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Video Games & Culture


Across the world, video games have many faces.  What might seem like a normal, generic first-person shooter (FPS) game here in America, might be called too violent in Japan.  As young gamers grow old, they realize that most of the games they play aren't actually made here in America, but rather in Japan.  During the translation process from Japanese to English, some things might be lost.  Scenes or characters in games might be changed or removed completely due to controversial content relating to beliefs or current events in the country the game is being imported into.  These differences in culture change the way video games are shaped and perceived throughout the world.  The following comparison of Japanese and American gaming practices and industries will illustrate just how much cultural aspects can change the overall message a game can portray.


Before the ESRB in America, the CERO in Japan, and the whole home video game console movement, the real gaming started in arcades.  Arcades were the start of the gaming movement.  All documentaries on gaming mention arcades at one point in another.  These were the places people went to play video games before home video game consoles, as they did not exist at the time or were too expensive for a single person to own.  Arcades in America are basically dead now, as the home video game console has filled up the gaming void in people's lives.  Arcades were popular back before the video game “crash” of the 1980s, when the novelty of playing video games wore off and the market was saturated with too many games (“Player 3 Stage 6: The Great Videogame Crash”).  “With the [Atari] 2600, players realized that Hot Dog Maze was just Pac-Man with different colors. Soon the cool thing among video game fans was to sit around not playing video games. The industry collapsed” (Wong).  The “crash” came and went, and arcade visits decreased with the release of the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES) (Wong).  There seemed to be no incentive for gamers to waste money on a machine on which they could only play one game once for a small fee, when a video game console could play that one game and many other games as many times as the gamer liked for a decent price.  Games were also longer and took many, many hours to complete.  This was an experience that couldn't be had in arcades.


Arcades in Japan are simply different because of their status in Japanese society.  Going to an arcade is just a normal thing to do there.  One of the things that may influence the popularity of arcades in Japan is the control of games.  Instead of pressing a button to make something happen on the screen, you move your whole body.  Popular game franchises such as “Dance Dance Revolution” or “Beat Mania” come to mind.  These kinds of games have been imported into America within the last 5-10 years to home video game consoles and arcades and have become a hit.  One reason behind the Japanese being so focused on using non-standard methods of playing games is dating.  Arcade games in Japan have intuitive controls along with colorful displays making them more appealing to a wide audience.  This allows for a great social environment, as people of both genders can enjoy the entertainment (Head).  Having this common point of interest can only help the relationship of young couples.


“Whereas the heyday of the American arcade died out in the '80s, Japanese arcades are a growing and vibrant industry. Last year alone, [Dan Tochen] noted, the Japanese arcade industry pulled in $7.5 billion, which is more than half of the US's total aggregate revenues in the gaming business. Nearly 40 percent of the Japanese gaming market revenues are from arcades, as opposed to a fraction of a percent in the US” (Magrino).  Arcades in America may be dead, but arcades need to make sure that they continue to cater to a general audience in Japan.  Masumi Akag, publisher of Game Machine magazine in Japan states: “Twenty-five years ago, when games were still pretty new, you played games and you got more skilled at what you could do, but the games also became harder as you got further into them. Today, the games are already difficult as you begin to play. I think people are less interested in playing games that are so hard” (Kent).  It seems that Akagi believes that arcades visits declined a bit due to the fact that there were no beginner games.  The games appealed to the hardcore gamer crowd, which focused the games into a niche market.  Console gaming in Japan also slowed a little: “In particular, those who said they were gaming less tended to be spending more time with their mobile phones” (Wyman).


The following quote is from Reggie Fils-Aime, current president of Nintendo of America during a conference in 2005:


“...In September, Piper Jaffray conducted in-class surveys of high school students across the country. A full 75 percent of all respondents say their interest in gaming is falling. And that number itself has jumped 16 percent in a single year. The same study also highlighted the polarization of the game-playing market. The hardcore is harder than ever. That minority, who say they play games daily, is actually up a little bit. And the hardcore wants harder content. According to the ESRB, the percentage of games sold with a mature rating has grown steadily over the last several years. But at the same time, the casual players may be falling away. More and more respondents who used to enjoy games on a weekly basis now say they're doing so only monthly.


