hikikomori as a social phenomenon rather than a mental illness. Both criteria come from Saitō Tamaki’s (2013, 25) formative definition of shakaiteki hikikomori from his 1998 book.

        When measuring hikikomori figures, governmental survey respondents were asked, “How often do you usually go out?” For those respondents where numbers one to four below applied, a follow-up question of “How long have you been in this current state?” was asked. Those who responded “for six-months or more” were then classified as hikikomori (Cabinet Office 2019, 33):

        
          	I only go out for things related to my hobbies (shumi no yōji no toki dake)

          	I go out to neighborhood convenience stores and the like (kinjo no konbini nado)

          	I leave my room, but I do not leave the house

          	I rarely leave my room

        

        Hikikomori was popularly formulated by Saitō (2013) as first and foremost a problem of adolescence that occurs by the late twenties of which withdrawal (i.e., the hikikomori state) is the primary symptom (26). In his words, it represents a “failure to mature as one travels along the path of character development,” or, in other words, an “immaturity” in the patient (28, 37). Hikikomori are commonly portrayed in the Japanese media and in popular culture as adolescent boys and national survey results validate that hikikomori aged fifteen to thirty-nine years old, the standard age range, are nearly two-thirds male (63.3%). Most youth (65.3%) withdraw between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four, when the education system becomes focused around college entrance examinations. Over one-third (34.7%) of these individuals will stay inside for more than seven years before finally venturing back into society (Cabinet Office 2019, 36–37).

        There is also an emerging category known as “long-term” (chōkika suru) hikikomori. These individuals are aged forty to sixty-four years old. While some are adolescent hikikomori who have remained socially withdrawn well into adulthood, the largest single category in this group (17%) became withdrawn between the ages of sixty and sixty-four and stayed inside for three to five years (Cabinet Office 2019, 36–38). Adolescents and older hikikomori report different reasons for withdrawing from society. For many young people, truancy (futōkō) and “not fitting in at one’s place of work” (shokuba ni najimenakatta) are the primary points of entry Page 112 →into withdrawal (at 18.3% each; 2019, 40). For older hikikomori, retirement (34%) and “trouble relating to people” (ningen kankei ga umaku ikanakatta koto; 20%) were often cited as reasons instead (2019, 39).

        These statistics paint a varied portrait of hikikomori in contemporary Japan. It is a social phenomenon that affects men and women, the young and the elderly alike. Several of the supporting characters in TWETY exhibit traits in line with these governmental white papers and Saitō’s case studies. Both Shiki and Beat had a hard time fitting in at school. Their fictional backstories within the game world validate the largest group of youth hikikomori who report truancy as a leading factor in their social withdrawal. Shiki confides in Neku, “I took each day for granted. Woke up, went to school, talked to Eri . . . I never thought of it as living.” As the game progresses, it is revealed that Shiki’s best friend Eri was the cool, fashionable, and popular of the two, with Shiki relegated to background support as a talented seamstress who crafted many of her friend’s most popular outfits. Shiki secretly hated her own appearance and when she died—her death has implications of suicide but is only ever stated as an “accident” in the game—she adopted the appearance of her friend Eri in the Reaper’s Game. Saitō notes that he often sees symptoms of body dysmorphic disorder—a preoccupation with an imagined defect in appearance—in hikikomori patients (2013, 38–39). It is only at the end of the game, once Neku has freed his friends from the UG, that we see the “real” Shiki in her true likeness with black hair, glasses, a green cardigan, and tan skirt (see figure 26).

        Beat had a similarly difficult upbringing prior to arriving in the UG. He was constantly under pressure from his parents to take his studies more seriously and get better grades in school. In her discussion of Japan’s “hidden youths,” Amy Borovoy (2008) argues that students on the margins in Japan are often “mainstreamed” into regular school classes and conventional modes of social integration (e.g., participation in school field trips) with little for them to do if they cannot fit in (561). One day Beat ran away from home after a fight with his parents about his future goals. His younger sister Rhyme chased after him into a busy intersection where they were both hit by a car and killed. Beat tried to jump in front of Rhyme to protect her, but this self-sacrificing gesture resulted in him joining his sister in the Reaper’s Game.

        It is never revealed exactly why Neku withdrew from society. However, it is implied that a few years before Neku was killed and inserted into the game by Joshua (the Composer), his best friend was killed in an accident. Blaming himself for his friend’s death, a depressed Neku retreated inward: Page 113 →“It’s just easier on my own. Nobody else’s baggage. Nobody else tying me down. My own world’s all I need.” Neku does not confine himself to his room or home like most hikikomori, yet his withdrawal is visually reinforced by the headphones over his ears throughout the entire game experience. These headphones serve a dual purpose. They both stream the game’s lively extra-diegetic hip-hop soundtrack to the actual player, via earphones plugged into the DS system, while also diegetically isolating Neku from any human companions in the Shibuya UG.

        
          [image: Picture of a young girl in glasses holding a stuffed black cat. The top half of her face, and her feet, are not visible. She is wearing a green cardigan and a tan skirt.]

          
            Figure 26. Shiki’s true likeness is revealed at the end of the game. © Square Enix.

          
        
        Game director Kandō admits to having consciously incorporated “aspects and daily concerns” that players may have experienced in their personal lives into his game design (Bozon 2009). However, beyond simply crafting a game that incorporated relevant social issues, it appears that Kandō and his team, much like Kujō Kazuma with Disaster Report, also saw the potential of their work as an intervention. Kandō continues, “Perhaps when Neku’s actions align with personal experiences, players would Page 114 →feel that they have become part of the game, in turn developing an understanding and tolerance for Neku’s actions” (Bozon 2009). The suggestion here is that through their inclusion as positive characters in manga, anime, and game texts, fictional hikikomori might do useful human work and help to rehabilitate the social image of real-life shut-ins as more people play the game. In their discussion of hikikomori character representation in manga, Ulrich Heinze and Penelope Thomas (2014) reach a similar conclusion that hikikomori characters in Japanese pop culture “have managed to attract attention, to gain understanding, and to create a new and positive image of themselves” (166–67). They rationalize this by reading socially withdrawn characters as simply engaging in a prolonged period of jibun sagashi, or the process of “finding oneself” that all adolescents go through the world over.

        This “positive image” of social withdrawal in popular culture often stems from two isolated or outcast individuals helping each other to overcome their fears. Shiki frequently prods Neku to open up during their first week as partners, even though she herself masquerades using the appearance of her best friend. And, later in the game, this same sentiment is expressed by Composer Joshua, who seeks to gradually bring Neku out of his shell when they are partners. He prods, “We’re part of a community. We have to live. As long as we all have our own worlds, people will never really understand each other. Only by allowing strangers in can we find new ways to be ourselves.” In his analysis of the best-known manga about social withdrawal, Takimoto Tatsuhiko’s Welcome to the N.H.K. (2004–7, NHK ni yōkoso!), Marc Hairston (2010) notes that some hikikomori characters can be cured “with tough love and being kicked out of their nest,” but that it is often other hikikomori who provide the necessary human contact and act as conduits to bring patients back into social environments (319, 320). Certainly, Shiki’s friendship and encouragement are instrumental in helping Neku to overcome his introverted tendencies, and this mimics real-life treatment strategies where former hikikomori meet with actively withdrawn youth to chat and for social companionship.

        Outside of the game world, “watching TV” and “going on the Internet” are the most common activities actual hikikomori engage in from within the home, though it is no surprise that these same activities are also among the most popular for non-hikikomori as well. Non-hikikomori understandably spend comparatively more time working, studying, and engaging in childcare and housework activities (Cabinet Office 2019, 42). As a means of communication, cell phone calls and mobile email are popular with both hikikomori and non-hikikomori alike, though hikikomori use these services at smaller percentages (2019, 43).

