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ABSTRACT

Within the landscape of Japanese media production, and video game production in particular,
there is a niche comprising video games centered around establishing, developing, and fulfilling
imagined intimate relationships with anime-manga characters. Such niche, although very
significant in production volume and lifespan, is left unexplored or underexplored. When it is not,
it is subsumed within the scope of wider anime-manga media. This obscures the nature of such
video games, alternatively identified with descriptors including but not limited to ‘visual novel’,
‘dating simulator’ and ‘adult computer game’.

As games centered around developing intimacy with characters, they present specific
ensembles of narrative content, aesthetics and software mechanics. These ensembles are aimed at
eliciting in users what are, by all intents and purposes, parasocial phenomena towards the game’s
characters. In other words, these software products encourage players to develop affective and
bodily responses towards characters. They are set in a way that is coherent with shared, circulating
scripts for sexual and intimate interaction to guide player imaginative action. This study defines
games such as the above as ‘character intimacy games’, video game software where traversal is
contingent on players knowingly establishing, developing, and fulfilling intimate bonds with
fictional characters. To do so, however, player must recognize themselves as playing that type of
game, and to be looking to develop that kind of response towards the game’s characters. Character
Intimacy Games are contingent upon player developing affective and bodily responses, and thus
presume that players are, at the very least, non-hostile towards their development. This study
approaches Japanese character intimacy games as its corpus, and operates at the intersection of
studies of communication, AMO studies and games studies.

The study articulates a research approach based on the double need of approaching single
works of significance amidst a general scarcity of scholarly background on the subject. It
juxtaposes data-driven approaches derived from fan-curated databases — The Visual Novel
Database and Erogescape -Erogé Hyoron Kikan — with a purpose-created ludo-hermeneutic
process. By deploying an observation of character intimacy games through fan-curated data and
building ludo-hermeneutics on the resulting ontology, this study argues that character intimacy
games are video games where traversal is contingent on players knowingly establishing,
developing, and fulfilling intimate bonds with fictional characters and recognizing themselves as
doing so. To produce such conditions, the assemblage of software mechanics and narrative content
in such games facilitates intimacy between player and characters. This is, ultimately, conductive
to the emergence of parasocial phenomena. Parasocial phenomena, in turn, are deployed as an
integral assumption regarding player activity within the game’s wider assemblage of narrative

content and software mechanics.



SOME PRELIMINARY NOTES

The German Research Foundation

The final form of this study was conceived during the author’s tenure at the Japanese Visual
Media Graph Project (JVMG), which served as the main source of funding for the author’s PhD
candidacy. The JVMG project is a digital infrastructure project funded by the German Research
Foundation [Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, DFG]. It has the goal of developing a research
database on Japanese visual media — anime, manga, visual novels, Japanese video games — for
researchers located in the fields of Japanese studies, media studies and other interested disciplines.
It is envisioned as a highly interconnected structure, gathering, and correlating multiple data
sources with its own research interface and array of data tools. The JVMG project has been able
to enlist the support of a number of fan-curated repositories which have generously donated their
data to the project’s developing database. Such data has been the backbone of this study’s initial
approaches. Although the data presented within this study are more recent, and derived by the
author at a later date, this study’s development is rooted into what has been initially donated to the
JVMG. Therefore, it is important that the JVMG project’s own developments be appropriately
recognized as the first, necessary steppingstone for bringing this study to fruition. In the same vein,
the author is deeply thankful to the German Research Foundation for its generous support: the
development of this study would have not been possible without the funded research position

provided through the German Research Foundation’s e-Research Technologies funding program.
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from AniDB. These data sources have been instrumental into evaluating this study’s first
hypotheses, along with separate ‘tiny use cases’ which have tested, in one way or another, the
capabilities of the data structure. While this study does not employ data coming strictly from the
JVMG in favor of more recent datasets from The Visual Novel Database and a dataset from an
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The datasets employed within this study

The datasets employed as the primary data sources for this study’s approaches have been
derived through usage of freely accessible SQL forms present within both repositories. Data from
both sources has been consulted and compared, but otherwise not altered, except for the operations
required to use this study’s datasets. Data is presented as-is and does not constitute a new database
or any attempt to create a new data repository. Data is employed in respect of database rights and

in accordance with freedom of research provisions as per European and German legislation.

On the Erogescape dataset

This study includes portions of one of the datasets employed — the one derived from
Erogescape -Erogé Hyoron Kitkan — within this study for ease of reference. It includes tabular
lists of the traits and tags that allow users to describe videogames catalogued on the website, the
descriptions of said traits where provided (in Japanese) and translations thereof into English. The
author has deemed the addition of such a dataset as an appendix to this study productive due to the
challenges presented in accessing said information from outside Japan, especially by researchers

not proficient in the Japanese language.

The terms reported within this study

The subject of this study are video games not intended for generalist circulation, and several
terms therein, either in the original English or translated from Japanese, may refer to sexual
practices where consent is either blurred or absent, or is explicitly presented as deviant — intended
as in clear departure from accepted dominant standard in social and/or sexual conduct — or that
implies misogynistic attitudes, especially within source material coming from this study’s sources.
While this study is not born out of an intent to do harm, and steps have been taken to minimize
possible distress, the width and breath of the subject matter cannot be overlooked nor reduced to
euphemism. Therefore, the translations of problematic terms are presented in a matter of fact and
in the most reasonably accurate way possible. This study deems such actions necessary in order to
fully acknowledge the breadth and width of the subject matter whose status as unsuitable for

generalist consumption requires repeated and continuous (re)statement.

The video games approached within this study

As discussed above, the vast majority of the games approached within this study are not
intended for generalist consumption and feature explicit content. While this study does not include
pornographic material, it features images that are intended to be sexually suggestive and to induce

arousal in users. While research requires that no mystery should be made of these game’s contents,



it is also important to maintain this document’s accessibility to multiple research audiences.
Figures and visual references — located at the end of each chapter — are included as deemed

necessary by the subject matter approached.

Japanese, Chinese and Korean names, language, and work titles

Vi

Japanese, Chinese, and Korean names are written according to the Japanese and Korean order
of surname first throughout the present work, apart from reference lists, where English name order
prevails as per existing style norms. Japanese words are romanized according to the modified
Hepburn systems, except when the original source transliterates the name in different fashion. In
the case of work titles, the translation provided is either the official translation as released in the
Anglosphere, with the North American area taking precedence over Europe and British
Commonwealth in case of multiple translation or, when such official translations are absent due

to the work not being released outside Japan, the translation provided is the author’s own.
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PRESENTATION OF SUBJECT MATTER

- Overview of video games of intimacy in Japan -






Adult computer games [adaruto gému] in Japan (cf. Galbraith 2021a, 74)! focus on
establishing, developing, and fulfilling intimate relationships with anime-manga? characters.
Within adult computer games, romancing one or more of the game’s cast of characters is neither
one feature amongst many nor one of the systems within a wider “macrostructure” (Backe 2012);
rather, it is the center of the gamic activity, the course of in-game action that allows or denies
traversal of the video game work. Adult computer games feature a plethora of settings and themes,
ranging from fantasy and science fiction epics to high school romantic comedies. Featured
interactions with characters run the gamut from simulated conversation to sexual intercourse,
usually presented in explicit fashion (Galbraith 2021a, 74). The term ‘adult computer game,’ in its
most immediate and intuitive meaning, evokes associations with pornographic entertainment. Its
connection with Japan evokes concerns about media effects of explicit sexual content featuring
anime-manga characters and their global circulation (Galbraith 2021a, 74-75). Amidst globalizing
tendencies of anime-manga media products, spanning animation, printed matter, and video games
(Hernandez-Pérez, 2019; Suan 2020, 2017a; Brienza 2015; Bryce et al. 2010; Wood 2006), and,
more generally, video games from Japan (cf. Hutchinson 2019, 2), adult computer games stand
out. Geared toward specialist niches both at home and abroad, these video games have been, and

are, subjected to increased scrutiny on the global stage as distinctively ‘Japanese.” Amidst such

! Within this study, references to ‘Japan’ and ‘Japanese production contexts’ are intended in extended form,
encompassing not just the physical, geo-social location of Japan proper, but also those production contexts,
which refer to, reproduce, and circulate Japanese content production and reception practices, especially with
anime-manga media, visual aesthetics, and narrative tropes.

2 Usage of the two terms in hyphenated form takes after Zoltan Kacsuk’s (2016a) highlight of the “strong
interrelation of the two forms not only with regards to their production and consumption (cf. Otsuka 2010
[1989], Steinberg 2012), but also the conjoined nature of both the European and North American fandom and
the scholarly discourse surrounding them (cf. Berndt and Kiimmerling-Meibauer 2013a)” (Kacsuk 20163, 1).
While deeper examination will reveal hosts of differences between countries and region (ibid.), this study will

refer to such aesthetic systems in their cojoined nature.



international scrutiny, ‘Japanese’ relates to discourses of perversion and danger (Galbraith 2021a,
75). Sold in specialist shops — physical and virtual and zoned into special, age-restricted sections
of more generalist store locations — adult computer games bring sexuality only hinted at in anime-
manga products to fruition (cf. figure 1 and figure 2).

Closer examination of adult computer games undermines first impressions of unbridled,
unrestrained, and dangerous explicit content being the sole focus of gaming experiences. Despite
the presence of explicit anime-manga content, most of the time spent running an adult computer
game may not feature explicit images. Indeed, some works, although contiguous with adult
computer game production by way of maker and distribution circuits, may not feature explicit
content at all. At times, originally explicit video games may be re-released on home consoles with
enhanced graphics, updated content, and the explicit content excised, an apparently self-defeating
proposition. Nevertheless, there is a minority of works where explicit content is the main fulcrum
of gamic activity, along with works that do indeed feature extreme pornography, and excessive
depictions of violent and immoral sexual conduct, such as rape and incest. The majority, however,
do not, and can be described as romantic comedies featuring explicit sexual scenes.® In fact, works
featuring extreme depictions of intercourse and sexual violence do not generally enjoy significant
sales volumes, even amidst the limited amounts commanded by the wider adult computer game
industry (Galbraith 2021a, 77).

Explicit pornographic content — mostly involving female characters — produces another type
of intuitive association, i.e. that these video games are aimed exclusively at male, heterosexual
audiences. While most are indeed aimed at such audiences and broadcast themselves as such,
production of women-oriented, intimacy-focused video games featuring anime-manga characters

is growing (Andlauer 2018; Kim 2009). These women-oriented games [joseimuke gemu] are more

3 See chapter 5.2 for extended discussion



likely to eschew pornography (cf. Tosca and Klastrup 2019, 181), while at the same time
presenting significant continuity in game structure, practices of production, and circuits of
distribution (cf. Morikawa 2012, 139-141; 2008 [2003]). And while adult computer games are
increasingly positioned as unsuitable for global audiences, mechanics simulating amorous and
intimate interaction between characters are increasingly featured within wider Japanese video
game production, especially in works such as Fire Emblem: Fika Seitsugetsu [Fire Emblem: Three
Houses] (Intelligent Systems 2019) and Bokujo Monogatari [Harvest Moon] (Vic Software
Interactive 1996).

What is going on? Firstly, adult computer games cannot be reduced to the mere presence of
pornography, nor to their aesthetic continuity with other anime-manga media. Secondly, while
most adult computer games feature at least some explicit content, to collocate them as being
exclusively focused on erotic and pornographic content is incorrect. Such a class of software does
exist, in the form of so-called nukigé [fap game] (Pelletier-Gagnon and Picard 2015, 36), whose
primary purpose is to provide masturbatory entertainment to male users. However, the way in
which a game deploys erotic and pornographic content varies greatly amongst makers and players,
and may be juxtaposed with emotional engagements of varying intensity in players (Pelletier-
Gagnon and Picard 2015, 36; Au Yeung 2008, 149). Finally, while adult computer games may
broadcast their status as niche, specialist media, unsuitable for generalist consumption, they are
still porous with the wider anime-manga industry in terms of aesthetic and production practices
(cf. Kobayashi and Koyama 2021; Koyama, Kobayashi [Hichibe], and Nakamura 2019).

Select titles, such as Rapelay (Illusion 2006), have become the object of public concerns and,
at times, international scandals, (cf. Galbraith 2021a, 77-80; deWinter 2015, 244-246; Pelletier-
Gagnon and Picard 2015; Nakasatomi 2012 [2009], n.p.). Character intimacy games have

historically been at the center of public concerns on the indiscriminate circulation of explicit



content perceived as harmful for the public (Galbraith 2021b, 95-101; Koyama 2020 [2016], 137—
140; Pelletier Gagnon and Picard 2015, 33-34), and, in particular, “sexual minorities” [women
and children] (Nakasatomi 2012 [2009], n.p.). These concerns intersect and mobilize with wider
debates regarding otaku culture and their media consumption habits (Galbraith 2021b, 46-59;
Kamm 2015; Morikawa 2008 [2003], 262—-269). Despite public concerns, arguably, most adult
computer games generally promote pro-social behavior toward one’s intimate partner(s). That is
to say, most adult computer games fall into the milieu of romantic comedies, and encourage
players to take courses of actions that benefit the character they wish to romance. However, this
study is not, and should not be taken as a defense of adult computer games against criticism coming
from within and without Japan. Rather, it seeks to take the above-mentioned contradictions as a
starting point for a wider investigation into adult computer games.