What does this all mean? Clearly, it's easy to imagine a roiling mass of older, techno-maniac, trash-talking, gotta-have-everything, gotta-play-everything aficionados. They are the current reality of the dedicated home videogame business and some will say, as long as these guys keep buying more, who cares? Nintendo does. Because we see in our business the same threat that the exec from Fox Films was talking about: at some point, no matter how big the boom, dazzling become stale” (Casamassina).
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(“Nintendo Conference Fall 2007”)


The above quote and images reveal that games can get stale over time, thus hurting the whole game industry.  Only recently are games – both in arcade and for home video game consoles – starting to appeal to all audiences in other parts of the world, making the gaming market thrive again, and the experience fresh to both veteran gamers, and new gamers alike.


Systems like Nintendo's Wii home video game console use motion sensitive controls and force players to get up off the couch and move much like the unique style of play only present in arcades.  One this same vein is the Nintendo DS, which is much like the portable gaming systems Nintendo has released before, only it contains a touch screen and a microphone, thus expanding the way that a player can interact with games.  Nintendo is slowly influencing the American market with the Japanese-style of play common in arcades, and expanding the worldwide gaming market at the same time.


Since gaming is a worldwide industry, each country has its own ratings system in relation to video games.  In America, there is the Entertainment Software Rating Board, or ESRB.  Getting a game rating is voluntary, but most retailers and publishers will not support it if it has not been rated (“Frequently Asked Questions”).  The ESRB rates games on a scale: Early Childhood, (EC) Everyone, (E) Everyone 10+, (E10+) Teen, (T, 13+) Mature, (M, 17+) and finally Adults Only (AO, 18+) (“Game Ratings & Descriptor Guide”).  In Japan the ratings scale is similar.  Games are rated in Japan by the Computer Entertainment Rating Organization, or CERO.  Games are given a rating: A, B, C, D, or Z.  A is similar to E or E10+ here in America, while Z is like America's AO rating.  B, C, and D cater to slightly different age groups.  The B rating is for people 12+, C 15+, and D 17+.  Depending on the content presented, a game released in Japan with a C (15+) rating in Japan might be rated M (17+) in America (Rick).


Japanese focus on a concept known as kawaii in their everyday lives.  Kawaii is a Japanese term for cuteness.  Characters such as Pokémon and Hello Kitty are considered kawaii, or cute.  “The Japanese teen magazine CREA called kawaii 'the most widely used, widely loved, habitual word in modern living Japanese.'” (Roach).  Roach noted:


“'The most obvious appeal of cute to the Japanese is, in large part, the appeal of childhood. 'There seems to be this feeling of always wanting to be at that level, of never wanting to move on, to grow up and leave it behind,' says Yuuko Yamaguchi, assistant general manager of Sanrio's character-design department. Small wonder. Japanese adulthood is, perhaps more so than in most cultures, a time of onerous responsibility and pressure to conform. 


'Childhood, in Japan, is a time when you were given indulgences of all kinds - mostly by your mother, but by society too,' says Boston University anthropology professor Merry White, author of The Material Child: Coming of Age in Japan and America. 'We in the US are said to be a youth society, but what we really are is an adolescence society. That's what everyone wants to go back to. In Japan, it's childhood, mother, home that is yearned for, not the wildness of youth.'” (Roach).


“Love hotels” are also present in Japan.  “The Japanese are nothing if not a practical people, and in a country where sex is accepted without much of the guilt associated with it in the West, to compete with the highly priced traditional inn, or ryokan, love-hotels began springing up in the 1950s offering an affordable love-nest for rent by the hour” (Moran).  This shows how open the Japanese are to sex, whereas sex seems to be more of a private act here in America.


In terms of the types of games Japanese and Americans play based on content, Japanese games tend to have a lot more kawaii than American games, which hinder some games when they come stateside.  Meryl Silverburg explains from Ps2Fantasy.com:


“[The Japanese] really enjoy your average games, but they have their distinctive tastes which are complete opposite of the West. Many US games translated into Japanese were very unappealing or not popular at all, one of them being 'Grand Theft Auto III'. Sale figures for the game in Japan were very low and this game appealed only to a certain group of people. Apparently, it had to do something with the mindless violence since the Japanese are not attracted to very violent games.... Other games such as the famous Crash Bandicoot series were 'fixed' up by Naughty Dog to appeal to the Japanese. Crash was cute enough for the West but they had to make him cuter for the Japanese audience along with redesigning parts of the game. It was only then when this series became one of the best-selling US game in Japan.