        Page 115 →The national discourse on social withdrawal in Japan frequently dovetails with a discussion of video gaming. Around 15% of hikikomori play video games inside the home, and this number is less than the 18.6% for non-hikikomori. Yet, hikikomori are more likely to use online games as a means of communication with the “outside world” than non-hikikomori (10.6% as compared to 9.7%; Cabinet Office 2019, 42–43). Video games have a meaningful link to social withdrawal in so far as they provide entertainment within the home and function as a means of communication with the outside world. Even when Saitō published his formative book on the phenomenon in 1998, he was quick to forecast the benefits of digital technologies for human connections. He writes, “It may look from the outside as if the person in withdrawal were running away from life by spending lots of time with the computer, but if he or she is using it to connect with other people, then it is performing a role in helping him or her establish a point of contact with society” (2013, 164). Ultimately, games offer the socially withdrawn one particular way of having meaningful connections and contact with others. It is reported that nearly 45% of hikikomori have no one to talk to about matters that trouble them (Cabinet Office 2019, 44). The central theme of TWEWY as reported by the development team is the idea that “everyone is looking for a refuge” (hito wa daremo ga nigeba o sagashiteiru; Bozon 2009). When this social narrative about withdrawal is paired with connective engagement, there is the ability to provide such an escape both for the characters within the game and, potentially, for those playing outside of it.

      
      
        You’re Never Alone in the Big City

        At least this is what people say. In truth, there is often no better place to feel alone than in a big city. Home to nearly two hundred thirty thousand people, Shibuya-ku is one of the twenty-three “wards” that make up central Tokyo. It is perhaps best known for its oft-photographed “Scramble Crossing” of intersecting crosswalks just outside the main JR train station where a sea of people scurry to the various narrow pedestrian alleys full of shopping and food establishments. Equally striking are the large screen-clad buildings that envelop this plaza. The spatial and visual reach of Japanese cities is vertical rather than horizontal, and these large display screens are integrated into the architectural faces of the buildings and stream near-constant advertising to passersby below. It is an irresistible spectacle for many Hollywood films set in Japan. From the first minutes of gameplay in TWEWY, this mass mediation by public screens is mapped Page 116 →onto the vertical arrangement of the dual screens of the Nintendo DS system and playing the game requires players to follow narrative cutscenes, and later battles, by splitting their attention vertically between the two play spaces. It is a quick and effective way to communicate the frenetic verticality of Shibuya on tiny portable gaming screens.

        Shibuya is a must-visit destination for trendsetting, fashion-forward Japanese youth, and foreign tourists, but it is also a popular meetup spot for shopping, food, and entertainment more generally. As media studies scholar Brian Morris (2010) is right to point out, Shibuya, like other youth-centered consumer spaces in Tokyo such as Harajuku and the electronics district Akihabara, has functioned “both literally and metonymically for broader social anxieties about youth in contemporary Japanese life” (298). It is therefore fitting that Shibuya serves as the backdrop for TWEWY’s social narrative about isolation and withdrawal. At the same time the choice is a fun twist in that at first blush the chaos of Shibuya seems to be the antithesis of isolation and withdrawal. How can you even rid yourself of other people while swimming like salmon upstream in a sea of humanity? For some characters within the game, Shibuya truly is a land where dreams come true: “There’s just something about Shibuya . . . All these people coming together, wrapped in their own hopes and dreams . . . It’s just a powerful feeling.” Yet, for other characters, the bustling cityscape heightens feelings of loneliness and anxiety: “Been so stressed lately, I really need some comfort . . . but I’m sick of people. I know—I’ll fill my room with potted plants! Wonder where they sell the best ones.”

        These contrasting quotes about Shibuya are but two of the over five hundred “thought fragments” (shikō) that one can read during a playthrough of TWEWY. As one male Shibuya resident in the game puts it, “Here I am, at the perfect people-watching spot. One look, and you can almost kinda guess what sort of life each of them leads.” This sentiment also aptly describes a central gameplay feature that allows members of the UG, like Neku, to perform “psychic scans” of Tokyoites alive in the RG, who appear in the game as non-player characters walking about the Shibuya streets. In practical terms, pressing an onscreen button will scan all these characters milling about the game map, revealing various blue thought bubbles (see figure 27). Tapping on a bubble with the stylus will reveal the details of that person’s inner thoughts. While many of these thought fragments contain jokes that play off the youth and fashion culture for which Shibuya is known, others are noteworthy in how they reveal the ways in which urban configurations influence individual subjectivities, in both positive and negative ways.

        
          [image: Blue thought bubbles appear above people’s heads revealing their inner thoughts.]

          
            Figure 27. Performing a psychic scan will reveal the inner thoughts of Tokyoites, as well as the location of any Noise monsters lurking nearby. © Square Enix.

          
        
        Page 117 →Psychic scans are an integral part of gameplay as certain game missions rely on drawing clues from reading the thoughts of specific characters. This often leads to a related mechanic where players can “imprint” their own thoughts (called “memes”) on certain non-player characters to affect their behavior in the RG. This typically involves inputting a particular set phrase critical to the outcome of a mission.4 Of course, players can also pass the time by scanning and reading the thoughts of random crowd members as well. This is a fun gameic twist on the real act of people watching that commonly occurs around the Hachikō statue outside Shibuya station.5

        These psychic scans of passersby complicate our previously held notion of Shibuya as a youth paradise by recasting the hallmarks of the ward, such as crowds and consumer capitalism, in the service of a social narrative about isolation and loneliness. We learn that even in the hippest area of Tokyo, feelings of loneliness and belonging are still on everybody’s mind. Given the youth-centric nature of Shibuya, many thought fragments deal with body image issues, popularity, and dating, such as when a male Tokyoite asks to himself, “Man, I am so butt-ugly! I wish I had a folding fan or something to hide behind . . . This is Japan, how hard could it be to find one?” Female non-player characters express similar vulnerabilities about their appearance as Shiki: “People keep telling me my makeup looks great . . . but is that something I should be proud of? I mean, isn’t that basically saying I’m good at not looking like me?” Moreover, one passerby laments, “I’m a celebrity—why doesn’t anyone seem to recognize me!? I’m not in disguise . . . I’ve even been on TV a few times! Maybe they’re just too shy . . .”

        TWEWY takes the concept of negative self-talk one step further by providing a physical manifestation of anxiety in the form of Noise monsters that represent the primary threats during gameplay. “Noise” resemblePage 118 → animals or creatures and players must fight them in real time by performing gestures on the touchpad that generate various attacks and special moves (see figure 28). Performing a psychic scan on an area will reveal not only the inner thoughts of humans, but also the Noise players can battle. Noise are born from and attracted to the negativity and despair in people in the real world. Thus, overcoming negativity in all its personal and interpersonal manifestations is made a key objective in missions revolving around cheering up specific Shibuya residents. The Noise promptly vanish when friends make up after a disagreement or when someone finds a resolution to a bothersome problem.
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            Figure 28. Neku battles Noise monsters on the streets of Shibuya. © Square Enix.

          
        
        What players are left with then is a gameic experience of Shibuya that visually approximates the youth, music, and fashion capital of Tokyo. But, literally underneath this surface, the Shibuya of the UG gives players a mundane and micro-level experience of Tokyo urbanity, focalized through Neku’s experience of constantly weaving between pedestrians and rushing about the ward’s narrow streets. Similar to how Disaster Report makes for a human-scale experience of catastrophe, the irony is that Neku and his chosen partner are completely invisible to those living around them. In one of Tokyo’s trendiest districts, we focus instead on a microcosm of youth loners, isolated both emotionally and corporeally from the bustle of the city. Each day in the week-long Reaper’s Game begins with Neku waking up back at the Shibuya Scramble Crossing, reinforcing the cyclical nature of social isolation where days, weeks, months, and even years blend together without contact with the outside world.

      
      
        You Like It? I Bought it in Shibuya!

        Shibuya is Shangri-La for consumer culture, at least that is how one female visitor thinks of it during a psychic scan: “Finally, I made it: Shibuya, Page 119 →the glimmering Emerald City in every country girl’s eye! Ooh ooh, 104 is right over there. Big city shopping, here I come!” As a destination, Shibuya emphasizes the social, technological, and geographical elements of the modern cityscape that inform identity politics and affect socially conditioned behaviors around consumption. Psychologist Ian Parker argues that many of the negative aspects of otaku fans have been displaced onto hikikomori in no small part because rehabilitating the image of otaku means capitalizing on the “huge niche market it represents” for consumption, soft power, and tourism (quoted in Heinze and Thomas 2014, 154). It is interesting then that TWEWY inverts this dynamic wherein the district is navigated by shut-ins who are among the least likely to buy goods, let alone even venture out of the house to visit such crowded stores in the first place.