Reiterating the questions, what is going on with adult computer games? Why do they stand
out? In light of the contradictions listed above, it is certainly not because they feature explicit
content; nor is it because they might feature mechanical systems and frameworks to simulate
affections between two or more characters within a work of interactive software. If explicit content
is taken as the distinctive criteria for adult computer games, they would be no different from
eroanime-eromanga* and similar static media. On the other hand, taking the presence of simulated
affection as the sole criteria would collocate adult computer games with video game works where
such systems are present but not fundamental to the game experience. There are many video game
works featuring such “systems of affections (SA)”; that is to say, ludic processes, inherently
procedural in nature, which allow the player to create and shape relationships between characters

in dynamic fashion (cf. Blom 2020a, 197), without the need for explicit sexual content or erotica.

4 Hyphenated usage of the terms follows the same rationale as the hyphenated anime-manga, namely, that it

highlights the interrelation between the two forms, with a similar unity of fandom and scholarly discourse.



These facets of player-software interaction, be it players consuming explicit content or
engaging with a system that simulates affections between in-game characters, while interesting,
are far from groundbreaking. There are plenty of video games where developing affection for one
(or more) of the game’s characters may be represented by intimate interaction, although usually
not in an erotic fashion. To reiterate, the presence of erotica and pornography, even when deployed
for shock value or directed at niche tastes, is not special. Nor is simulated affection between video
game characters, regardless of player control. The two do not make a video game, or a corpus
thereof, special by virtue of their presence alone.

It is also difficult to argue for a distinction between adult computer games and other media
formats featuring anime-manga characters. On the one hand, scholars such as Patrick Galbraith
emphasize the need for an adult computer game industry that is separate from globally recognized
products such as Super Mario Bros (Nintendo 1985), Final Fantasy (Square 1987), and Pocket
Monsters Red/Pocket Monsters Green (Game Freak 1996) (Galbraith 2021a, 76; Mizuho Survey,
2014:117-118). On the other hand, game scholars, such as Koyama Yasuke, Kobayashi (Hichibe)
Nobushige, and Nakamura Jin, argue that the adult computer game industry represents a sorts of
talent pool for the wider kontentsu industry, namely, specialist anime-manga media with generalist
distribution (Koyama 2020 [2016]; 216; Koyama, Kobayashi [Hichibe], and Nakamura 2019, n.p.).

Another issue, no less important, is the level of interactivity found within adult computer
games. Adult computer games tend toward passive content consumption, tasking players with
reading, looking at images, and listening to aural performances. Are they interactive enough to be
collocated as video games proper, or would they be better approached as static media? “Featuring
graphics that are rarely computer-generated or realistic, they also do not allow players to freely
roam in open environments. Instead, players read on-screen text and make choices in something

approaching choose-your-own-adventure novels” (Galbraith 2021a, 76; cf. figure 3).



Echoing Espen Aarseth and Gordon Calleja’s discussion of the ontology of video games
(Aarseth and Calleja 2015, 2), adult computer games would be more accurately defined as pieces
of interactive software featuring navigable pre-set storylines. At times, for example in the case of
so-called kinetic novels,® the possibility of influencing the outcome of the game’s narrative is
absent, placing such pieces of software closer to a digitized piece of fiction or to an “incremental
game” (Alharti et al. 2018; Khaliq and Purkiss 2015) without systems for player incentive outside
of narrative and pornographic content. Aside from clicking, adult computer games task players
with imagining how the narrative is unfolding based on information updated every time the player
advances the story. Visually, players are presented with essential art assets — character sprites (also
known as tachi-e), portraying characters in a variety of emotional states, superimposed onto a
background illustration depicting the locale where the narrative is taking place. Linguistically,
players read prose text located either in a box in the bottom portion of the screen — the AVG setup
— or superimposed onto the two images — the so-called NVL setup (Jiang 2019, 36). Aurally,
players listen to background music and to voiced character performances, along with a selection
of sound effects. None of the three channels features a complete array of information concerning
the game’s narrative: visual assets are re-used through the game, detached from specific
happenings or the game’s own narrative storyline (Bruno 2019, 45).

Prose text usually recounts only character lines, like a TV script. Aural performances may not
cover the entirety of the game, and usually the player-controlled protagonist is left unvoiced to
facilitate identification. Even when the protagonist character is voiced, their thoughts and inner

dialogue is never expressed, so that the player can make such thoughts their own (Galbraith 2021b,

5 A sub-type of adult computer game software where there is no chance for players to influence the game’s
outcome in any way. Examples include Planetarian: Chiisana Hoshi no Yume [Planetarian: The Reverie of a
Little Planet] (Key 2004), Shinkyokusokai Polyphonica [Polyphonica, The World of Divine Instrumentalists]
(Ocelot 2005), and Meitantei Shikkakuna Kanojo [The Girl Unfit to be a Great Detective] (issue 2009).



142-143). Players must constantly “fill in the blanks™ (ibid., 134—-135) between information
deployed across visual, linguistic, and aural channels. The only exceptions to this constant state of
incomplete information are the so-called reward images [gohobi-e] (Miyamoto 2013, 24): full
screen images depicting pivotal, emotionally charged moments of the game’s storyline(s), centered
on character intimacy (cf. Bruno 2019, 45-47). Most, but not all of these illustrations are erotic
and/or pornographic (cf. figure 4). They break the flow of the game, serving as markers of video
game completion, eliciting an “erotic scavenger hunt” (Wood 2011, 369).

In describing the mechanisms of player/software interfacing in adult computer games [bishdjo
games], Galbraith argues that players are called to “fill in the blanks” between the discrete
elements in order to imaginatively “complete the action” (Galbraith 2021b, 135). In doing so, he
draws parallels with sequential art, and, in particular, with Scott McCloud’s theory of comics
(1994, 68-69, cit. in Galbraith 2021b, 119), to derive his theoretical vision. Just as readers of
sequential narrative (comics, manga) need to connect each panel by imaginatively engaging with
the blank space of the gutter, players of adult computer games connect prose, visuals, and aural
performances. However, while such a process may represent a form of interaction in the same way
that readers of sequential arts ‘interact’ with the gutter to connect two panels, it does not connect
with interactivity as intended in the field of game studies.

Actual interaction within game software — its assemblage of aesthetic, narrative, and
computational properties — consists, for the most part, in clicking on the screen to make the story
advance to the next line, in a way that pre-empts parallels with so-called incremental games. The
game presents players with only a handful of chances to alter the game’s outcome, in the form of
multiple choices at set points in the game’s narrative. Players are presented with choices between
one story path and another. Different story paths lead to different characters, each culminating in

one or more endings, on a sliding scale of how much the intimate bond has been fulfilled.



Engagement with the game software, its narrative, and its characters, is personal and solitary,
without scores, rankings, or leaderboards. There is no competitive or cooperative multiplayer
experience, only one-on-one interaction between players and the software.

The above descriptions reinforce the idea that adult computer games may barely qualify as
‘video games’ — i.e. interactive software with rule-based mechanical systems featuring clear
victory and defeat conditions — and thus would be better collocated and studied as static media. In
fact, the lack of constant interaction within a simulated environment has already invited the
generalization of adult computer games from Japan into static media formats. Emily Taylor defines
dating simulators, a subset of adult computer games, as “interactive anime/manga with erotic
content” (2007, 198). Forrest Greenwood subsumes bishojo games — adult computer games
featuring cute girl characters and aimed at a male heterosexual audience — into an “anime/manga
media sphere” (2014, 238-239). Animation historian Jonathan Clements, on the other hand,
envisions bishajo games as a separate form — the “apotheosis” of limited animation (2019, 194).
Other approaches within game studies have categorized adult computer games, in their ‘visual
novel’ descriptor,® as a form of interactive fiction (cf. Douglass 2020; Crawford and Chen 2017,
Kamei-Dyche 2017). Jaqueline Berndt also highlights a similar tendency toward subsuming anime
media under wider labels, such as ‘Japanese pop culture’ (Berndt 2018, 57). She also points to the
continued usage of a socio-cultural lens-based approach favoring sociological and anthropological
readings, which “abet generalization” (2018, 58).

However, approaching adult computer games as interactive fiction, and focusing on adult
computer games as static media obscures the existence of works that are far from static. While the

setup detailed above is, indeed, employed by the near totality of adult computer games for

6 Visual novel is one of a plethora of descriptors for adult computer games, and, more generally, video game

works centered on intimacy with anime-manga characters.



character interaction, it is far from being the sole framework that may be present within adult
computer games. In fact, there are a substantial number of works that combine the passive content
reception framework detailed above with increased modes of interaction, which can include fully
fledged virtual environments. Examples include the Rance series (Alicesoft 1989-2020, role-
playing, and strategy), Amayui Labyrinth Meister [The Amayui Labyrinth Meister] (Eushully 2021,
role-playing game), Ritaania no Seirei Tsukai -Meikyz o Yuku Mono- [The Spirit Master of
Ritaania: Conqueror of the Labyrinth] (Luna Soft 2017, dungeon crawler RPG), Haha Ranman
[Mother in Flourishing Splendor] (Alicesoft 2016, simulation/puzzle game), and Hello, Good Bye
(Lump of Sugar 2015, puzzle game), amongst others.

Yet again, what is going on with adult computer games? The above discussions and
descriptions, which implicitly attempt to establish the boundaries and criteria for a stable definition
of adult computer games, are unable to pinpoint a single unifying criterion. Even the presence of
explicit content is seemingly not universal, especially if non-male audiences are included. How,
then, can a bounded definition be established for the pieces of interactive software introduced
within this study as ‘adult computer games’? Is there even a need to do so? In fact, is there anything
special about video game software where players romance anime-manga characters that requires
a bounded definition, given that it is seemingly impossible or unwise to derive a set of non-
contradictory key features? While every video game work possesses the potential to be a complex
emotional experience (cf. Tavinor 2005a, 2005b), the deliberate engendering of emotional
engagements is not recognized as an element for classification and collocation efforts, in favor of
criteria rooted in aesthetics (Goetz 2012; Schell 2008; Hunicke et al. 2004; Carr, 2003) and modes
of interaction (Clearwater 2011; Arsenault 2009; Wolf 2021 [2002]; 2015). It also does not figure
within archival and data-driven approaches at video game classification (Faisal and Peltoniemi

2018; Clarke, Lee and Clark 2017; Clearwater 2011; Apperley 2006). In the same vein, the
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presence of characters capable of eliciting emotional engagement from a player does not seem to
fit within the scope of existing genre-classifying efforts. Different adult computer games may
therefore fall into different video game genres. An adult computer game such as Rance 01: Hikari
wo Motomete [Rance 01: The Quest for Hikari] (Alicesoft 2013), which juxtaposes text-based
interaction with RPG segments, will ultimately fall within the wider label of Japanese Role-
Playing Games. An adult computer game such as Eiyii*Senki [Eiyu*Senki: The World Conquest]
(Tenco 2017) can alternatively be collocated as a strategy game or as a Tactical Role-Playing
Game. Different adult computer games may belong to different video game genres, falling under
different taxonomies.

The only apparent core feature of adult computer games is the usage of erotic, pornographic,
and emotionally charged content as a reward for player progression, with the intent to emotionally
engage and arouse, and with a system of reward images and resulting in an erotic scavenger hunt.
Taking into account both works that feature explicit content and works that do not, reward images,
which break the flow of the game to mark pivotal moments in relationships with characters, seem
to be the only common characteristic of adult computer games. Beyond this core feature, the other
hallmark of adult computer games in Japan appears to be the employment of aesthetics contiguous
with anime-manga and eroanime-eromanga. These aesthetic systems inform characters,
relationships, settings, narrative themes, and genre, with varying specifics based on the game’s
intended audience.

The above discussions all point toward considering adult computer games as simply that:
video games aimed at an adult audience and featuring content proper for an adult population; that
is, dealing with subjects that are unsuitable for generalist consumption. However, focusing on
reward images reveals nuances that provide a case for distinguishing adult computer games beyond

featuring ‘adult content.” As stated above, reward images break the flow of the game, shifting



players from whatever they are doing in-game at that particular moment to being a recipient of
finished, complete pictorial content that stands alone as a finished image, rather than as an
ensemble of discrete elements requiring external completion. Especially in male-oriented works,
reward images may, and generally will, depict sexual intercourse in a pornographic fashion. Non-
pornographic reward images include depictions of the player character and the character that they
are romancing enjoying a moment of emotional closeness — kisses, hugs, moments of emotional
solace and relief etc. The focal point of the illustration is always the romanceable character, rather
than the protagonist or the romanceable character and the protagonist in relation to each other (cf.
Galbraith 20114, n.p.). In general, reward images titillate players, eliciting arousal, be it sexual,
emotional, or a combination of both.