It might be stereotypical to say the Japanese are very strategic people, who loves intellectual and visual stimulating games that requires brains and reflexes. But, this is actually true; the Japanese favors strategy and simulation especially when it involves romance, like those popular dating simulations.

Yet, while being a very intellectual group, they are also a very 'feeling' type of people which allows them to love dramas and emotion-wrought situations. Through this, they focus on storytelling combined with real emotions, relationships, hardships - and so, RPGs were born. RPGs...would fail to be as popular as they are without the moving, intense storyline and empathetic feelings for the characters.


They also have a fetish for the, again stereotypical but true, bright and cute, puzzle or seemingly nonsense side of gaming. Music games are the rage in Japan, less popular now than back in 1998/1999 but still insanely huge. Considering how popular karaoke is, it's not a surprise. These sort of games seem to be for people of all age-range, from teens to adults. Japanese businessmen have been seen dancing and hopping about on the popular 'Dance Dance Revolution' machines (now considered a stone-age game over there). Some of the console-orientated games are very silly and upbeat to give pleasure and fun, while some games are still cute and bright, but more relaxing, which could be boring to some regardless of the flashy visuals” (Silverburg, “Japanese Videogames: Part 1”).


Some games in Japan play on sexual themes more, which reflects Japan's overall position on sex:

“The plot is very simple: a bikini wearing model is in Okinawa, Japan on a photo shoot when she gets attacked by aliens. The alien injects some kind of mutation virus into her body and she faints. Next thing she knows, she's a giant, around 157 feet tall. She begins a rampage through the district of Okinawa and it's up to the player, as a member of the Japanese Self Defense Force, to subdue the threat....It doesn't take a rocket scientist to figure out this game is nothing more than eye candy.... ...[T]his is another one of those games that would really not be seen on US consoles” (Silverburg, “Japanese Videogames: Part 2”).


Silverburg continues on to compare the American gamer to the Japanese gamer:

“As for the US, Westerners love action and violence and prefer darker, tougher games over bubbly, loud genres. Like the Japanese, this could be a stereotypical statement, but again, it's true. The huge, best-selling action games such as 'Tomb Raider', 'Grand Theft Auto III/Vice City', 'Metal Gear Solid', with the exception of the last being created by a Japanese, were filled with action and were created by Westerners for Westerners. With the MGS series, Kojima stated that he 'grew up to Western action films, so the MGS series was created with an American audience in mind'” (Silverburg, “Japanese Videogames: Part 1”).


In an article at Gamasutra – a gaming website which focuses on the gaming industry worldwide – John Ricciardi, a worker at Tokyo-based Interone Inc., goes into the development process for localization of American games in Japan so that they appeal to the correct audience.   Ricciardi talks about the success of the Crash Bandicoot game in Japan, as they were originally made in America.  It's success was based on three key factors: marketing, timing, and design.  It seems all three of these were done from square one, in terms of catering all of these factors towards their target audience.  The game itself was tweaked to appeal to Japanese gamers, commercials related to the Japanese instead of airing dubbed over American commercials, etc.  Localization was also a key point that Ricciardi brought up: “...Most of the time when a Western game comes to Japan, it gets a half-assed localization with the minimal amount of Japanese necessary for gamers to get by. In Sony's case, their games almost always feature high-quality translations, re-recorded Japanese voiceovers (often with famous voice actors), and in some cases, like Crash, visual design changes to make the games more appealing to the Japanese market. This goes a long way toward making the games more accessible to Japanese players” (Carless).


Interestingly enough, Ricciardi comments on how much artists and programmers are paid to work on games in Japan: “Programmers and artists here, even high-level ones, make a fraction of what their counterparts make in the West. This can't possibly be good for morale, but at the same time it's kind of normal for Japan; employees here are expected to be loyal to their company and treat it like a second home, so most people don't complain about these kinds of issues as much as they probably should” (Carless).


Representatives from Capcom of America known only as “Scarlett” and “Lost” went to Capcom of Japan and interviewed people from their Translation and Localization teams to see how hard it is to Westernize Japanese games.  Scarlett interviewed Brandon Gay, while Lost interviewed Jean Pierre (JP) Kellams and Janet Hsu.  All three interviews were about their jobs translating and localizing a Nintendo DS game named Phoenix Wright Ace Attorney: Justice For All.  The game puts you in the shoes of a lawyer named Phoenix Wright who must solve cases.  The game is riddled with Japanese jokes and pop-culture references, so some things don't translate over well.