        Players of TWEWY who have visited Shibuya will be quick to recognize the many parodies of famous, real-life stores faithfully recreated in the game world. Neku can visit Towa Records and AMX, instead of Tower Records and HMV music stores; Shibuya 104, a parody of the famous Shibuya 109 building; Shibu and Molco department stores, for Seibu and Parco; and various fast food joints modeled on well-known Tokyo chains. Other true-to-life locations within Shibuya such as Miyashita Park, Dōgenzaka Street, the Hachikō statue, and Center Street retain their original names and likenesses in the game. The development team repeatedly visited Shibuya and took extensive photographs of the ward and its architecture in order to lovingly recreate it in the game.

        Cultural studies scholar Yoshimi Shun’ya (2001) describes Shibuya as a place for browsing and window-shopping, where seventy percent of shoppers are teenagers who visit the area as couples. As one non-player character thinks during a psychic scan, “The shops around here are super trendy . . . A little too trendy. I don’t think I’m cool enough to go inside.” Yoshimi writes that young people visit Shibuya primarily to showcase their “fashionable ‘self’” in the streets, and that this “self” is thought to be related to the image of the “now” (98). “Now” (nau), Yoshimi explains, means what is “in,” “trendy,” or “not out of date,” and this Japanese neologism differs from “modern” (modan or modān), which has historically been linked to Westernism in Japan since the 1920s. As a glittering stage for gameplay, Shibuya can be easily consumed on both a visual and metaphoric level. Consumptive behavior is central to succeeding during a playthrough of TWEWY, and the staging allows for familiar RPG elements to be reimagined as acts of consumer capitalism such as buying, selling, and trading merchandise.

        For example, clothing and food must be purchased from the game’s Page 120 →parodied stores and these items are then used to increase the attacking power, defensive power, bravery, or health of your party characters. Much like actual trend-conscious youth, players are encouraged to buy multiple items from the same mock-brands in the game and properly coordinate their characters’ outfits in order to get a power boost. As one male shopper in the game puts it when describing the fictional brand Jupiter of the Monkey, “J of the M clothes are totally cool, but you have to know which pieces to match together, or you just end up looking sloppy.” Becoming a trendsetter and cultivating your in-depth knowledge of Shibuya’s brands is one key to excelling during gameplay battles. Simply buying one or two expensive one-off brand items with the in-game currency will not sufficiently improve your characters’ stats. As one female consumer laments, “I spent all my savings on this Gatito jacket, but it doesn’t go with any other clothing brands! Guess once you start wearing Gatito, you gotta go all the way.”6

        A list of popular brands is viewable by pausing the game at any time, so players are always able to keep an eye on which clothing lines are trending in different areas of Shibuya in order to coordinate their items and maximize their characters’ effectiveness in battle. Repeatedly using a clothing line in a particular area will also serve to increase that brand’s social awareness and, by extension, its efficacy within the game. In fact, some missions require you to wear a certain clothing line in a specific area of Shibuya in order to raise the brand’s popularity in that district.

        Yoshimi (2001) writes that the focal point of urban youth culture in Tokyo moved from Shinjuku to Shibuya in the 1970s, due in large part to images from the mass media and the redevelopment of urban spaces by rival department store corporations Seibu and Tokyu. The result was a geographic area that attracted youth as a newfound fashionable space in which to consume products. Yoshimi likens these consumptive practices to stages upon which each buyer could perform his or her own consumer preferences: “Most Shibuya visitors already know in advance about where they have to go, what they must wear, and how they can behave in Shibuya” (100).

        If all of Shibuya is a stage, then not everyone in TWEWY is ready for their debut and runway walk. One non-player character in the game grumbles during a psychic scan, “This place is unbearable! Everyone’s dressed up all pretty, begging for attention . . . Time for a good old-fashioned punk-style kick to the junk!” Yoshimi argues that Shibuya’s specific capitalist urban mode represents a “cultural reorganization in which the social identities of urban inhabitants were forced to conform to those Page 121 →of consumer society.” This is contrasted with the “heterogeneous,” or everchanging tastes of consumers during the first phase of Tokyo’s urbanization in Asakusa and Shinjuku (2001, 101). The debate over conformity versus individuality within the consumer spheres of Shibuya is the crux of the dramatic tension in TWEWY.

        Erasing Shibuya from existence altogether is the central aim of the Reaper’s Game as envisioned by Joshua the Composer. When revealing his master plan and motivation during the game’s climax, he explains to Neku, “[Shibuya] has no future value to me or anyone else. So, I’m shutting it down. Shibuya’s influence it too strong. I have to end it now . . . before the other grounds are poisoned and all is lost.” On the other end of the divide, Conductor Kitaniji wants to save the city and streets he loves: “Wait, Sir! Shibuya is still full of so many possibilities!” The battle over Shibuya’s right to exist is thus mapped onto a broader disagreement over the mindless consumerism for which the area, and by extension Tokyo as a metropolis, is known. Brand culture has become too dominant and what is in vogue today will be different next week. One bewildered police officer in the game even jokes that Shibuya’s look changes so quick, it is difficult to keep track of potential suspects. When Composer Joshua describes Shibuya as full of people “too dull and clouded” to see possibilities, he is lamenting the lack of individual styles, tastes, and personalities among the ward’s many youth consumers.

        Ironically, Kitaniji mistakes this very individuality as the root cause of the Composer’s dislike of Shibuya’s inhabitants. “Under one Conductor, one idea, the world of men marches toward bliss,” he boasts to Neku. In order to save the city he loves, Kitaniji distributes small red skull pins that, when affixed to an article of clothing, brainwash the wearer.7 As players reach the game’s final boss battle, all of Shibuya’s residents, except for Neku, have been brainwashed by the Conductor’s pins to speak, think, and act identically.

        Kitaniji’s brainwashing is well-intentioned. He reasons that differences between people are the engine that promotes “rage. Hate. Misery. Envy. Fear. [and] Self-deprecation.” This inner turmoil swells and transforms into the spectral Noise monsters players battle throughout the game, as well as the crime, discrimination, or hikikomori tendencies that they might confront outside of the game world. Players can almost appreciate Kitaniji’s motivations. However, it is precisely this rejection of difference and pressure to assimilate into mainstream education, employment, or other social structures that drives many youth to socially withdraw in the first place. Hikikomori often avoid public spaces not because of the people Page 122 →per se, but because they fear that those already contributing to society in “socially acceptable” ways might look down on them or lecture them about their poor life choices (McKirdy 2019).

        As Amy Borovoy (2008) shows in her discussion of hikikomori, the desire on the part of Japanese society to integrate those youth who may be on the margins can be in some ways preferable to the over-medicalization or stigmatization of childhood difference that is more commonplace in the West (559). However, it is often the sphere of the Japanese family, and particularly the middle-class stay-at-home mother as an “endless provider,” that enables youth to withdraw into the home for years at a time (569–70). As Borovoy admits, both treatment strategies have their problems. Attempting to mainstream hikikomori youth into standardized social structures may allow them to avoid a diagnostic label within the educational system, but society at large may still pass judgment on those who do not adhere to normative behaviors (Saitō 2013, 174).

        Where TWEWY diverges from Borovoy’s notion of the Japanese home as a “repository for those who cannot assimilate to mainstream society” (2008, 567) is that there is a conspicuous absence of any parental figures throughout the entire game. This is something Rachael Hutchinson (2019, 107–9) notes is a recurring trope throughout many JRPGs. Instead, TWEWY celebrates the friendship forged by a group of misfits who learn to make sense of a cold and impersonal city together. This optimistic tone in the narrative’s conclusion is one that emphasizes the importance of extra-parental connections.

        Of course, Shibuya is ultimately saved, and the Noise are defeated. But Neku’s second chance at life in the RG and reunion with his friends is a victory for individuality and for the rehabilitation (the literal rebirth) of socially withdrawn youth. It validates Shibuya as a beacon for social difference that harkens back to the malleability of earlier entertainment districts in Tokyo. For hikikomori whose fear of societal expectations and judgment prompts feelings of anxiety and withdrawal, there is the potential for acceptance, just as you are, within this game world, so long as you have the right friends by your side. As a popular singer-celebrity character Ōji “The Prince” Eiji puts it within the game, even in trendsetting Shibuya, “You’re not being trendy if you’re not being you.”