The above process can certainly be attributed to the necessities of pornographic entertainment
— eliciting sexual arousal — however, the framework tends to be repeated in non-sexual scenes and
in works without explicit content. The player, as the protagonist character, endeavors to romance
one or more characters, in a gamic framework that may or may not be articulated. At the same
time, the player interacts with characters outside the strictly gamic framework of adult computer
game software: reward images are designed to elicit emotional, erotic, and sexual engagement in
the player, not in the protagonist character they are controlling. Galbraith envisions the above
mechanism in adult computer games [bishajo games] as a sort of “split subjectivity,” revolving
around shifts in player perspective from those of regular in-game activity to the reward image (cf.

Galbraith 2021b, 142).

[T]he player character has no interiority, because the player fills it with his own thoughts
and feelings. This split subjectivity continues in that the thoughts and words of the player
character are written by someone else. These thoughts and words appear in the text — never
voiced by an actor, an “other,” but rather heard in the player’s imagination as his own. So
one sees the thoughts and words of the player character and scenario writer even as these

thoughts and words imaginatively become one’s own (Galbraith 2021b, 142-143).
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The above mechanism, combined with the obscuring of the protagonist character, both
visually and due to a lack of excessive characterization and interiority, encourages players to
become highly involved with the game’s romanceable characters (ibid., 143). Galbraith’s vision,
however, relies on three assumptions, which do not apply to all adult computer games and to all
adult computer game players. Firstly, that not all adult computer games feature a protagonist or
characters lacking characterization and interiority.” Secondly, and with respect to players
becoming involved with the material, it is not a given that an adult computer game player will
engage with the game in the same way as the “model” (Sicart 2013, 25) or “ideal player” (Neely
2017) envisioned by developers would, even in the face of the articulate aesthetic systems and
media literacies required for moe/BL-Yaoi narratives to make sense (cf. Galbraith 2021b, 129—
130, 227-230; Santos 2020b, 5; Kagami 2010, 131; Azuma H. 2007, 67). Thirdly, is the
assumption that player identification with the protagonist character is constant, and the same
implications are made for character empathy.

While some adult computer games may, indeed, encourage moral reflection, there is no way
that they can force players to do so (Neely 2019, 5). In fact, as Erica Neely argues, video game
players might make characters “take an action, evaluates the consequences, and then decides
whether those are good consequences for the game as the player wishes it to progress. Admittedly,
this represents a form of meta-gaming: the player is not necessarily concerned with the moral

consequences as evaluated by the game” (ibid.). The erotic scavenger hunt framework encourages
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7 Minato Kageaki, the player character of Soko Akki Muramasa [Fullmetal Daemon Muramasa] (Nitroplus
2009) is one such example. Kageaki clearly has a cynical outlook on life and has committed heinous crimes
before the story of the game begins, which the player cannot reasonably ignore if they want to interface with
the game’s plot. Aster, Evenicle’s (Alicesoft 2015) main character, has an obvious disposition toward
polygamous relationships that players, who are obligated to romance and have more than one sexual and

romantic partner simultaneously through the game, cannot avoid.



such meta-gaming, and the same effect can be attributed to the overarching knowledge of aesthetic
systems. The emerging media literacies of niche anime-manga and eroanime-eromanga® —
knowing how to parse character designs, deriving arrays of potential stories, interactions, and
narratives, as is the case with moe® (Galbraith 2021b: 74-75; Kagami 2010: 158; Azuma H. 2009
[2001]: 39-54, 79-81, 2007: 196) and BL-Yaoi (Santos 2020a, 5, 2020b, 4-8; Galbraith 2011b,
222) — can be seen as such a form of meta-gaming.

At the same time, it is necessary to reiterate that reward images, featuring emotional, erotic,
and pornographic content, are not directed at the protagonist character or at the player-as-the-
protagonist character. Rather, it is players who consume emotional, erotic, and pornographic
content as part of the game’s system for rewarding progress. Reward images interface with the
player directly, eliciting responses regardless of the level of immersion that players might be
enjoying as protagonist characters. In doing so, adult computer games — including works devoid
of explicit content — not only feature interactive frameworks for romancing characters, and
generally ‘play at intimacy,” they also facilitate intimate engagement between players and
characters (cf. Galbraith 2021b, 141); or, at the very least, endeavor to do so deliberately. In the
same vein, tachi-e character sprites, their design rooted in eroticism, always looking at the player
through the game’s first-person perspective (Galbraith 2021b, 143-144; Greenwood 2014, 243),

are another facet of how adult computer games facilitate player/character intimacy. Consequently,

8 Itis also important to note that the emergent literacies at the base of moe should not be considered coincident
with wider media literacies employed in and called upon by generalist anime-manga. They should rather be
described as a subset of literacies nested within wider competences pertaining to anime-manga and eroanime-
eromanga (Santos 2020b, 5; Galbraith 2011b; Azuma H. 2009 [2001], 82—-85).

9 The term has fallen out of sustained use within Japan, partially in favor of terms such as tottoi [precious].
Within the course of this study, the term is used out of convenience, to aid reference to existing scholarship
and to delimit aesthetic systems. This study, in fact, seeks to decouple its subject matter from subcultural terms

such as moe/tottoi, in favor of stabler frameworks untied to subcultural norms.

15



16

adult computer games should not be merely considered video game works featuring adult content,
sex scenes, or intimacy between characters, but rather as a distinct typology of video games
centered on player/character intimacy.

Within generalist video games, such as Bokujo Monogatari, character affection is directed
toward player-controlled characters, with the player ultimately a spectator. The player might
imagine (being involved in) amorous and erotic interactions with the game’s characters but the
game never facilitates such player/character engagement. In another, non-Japanese example, The
Witcher 3: Wild Hunt (CD Projekt Red 2015), any affection directed toward the player-controlled
protagonist Geralt of Rivia is continuously remarked on as being for Geralt and not for the player.
When Geralt intimately engages with one of the game’s romanceable characters, up to and
including sexual intercourse, the game’s assemblage of narrative, aesthetics, player perspective,
and mechanical framework separates players from Geralt. It is Geralt’s story. It is Geralt’s love
life. The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt calls on players to empathize, not to identify with Geralt, especially
in matters of love and sex. The same can be said for games such as Persona 5 (Atlus 2016) or Fire
Emblem: Fuuka Seitsugetsu [Fire Emblem: Three Houses] (Intelligent Systems 2019): as players
proceed through the game, they are called on to empathize, not identify, even when the player-
controlled entity is supposed to be an embodiment of the player themselves.

This is not the case in adult computer games in Japan. While the game’s narrative might state
that the object of a character’s affection is the protagonist, the assemblage of visual design, aural
performances, and reward images interface with the player and the player only. Players interfacing

with adult computer game aesthetic assemblages undergo a process of emotional and sexual



arousal, which, in turn, produces a state of heightened physiological activity.'® In consuming the
assemblage, players substitute themselves for the character they are controlling; they are no longer
immersing in or empathizing with the protagonist character (cf. Blom 2019, 24-25; Newman 2002,
n.p.; Aarseth 1997, 142; Bartle 1996, n.p.).

To substitute themselves, however, a player needs to be in the right disposition and the right
context. While the game software partly provides this by calling for a specific context and a
specific framework — pornography — the player must contribute with a context of their own,
facilitating substitution. This orientation is combined with diverse gamic frameworks that allow
players to play at developing intimacy with characters, in ways akin to non-adult computer games.
This allows ‘adult computer games’ to be grounded as a distinct object of and for research.

Adult computer games in Japan, with and without explicit content, are therefore better
considered as video games of character intimacy. Such ‘character intimacy games’ (CIG) are
works of interactive software centered on simulating intimate relationship between characters,
featuring systems that facilitate imagined intimacy between game players and characters. This
latter aspect is twofold: intimacy is both depicted in-game under the affordances of anime-manga
and eroanime-eromanga and it is offered for imagination to players outside the game software
proper. At the software level, players interact with mechanical systems, mobilizing strategic
thinking and development of optimal play strategies. At the game’s narrative level, players identify
with characters and act accordingly with the game’s plot and the choices it provides, geared toward

depicting intimacy between characters.

10 Examining character intimacy games, Patrick Galbraith (2021b, 118) cites porn scholar Roberta Williams’s

comparison of pornography with ‘body genres’ such as musicals, ‘weepies,” comedies, and horror (Williams

1989, 5, cit. in Galbraith 2021, 118).
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Beyond software and narrative, character intimacy games interface with players directly,
through the use of emotionally charged, erotic, and pornographic content. The above three
dimensions combine to align the experience of adult computer games with character intimacy.
Users play at character intimacy, and, at the same time, they substitute themselves for — not
immerse themselves in or empathize with — the entity they are controlling during intimate character
engagement with romanceable characters. To substitute themselves, however, players need to be
in the right disposition and the right context. The third dimension, interfacing players and
characters without in-between avatars, regardless of gamic systems, is what distinguishes character
intimacy games from games dealing with intimacy and/or sexual intercourse. The combination of
simulated intimacy and player substitution is what distinguishes character intimacy games from
other video games typologies. Character intimacy games juxtapose gamic systems simulating
intimacy between characters of varying complexity and, at the same time, they provide content
and contexts designed to facilitate intimacy between players and characters with no in-between

layers. This study deals with the ramifications of the above discussions.
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Figure 1: a screenshot of Senren »*Banka [Senren Banka: A Thousand Colors of Love] an adult computer

game published by Yuzusoft in 2019. This is how adult computer games in Japan look like, and the type of
screen presented to players for the majority of in-game time. Screenshot taken by the study’s author.

\

19



. et SE
(R R R TS VIR )

Figure 3: at this point of Senren * Banka’s narrative, the player is elicited to choose between multiple

options. This is how players navigate through the vast majority of Japanese character intimacy games.
Screenshot taken by the study’s author.

Figure 4: a reward image from Riddle Joker (Yuzusoft 2018), marking an important milestone within the
game’s story. This is the prelude to one of the game’s sexual intercourse scenes. Screenshot taken by the
study’s author.
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PART 1: GOALS, SCOPE, AND GAPS

- What This Study is About and What It is Not -






This study is an exploration of character intimacy games — video games centered on
establishing, developing, and fulfilling intimate relationships with fictional characters. It is a work
of game studies located in ‘AMO’ (anime, manga, otaku) studies, a theoretical discourse related
to Japanese cultural industries, the production and consumption of its products, and their fans, who
are known as otaku (Kacsuk 2016b, 275). It provides a descriptive examination of character
intimacy games, as understood in select but influential fan-curated databases. It examines the
interpolation of video game mechanics, player engagement with characters, and the role of
intimacy as the central element of a typology of video game works, regardless of setting, plot, or
the presence/absence of explicit content. It re-formulates practices such as moe, foundational for
Japanese adult computer games, in the context of parasocial phenomena — parasocial interactions
and relationships — and studies of media reception. It is, ultimately, a theory of video games
incorporating and centered around parasocial phenomena — imaged media receptions,
engagements, relationships with fictional characters, and emotional bonds between media users
and media characters (Liebers and Schramm 2017, 12).

Being part of game studies clarifies that, unlike previous approaches in AMO discourses, CIG
software is not approached as an adaptation of, or subsumed into anime-manga media. CIG
software, despite existing collocations and reductions into static media (cf. Clements 2019; Taylor
2007), generates different affordances and different modes of relating to content. It is not the same
as reading printed matter, or watching animation, or assembling a plastic model kit. It is not the

same as a generic interfacing with immaterial commodities disseminated in a media-mix*! fashion

' Industrial paradigm for transmedial content production developed within the Kadokawa publishing conglomerate
by the work, amongst others, of Otsuka Eiji and his Media Office (cf. Steinberg 2015a, 2012; Otsuka 2010 [1987]).
It emphasizes the role of characters as an avenue of expression for fictional, overarching storyworlds, and social

practices in physical and virtual spaces independently of media affordances (Ernest dit Alban 2020, 2016;
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(cf. Steinberg 2015a, 2012). In fact, if one looks closer, the modes of content interfacing with
immaterial commodities disseminated as media-mix were influenced by digital media and video
games (Steinberg 2019, 2015b). Niche anime-manga media contiguous with the same immaterial
commaodities also extensively remediates the affordances of digital media and video games within
static formats (Azuma 2009 [2001], 2007). As static as character intimacy games may appear, they
are interactive software designed to entertain and amuse users, and thus deserve appropriate
research approaches. Moreover, they warrant approaches rooted in the study of video games —
navigating interactive software is not the same as turning the page in a book.

Finally, this study employs and interfaces with research located in studies of media reception,
and in particular those concerning so-called parasocial phenomena. As anticipated above,
parasocial phenomena describes one-sided modes of relating with media characters by media users,
in a way that resembles relationships between living beings. Parasocial phenomena are divided
between parasocial interactions (PSI) and parasocial relationships (PSR), the former tied
exclusively to events of media reception, the latter building on PSI to extend connection beyond
media works proper (Liebers and Schramm 2017, 12; Schramm 2015 [2008]). Parasocial
phenomena vary in nature (Liebers and Schramm 2017, 13) and encompass amicable, negative
(Schramm & Hartmann, 2008), and romantic (Tukachinsky 2010) interactions and relationships,
although historically, the focus has been on studies of amicable bonds.