The game itself is text-heavy, and is geared toward a Japanese audience, so cultural references to Japanese pop-culture icons needed to be changed to evoke that same emotion to American gamers as it did to Japanese gamers.  The people that were interviewed were afraid of writing new material for characters, since that would change the feel of the game for Americans.  Please see Appendix 1 for a more lengthy excerpt of the interviews referenced.


On the same vein of localization, in Japan the Sega Saturn (a home video game console released by Sega) did pretty well, but in America it flopped due to poor marketing and a weak launch lineup.  The reason why it faired so well over in Japan was the way it was marketed there.  Due to cultural differences, the way the Japanese marketed it could not be shown in America.  It featured a faux master of martial arts strangling kids if they did not play Sega Saturn.  The video about it can be viewed on YouTube at the following address: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o3lCF8O2N50


Besides textual or audio translations, changes in game elements, and commercials and other forms of advertising, box art or packaging might also be changed to satisfy the cultural differences among American or Japanese consumers.  For example, Kotaku, a gaming blog notes how Nintendo's franchised character Kirby got “tough” for American audiences, as the only thing changed on the box art was Kirby's facial expression (McWhertor).  This is a perfect example of America not being keen on kawaii.  Mike Norman who was featured in an article on GameSpot talked about the use of Japanese-style marketing in America: “Another strategy that would not work is the use of gaming icons to promote other products in Japan” (Magrino).  This is yet another example of Americans not accepting kawaii.  These two examples only reinforces that American culture is an “adolescence society” as said by Merry White.


There also remains the stigma in America that gaming is for the younger crowd or generation.  David Wong writes about such a topic in his own unique way: “I know some of us still play games at 30, studies say about 25% of gamers are now over 35. But can you play games at 40 or 50 without looking like an intellectually-stunted manchild, there in your sweater vest, the control pad tangled in your long, gray, drool-soaked beard as the creeping hand of death stalks your every thought?” (Wong).  In Japan however, gaming is such a normal part of life there that older Japanese playing games isn't considered odd.  Playing a video game is simply another form of entertainment, such as reading a book or watching a movie.


Games are not the only thing that need to change from culture to culture to be able to thrive in their environment.  There are many books that capture the cultural shifts made by people as they try to fit in with a foreign culture.  In Danny Santiago's Famous All Over Town, Santiago writes of a fictitious character known as Rudy Medina Jr..  Rudy is a young Mexican, trying to understand his cultural heritage, while trying to fit in with American culture.  Games tweaked for a Western audience can be compared to Rudy.  They still have a rich cultural background, but they might struggle if they are brought outside their original element.  This is why some things may need to be changed to make them fit in.


One scene in particular comes to mind.  The scene is in the beginning of the novel.  Rudy must decide how he is to kill a chicken.  Should he continue the way his father's been doing it for years by killing it with the fabled “chicken-killer” knife, or will he take a more American approach by using a gun?  Rudy ends up taking the American approach, and this angers his father, as he feels Rudy needed to kill the chicken the Mexican way (Santiago 15-16).  Game translators and localization teams face a similar choice every day when converting a video game from one culture to another.  How much of the game should be changed to help evoke similar emotions in players from one audience to the next because of cultural differences, while still preserving its original spirit?


The chicken-killer knife is in one hand, the gun in the other.

Appendix 1

Bradon Gay comments:

“SC: What is the most challenging part of the job?

BG: One of the most challenging parts is trying to make a game that began its life in Japanese into something that is applicable for a Western audience. Some games begin with a Western audience in mind (Dead Rising, Lost Planet) so the text is already geared towards that audience. But for a game like Phoenix Wright, where the series is already a big hit in Japan, it requires very large sweeping changes to make the text relevant for Western audiences. Since you do not want to lose the major plot points of the game it requires careful balancing. It can become quite a challenge to try and keep the major points intact while altering enough so that the humor/style fits what Western audiences want” (Scarlett).

Jean Pierre (JP) comments on his experiences with translation and localization as well:

“Lost: What is your favorite aspect of translation?