      
      
        Connective Engagement

        A common misconception about hikikomori is that they neither leave their rooms nor their homes. Kimura Naohiro, a “rehabilitated” former Page 123 →hikikomori who now runs the Hikikomori Newspaper, which features stories written about and curated by hikikomori themselves, disagrees with this assessment. “I don’t think people realize that a hikikomori is someone who doesn’t have human contact,” he says. “People think it’s a physical thing, to do with space. They can go outside, but it’s the lack of human relationships that makes them hikikomori. People think hikikomori have easy lives. That they’re just relaxing and taking it easy. But in reality, it’s horrible” (quoted in McKirdy 2019). Saitō (2013) echoes this assessment, writing that one difficulty in recuperating from withdrawal is that hikikomori “do not have any meaningful contact with others” (53).

        For Kimura and Saitō, human interaction and interpersonal connections play a key role in combatting ideations of social withdrawal. In addition to TWEWY’s core narrative about Neku overcoming his reclusive tendencies, the gameplay uses several clever mechanics to make manifest feelings of player connections both inside and outside the game. I refer to these features as “connective engagement.” Connective engagement serves to open the game world up to a new sociality of play, beyond the atomized self of the individual player, by forging connections with other players in an indirect, sometimes virtual manner. What is noteworthy is that this is accomplished within traditionally single-player game experiences, such as TWEWY, where only one player gets to tackle the experience solo. Of course, video games have long since engaged groups of players in competitive matches, whether side-by-side on a couch or in fully immersive online environments. These more traditional forms of collaborative or competitive play differ in some crucial ways with the idea of connective engagement that I am putting forward. They tailor the experience (a versus mode, a deathmatch, a group quest) around the necessity of multiple human players, or a combination of human- and computer-controlled characters interacting together in an environment and completing a certain task.

        By contrast, connective engagement strategies most often exist in single-player games to indirectly connect the central player with others and make the game feel less of a solitary endeavor. The presence of other players is reassuring, but it does not affect the core story or experience for the player. For example, the concept of “asynchronous gameplay,” in which different players occupy contrasting gameplay roles at different times and therefore experience the game differently, has recently been implemented as one example of connective engagement in Japanese game design. Asynchronous social dynamics were a popular feature in the Japanese action role-playing game Dark Souls (FromSoftware, 2011) and it was a major gameplay concept in Kojima Hideo’s newest post-apocalyptic Page 124 →thriller Death Stranding (Kojima Productions, 2019). In Dark Souls, the game was a single-player experience, but the vestiges of other real-life players appeared in the game as shadowy ghosts. This internet-connected feature allowed players to leave messages to each other about strategies for defeating particularly tough enemies, give insights about how they died in battle, or insult each other just for kicks. This player-to-player interaction does not affect the core experience of the game—the ghost players were not actually there—and yet it served to push against the boundaries of the game world and create the illusion that the experience was not happening in a silo. Connective engagement strategies extend beyond asynchronous gameplay alone. In TWEWY, the connective engagement can lead players to engage with the game in a different socio-topographical play space and interact with its content in a way that makes visible other players who are not wholly virtual, but not quite “real” companions either.

        Connective engagement is crucial to the experience of playing TWEWY because the game is at its core a protracted simulation of human interactions. The connective engagement occurs at two main levels within the game: first, in relation to the non-player characters with whom Neku must partner, and second, through game modes that connect TWEWY players with others in real-life urban settings. As an example of the former, throughout the game’s story, Neku is repeatedly forced to team up and collaborate with random partners whom he has never met in order to survive. These partnerships certainly have a narrative function within the Reaper’s Game, but they also serve the broader goals of connective engagement. As gameplay, partnering up with Shiki, Joshua, or Beat during a week’s worth of missions means fighting Noise enemies via the dual-screen battle system side-by-side with your partner.

        During battles, Neku always occupies the bottom screen of the Nintendo DS system and his movements are controlled solely with stylus gestures and input. By contrast, partners always appear on the top screen of the DS and their attacks require players to chain together combinations by pressing the physical directional and face buttons on the system. Since enemies constantly jump from one vertical screen to the other at will, players must closely monitor both screens and adjust their gameplay strategy accordingly.8 This is a novel take on a “computer-controlled” character that is actually being controlled in real time by the player. The developers have ensured that Neku and his partner have asymmetrical gameplay styles and isolated screen positions from which they battle, and this heightens the feeling that there are in fact two different characters competing together. This design choice reinforces the core narrative Page 125 →conceit that both individuals are connected as partners in a life-or-death struggle, and in certain moments players might even forget that they are controlling the two leads simultaneously by themselves.

        Yoshimi Shun’ya reminds us that “urban spaces . . . are social spaces that we can think about as forms of media” (quoted in Choo 2011, 567). In the previous chapter, I discussed how Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain utilized external engagement in order to bring the fiction of the game world to life within the lived social reality of the player. We see traces of external engagement embedded within the connective strategies in TWEWY. Brian Morris (2010) writes that technologies such as mobile phones and mobile internet “electronically augment our experiences of urban space” by merging the boundaries between the physical and the digital (295). As noted by Paul Roquet (2016) in his discussion of ambient media in Japan, accompanying this augmentation is an abundance of audiovisual material that is also “woven through Japanese cities as never before” (88). TWEWY capitalizes on the overdetermined mediation of modern Japanese cities like Tokyo by providing a way to augment gameplay through connective engagement.

        Mingle Mode is an optional method of play that capitalizes on the ubiquity of the mediated experience in contemporary Japanese cities by using the built-in Wi-Fi roaming capabilities of the DS system to connect with other players. In Mingle Mode, one must walk around urban spaces with their portable game systems in tow and hope to stumble upon other players of TWEWY (called “ESP’ers” in the game’s parlance). If you happen to come across these other players, your systems automatically link over Wi-Fi and you are rewarded with a bonus of 50 PP9 and access to a special shop from which to purchase items held by the other player. You may not even be aware another player is nearby as anonymity is maintained via a username in the onscreen shop interface (see figure 29). This networked, connective sociality reconfigures the game media, urban space, and the body as players simultaneously encounter each other in both the game world and the real world of their neighborhood, all without having to utter as much as a greeting. Participation in Mingle Mode is completely voluntary and not required to beat the game. Yet, I cannot help but feel that it enriches the experience for those who would like to take a chance on connection.

        Uno Tsunehiro (2015, 125) locates similar forms of item swapping between internet-connected devices in a variety of portable Japanese games such as Dragon Quest IX (Level-5, 2009) and Pokémon GO (Niantic, 2016). However, TWEWY predates both of these examples and can be Page 126 →considered one of the originators of this form of proto-AR connective engagement. Rather than consciously search out other players for lengthy quests, or visit specific geographical locations to crowdsource special items, TWEWY’s process of connection happens organically as players go about their everyday lives.

        
          [image: A game menu shows a special item has been received from a stranger. It is a track of the game’s background music.]

          
            Figure 29. Neku obtains some background music from user AC5 in Mingle Mode. © Square Enix.

          
        
        Borovoy (2008) writes that the social environment of a child is often thought to be a key factor in Japanese debates about rehabilitating someone who is socially withdrawn. This is because an environment can influence a child’s social outcome and “carries the possibility of equality, since presumably any child can rise to the level of his social environment” (562). This is but one way that I see TWEWY functioning as a potential intervention for hikikomori. The connective engagement gamifies the social environment of an adolescent in a nonthreatening way and offers the potential for low stakes connections among players. As former hikikomori Kimura points out, hikikomori often fear leaving the house on the chance that they might run into someone they know or be lectured at for their poor life choices (McKirdy 2019). Mingle Mode presents one possibility where a hikikomori might surreptitiously “meet” and connect with other players while venturing out of their room and their home. The anonymized interface and necessity to be in the vicinity of others meanwhile militates against the embarrassment that might come from meeting someone face-to-face or having to start a conversation on the spot.

        Writing on social withdrawal and the need for an expanded “circle of engagement” within the context of Japanese sound studies and ambient media, Roquet (2016) enjoins us to consider human connection untethered from physical connection. He writes, “Understanding ambient subjectivationPage 127 → demands attending to the complex dynamics of movement, rhythm, sensation, proprioception—the many ways material bodies encounter one another through space and time in ways irreducible to reflective forms of human identity and sociality” (84). TWEWY’s connective engagement can be understood as one such move toward collective correlations that unite virtual and actual spaces.