Parasocial phenomena connect with concepts such as presence (Hartmann 2008; Minsky
1980) and transportation (Green et al. 2008; Green and Brock 2000). Presence is where users no
longer perceive, or only partially perceive, content as being mediated (Hartmann 2008, 1; Lee

2004; Riva et al. 2003; Biocca 1997; Minsky 1980). Transportation concerns immersion in a story,
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characterized by imagination, emotional response to events, and focus (Hartmann 2008, 2;
Schubert et al. 2001; Draper et al. 1998). As users connect with media characters on a deeper level,
they enjoy increasing ease of access, which, in turn, influences the emergence of parasocial
phenomena. In the context of character intimacy games and AMO studies, moe, user-based
responses occurring in interactions and relations with images, objects, etc. toward fictional
characters (Galbraith 2019, 64) become a culturally connotated description of parasocial
interactions and relationships.

Reappraising moe, the foundational aspect of Japanese CIG software, in the light of media
reception studies generates this study’s preliminary assumption: the focus on developing intimacy
with characters, interpolating software operation, reception practices, and production practices
cannot be reduced to ‘just another video game mechanic’ or one of the possible tools of the
developmental toolbox. Rather, centering the experience of a video game on establishing,
developing, and fulfilling intimate relationships with fictional characters produces a distinct
typology of video game software. Therefore, this study reframes adult computer games and similar
software as character intimacy games, where parasocial phenomena are an integral, foundational,
non-ignorable segments of in-game operations. Building on what has been espoused in the

previous paragraphs, the key arguments of this study are framed as follows:

1) Interactive software centered around establishing, developing, and fulfilling intimate
relationships with characters — visual novels, dating sims, bishojo games, otome games,
BL (Boys Love) games, etc. — merit renewed classification as ‘character intimacy [video]
games.’

2) Explicating and emphasizing character intimacy as the foundational element of ‘character

intimacy games’ decouples studies of CIG software from unstable subculture terms (moe).

3) Decoupling CIG from Japanese subculture allows the emergence of a character intimacy
game as a distinct analytical category, employable across disciplines and geo-social

contexts.
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For now, this study’s research territory lies, broadly, in Japanese adult computer games
[adaruto gému]. In Japan, adult computer games are non-generalist video games featuring anime-
manga characters, who “can be involved in any imaginable form of sexual interaction” (Galbraith
2021a, 76). They may include material that is considered immoral and obscene, and considered
illegal in several jurisdictions, such as the United Kingdom, Australia, and Canada (Galbraith
2021b, 70-71; Mclelland 2016, 11-13). The presence of obscene content, styled in eroanime-
eromanga fashion, poses “legal, cultural, and ethical challenges” to teaching and researching this
segment of Japanese cultural industries (Cather 2016, 70). As content meant for a restricted, adult
audience, it runs contrary to shrinking boundaries of acceptable knowledge in an “increasingly
conservative and even litigious climate that puts a premium on avoiding offense, be it legal, moral,
religious or simply a matter of taste” (ibid., 71).

Adult computer games have mostly remained confined to the margins of AMO studies and
other disciplines dealing with computer games in Japan, despite their intersection with key anime-
manga industries (cf. Koyama, Kobayashi [Hichibe] and Nakamura 2019, n.p.). AMO discourses,
for their part, have remained tied and influenced by studies of static media. From their origins in
manga research (cf. Kacsuk 2018b; Brienza 2015a; Berndt and Kimmerling-Meibauer 2013;
Berndt 2010; Johnson-Woods 2010; Itd 2011 [2005]), AMO discourses have expanded to include
research across interconnected media formats and their users. This encompasses anime (Suan 2021,
2020, 2018, 2017a, 2017b; Lamarre 2018, 2013, 2009; Uno 2018, 2009), user-based facets of
content reception such as otaku, fujoshi, and otome (Galbraith 20214, 2021b, 2021c; Santos 202043,
2020b; Andlauer 2018; Lamarre 2013; Azuma H. 2009 [2001], 2007), social practices in physical
and virtual space (Sugawa-Shimada 2021, 2020, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c; Dit Alban 2020, 2016;

Baffelli and Yamaki 2018; Steinberg and Dit Alban 2018; Steinberg 2015a; Yamamura 2015;



Saito 2014, 2011 [2000]; Sharp 2014, 2011; Morikawa 2012, 2008 [2003]) and, more recently,
generalist anime-manga video games as well (Bruno 2021, 2019; Kacsuk 2021b).*

The field has built an informal canon of works and approaches based on static media, centering
on auteur directors like Miyazaki Hayao and Studio Ghibli (Denison 2020, 2018, 2007), Oshii
Mamoru (Orbaugh 2015; Ruh 2004), Kon Satoshi (Ortabasi 2014; Napier 2006), Shinkai Makoto
(Yoneyama 2020; Swale 2018; Walker 2009), Hosoda Mamoru (Boyd 2020; Denison 2019);
debates around genre/demographics (Ting 2019; Takeuchi 2010; Prough 2010; Mihara 2009;
Thorn 2004); and “epoch-making” works like Neon Genesis Evangelion (Gainax 1994; cf. Iglesias
and Baena 2021). Japanese video games, albeit growing in importance (Hutchinson 2019), have
historically played a secondary role in Japanese studies, subsumed into media-mix industrial
practices (cf. Steinberg 2015b; Allison 2006) or viewed as adaptations/expansions of existing
franchises (Greenwood 2015, 2014).

The focus on the interconnected nature of Japanese cultural industries has led to increased
scholarly attention on overarching phenomena such as transmedia production in the form of the
media-mix (cf. Otsuka 2010 [1987]) and industrial histories (cf. Denison 2011), together with a
focus on the growing hybridity of anime-manga as a global media format (Kacsuk 2018b; Suan
2018, 2017a; Brienza 2015, 2014; Denison 2015; Condry 2013). The tendency toward
interpolating anime, manga, and otaku, emphasizing interconnectedness across media produces an
ambiguous research territory. On the one hand, emphasizing commonality across media formats
and the immaterial nature of characters and content is necessary. On the other hand, this has led to
the conflation of media and practices into what is the dominant media of reference — anime-manga.

Beyond the examples of subsumption of adult computer games into anime-manga, this has also

12 Akiko Sugawa-Shimada, deliberately omitting otaku from the definition, envisions a similar field of both scholarly

approaches and objects of research as ACG — Anime, Manga Comics and Games (cf. Jenkins 2021, n.p.).
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led to other conflations, such as the identification of Japanese gaming culture in general with otaku
culture (Picard 2021, 21, 28-29).

An exception to the general dearth of approaches to character intimacy games in AMO studies
is research engaging with character intimacy games as dangerous media. Character intimacy
games have been present within Japanese media discourses from the late 1980s through the 1990s,
explicating growing concerns with “virtual worlds” (Galbraith 2021b, 46; Kinsella 2015 [2000];
Allison 2006, 80, 85; Leheny 2006, 39; 126-129; Schodt 1996, 45-47). Historically, they have
been at the center of public concerns regarding the indiscriminate circulation of explicit content
perceived as harmful for the public (Galbraith 2021b, 95-101; Koyama 2020 [2016], 137-140;
Pelletier-Gagnon and Picard 2015, 33-34), and in particular, “sexual minorities” [women and
children] (Nakasatomi 2013 [2009], n.p.). These concerns intersect and mobilize with wider
debates regarding otaku culture and their media consumption habits (Galbraith 2021b, 46-59;
Kamm 2015; Morikawa 2008 [2003], 262—-269), another tendency toward conflation.

Another, continuing example of conflation is a recent contribution by Saito Kumiko (2021),
which emphasizes connections between character intimacy games [visual novel and romance
simulation games] and literary texts, with no engagement with CIG software as video games.
Galbraith’s (2021b) examination of character intimacy games [bishajo games] in Akihabara also
shirks from examining CIG software as video games. How, then, can a research territory be
delineated in clear enough fashion to prevent a continuous renegotiation of boundaries, exceptions,
and borderline cases? In what cases is a video game ‘centered around intimacy’? Is it even possible
or appropriate to do so, given the apparent lack of gamic-ness that accompanies most works?

Falling back onto ‘adult computer game,” on the other hand, does not provide an exhaustive
picture. While one can intuitively pinpoint where these games circulate and the sector(s) of the

Japanese mediascape in which they are developed, not every character intimacy game is an adult



computer game. That is to say, not every character intimacy game is an adult computer game, but,
arguably, all adult computer games are, in one way or another, about some sort of intimacy,
whether depicted in a pornographic fashion or not. Devoid of pornography, women-oriented video
games such as otome games or some BL games are nevertheless centered on establishing,
developing, and fulfilling intimate relationships with one or more characters. If raising simulators
are also taken into consideration, then it is possible to make a stronger case for not focusing
exclusively on pornographic and explicit content. Intimacy, in the wider sense, cannot be reduced
to sexual intimacy or its representation, as erotic and/or pornographic as it may be.

At the same time, however, it is adult computer games that provide the prototype for the
structure of most CIG software, both in Japan and abroad. Players engage with interactive software
and are presented with at least one — generally more — character to romance, with progress marked
by reward images, what Andrea Wood calls an erotic scavenger hunt (Wood 2011, 369). Reward
images, in addition to marking game progression — successful traversal — also contextualize one
or more characters in an intimate situation, which may range from the first physical contact to full
sexual intercourse. Through the reward images, players gain contact with the character in an
intimate situation. In other words, players are stimulated to receive such media content as a
parasocial interaction.

Intimacy, or at the very least, a depiction-cum-elicitation of parasocial reception is deployed
as a reward for player progress. This is present both within video games featuring explicit content
and those that do not. It constitutes an excellent distinguishing feature for contouring the corpus
of video game works that serve as this study’s research territory. While most of these games will
certainly fall into the category of adult computer games, it allows for the inclusion of works that,
while not featuring explicit content, are nevertheless centered on intimacy. This study therefore

establishes its research territory as those video games produced in Japan whose progress is
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contingent on character intimacy, as exemplified by the reward image system.*® This productively
reformulates the game’s broad topic, from adult computer games in Japan —a matter of zoning and
circulation — to character intimacy games in Japan — a matter of video game ontology(ies) — what
character intimacy games are or may be. By setting character intimacy games in Japan as its
research territory, this study investigates what CIG software is or may be, delineating a theory of
video games centered on character intimacy. In doing so, this study contends that video game
genealogies, such as character intimacy games, require a (re)acknowledgment of in-game and
extra-game parasocial phenomena — from incidental and derivational to foundational for the gamic

experience.

13 Tt is necessary to note that the reward image framework should not be considered the sole possible articulation of
character intimacy as a marker of game progress. It is, however, a distinctive characteristic of CIG software
production in Japan, and thus constitutes the best possible recognizable marker for the games that are of interest

to this study.
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1.1. Establishing the research gap

1.1.1. AMO studies and their limits in approaching character intimacy games

This study originates within AMO studies and its broad concerns with anime-manga media,
the industries that sustain its production, its media users, and their practices. However, this study
cannot accomplish its goal of reframing adult computer games in Japan as character intimacy
games and deriving a suitable theory by relying on AMO studies alone. AMO studies are beholden
to approaches, methods, and research foci characteristic of research in static media and area
(Japanese) studies. This privileges static, ancestor media — animation, printed matter — and the
examination of phenomena around character intimacy games, rather than an examination of the
software itself. Character intimacy games are subsumed into wider phenomena and approached as
symptomatic of larger tendencies such as media-mix (cf. Steinberg 2015b; Otsuka 2010 [1987];
Allison 2006) or the adaptation/expansion of existing immaterial commodities (Greenwood 2015,
2014). Generally, approaches to Japanese video games tend to overlook or refuse to engage with

character intimacy games, while iterating approaches appropriate to area studies.
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For example, Rachael Hutchinson’s Japanese Culture Through Videogames (2019), one of
the most recent works on video games in continuity with Japanese studies, approaches Japanese
video games — video games whose creating entity’s main office is located in Japan (ibid., 2) — as
unique loci for engaging with wider Japanese culture. Hutchinson’s work resembles tendencies
highlighted by Jaqueline Berndt concerning studies of anime works (2018). As with anime,
Japanese video games are (re)purposed as “an occasional tool for the exploration of societal issues
concerning Japan and Japanese audiences, the Japanese audience is first generalized and then
short-circuited, i.e. immediately correlated, with individual media texts” (ibid., 3). Such
approaches share a “modernist preference for leveraging discrete art objects against large social
forces and power relations” (Berndt 2018, 5; Lamarre 2018, 29).