JP: Translation is interesting to me because it is a challenge. How do I make you like this character like a Japanese person likes this character? There is a hardcore contingent of Japanophiles that seemingly wants you to transliterate (not translate) everything verbatim from the Japanese. However, the original writers of the game scenarios are writing to their audience in ways only their audience can understand. Our job is to find a way to evoke similar emotions by writing to our audience in only a way our audience can understand. Basically, we have to make you feel like how someone who plays the game here in Japan would feel when playing. How we do that is by using our inherent cultural tools and knowledge to craft cultural equivalencies within the text” (Lost, “Interview - JP”).

...

“Lost: Are there jokes or phrases in the original Japanese text that just don’t translate to western culture/English? How do you handle that? Can you give us an example?

JP: Moe in the Japanese version of the game is basically a continuous string of cringe-inducing jokes only your grandpa would chuckle at – ridiculous puns, etc. that rely on crazy Japanese wordplay knowledge and washed up 80s and 90s comedians. None of it translates into English, so I had to rewrite all of his jokes and cultural references.

Case 3 is basically an ode to pop culture in Japanese and it comes across a similar way in the English. For instance, there is the 'West Clownadelphia'-sequence. A lot of people took that as a reference to an Internet meme. In fact, watching way too much TV as a child is what inspired it. Well that and a 2000 Weezer concert in Fort Lauderdale, where the entire crowd busted out into an impromptu rendition of the original theme as they entered the concert hall… for absolutely no apparent reason. It seemed so random to me, that when it came time to come up with Moe’s random comments, it just clicked.

Lost: Conversely, what sorts of stuff do you add to give the Phoenix Wright dialogue a bit more of a Western flavor? Can you give an example of that?

JP: I’m a pop culture hound. Anything pop is just a thing of beauty to me. So I try to sneak in little pop culture references all over the place. Most of them in case 3 people have already discovered, but some are still a mystery” (Lost, “Interview - JP”).

Janet Hsu shares her translation and localization woes:

“Lost: What is your favorite aspect of translation?

JH: My favorite part is creating the characters’ personalities for an English-speaking audience. I like the challenge of taking a character in Japanese, and figuring out how to best represent that same type of character in a way English-speakers would understand. It’s kind of a delicate balance because as the translator, you don’t want to write new things into characters because that changes the gaming experience for the Western audience, but at the same time, some character archetypes that exist in Japanese anime, for example, but not in the Western world, need some tweaking. So in the end, it’s about 'How do I recreate the feeling and experience Japanese gamers had in a way that is understandable to a Western audience?'” (Lost, “Interview - Janet”).

...

“Lost: Are there jokes or phrases in the original Japanese text that just don’t translate to western culture/English? How do you handle that? Can you give us an example?

JH: There were quite a few that didn’t translate well, and most of them were in Episode 3. Thankfully, we had JP, master of comedy, on the job so no one has to suffer through what could have been potentially 100 times more groan-inducing Moe jokes.

The other things that didn’t transfer very well were for the most part, cultural references. For example, Morgan Fey’s style of speaking in the Japanese version is a very old style of Japanese and she has a peculiar way of addressing people. I had to figure out how to rework it so she still sounded formal, but slightly odd in English and came up with “Good sir!” as her way of addressing Phoenix.

Another favorite of mine is Gumshoe’s instant noodles, which in the original was a kind of really cheap noodle called “soba” in Japanese. Both give the impression he is really poor and can only afford the cheapest food you can imagine.

And I think the biggest change that was made to a character is Dr. Hotti. I’ll leave it up to you dedicated fans to figure out what he said in the original about Pearl…” (Lost, “Interview - Janet”).

...

“Lost: Conversely, what sorts of stuff do you add to give the Phoenix Wright dialogue a bit more of a Western flavor? Can you give an example of that?

JH: I think what makes the dialogue more Western are things like colloquial phrases, sayings, and even the odd reference to a Western movie or show. The dialogue for the most part, in my opinion, is not really country-specific, so I think what lends the feeling of where a game takes place are the little things, such as Maya liking hamburgers instead of ramen, and using American law terms, such as “pleading the 5th”. Also, the inclusion of characters of different races makes it feel more like America to me, since Japan is pretty homogeneous” (Lost, “Interview - Janet”).
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