        
          [image: A game menu shows points awarded for not playing the game for eight hours forty minutes and eight seconds.]

          
            Figure 30. The player is awarded 52 bonus points for not playing the game for 8 hours 40 minutes and 8 seconds. © Square Enix.

          
        
        In April of 2020, Shikoku’s Kagawa Prefecture became the first governmental jurisdiction in Japan to limit the amount of time minors could play video games on school nights and weekends (Dooley and Hida 2020). While these new social rules carry no actual enforcement mechanism, symbolically they reestablish the link between youth, withdrawal, and gaming addiction. Taking this debate one step further, TWEWY is one of the only games I know of that rewards players for not playing it! The game makes use of the built-in system clock inside the Nintendo DS portable system. Every hour, minute, or second, spent not playing the game generates a proportional amount of PP that rewards players when they log in to their next play session. The longer the software application is shut off, the more players are rewarded when they reboot (see figure 30).

        While it is impossible to know what players might do with their time away from the dual screens, in keeping with the themes of TWEWY, one hopes that it might be spent making meaningful connections in the real world. After all, this is the conclusion Neku reaches near the end of the game. He confesses to Composer Joshua,

        
          Since I’ve come to the UG I’ve talked with them a little. Got to know them a little. Felt them a little . . . Felt my world grow. Just a Page 128 →tiny, tiny bit. It’s different now. They’re not just some strangers. I can’t shut them out like that. Enjoying your world means making it bigger. I finally get that. You gotta reach out to other people.

        

        This is the personal aspiration that gameic connective engagement seeks to make a reality.

      
      
        The World Begins with You

        After the climactic battle against Conductor Kitaniji, Neku and his partners are victorious and Shibuya is saved from erasure. Neku comes to appreciate that just as the city must embrace differing viewpoints and personalities to survive, so too must he emerge from his cocoon of isolation. He comes to this realization just in the nick of time: “If I don’t clash, I don’t change. The world ends at my borders, and the best moments slip away. Shibuya’s full of people waiting for those moments, when we clash together and find something new . . . Shibuya should stay just as it is!” As with the distanced engagement used in Catherine, the player takes over after this utterance and must reaffirm their (Neku’s) commitment to interpersonal connections by selecting a response to the question, “Whether they like people?” (Answers: Yup / Nope). By this point in the game, some players may have used Mingle Mode to obtain new in-game rewards through chance connections or turned off their system entirely and left it at home while going outside. These strategies for connective engagement are necessary for Neku to come out of his antisocial shell, but they could prove equally valuable for any real-world players who find themselves socially withdrawn.

        Just before the ending credits roll, Neku reflects on his journey of personal growth:

        
          Same streets. Same crowds too. Yeah, Shibuya hasn’t changed a bit . . . You don’t see it but those few weeks were very hard for me. Learning to trust people. Having that trust broken. Finding out the town I pegged as small and stifling and empty wasn’t any of those things . . . Hey, did I mention, I’ve got friends now! We’re getting together for the first time in a week. See you there?

        

        Neku’s ending monologue is directed toward an absent Composer Joshua, but it also speaks directly to the player by breaking the fourth Page 129 →wall. The call, “See you there?” invites any player to put down the game and step outside. To be sure, there may be struggle and failure and discomfort along the way. Putting oneself out there and forging human relationships is difficult work. But this is to be expected. This is what it means to be alive.

        With that, Neku removes his headphones and casts them to the ground for the first time since the game began. We hear Shiki, back in her authentic body, Beat, and Rhyme all call out to Neku as he approaches the Hachikō statue. “Yo! Over here!” they say. The game’s title is redisplayed on the screen, only this time it reflects the subtle change, The World Begins with You. For any players experiencing social withdrawal it beckons them outside towards new connections.

      
    
  
    
      
        Page 130 →Conclusion
        Toward a Gameic World

      
      
        “Games have grown and developed from this limited in-the-box experience to something that’s everywhere now. Interactive content is all around us, networked, ready.”

        —Miyamoto Shigeru, Creator of Super Mario Bros.

      

      As the father of such Nintendo classics as Donkey Kong (1981), Super Mario Bros. (1985), and The Legend of Zelda (1986) makes clear in his epigraph, video gaming should no longer be thought of along the same lines as listening to early rock ’n’ roll music—a subcultural activity performed in secret in parents’ basements. Indeed, video games are now ubiquitous and gameic structures permeate our everyday lives whether we are aware of them or not. We know from industry-wide surveys of North American, Asian, and European markets that the stereotypical image of video games as “toys for young boys” is no longer representative, if it ever was. A wide variety of players enjoy video games and there is likely a game genre for every type of player willing to pick up a controller. As a medium, video games have always held the promise of simulating the human condition in ways as profound, or flawed, as our best novels, films, and plays.

      In this regard, video games have moved beyond their humble 8-bit beginnings. Today, the best games tell emotionally resonant stories, allow players to experience fringe themes, and provide a means for working through traumatic or stressful events. While many video games are Page 131 →designed to provide moments of unadulterated entertainment to users, others increasingly have strong emotional and narrative ambitions akin to the best works of cinema and literature. One of the fundamental goals of this book has been to introduce and critically analyze four commercially available Japanese video games in terms of their sociocultural commentaries and the ways in which they allow for a simulation and working through of trauma issues important in contemporary Japan. These are games that have something profound to say about Japanese culture and society and we would do well to think critically about these messages as well as reflect on how games prompt our interactive engagement with a variety of subjects, including potentially difficult ones.

      As Metal Gear Solid series creator Kojima Hideo opines, video games must tackle these complex social and cultural issues if the medium is to mature and remain relevant moving forward. To quote Kojima, “If we [as developers] don’t cross that line, if we don’t make attempts to express what we really want to express, games will only be games . . . We won’t be able to achieve what movies or novels have achieved . . . Games will never be considered as culture” (quoted in Makuch 2014). The same might be said about scholarship on video games. If academic criticism and classroom instruction do not openly discuss and debate the possibilities and pitfalls of this medium, then video games will remain relegated to the sphere of child’s play.

      One way of encouraging this dialogue is to resist the complete separation of video games from other narrative, representational, or simulative media. This book has demonstrated that the interpretation and anticipatory learning often regarded to be a unique selling point of video games can be meaningfully linked to other traditional, “linear” media. Just as video games are drawing inspiration from books and films, so too are these entertainment media looking to games for new insights into how to tell multiform stories or interactively engage their users. Thus, video games can and should be discussed in dialogue with cinema and literature, and other forms of pop culture, not to profess one medium’s superiority over the other, but rather to provide an indication of where participatory storytelling might be headed in the future.

      In this book, I have paid close attention to the ways in which Japanese game design affords distinct ways for fostering player immersion. To this end, I have introduced four new models of engagement that I regard as representative of contemporary Japanese console game design. These strategies work together to reinforce a game’s core social narrative and evoke actual feelings of overcoming, guilt, complicity, or shared connection from a fictional experience of trauma.

      Page 132 →As much as I would love to, I cannot play and write about every video game available, lest I end up in a players support group. Instead, I have intentionally selected four critically and commercially successful console games, each of which grapples with a different social issue or trauma. In focusing my analyses on big-budget entertainment games, and sidestepping many other discussions of internet, mobile, or PC gaming, I have shown that socially relevant storytelling and empathetically rich gameplay can be derived from genres and titles thought to be devoid of such elements. Indeed, emotionally rich games with compelling humanistic experiences are already readily available on store shelves, and, in many cases, they are being designed and developed in Japan.