In other words, the geo-social-industrial context of provenance is privileged as distinctive,
and dependent on local conditions (Picard 2021, 2013). The emergence, production, and reception
of distinctive video game typologies, such as character intimacy games, require local conditions;
character intimacy games — bishajo games, BL games, visual novels, etc. — are first and foremost
anime-manga (Japanese) games and approached accordingly. It is certainly foolish to ignore local
socio-technological conditions, especially given the types of machines that may run character
intimacy games and their adoption across the Japanese population (cf. Koyama 2020 [2016], 19—
20; Pelletier-Gagnon and Picard 2015, 30-35; Miyamoto 2013; Uemura, Hosoi, and Nakamura,
2013; Picard 2013; see also Kobayashi (Hichibe) and Koyama 2020, 75-76). However, it is also
foolish to ignore tendencies regarding the emergence of games centered around intimacy outside
Japan, such as in North America. In fact, video games centered on establishing, developing, and
fulfilling imagined intimate relationships may not be — or may not have been — an exclusive
prerogative of anime-manga media. Isolated cases, such as Softporn Adventure (OnLine Systems

1981), Romantic Encounters at the Dome (Microlllusions 1987), Plundered Hearts (Infocom



1987), and Girlfriend Construction Set (Tom Scheffler 1989) can be found in 1980s North
America, featuring a similar focus on establishing intimate relationships, ranging from the raunchy
— Softporn Adventure — to the therapeutic — Romantic Encounters at the Dome. 4

There is seldom interest in approaching character intimacy games — whenever they are
referred to as adult computer games, bishaojo games, visual novels, etc. — as video games within
AMO discourses. Galbraith, one of the most prolific voices on character intimacy games [bishajo
games] research in English, adopts an anthropology-focused approach (2021b). Kumiko Saito
(2021) approaches character intimacy games from the perspective of literary analysis, privileging
written prose over software. If remediation of video game aspects by static media has been widely
acknowledged (cf. Steinberg 2015a, 2015b, 2012; Azuma 2009 H. [2001], 2007), character
intimacy games see an inverse process: rather than highlighting gamic elements within static media,
there has been a highlighting of the static elements of a software’s assemblage of code and
narrative content (Galbraith 2021b, 141). Interaction with characters as part of game operations is
intended to be imagined (Galbraith 2021b, 134-136). Gamic aspects tied to the nature of CIG
software as video games are overlooked — the preponderance of static, apparently passive reception
appears to be enough to fold character intimacy games into ancestor media.

In AMO studies, character intimacy games become a sort of non-video game: interactive
enough to be seen as separate from static digital media formats such as hypertext fiction but not
‘interactive’ enough to be classified together with ‘proper’ video games (cf. Douglass 2020;
Crawford and Chen 2017; Kamei-Dyche 2017). Mirroring this, character intimacy games have

been collocated as a sort of (hon-) anime-manga media: similar enough to be contiguous with

14 The development team was counseled by Veronica Thomas, a psychologist, and Allan Rabinowitz, a licensed

social worker, in order to better develop the simulated interactions offered within the game (cf. MobyGames

2022).
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anime-manga media but lacking sufficient aspects of either animation or sequential art to be fully
subsumed in either media format. At the same time, continuity with other anime-manga media —
video games, animation, sequential art — brings issues affecting cognate media into the discussion
of character intimacy games. To what extent is anime-manga a CIG software work? To cite Stevie
Suan’s framework of the anime-esque (2021), does it feature enough anime-esque acts? Probably
it does. But, as a typology of video game centered on intimacy with fictional characters, does the
study of character intimacy games require anime-manga scholarship?

While character intimacy games in Japan have emerged in continuity with anime-manga
media, scholarship such as AMO studies is not required to approach character intimacy games.
This should not mean that AMO studies has nothing to contribute to the study of anime-manga
media, its industries, its users, and their practices. Rather, it serves to support explorations of
character intimacy in Japanese CIG software as one of the possible avenues by which imagined
intimacy may be operationalized in a work of interactive software. The limits of AMO studies lie
in the entangling of Japanese character intimacy games, whatever their descriptor, with the wider
panorama of anime-manga media. Untangling CIG software from an indissoluble connection with
anime-manga media, on the other hand, opens the way for new approaches that take character
intimacy into account as a definitional element of video game software.

To do so, however, it is necessary to develop a codified terminology for how intimacy may
be articulated within video game software, its influence on the game’s mechanical frameworks,
and the avenues of engagement between players and characters, within and without software. This
terminology must account for the multiple avenues by which the processes of character intimacy
may be simulated, and how it may influence players’ own imaginations of intimacies. Rather than
filling the role of a cultural curiosity, as happens with select ‘Japanese’ video game genres such

as the JRPG (Pelletier-Gagnon 2018), character intimacy games represent a fruitful new frontier



in the study of video games. Not as a (g)local niche, but as a new facet of global video game

production requiring appropriate instruments and approaches.

1.1.2. Studies in media reception and their limits in approaching character intimacy games

Parasocial phenomena are one-sided psychological states in which a human media user
interacts with a media character (Liebers and Schramm 2019, 5). The study of parasocial
interactions and relationships dates to the mid-1950s and Mass Communication and Para-Social
Interaction: Observations on Intimacy at a Distance, by anthropologist Donald Horton and
sociologist Richard Wohl (1956), and Interaction in Audience-Participation shows, by Horton and
fellow anthropologist Anselm Strauss (1957). The concept of ‘parasocial’ did not enjoy
widespread following (Liebers and Schramm 2019, 1) until the 1970s (Rosengren and Windahl
1972), specifically the publication of the Parasocial Interactions (PSI) scale by Rubin et al. (1985).
From that point, it established itself as one of the most popular themes of research in
communication studies (Liebers and Schramm 2019, 4; Gilles 2002). Nicole Liebers and Holger
Schramm’s (2019) inventory of sixty years of research in parasocial phenomena account for four
research foci in the study of parasocial phenomena, each possessing its own trajectory. The first is
the influence of media users’ characteristics on parasocial phenomena (ibid., 14). The second
concerns the influence of media characters’ characteristics on parasocial phenomena (ibid., 14—
15). The third focuses on the reception phenomena accompanying parasocial phenomena (ibid.,
15). The fourth deals with the effects mediated or influenced by parasocial phenomena (ibid., 15).
In the context of character intimacy games, the second and third foci of research are the closest to
the purposes of this study.

One key shared assumption in research on parasocial phenomena until the last decade has

been that parasocial interactions and parasocial relationships are amicable (Lieber and Schramm
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2017, 12; Colliander and Dahlén 2011; Eyal and Cohen, 2006; Auter and Moore, 1993). Only
recently has scholarship drawn a distinction between types of parasocial relationships,
distinguishing between parasocial relationships of a romantic and those of an amicable nature (cf.
Liebers and Schramm 2017; Erickson and Dal Cin, 2017; Driesmans, Vandenbosch, and
Eggermont, 2016; Adam and Sizemore 2013; Tukachinsky 2010). Despite existing research
covering a wide range of static and interactive media formats, ranging from radio serials and TV
broadcasters to social media and video games, research in parasocial phenomena envisions
parasocial interactions and relationships as a derivational aspect of user engagement with media
characters. That is, the process by which users engage with media characters is a-symmetrical,
centered on user response and, at least outside of social media research, not within the scope of
the intended uses of media works. (Calvert 2017; Brunick, et al. 2015; Calvert and Richards, 2014;
Howard Gola et al., 2013). Examples include PSRs of an amicable and romantic nature with book
characters such as Harry Potter (Schmid and Klimm 2011), television characters (Keren and Rubin
2003), and parasocial interactions with characters as a potential teaching tool for children (Brunick
et al. 2016).

There is scant consideration of envisioning media characters and media works, even those that
are interactive, as deliberately featuring parasocial interactions and engendering parasocial
romance with a fictional character. In fact, as the inventory of sixty years of research by Liebers
and Schramm (2019) outlines, most research on new media focuses on communications conducted
over social media between the public image of celebrities or media characters and between users
(cf. Chen 2016; Yates 2015; Kim et al. 2015; Sanderson 2009; Thorson and Rogers 2006). Beyond
studies of PSIs and PSRs in relation to children’s media, approaches that posit media fostering
deliberate PSls and PSRs with media characters in adult users appear to be rare (cf. Song and Fox

2016; Jin 2010). While there is research on parasocial phenomena in video games (Banks and



Bowman 2016a, 2016b; Bowman et al. 2012; Jin 2011; Jin and Park 2009), these are limited to
interactions in online games and avatars. One exception is Song and Fox (2016), which deals
explicitly with character intimacy games (romantic video games).

This study seeks to complement this gap by interfacing relevant studies located within AMO
studies and game studies with research located in studies of media reception. It integrates existing
approaches to Japanese cultural industries in AMO studies and medium-specific expertise of game
studies with insights originating from research on parasocial phenomena, understood in terms of
parasocial interactions and parasocial relationships. The former exclusively concerns the act of
media reception, and is tied to media engagement (Schramm 2015 [2008]). The latter, by contrast,
represents a more long-term response to media characters, and extends beyond instances of media
usage (Schramm and Hartmann 2008; Klimmt et al., 2006). Comparatively, real social interactions
“feature bidirectional communication between individuals, whereas PSI is one-sided and not
dialectic, because the media character controls the PSI, which makes reciprocal development of
the relationship impossible” (Liebers and Schramm 2017, 13; Schramm, 2008).

Research concerning parasocial phenomena, despite possessing different foci and residing at
a distance from game studies, is not easily integrated with AMO studies and game studies. While
it is extremely easy to re-envision existing media literacies as a process where users learn how to
produce parasocial phenomena through media reception, it is not easily attached to video game
analysis. Parasocial phenomena are, first and foremost, a product of user media reception. It is not
reasonable to argue for an embedding of parasocial phenomena into software operation, which in
a wide sense, is intended as the act of playing the game by operating the software. And yet, if there
are, indeed, systems of emergent media literacies, learned through peer networks, some sort of

deliberate invitation — through practices of game content creation — should be envisaged.
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In a sense, studies of media reception are limited by the object of research — they are engaging
with user reception, and not with engendering such states in other actors. Nevertheless, the drive
toward engineering parasocial phenomena as part of software operation must be considered,
beyond self-evident needs such as making characters appeal to users. It posits the question of the
extent to which parasocial phenomena can be engineered — how fuzzy and blurry emotional states
like love and affection can be subordinated to design choices and shared media languages.
Examining character intimacy game production in Japan, with its media literacies, may provide an
answer to the question.

At the very least, it can provide a general orientation of how to engender parasocial
phenomena in users, and how engaging parasocial phenomena can represent an element of
distinction for a typology of video games. Each template for character design, each prototypical
situation, becomes evidence of a sedimented design language for producing sequences of
parasocial interactions, arraying parasocial relationships in gamic form. Connecting parasocial
phenomena to game design choices, embedded in software structure — code and narrative content
— uncoupled from strict user reception, further unearths a research object calling for distinct

approaches and discussion.

1.1.3. Game studies and their limits in approaching character intimacy games

This study, while originating within AMO studies, positions itself as part of the
interdisciplinary field of game studies. It supplements the gaps within AMO studies with methods
and insights developed as part of the study of video games. It seeks to account for the specificities
of interacting with software, even when said software appears to be contiguous with ancestor static
media. Following Espen Aarseth and Sebatian Moring (2020), it emphasizes the central role of

gameplay as the praxis by which video games come to be understood as video games. If, one the



one hand, there is a growing use of terms such as ‘visual novel’ and ‘romance simulator’ in both
academia (cf. Saito 2021; Salter et al. 2018; Crawford and Chen 2017; Lu 2014) and online data
repositories, such as The Visual Novel Database, the focus has been primarily on general elements
such as empathy (Bostan et al. 2020; Sierra Rativa et al. 2019; Gilbert 2019; Wulansari et al. 2019).
Intimacy has been more thoroughly approached as a by-product of player engagement (Anderson
2019; Anable 2018; Lehrer 2017). Furthermore, there is a predominant focus on female-oriented
media (Saito 2021; Blom 2020; Rojas 2020; Okabe and Pelletier-Gagnon 2019; Ganzon 2017a;
Kim 2009). In contrast, studies encompassing male-oriented works have been comparatively rarer
(cf. Galbraith 2021b; Bruno 2019; Au Yeung 2008; Taylor 2007), while books on the matter are
limited to Japanese fannish works of media criticism, which may remain untranslated in English
(cf. Kimi 2021 [2017]; Miyamoto 2013).

There are persistent gaps, however, within game studies, which, ironically, still require the
insights gathered from discourses such as AMO to better understand the subject matter at hand.
Game studies continues to lack a stable, defined language for engaging with video games. It lacks
a stable ontology — what a video game is — and, in fact, it might not be possible to create one in
the first place as per Wittgenstein’s position on the impossibility of games as a formal category,
although description of digital games is certainly possible (Aarseth and Calleja 2015, 1-2, 5). This
also does not preclude the creation of sub-ontologies, such as card games, mancala games (Aarseth
and Moring 2020, 1) or, in the context of this study, Japanese adult computer games.

While developing a sub-ontology around Japanese adult computer games is easy — one has to
look at circulation and zoning — developing an ontology for character intimacy games is
problematic. What is intimacy, and how could it be incorporated as part of software operations?
How does intimacy factor in game traversal? Is intimacy merely a number, a Boolean or integer

variable existing within game software? This is certainly not the case given existing approaches
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in AMO studies. Then, it is necessary to ask how a game studies approach may account for a
player’s emotional engagement with characters that are supposedly “designed to trigger affective
responses” (Galbraith 2021b, 38).

Game studies has observed a broadening of the “emotional territory” covered by video game
works (Ishister 2016, xvii). There has been an increase in approaches emphasizing emotional
responses in users during gamic activity (Quesnel and Riecke 2018; Shinkle 2008; Sykes and
Brown 2003) and how emotion might factor in the design of game characters (Bopp et al. 2020;
Plass et al. 2020). Audrey Anable argues for video games to possess different modes of affect for
users, distinct from non-interactive, static media such as films or printed matter (2018, 7). Games
“engage and entangle us in a circuit of feeling between their computational systems and the
broader systems with which they interface: ideology, narrative, aesthetics, and flesh” (ibid., 10).
However, While Anable and other scholars (cf. Dicken 2017; Miller 2017; Pozo 2017) do approach
player engagement at the emotional level, these studies are seldom useful for deriving pointers
that may help distinguish character intimacy games.

Peter Kelly (2015), in his examination of Dragon Age II’s (Bioware 2011) courting system,
argues that “it is very difficult to talk about, describe, define, and implement a media product that
encapsulates the concept of ‘love.” Humans have dedicated centuries of artistic expression in
written, verbal, musical, and visual media to the topic and it remains a philosophical and moral
conundrum” (ibid., 57). Kelly defines love within video games as an “uncanny valley” devoid of
a final definition (ibid., 57-58). He further argues that “love and romance, as difficult, fluid, and
esoteric concepts, may prove too elusive for programming without the ability to transcend the
confines of structural and systematic game design. Without unpredictability and chance, digital
characters are always-already bound to the rules of the game, even if that unfolds across a spectrum

of possible experiences” (ibid., 58). Kelly exposes the underlying problem with simulating love



inside a software environment, namely, that of reducing the fuzziness and unpredictability of
human love relationships to states in a program, which lead to love and sexual intercourse as a
result of strategic navigation through a game (ibid., 69).1% Players navigating the formula have no
choice but to follow pre-determined steps laid out in the software (ibid., 71). If the development
of intimate relationships with characters within a video game can be reduced to a series of
navigational steps, it no longer encapsulates the emotional and fuzzy aspects that make intimacy
intimate.

Mitu Khandaker-Kokoris (2015) poses the question of what counts as love in the context of
video games, highlighting that “mainstream games offer an extremely narrow view of love and
relationships” (ibid., 93). Both Kelly and Khandaker-Kokoris concur in their assessment of
mechanics-driven character interaction — dialogue trees — as inherently problematic, with an
underlying current of determinism that reduces love and affection to the consequence of a series
of strategic navigational moves. The process becomes a matter of pressing the correct sequence of
buttons to get the other to sleep with you (Khandaker-Kokoris 2015, 96-97). Sebastian Méring
(2015) examines the use of metaphors to indicate love and affection within video games,
juxtaposing abstract depictions, such as those in The Marriage (Humble 2007) and those in The
Sims (Maxis 2000) (M6ring 2015, 213). Through in-depth examination of the abstract assemblage
within The Marriage — moving shapes, navigation, and shape alteration following collisions —
Maéring concludes that video games about love abstract a series of metaphors and metonymies
about love (ibid., 224). Within game software, this leads to an abstracted and incomplete

simulation based on overarching, culturally dependent models of love and affection (ibid., 225).

15 Kelly structures the strategic nature of navigation through character intimacy as masculine. However,
examination of women-oriented video game works, especially ofome and BL games, reveal a similar strategic

outlook (see Tosca and Klastrup 2019, 180—181, see chapter 2.3, 6.4 and 6.5).
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In the case of character intimacy games, within and without Japan, the issue is not whether a
software framework may or may not be capable of simulating intimacy, love, and affection. This
has already happened, in the sense that a segment of Japanese gaming culture perceives such games
as simulating intimacy, love, and affect (cf. Galbraith 2021b, 64-65, 175-177; Tosca and Klastrup
2019, 177-195; see also Andlauer 2018; Kim 2009) and even their darker side (Galbraith 2021b,
61; Nagayama 2014, 226-228). The shared, semi-formal media literacies at the basis of character
intimacy games in Japan are certainly dependent on local socio-technical conditions. However,
they do facilitate the reduction of intimacy, love, and affection to software states, steps, and scripts.
This happens both at the level of software, namely, in the code and narrative content, and in terms
of the players viz. the level of intimacy that players might be expected to have at a particular stage
in the game. Permitting this reduction to software states, steps, and scripts produces the distinction

that allows us to approach character intimacy games as video games.



1.2. Occupying the research gap

1.2.1. Assumptions, research questions, and fields addressed by this study

Existing approaches to character intimacy games show significant gaps. Within AMO studies,
there is a general scarcity of approaches that account for the nature of character intimacy games
as video games. Within game studies, there is a reluctance to engage with in-game character
intimacy in terms of interactive software. Within studies of media reception, approaches are
limited by an exclusive focus on user-based phenomena and a scarcity of approaches to video
games. This study assumes that centering the focus of video game software — as an assemblage of
software operations and narrative content — on parasocial phenomena (intimacy, love, and
affection with fictional entities) produces distinct modes of engaging with in-game characters,
game traversal, and of relating with software.

Romancing, gaining the trust and then the affection of a character, imaginary as it might be,
produces different effects and affects than endeavoring to surpass an opponent or Kill an enemy

character. In fact, the processes that may embed embodied connections, emotions, and affects in
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player engagement have already been explored significantly (cf. Anable 2018; Isbister 2016;
Enevold and MacCallum-Stewart 2015). However, approaches to games centered on intimacy,
explicated in non-metaphoric forms and/or outside of the realm of ‘serious games,” remain limited
in number and scope (cf. Galbraith 2021b; Blom 2020b for examples). In investigating its

assumptions, this study addresses:

1) The scant consideration for character intimacy games as a distinct typology of video game

software centered on parasocial phenomena.

2) A lack of mapping efforts for character intimacy game production, in Japan and abroad.

3) A lack of models for researching video games centered on character intimacy.

By offering character intimacy game as a theoretical construct and as an analytical tool, this
study seeks to promote increased awareness of video games centered on character intimacy within
global and (g)local video game production. While such works certainly intersect with Japanese
pop culture and cultural industries, they are not indissolubly tied to them, and should not be treated
as such. Consequently, this study moves from the existing focus on intimate responses and
engagement being the sole purview of the player to propose increased consideration of game
software. Building on character intimacy as the foundational element of CIG software, and seeking
to understand what is going on with character intimacy games, this study proposes four research
questions:

1) What is ‘intimacy’ in character intimacy games? What is intimacy pointing at, and what

kind of phenomena emerge from ‘intimacy’ in character intimacy games?

2) How is intimacy embedded in the assemblage of character intimacy games? How does it

concern mechanical systems? How does it relate to player engagement?

3) What is the role of characters in character intimacy games? Are certain characters better

suited to eliciting intimacy in players than others?

4) What is required of players in order that they may engage intimately with characters?



This study decouples video games centered on character intimacy away from a strict,
automatic connection with Japanese cultural industries. In doing so, it seeks to articulate
discussions about character intimacy games away from the current perception, i.e. that they are
dangerous (Galbraith 2021a, 74) cultural curiosities (cf. JRPGs, Pelletier-Gagnon 2018), toward
their examination as a part of global gaming culture. In responding to the four research questions,
this study engages with AMO studies, games studies and, indirectly, with studies of media
reception. It is written in a way that makes it comprehensible for scholars of all three fields and
for readers interested in similar phenomena located in other fields. It is my hope that all the above

readers may make sense of this study, engage with it, and find it useful for their own efforts.

1.2.2. The need for a comprehensive approach

To address the scant consideration of Japanese character intimacy game production, this study
adopts what can be called a comprehensive approach. It engages with CIG software production in
Japan at scale, addressing when, where, and how character intimacy games are produced and
circulated, and for and to whom. Production of character intimacy games in Japan is both vast in
scale and significantly scattered: there are around 500 releases (visual novels) per year (Koyama,
Kobayashi [Hichibe], and Nakamura 2019); average sales volume is around 2,000 units (Kagami
2010: 136); and cost recouping generally positions itself at 3,000 units sold (Koyama, Kobayashi
[Hichibe], and Nakamura 2019, n.p.; Koyama 2020 [2016], 210). Within the wider kontentsu
industry (niche anime-manga, cf. Koyama, Kobayashi [Hichibe], and Nakamura 2019, n.p.;
Deguchi et al. 2009), entities producing CIG software — companies and individuals — may lie in-
between hobbyist/semi-professional production [dojin] and media production segments, such as

generalist anime and manga (Hernandez 2016; Hichibe and Tanaka 2016; Picard 2013).
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Small release volumes, a low threshold for placing works in circulation, and limited
circulation of individual works, generate their own set of challenges: devising an approach that
accounts for these facets of CIG production requires different avenues that deal with emblematic
contexts such as Akihabara, Denki-Gai, and Otome Road (Galbraith 2021b; Kobayashi and
Koyama 2021; Morikawa 2012, 2008 [2003]) or the Comic Market convention (Tanigawa 2012;
Lam 2010). Even approaches based on sales data and player-based ratings (cf. Tosca and Klastrup
2019, 177-195) are risky: there is no guarantee that such approaches do not overfocus on a corpus
of select titles at the expense of their wider production context.

The situation is similar, albeit on a smaller scale, to that described by Lev Manovich in
Cultural Analytics (2020) regarding the study of digital cultures: the scale-cum-scatteredness of
character intimacy game software production in Japan causes approaches to limited portions of the
field, such as exemplar case studies or collections thereof, to be at risk of being excessively
arbitrary. There is another striking similarity with Manovich’s call for new methods in the study
of contemporary digital culture (2020, 42-44): the scatteredness of character intimacy game
production means that most works will not — have not — achieved notoriety of any kind, and may
be further obscured by a focus on the highest ranking titles or supposed contrasting/competing
canons.

While comprehensiveness does not imply exhaustiveness, this study still seeks to provide as
wide a possible exploration of character intimacy games. Such a task, given more than forty years
of video game production in and, more recently, beyond Japan, is daunting. It elicits methods and
data sources arguably outwith the scope of traditional methods in the humanities. At the same time,
it is unwise not to consider the individual peculiarities of each character intimacy game in terms

of characters, narrative, and gameplay. This requires both the development of techniques for



character intimacy game analysis'® and a mapping of the territory detailed enough to draw case
studies from it. This study therefore complements the development of an analytical model for
character intimacy games with large-scale, data-driven approaches interrogating data produced by
players of CIG software — specialist, fan-curated repositories such as the English-speaking The
Visual Novel Database [vndb.org] and the Japanese Erogescape -Eroge Hyoron Kikan-
[Erogescape — A Space for Erotic Game Criticism — https://erogamescape.dyndns.org].t’
Fan-curated repositories represent a primary source for the overall goal of grounding character
intimacy games as a distinct typology of video game software. This is especially true as character
intimacy game production in Japan does not enjoy the same level of cataloging as mainstream
video game media production. Database ontologies — the way knowledge is modeled through a set
of fundamental attributes (cf. Gruber 2008) — of mainstream repositories may not include ways to
represent information that might be of value for CIG software research, especially in institutional
sources. The Japanese government-sponsored Media Arts Database, for instance, is not interested
in the kind of relationship that may be entertained with in-game characters. The Visual Novel
Database and Erogescape, on the other hand, feature information about the kind of relationships
that may be entertained with characters, in addition to other, database-specific information,
responding to users’ needs and preferences. Lastly, fan-curated repositories might provide access
to hard-to-find source material, or records thereof, structured in a way akin to professional
cataloging and classification systems (Kacsuk 2021b, 119; Picard and Pelletier-Gagnon 2015).
These data sources, interrogated as socially produced documents (Royal and Kapila 2009,
146), reflect “viewpoints, interests, and emphases of the people who use it,” with an emphasis on

interests (ibid., 146, as cit. in Kacsuk 2021b, 128). Each database provides information on CIG

16 See chapter 3.2

17 See chapter 3.3



software in encyclopedic fashion, thus generating its own perspective on character intimacy games
in Japan and abroad. This may help to reposition the (research) results in a way that allows for
conclusions even in the face of potential bias (Kacsuk 2021b, 128). In fact, biases can be
highlighted as a quality of a socially produced document and the fan communities that coalesce
around them (cf. Benkler et al. 2015; Kimmerle et al. 2015), serving as an additional source of

information for this study’s overall approach.