      Chapter 1 discussed earthquake survival in Disaster Report. I introduced the concept of “limited engagement,” or the subtraction of in-game skills in the service of simulating vulnerability. I demonstrated how playing through the earthquake scenario might inculcate empathy for actual disaster victims by bringing forward a plurality of stories of survival. Chapter 2 used the concept of “distanced engagement,” or self-referential and intellectual elements designed to promote critical self-reflection, to analyze the puzzle game Catherine as a social narrative about Japan’s declining birthrate and aging population. I showed how the game integrates contemporary debates and anxieties around intimacy and family planning directly into its simulation via a polling mechanic that captures players’ opinions about the game’s themes in real time. Chapter 3 provided a reading of Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain and post-traumatic war memory. For players of this stealth action game, “external engagement” techniques work to destabilize the distinction between the characters in the game and the players outside of it. The result of this form of real-world engagement is that the horrors of war become an experiential event within the player’s own social reality, and that this newfound fidelity reacquaints users with the stakes of virtual violence, including nuclear proliferation. Chapter 4 closed with an investigation of social withdrawal (shakaiteki hikikomori) in the Japanese role-playing game The World Ends with You. Here, “connective engagement” held an interventive potential as hikikomori might be inspired to walk about their cities and spontaneously connect with other players to obtain special in-game items, all without ever having to engage in a single face-to-face interaction.

      Taken as a whole, these four design strategies work together alongside other visual, auditory, and interactive elements to involve players in the real-world implications of the games they play. We see that immersive gameplay in a simulated world poses many of the same ethical problems Page 133 →(and some new ones) constantly faced by real people in various scenarios of everyday life. While it is important to think critically about the narrative and cultural content within a particular game, it can be as instructive to ask how games function as media to engage their players.

      What limited, distanced, external, and connective engagement offer is a way to involve players in simulations of difficult situations to which they may be unaccustomed and inspire actual feelings from this fictional experience of trauma. Engagement strategies cannot solve any real-world issues on their own, but they can give players the ability to test their responses to issues being presented, to fail, to revise their assumptions, and to play again. It is from this bracketed off space of video game play that we can experience and rehearse our responses to life’s many problems, including those that may never affect us directly. As I have shown, Japanese game design has pioneered several tools for cultivating this kind of empathetic engagement around social narratives and trauma, and many of these techniques have since circulated and become widely adopted by other developers worldwide.

      This brings us to a certain irony or paradox: the notion that games can simulate problematic or traumatic memories for the uninitiated player and provide a working through of troubling situations. The difficulty of representing trauma is something theorist Cathy Caruth famously discussed in her book Unclaimed Experience (1996). For Caruth, trauma is an incomprehensible event precisely because the mechanisms of consciousness and memory are temporarily destroyed during the moment of trauma. She suggests, “Trauma is not locatable in the simple violent or original event in an individual’s past, but rather in the way that its very unassimilated nature—the way it was precisely not known in the first instance—returns to haunt the survivor later on” (1996, 4; emphasis in the original). It is precisely this undetermined nature that allows trauma to migrate or transmit from person to person across time and space (1996, 8).

      Gameic representations of trauma are not the stuff of actual memory. They never have been. Character models remain uncanny and simulated scenarios unrealistic. But then again, neither is traumatic memory objective. In their free assemblage and reorganization of elements, games more closely resemble the asynchronous experience of trauma as described by Caruth. To take the example of Disaster Report, emotion is generated in the player by representations of a fictional character’s “photograph,” which is actually an in-game screenshot of the player’s own mediated self. This evokes a kind of nostalgia for a “virtual memory” of the player’s own vicarious, mediated, fictional experience of suffering that perhaps prompts Page 134 →them to reflect on their embodied circumstances outside the game. This complex web of connections allows for different layers of identification and participation with difficult themes.

      In choosing to simulate problems, anxieties, and traumas, Japanese video games utilize both perceptual realism and filmic realism. However, like manga and anime, they are not as beholden to phenomenological reality or photographic representations. Nor are they as concerned with imitating or preserving a link to reality. As we will recall, the games discussed in this book often insist on playfully severing this very link and acknowledging their own artifice. This inherent flexibility in the medium and playfulness in Japanese design allows fringe themes to travel along different vectors from cinema and literature.

      When integrated into an overall ethos of Japanese game design that values fantasy and fun over photo-realist simulations, the four engagement strategies and four games discussed in this book reveal that what is created for players is ultimately not so much a form of virtual or augmented reality, but another reality altogether, one where players are free to deconstruct and reassemble familiar social, political, personal, and traumatic issues while keeping one foot in the “real” and one foot in the “virtual.” As Uno Tsunehiro (2015, 125) puts it, “We already have no need of an imagination that weaves a fiction of ‘not here, but somewhere’ but one that expands the ‘here and now.’” This dual presence that comingles the everyday (nichijōsei) and the extraordinary is one of the true successes of Japanese game design. Simulative technologies allow players to experience an everyday scenario (e.g., texting your girlfriend in a bar), while the techniques of gameic engagement provide patently extraordinary tools for dealing with the root causes and emotions underpinning these scenarios (e.g., answering a poll about marriage and parenthood after being chased by a deadly baby cyborg).

      My suggestion with this book’s title is that, in many ways, there is no longer a clear distinction between our lived reality and the mediated reality of everyday life. If human connection with the “real” is unattainable and always already mediated by language and myriad other factors, then Japanese video games acknowledge and embrace this mediation in their very construction and the ways in which they invite player input. Japanese games productively engage with trauma and recovery not by faithfully rendering it onscreen, but rather by sidestepping the crisis of representation. By purposefully opening up a lateral, alternative reality, instead of a virtual or augmented reality, that is a humorous, self-referential, bizarre, and fantastical space from which to purposefully engage with grounded, Page 135 →real-world issues and difficult subjects. It is the technological infrastructure of games that allows for a nuanced simulation of social issues and traumas. But it is ultimately the engagement strategies discussed in this book that facilitate a working through and ensure that the user is always critically involved and reflective while immersed in that high-quality game world.

      But is involving a player in the story or simulation the same as affecting them on a deeper, more personal level? Put differently, what happens when the game is switched off? Do these engagement strategies promote meaningful and long-lasting change in the lives of real players? Or are they an interesting way to theorize games that ultimately evaporates once players disconnect? This remains a difficult question to address, but, if the following testimonial is any indication, there can indeed be long-lasting impact from video game play made possible through Japanese design.

      Since August 2011, American video game voice actress Ashly Burch has maintained a website titled How Games Saved My Life. The page features testimonials from a wide variety of players around the world who write about how specific games have positively affected their mental and emotional health, physical wellbeing, or, in some cases, prevented ideations of suicide or self-harm. One such testimonial is written by a player identified as Schane Mitchell (2011) in response to Catherine. Mitchell, who had been cheated on by his partners five times, credits the game with helping him better understand the mental state of those who are unfaithful and restoring his own sense of self-worth following the multiple infidelities. Mitchell explains, “I was obsessed with this game. I would play it and play it and work through all the challenges just to see my main character struggle living with the guilt that he was a backstabbing cheater.” Mitchell claims to have beat the game eight times in order to see all of the different endings, and this repetition, coupled with the in-game polls helped reinforce the central morality of the game: “I found it simply mind blowing that cheaters, who I previously looked at as being subhuman, have so many hardships and so much pressure on them. It gave me the mental clarity to let go of my past and accept them for what they had done, since they’ll have their own personal demons to fight against for the rest of their life—metaphorically, anyway.”

      To be sure, Catherine will not affect all players the same way it has affected Schane. And yet, the game succeeded in helping this one player precisely because it offered new mediological ways to engage with an oft-represented theme in pop culture works—infidelity. It was the distanced engagement of Catherine—the repetitive gameplay, multiple endings, and Page 136 →polling sections—that allowed for a working through of trauma for this individual player. Instead of reading blog posts about relationship advice, Mitchell stepped into the role of victimizer, victim, and couple’s therapist simultaneously during his multiple playthroughs. While I discuss these engagement strategies within Japanese-designed games, the numerous testimonials archived on How Games Saved My Life or categorized via Twitter hashtags such as #videogamestaughtme evidence that their efficacy circulates across national and cultural boundaries.

      Just as the four games discussed in this book present universal themes capable of affecting a wide variety of players, so too must they also tell decidedly national stories about social issues and traumas important to Japan. Japanese pop culture is a particularly fruitful site for looking at these sorts of interactions owing to the ubiquity of game experiences within everyday life and the ways in which video games exist in a transmedia ecology in Japan alongside manga and anime. At a base level, critically analyzing Japanese video games provides new insights into the ways in which Japanese designers view their own country and culture and how Japanese users affectively engage with technology. This is the case with Mingle Mode in The World Ends with You—a form of socially connected urban gameplay that almost certainly had to originate from within a technologically mediated Japanese metropolis. Further studying Japanese video games also helps us to recognize the centrality of the medium within the received history and evolution of the country’s popular culture. Games have evolved alongside manga and anime for a large part of their shared history, and the unlikely friendship between these media forms deepens our understanding of pop cultural consumption in Japan.