1.2.3. Drawing case studies against wider data perspectives

Deploying a data-based perspective to engage with character intimacy game production at
scale, this study does not recuse itself from also engaging with individual case studies. Individual
case studies, although far from being a guaranteed representation of the wider territory, can
nevertheless be significant in terms of grounding character intimacy games as an object of research.
This study does not, however, derive case studies through researcher expertise or through
evaluation by critics. Rather, it obtains its corpora of case studies in juxtaposition with perspectives
derived from large-scale, data-derived perspectives, one for each of its sources. Each data source
allows derivation of a conceptual ‘prototype’ for what constitutes an ‘average’ character intimacy
game. Namely, it is possible to derive a set of characteristics — as defined by each source’s
descriptive data — which represent a sort of middle ground, encompassing most works detailed
within one data source. It is subsequently possible to draw a corpus of case studies that reflects the
‘prototype’ — or, working in inverse fashion, draw a corpus of case studies that is as far removed
from the ‘prototype’ as possible. By doing this for each of the data sources employed,® this study

provides preliminary outlooks of what may be recognized as a character intimacy game in different

18 See chapter 3.5
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contexts. After derivation, the prototype becomes a reference point against which all kinds of
individual case studies can be juxtaposed.

The process of prototypal derivation allows for a re-examination of case studies and works
already deemed of interest by scholars and critics. An example may lie in the triptych of ONE
~Kagayaku Kisetsu e~ [ONE ~ Towards a Shining Season~] (Tactics 1998), Everl7 -the out of
infinity- (Kid 2002) and Higurashi no Naku Koro Ni (07th Expansion 2002-2006), the three case
studies proposed by Azuma Hiroki within Gemutekina Riarizumu no Tanjo (2007). Another
example could be the three bestselling titles of 2014, which Galbraith deploys as representative of
CIG software (bishajo games) in opening his PhD dissertation (2017, 2): Sakigake Jeneréshon [A
Generation Charging Ahead] (Clochette, 2014), Koi Ga Saku Koro Sakuradoki [Saku: Love
Blooms with the Cherry Blossoms] (Palette 2014) and Tenbin no La Dea. Ikusamegami Memori
[Dea of Balance: Memori, Goddess of Battle] (Eushully, 2014) (Haya no Sorane 2015, cit. in
Galbraith 2017, 2). Juxtaposition between data-derived prototypes may highlight tensions between
the research territory and software works deemed as worthy of scholarly attention.

The same process can be — indeed, it already has been — adopted for character intimacy game
characters. Approaches by Bruno (2021) and Kacsuk (2021b) in the context of the Japanese Visual
Media Graph project show how the average number of traits in a character deemed to be
archetypical (Kacsuk 2021b, 129-135), or arrays of character elements (Bruno 2021, 154-161)
can be measured and operationalized. This allows for the analysis of characters in CIG software —
what kind of characters are present in character intimacy games? Do they possess distinctive
features that encourage the development of intimacy in players in a way that characters in other
games do not? Each prototype — be it game or character — establishes an ontology of character
intimacy games, their characters, and, in a wider sense, of video games centered around character

intimacy.
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Each ontology, in turn, produces a taxonomy of character intimacy games and their characters
that may be compared to other video game typologies and genealogies. Doing so establishes what
a character intimacy game may be in the eyes of different communities of players, and allows for
this study’s theoretical assumptions and the frameworks derived from them to be tested at scale.
For instance, how is intimacy recognized and cataloged within data sources, if, indeed, it is
cataloged in the first place? What is deemed important to be cataloged and retained within the data
on character intimacy games? How does this differ across data sources? Finally, what type of
information can be derived from each source for the purpose of distinguishing character intimacy
games? Engaging with these questions in relation to data sources and individual case studies allows
this study to produce the comprehensive approach required by its subject matter. Through such a
combined approach, it is possible to highlight blind spots in data approached at scale and what
cannot be garnered through exemplar case studies. The process is one of double de-obscuration
and de-obfuscation: computation can highlight what is not covered by case studies and influential
works, while traditional, humanities-based approaches can highlight what can become invisible at
the scale offered by cultural data. This, in turn, may bridge discrepancies between computational

and traditional approaches.

1.2.4. Establishing what this study is not about and its limits

This study, by seeking comprehensiveness, requires us to account for thousands of individual
works of interactive software, as described by data sources. It seeks to make sense of what
character intimacy game are about. Its goal is ontological: defining what a character intimacy game
is and what it means to play such a game. It seeks to develop a model to engage with CIG software,
drawing on existing theoretical approaches supported by recognition, circulation, and usage of

character intimacy games as represented by fan-curated data-building efforts. In electing to engage



with data-driven perspectives juxtaposed with individual case studies, this study produces its own
set of limitations. Firstly, this study does not include empirical players in its approach. It looks at
fan-curated databases as socially produced documents, employing them as sources of information
on player perspectives. The scale at which fan-curated databases operate makes the contrast with
limited player samples challenging and requires additional methodologies that this study cannot
include due to lack of space. Furthermore, this study seeks to be an approach at scale, which a
limited number of players cannot hope to reproduce. Nevertheless, a contrast between a data-
driven perspective and empirical players is an interesting next step for further research.

Secondly, this study does not seek to ground character intimacy games as a video game genre,
especially given that CIG software may feature other genres in their assemblage. Just as
classification practices may change over time, so can the data sources that this study relies upon.
The plethora of circulating genre descriptors — visual novel, ren 'ai game, bishgjo game, gyaruge,
nukige — are unstable and variable, making any approach aimed at defining character intimacy
games as a video game genre potentially unfeasible. At the same time, video games labeled as
belonging to a particular genre may ultimately possess similar goals. A real-time strategy game
and a team sports simulation are both centered on defeating a human or Al opponent through the
employment of tactics involving several entities under player control, for instance. In the same
vein, different character intimacy games may belong to different video game genres as defined by
their mechanical frameworks — adventure, visual novel, puzzle, RPG - but still retain a central
focus on establishing, developing, and fulfilling character intimacy. In fact, character intimacy
might enjoy different levels of integration within a game’s mechanical systems.

Lastly, this study is not, and should not be, taken as a defense of character intimacy games
against the manifold critiques that have been levied against them in recent decades. Nor should it

be taken, in an opposite fashion, as a critique of character intimacy games. It does not seek to
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discuss media effects or character intimacy games/intimacy-centric video games/adult computer
games as dangerous media. It does not seek to engage with the clinical effects of pornography on
individuals in character intimacy games, which are located well beyond the scope of this study.
Finally, this study does not deal with the recent emergence of “fictosexuals” (Dooley and Ueno
2022) as a recognizable population — that is a connected but separate project necessitating radically

different approaches and methodologies.



1.3. Outline of the present work

Beyond part 1 outlining goals, scope and gaps of this study, the work is articulated in five
parts, genealogy, method, theory, conditions and case studies plus conclusions. Genealogy, draws
upon existing research to identify the various strands of video game development that have led to
the emergence of what this study calls ‘character intimacy games’. It firsts presents a perspective
on interactive software characterized by static content reception, featuring what would later
become the screen configuration associated with visual novel software and character intimacy
games in general. It then produces a perspective on intimacy-centered video games which featured
pornographic rewards juxtaposed with numerical management frameworks. By working in tandem,
these two chapters provide a two-sided perspective to the evolution heterosexual, men-oriented
character intimacy games in Japan. Concluding and contrasting the two perspectives is a third
chapter on women-oriented video games, whose general absence of pornography precipitates the
need for examining intimacy in wider fashion: if rewards can be more than pornography, and
straddle into emotional engagement, then intimacy needs to be considered in the widest possible
fashion, beyond pornography or sex-based entertainment.

Method articulates the two-pronged approach of this study. It starts with a statement of the
underlying problem of character intimacy games, namely what needs to be considered for
successful interpretation. It builds upon proposal for game hermeneutics into a process that
accounts for how games may elicit users to ‘play at intimacy’: produce the ensemble of actions
that allow the development of imagined intimacy with one or more of the game’s characters.
Juxtaposed to the above single-work-focused approach is an outline of the sources and the tools
employed to engage with character intimacy games at the levels required for this study to produce
effective results. If, on the one hand, this study needs the development of appropriate ludo-

hermeneutics to engage with single works, on the other hand, it is also necessary to map the
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surrounding environment needed to ground individual works. Method discusses the tools and the
sources employed by this study, and provides a first demonstration of their usage.

Theory delineates existing avenues of research which provide the steppingstones into
delineating a theory of character intimacy games across AMO studies, studies in media reception
and game studies. Theory’s first segment, which concerns AMO studies, discusses the need to de-
couple research on CIG software from ‘Japan’ intended as a geo-socio-technical context and, at
the same time, the opposite necessity of accounting for Japan as the context in which CIG software
has emerged and stabilized in such great numbers. It discusses the need to separate research on
character intimacy games from automatic connections to Japan and Japanese subculture. It traces
similarities with other avenues of research into Japanese pop culture — anime-manga especially —
and how it is necessary to avoid existing tendencies towards conflation and immediate correlation-
cum-generalization with Japanese social issues. It also argues for still taking the wider conditions,
practices and aesthetic sensibilities in character intimacy games, and how they should be
operationalized in the analysis of CIG software.

Theory’s second segment, which concerns studies in media reception, produces a
reformulation of moe, collocating it under the umbrella of parasocial phenomena. This shift is an
attempt to bring the study of the above phenomenon into a framework which is free from the
subcultural instability that makes approaching engagement with attractive anime-manga
characters problematic. It deals with matters of mediation, and of how users may find themselves
immersed and transported into a context where they interact with characters in ways that may
allow the deeply intimate relations between users and characters reported within existing literature.
Finally, it discusses matters of media literacies, and how user imagination can be conveyed along
the common ways, archetypes, tropes that populate character intimacy games in Japan. It does so

by engaging with scripts theory, developing so-called sexual scripts into intimate scripts, known



avenues and templates that regulate intimate interactions, beyond the confines of the story, and
into user/character imagined interactions.

Theory’s third and final segment, Game studies, produces a discussion of game mechanics in
order to reconcile the seemingly open-ended, fuzzy nature of player imagination with the ensemble
of mechanical systems that may be found in character intimacy games. In particular, it seeks to
reconcile the manifold systems and game genres found within CIG software, ranging from visual
novel to JRPGs, and how every one of these software typologies may still fall under the purview
of character intimacy games. It discusses the systems which allow players to develop bonds with
characters within the games, and the possibility spaces that emerge out of them. Finally, it argues
for the envisioning of two parallel possibility spaces within character intimacy game software: one
emerging out of the software proper, one emerging out of the player’s imagination, moderated by
their media literacies.

Conditions discusses the environment in which character intimacy games are received,
produced, and circulated, and validates each discussion with data-driven approaches. It first
deploys a discussion on the interfaces employed within CIG software to depict character encounter,
and how they elicit players into continuous projection of incomplete information — prose, visuals,
aural performances — to form a coherent, imagined picture. In doing so, they elicit a deep, personal
connection between players and characters, facilitating direct relationships between players and
characters. Subsequently, it discusses the media environment in which CIG have emerged and
operated, highlighting three flashpoints which have positioned character intimacy games as
harmful media within the Japanese media discourse. Finally, it discusses the environmental
conditions of character intimacy games through an examination of the personal computer as the

platform on which CIG software has emerged and continues to circulate. It engages with the socio-
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technical conditions around personal computing machines, contrasting them with those around
home consoles.

Case studies discusses how players encounter characters in the context of software-based
interactions. It presents how players and player characters interact with the game’s intime scripts.
It approaches how intimate scripts intersect with the intimacy progression. Finally, it deploys an
examination of how the intimacy progression might be operationalized, defining ‘character
encounters’, movements with a before and a after, within the game’s overall structure.
Subsequently, it presents this study’s five case studies, each juxtaposing a single work with wider,
data-driven and data-derived perspectives. Each of the five case studies represents a work of
interest from a traditional perspective, which is then juxtaposed with the work’s position in the

wider media landscape.



PART 2: GENEALOGY

- Lineages of Character Intimacy Games in Japan-






Before moving on to discussing how this study approaches character intimacy games more
specifically, it is important to reinforce what ‘character intimacy game’ refers to in concrete terms.
Following the evocative but nevertheless unexhaustive presentation of subject matter, this part of
the study provides an overview of video game lineages that, in one way or another, have
contributed to the emergence of character intimacy games as they circulate today. To do so, this
study builds on the iconic, three-layers screen configuration that is found within the near totality
of circulating CIG software.

Farthest from the player, occupying the first, deepest layer on the screen, are the background
illustrations depicting the locale where the narrative is unfolding. Superimposed onto backgrounds
come character sprites, also known as tachi-e, depictions of characters in essential emotional and
mental states. Closest to the player is a semi-transparent box, usually located in the lower portion
of the screen area, which houses prose-text and interface buttons, such as save/load functions and
access to options and pause screens. This is where players may read prose text and make their
choices when prompted. Jiang Yehang argues that this screen configuration is what makes a visual
novel video game recognizable as such (2019, 38-40). Most of a character intimacy game may be
spent within such a screen configuration.