      In this book, I have cited ideas from Japanese theorists of mediation, such as Azuma Hiroki, Ōtsuka Eiji, Saitō Tamaki, and Uno Tsunehiro, among others referenced. A thread that connects the work of all of these scholars is an interest in understanding the distinction between real and fictional subjects as people engage with them. Video game engagement has become a key part of this ongoing discussion in relation to otaku consumption and media theory in Japan. It is often incorrectly said that otaku in Japan have no ability to discern between fiction and reality. But one of the things highlighted by this book’s exploration of gameic trauma is the new avenues and new rules of engagement that open when fiction, reality, mediated selves, and Japanese culture comingle within contemporary games. Negotiating these distinctions between the “real” and the “virtual” layers provides much of the pleasure when playing (or analyzing) the four Japanese games discussed herein.

      Page 137 →More crucially, this book has shown that the landscape of Japanese video games has contributed to rich and nuanced discussions of mediation and gameic realism that resist simple binaries of fiction versus reality, passive versus active media, or linear versus multiform storytelling. With Disaster Report, Catherine, Metal Gear Solid V, and The World Ends with You, we see that this discussion is also implicated in no small way with discourses on social, personal, and trauma issues important in Japan. If game experiences are ubiquitous in everyday life in Japan, and Japanese consumers of pop culture properties are already well attuned to fictional worlds and characters, then it is no surprise that the games in this book highlight how Japanese creators and players have, for decades, used their interactive entertainment as a means to grapple with some of the biggest issues the nation has faced.

      I would like to close by returning to Azuma Hiroki (2007), who reminds us that gameic structures exist in a variety of media, including literature. The more we begin to think of video game experiences not solely as software displayed on a screen and controlled with joysticks, the more we will also open ourselves up to the ways in which the medium is constantly enriching our lives and social interactions. The scope and definition of what constitutes video game play continues to be highly malleable and will likely change yet again after you finish this book. Popular video gaming began in university research labs, debuted in arcades for the masses, travelled into homes, and is now integrated into many aspects of the world we live in. Is Facebook a video game? How about swiping through potential matches on a dating app like Tinder? Or participating in a long-distance relationship exclusively through FaceTime video chat? Today, few of us think twice when creating avatars for online profiles. We recruit “friends” with whom to go on online adventures or play online games. We empathize with digital photo albums from strangers we have never met. We even accrue virtual currency in the form of “likes,” “views,” or “retweets” for the content we create and share. And when someone unfriends us, it can be as harsh as a Game Over screen. Such gameic elements have become normalized activities within our contemporary digital lives. We may not agree that these platforms and services constitute video games proper, but they are in many ways indistinguishable from games in their structure and effects. Does this mean virtually everyone is a gamer?

      Maybe not. But, to borrow the language of Azuma’s book, perhaps we are rapidly approaching a gameic world (gēmuteki sekai) where the structures of play become even more commonplace across non-game endeavors. If the late Japanese Prime Minister Shinzō Abe’s surprise appearance Page 138 →at the closing ceremony of the Rio Olympics dressed in a Super Mario suit is any indication, maybe we are already living in one. Many technology companies are currently betting on virtual and augmented reality as the next major computing platform after mobile development, capable of uniting us across continents and bringing us together in virtual space. We can already observe these subtle changes taking hold in the indispensability of smartphones and the mediated nature of traversing our modern cities. We find the seeds for many of these ideas and new forms of techno-engagement in the games discussed throughout this book.

      Will console gamers necessarily be better adapted to this gameic world of the future? I’m not certain. But, as the four engagement strategies discussed in this book suggest, video game players might have a more developed critical perspective on the links, gaps, and elisions between our real and represented selves. Players may also learn a bit more about themselves and others through the games they play. As cutting-edge research in the social sciences, medicine, and the humanities all attest, video games offer a wealth of possibilities for providing positive physical, emotional, and cognitive benefits to the people who play them.

      For those who said video games were dead after the North American crash of 1983, today’s video game landscape must seem unbelievable. Japanese design gave the industry an extra life with its memorable characters and play experiences. Along the way, it found new and interesting ways to engage generations of players. As gameic simulations and interfaces become ever more integrated with everyday life, gaming will cease to be an observable subculture, something to be highlighted for its difference, and instead become synonymous with mass culture and high art—yet another tool immediately thought of when the goal is to tell stories about the human condition, educate a group of students, or work through personal problems or national traumas. For those of us who have grown up alongside our favorite video game characters, this has always been the potential we have recognized in the medium. It is exciting to see that this new game is just beginning.
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        Chapter 1

        
          
            	1.	Scholars observe that technology has played a key role in responses to 3.11 in other ways: Marilyn Ivy (2015) notes the enduring power of cellphone pictures and family albums after the Triple Disaster (191); Alexis Dudden (2012) recounts the widespread usage of Twitter and other social media platforms to document the unfolding crisis of Fukushima (349); and Theodore C. Bestor (2013) reports on the Reischauer Institute’s efforts to archive as much digital media related to the event as possible (766).

          

          
            	2.	While most video games released today do not receive substantial changes across regions, when Disaster Report was localized for Western markets the hair color and names of the main characters were altered. In addition, some location names were changed as well to cater to non-Japanese audiences. All other elements of the game remained unchanged between the versions, including the level design, with all the original Japanese in-game text on background buildings and signs remaining. I use the Japanese-language character names throughout this chapter. There are three sequels to Disaster Report in the series: Zettai Zetsumei Toshi 2: Itetsuita kiokutachi (2006, Raw Danger! 2007, lit. “Frozen Memories”) for PlayStation 2; Zettai Zetsumei Toshi 3: Kowareyuku machi to kanojo no uta (2009, lit. “The Broken Town and Her Song”) for PlayStation Portable, which was never released outside of Japan; and Zettai Zetsumei Toshi fō purasu: Samā memorīzu (2018, Disaster Report 4 Plus: Summer Memories, 2020) for PlayStation 4.

          

          
            	3.	Game designer Kujō Kazuma left Irem in April 2011 in order to establish his own game development studio, Granzella, which has since obtained the rights to the Disaster Report series from Irem. The team restarted development on an updated version of Disaster Report 4 for Sony’s PlayStation 4 (now with PlayStation VR support). The game was first released in Japan on November 22, 2018, with a worldwide release on April 7, 2020. It also appears on PC and the Nintendo Switch.

          

          
            Page 140 →	4.	The game’s manmade Capital Island (Shutotō) has many parallels to Odaiba, a large artificial island in Tokyo Bay that is home to shopping and entertainment districts. For example, the automated umitsubame train that Masayuki rides at the outset of the game is clearly modeled after the Yurikamome automated transit system that provides travel to and from Odaiba.

          

          
            	5.	In addition, both Ico and Shadow of the Colossus are frequently cited as prime examples in the ongoing debate over whether video games constitute “high art” (see, e.g., Ebert 2010).

          

          
            	6.	City Shrouded in Shadow (Kyoei toshi, 2017) is a new disaster game developed by Kujō Kazuma and his team. Unlike the ZZT series, which centers on natural disasters, this game features citywide destruction from battles involving well-known Japanese monsters such as Godzilla and Gamera. This new game puts players in the middle of a group survival situation and is meant to convey the panic of running around in a crowd of people and fleeing from a disaster that you can see coming (Kujō and Tsukanaka 2015).

          

        

      
      
        Chapter 2

        
          
            	1.	According to Japan’s National Institute of Population and Social Security Research (2012), at 1.37 births per woman as of 2012, the country has a total fertility rate among the lowest of the advanced industrialized nations and well below the replacement fertility rate of 2.1 needed to sustain the population (8). This low fertility rate began in 1989 when Japan’s birthrate, then at 1.57, fell below replacement levels for the first time resulting in what Allison Alexy (2019) has termed an “intimacy panic” (15). By some projections, the population of Japan is expected to decrease by over 32 percent, from 128.06 million in 2010 to 86.74 million by the year 2060 (2012, 1–2). In addition, Japan is a rapidly aging society. Japan’s elderly (sixty-five years of age and over), who comprise approximately 25% of the population in 2010, are projected to account for nearly 40% of the population by 2060 (2012, 3).

          

          
            	2.	In “dating simulation” and certain “visual novel” games, a typically male player/avatar interacts with a variety of anime-style characters and chooses from various multiple-choice narrative options with the goal of forming a virtual relationship. These games are characterized by having multiple endings, some of which allow the player to view erotic content featuring their chosen girlfriend (E. Taylor 2007, 194–95). The creative team behind Catherine has stated that they do not consider their game to be a dating sim since Vincent possesses a longtime girlfriend at the outset of the story (Hashino 2011).

          

          
            	3.	While Catherine was designed entirely in Japan, the player encounters characters named Vincent and K/Catherine. The Atlus Persona Team sought to harmoniously blend both Japanese and American cultural elements throughout the game design, noting that while the town’s appearance is reminiscent of America, the layout of Vincent’s one room apartment is typical of Tokyo (Kihara 2011, 112).

          

          
            	4.	Patrick W. Galbraith defines “moe media” as “manga, anime, and related media and material forms featuring characters intended to trigger an affective response” (2021, 90). For more on otaku and moe, see Galbraith 2019.

          

        

      
      
        Chapter 3

        
          
            	1.	The video game industry is showing a renewed interest in the development of virtual reality headsets for both game and non-game applications. Many such Page 141 →stereoscopic headsets are currently in development or already commercially available. This includes standalone hardware as well as devices that connect directly to PCs or existing video game consoles to run applications, such as the Oculus Go, HTC VIVE, and Sony’s PlayStation VR. Also popular are VR headset models that are compatible with existing smartphone technology such as Samsung’s Gear VR or easily made from cardboard like Nintendo’s Labo. For more on virtual reality in Japan, see Roquet 2022.

          

          
            	2.	Many episodes of Star Trek: The Next Generation play with this very premise where members of the crew are trapped on the Holodeck and must play out a simulation in order to escape back to the real world.

          

          
            	3.	In identifying eight main series games I am purposefully leaving out the numerous spinoffs from the series, as well as Metal Gear Solid V: Ground Zeroes, a short prologue mission released in March 2014. This demo was created largely to acclimate players to the new open world gameplay systems before the formal release of MGSV, but it includes the noteworthy story moments referenced in this chapter in terms of Paz’s rescue and self-sacrifice.

          

          
            	4.	The MSX was a common PC standard created by Microsoft and ASCII in 1983. The original two Metal Gear games were both developed for the second-generation MSX2 system, which debuted in Japan in 1985. The first game in the series, Metal Gear, was later ported to the Nintendo Entertainment System in 1987, which is how many players first encountered it.

          

          
            	5.	The backstory behind Cipher / The Patriots is equally convoluted. “The Philosophers” was originally a twelve-member group founded after the conclusion of WWI as a collection of the richest and most powerful representatives from the U.S., Russia, and China. The group amassed a fortune of 100 billion dollars (known as “The Philosophers’ Legacy”), only to later fall into disarray and disband around the time of the Cold War, resulting in the three distinct global superpowers that exist today. The U.S. arm of the Philosophers (which took the name Cipher and later The Patriots) grew in strength to the point where it appointed the president and effectively ran the entire United States as a secret shadow government. By the year 2000, The Patriots ceased being a committee with human members and instead evolved into an advanced and malevolent AI neural network bent on unifying the world through a global takeover.

          

          
            	6.	The game runs a realistic day/night cycle roughly every hour of in-game play time, with real changes in weather reflected across the game maps as well. While the automated voice on Big Boss’s iDroid handheld device will encourage players to return to Mother Base to boost the morale of their soldiers or to take a shower, how long Big Boss spends on the battlefield is up to each individual player.

          

          
            	7.	A “light novel” is an easy-to-ready book aimed at young readers, often supplemented with anime-style illustrations on the cover and throughout the text. Sakurazaka’s light novel was subsequently made into a manga and then adapted into the 2014 American science fiction film Edge of Tomorrow starring Tom Cruise and Emily Blunt.

          

          
            	8.	There are other notable examples of external engagement strategies throughout the MGS series. In Metal Gear Solid 3: Snake Eater (Konami, 2004), for example, players battle a centenarian sniper known as “The End.” If players choose to engage, the resulting gun battle takes place amidst lush jungle foliage. However, players can also circumvent the fight entirely by exploiting the advanced age of Page 142 →their adversary. If one quits midway during the boss battle and waits one week of real-world time (or cheats and sets their console’s internal clock forward by one week), upon returning to the game Snake will discover that The End has died of old age, obviating the need for the duel.

          

          
            	9.	Strategies of external engagement are by no means limited to game media. A recent interactive episode “Bandersnatch” (2018) from the British Netflix series Black Mirror is an attempt to turn episodic television into an act of participatory storytelling. Viewers use their remotes to make Choose Your Own Adventure-style narrative choices for the main protagonist and alter the trajectory of the filmed story in real time.

          

          
            	10.	It is important to clarify the distinction between a player-character and an avatar as used in this chapter. A player-character, like Big Boss, possesses an independent voice, appearance, and personality distinct from that of the player. By contrast, an avatar often takes the form of a graphical figure that players can customize in terms of appearance and personality in order to gain entry to an artificial world (Murray 1997, 113).

          

          
            	11.	Kojima borrows his game’s subtitle from “phantom limb pain” (PLP), a real-world medical condition where patients perceive chronic pain in a region of the body that is no longer present, either due to amputation or illness and injury. There is still no consensus on the true mechanism causing phantom limb pain. PLP was initially thought to be a psychiatric illness and was previously listed in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, though recent research has supported a neurological basis for the disorder (Subedi and Grossberg 2011, 1, 3).

          

        

      
      
        Chapter 4

        
          
            	1.	In addition, a direct sequel to the original game titled NEO: The World Ends with You was released by Square Enix in 2021 for PlayStation 4 and Nintendo Switch.

          

          
            	2.	Chūnibyō (lit. “second year of middle school syndrome”) is a colloquial term used in some Japanese pop culture works to denote youth who exhibit strange or delusional behavior, such as pretending to be a delinquent, thinking they have hidden super powers, or, as in TWEWY, acting dissociated from the people around them.

          

          
            	3.	There are several other terms in Japanese for related and overlapping social phenomena involving withdrawal symptoms. NEETs (an acronym standing for “Not in Education, Employment, or Training”) first appeared in Great Britain in 2004 and shifted the focus from withdrawal to underemployment for young people. Similarly, Freeters (part-time workers), and Parasite Singles (single adults who live with their parents well into their 20s and 30s) could also be considered new names for hikikomori or new permutations of it (Saitō 2013, 5).

          

          
            	4.	This practice is taken one step further through Reaper Creeper, TWEWY’s version of a Ouija board. Several game missions require players in the UG to move the planchette with the stylus and influence what people in the RG think about particular issues.

          

          
            	5.	This famous bronze statue re-erected in 1948 commemorates the Japanese Akita dog Hachikō, known for his loyalty to his owner. Hachikō is also the namesake of one of the five exits to Shibuya Station and is a popular meetup spot among friends.

          

          
            Page 143 →	6.	I highlight fashion purchases here, but background music also plays a central role in TWEWY. One quarter of the game cartridge’s memory consists of compressed background music data. Song lyrics sometimes give clues as to how to progress in the game, such as the repeated lyric “find the mark” during the final phase of a climactic boss battle.

          

          
            	7.	Once possessed, Shibuya inhabitants will all repeat the same phrase when scanned: “To right the countless wrongs of our day, we shine this light of true redemption, that this place may become as paradise. What a wonderful world such would be . . .” (ellipses in the original). The phrase “what a wonderful world” (subarashiki kono sekai) references the game’s original Japanese title.

          

          
            	8.	Splitting one’s attention between the two screens takes some getting used to. The development team had originally intended for the top screen partner battle system to consist of a music and rhythm game interface, but quickly abandoned the idea as the dual-screen battle system was already proving difficult for players to master.

          

          
            	9.	PP stands for “Pin Points” (or “Badge Points” / BP in the Japanese version) and these are experience points earned in the game by defeating enemies and completing missions and side quests. They are used to “level up” abilities and pins thus resulting in stronger game characters.
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