Within software that features increased gamic segments — strategy, JRPG, puzzle, etc. — the
screen configuration is what marks character encounters as such. Following the trail of the screen
configuration described above, this study identifies three software lineages that comprise the
ensemble of software that this study refers to as character intimacy games. The first lineage is one
rooted in early adventure games and experiments with the adaptation of static media forms into
digital software. It is connected to text-parser video games and video games made for non-gamers,
privileging narrative content over software mechanics. The second one is connected to the growth

in production of video game software where pornography is used both as a marker for position
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within media discourses and as a reward for players assumed to be male. The third lineage is
connected to the production of video games for women (Kim 2009), where intimacy represents a
marker of difference in software focus, oriented toward Japanese female audiences.

These lineages are located within the geo-socio-technical context of Japan, and to the study
of Japan this research is indebted. However, the location of these lineages in Japan should not be
taken as an implicit declaration that character intimacy games are a uniquely Japanese product or
that their emergence is a symptom of society-wide tendencies.'® Rather, the Japanese media
landscape is one where CIG software has managed to thrive and sediment into a recognizable
segment of video game production. Its size makes it the most suitable candidate for approaching
character intimacy game in a way that allows for the appraisal of the highest possible number of

variations, allowing for a better definition of character intimacy games in general.

19 See Chapter 4.1.1. and 4.1.2
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2.1. Adventure game, novelware sound novel, visual novel

The first lineage showcased within this study is, as argued by Jiang Yehang (2019, 36) and
echoed by Koyama, Kobayashi (Hichibe), and Nakamura (2019), originates within text-parser
adventure games and concludes with Leaf’s visual novel series (1997-2004). These games present
screen configurations that are reminiscent of later character intimacy games; they present a
progressively heightened focus on narrative content rather than producing reflex-based challenges
or complex gamic systems. In particular, there is a tendency to force players to abstract and adapt
information, visual and otherwise, both to render narrative situations and to traverse the game. In
the case of modern character intimacy games, this is evident in the incompleteness of information
provided to players: they are forced to abstract and adapt visual information to narrative situations
as depicted within prose text as they play (Jiang 2019, 45-47). Not doing so may not only hamper
the narrative experience — as most scenes feature only limited descriptions, if any at all — but also
privilege some sort of inner monologue (Suzumoto 2008, 131 cit. in Jiang 2019, 39-40) left
unvoiced to facilitate player immersion (Galbraith 2021b, 143). In fact, Jiang Yehang argues that
one of the preconditions for the emergence of visual novel games — the now dominant framework
for character intimacy games — is the “synchronization between the player’s thoughts with the
game (2019, 36-37). Jiang’s statement emphasizes that, by way of mechanical systems and
narrative design, players are drawn into the world of the game, and compelled to act. Hichibe
Nobushige identifies video games with these features as visual novel games [bishuaru noberu],

articulating a definition in six points (2006, 70: see also Koyama 2020 [2016], 218-219):

1) The presence of multiple, branching storylines that can be read through, and the possibility
for the player to reach different outcomes in the narrative through decisions made at key points
during the game.

2) The presence of full-screen illustrations (CGs, Computer Graphics) depicting the locale in

which the narrative is taking place or specific events in the game’s narrative.
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3)

4)

5)

6)

The presence of character sprites [tachi-e], which can be superimposed over background
illustrations.

The text of the narrative is displayed in a box in the bottom of the game window or
superimposed over the CGs.

Aural performances (music, SFX, and voice acting) [BGM ya kokaon] matching character’s
current emotions and the state of the narrative.

The presence of visual effects (flashes, shaking of the screen, distortions, etc.) interacting with

the illustrations on screen [gamen effekuto]. (Hichibe 2006,70).

There is no mention of intimacy, or similar criteria in favor of a focus on software mechanics

concerning game traversal (branching storyline) and graphic interface (presence of character

sprites, background illustrations, where the text is displayed, etc.), and a note on juxtaposition of

aural performances with the current state of the narrative. Jiang Yehang (2019) also emphasizes a

series of four elements with a similar focus:

1)
2)

3)

4)

An emphasis on the enjoyment of text narratives, with a wide variety of themes and settings.
The game’s screen is generally comprised of a text box, character sprites [tachi-e], and
background illustrations.

Progress through the story is marked by effects such as changes in character’s expressions, or
their sprite’s position on the screen, other visual effects such as flashes, or a change of the
background illustration. SFX such as sound effects, character voice, and a soundtrack are also
present.

Players can effect change in the story via multiple choices, experiencing the ‘reading’ of

multiple scenarios and multiple endings (Jiang 2019, 36).

Both Hichibe (2006) and Jiang (2019) emphasize reading rather than playing, intended as

continuous interaction within a game’s world. Jiang, however, highlights that some visual novel

games do not fall into his four criteria, and therefore additional historical perspectives are needed

(ibid., 36). Jiang does so by locating the origin of the visual novel game lineage into two works of

interactive software, Omotesando Adobencha [Omotesando Adventure] (ASCIl 1982) and

Portopia Renzoku Satsujin Jiken [The Portopia Serial Murders Case] (ENIX 1983). The first is a



game in the vein of Will Crowther’s Colossal Cave Adventure (1975-1977), distributed as a
supplement to Zasshi Gekkan ASCII magazine in 1982 (Sudo 2016, 13, cit. in Jiang 2019). The
second is an adventure text parser game, putting the player in the shoes of a detective in charge of
solving a series of murders. Jiang then sees an intermediate stage in a diptych of works produced
by Chunsoft on the Nintendo Super Famicom, Otogiriso [Hypericum] (1992) and Kamaitachi no
Yoru [Banshee’s Last Cry] (1994) (Jiang, 36—-38). The lineage then culminates with the Leaf Visual
Novel Series (1997-2003), a quartet of software works by Leaf — Shizuku [Droplet] (1996), Kizuato
[The Scar] (1996), ToHeart (1997), and Routes (2003) — credited with the emergence and
popularization of the visual novel term (Kabashima 2009, 21, 39).

Jiang emphasizes a progressive reduction in the need for spatial awareness in visual novel
games — from a player’s need to orient themselves in the game world of Portopia Renzoku Satsujin
Jiken to the impossibility of independent movement in the Leaf Visual Novel Series — and a
progressive increase in importance of characters’ presence on the screen — from their absence in
Omotesando Adobencha to their constant presence as the focus of the story in the Leaf Visual
Novel Series (Jiang, 36-37). The shift is from a need to explore and move to experiencing the
character’s inner world through narrative (ibid., 38). Hichibe, on the other hand, focuses on the
technical aspects of visual novel software, but nevertheless traces a similar genealogy of visual
novel games, with Orogiriso and Kamaitachi no Yoru as the origin point of visual novel games
today, with Leaf’s Visual Novel Series as the culmination of the format.

Koyama Yusuke (2020, 222) traces an even earlier origin to DOME (SYSTEM SACOM
Industry Corp. 1988), as an example of software focused on reading rather than playing. DOME,
a digital adaptation of Domii Shiimatsu he no Jokyoku [Overture to the End of the Dome] (Natsuki
1986), was marketed as a ‘novelware’ and emphasized passive consumption of content whilst

leaving the user freed to affect the narrative through choices at select points of the software. DOME,
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Otogirisa, and Kamaitachi no Yoru all place an emphasis on reading text prose juxtaposed with
visual aids dependent on the current state of the narrative. Omotesando Adobencha and Portopia
Renzoku Satsujin Jiken were based in text due to the technical limitations of the time, but also
feature heavy doses of movement and other modes of interaction. More generally, these two games
did not focus heavily on reading text to access and traverse the game’s narrative in favor of making
players process information to find the correct solution (cf. figure 5; figure 6; figure 7).

Themes and settings in games focused on reading vary: DOME can be classified as science
fiction, Otogiriso places the player inside a horror story, while Kamaitachi no Yoru locates the
player in a murder mystery. Regardless of each game’s setting or narrative theme, DOME,
Otogiriso, and Kamaitachi no Yoru task their users with getting to the end of the story by
navigating a series of multiple choices. All three works feature elements highlighted by Hichibe
and Jiang, with the exception of character sprites,?® which would be introduced in the late nineties
within the Leaf Visual Novel Series. The main feature of the series is the juxtaposition of the sound
novel/novelware framework; specifically, privileging reading prose text juxtaposed with the visual
aesthetics of anime-manga, and an increased explication of the importance of interacting with
characters and erotic intimacy (Pelletier-Gagnon and Picard 2015, 35-37; Miyamoto 2013, 129—
131; Takahashi and Harada 2001a, 2001b).

The first two titles in the series, Shizuku and Kizuato, re-employed the setup of Kamaitachi
no Yoru, tasking the player, at least nominally, with solving a murder mystery. However, the
resolution of the mystery could only be achieved at the side of one of the game’s romanceable
characters, whose personal narratives and growing intimacy with the player intertwined with the

murder’s plot. The third work in the series, ToHeart, did away with murder mystery altogether, in

20 An expansive 2018 remake of Kamaitachi no Yoru, Kamaitachi no Yoru - Rinne Saisei, would add anime-manga

style characters and character sprites to the game, bringing it closer to other visual novel games.
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favor of love comedies focused on romantic engagement, with the setting shifting to high school.
Such a setup, along with an explicit focus on amorous engagement with anime-manga characters
would become archetypal for visual novel games (Takahashi and Harada 2001b, n.p.). The shift
to a high school romantic comedy setting, however, did not come out of the blue, nor was it an
adaptation from anime-manga. Rather, it was the result of transactions with a separate genealogy
of video games, which were already explicitly focused on character intimacy, as part of
pornographic entertainment. This separate genealogy of video games is known as ‘love simulators’

[ren’ai shimyuréshon gémul.
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Figure 5: DOME. Screenshot from MobyGames (https://www.mobygames.com/game/dome/screenshots).
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Figure 6: Portopia Renzoku Satsujin Jiken (left) and Omotesando Adobencha (right). Screenshots from
HardcoreGamingl10l.net  (http://www.hardcoregaming101.net/portopia-renzoku-satsujin-jiken/)  and
ADVGAMER (https://advgamer.blog.fc2.com/blog-entry-930.html).
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Figure 7: Otogiriso (left) and Kamaitachi no yoru (right). Screenshots courtesy of The Visual Novel
Database (https://vndb.org/v1241).
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2.2. Rewarding management skills with intimate encounters: love simulators and raising games

The second lineage of video games coalescing into what this study calls character intimacy
games is that of so-called love simulators. This parallel lineage of video games descends from the
wider field of pornographic games in Japan (cf. Pellettier-Gagnon and Picard 2015, 30-34; 35—
37), As a typology of video games emerged within Japan, it comprised software where players
must negotiate traversal through the game’s world by managing various statistics. Successful
traversal is rewarded with explicit depictions of intimate character encounters. Statistics-based
management may be deployed in conjunction with other challenges, such as spatial navigation or
the need to take temporal restrictions into account. Different from the adventure game-novelware-
sound novel-visual novel lineage, there is not a diminishing focus on spatial awareness. The game
is also not limited to only moving forward: players can usually move around the game world,
sometimes in a top-down view reminiscent of role-playing games. Also different is the collocation
of this lineage vis-a-vis wider video game production in Japan, in that this lineage featured
pornographic content, aimed at a male audience, from its inception.

The earliest examples of this lineage can be found in works such as Oranda Tsuma Wa Denki
Unagi wo Yume Miru no Ka [Do Dutch Wives Dream of Electric Eels?] (Koei 1985) and
Danchizuma no Yawaku [Tempting Housewives] (Koei 1983). Both games, whose settings differ
significantly — the former a Blade Runner-inspired porn parody, the latter set in the present day —
task the player with navigation and statistics-based challenges that must be completed to obtain a
sexual encounter. While neither works feature the anime-manga aesthetics of later works such as
Tenshitachi no Gogo [Angels” Afternoon] (JAST 1985), they do feature a framework in which
player success is rewarded with intimate and sexual content. This would later carry on to the
already mentioned Tenshitachi no Gogo and a plethora of other works, such as Tokyo Nanpa

Sutorito [Tokyd Pickup Street], (Enix 1985), Ritoru Purinsesu [Little Princess] (Champion Soft
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1986), Garuzu Paradaizu Rakuen no Tenshitachi [Girls Paradise: the Angels of Heaven] (Great
1988), Rijyu ~Manatsu no Kuchibeni~ [Rouge ~Midsummer Lipstick] (Birdy Soft 1990), and the
first two installments of the Rance series (Alicesoft 1989, 1990) to name but a few.

The earliest example of what would sediment as love simulators proper is Dakyisei
[Classmates] (éIf 1992). Therein, the player is put in the shoes of a young man a few months from
his final high school graduation, whose objective is to get to know women to find a romantic and
sexual partner. In Dokyisei, in a slight departure from earlier examples, players are explicitly
directed toward romancing characters, which is accomplished by managing a series of parameters.
They traverse the game by performing a series of activities over a period of several months,
managing school deadlines and day-to-day living. It is the player’s responsibility to uphold dates,
be at the right place at the right time, etc. They are not driven to places or within events by simple
decision points. Along with later examples, such as True Love ~Jun‘ai Monogatari~ [True Love ~
A Story of Pure Love ~] (Software House Parsley 1995) and Tokimeki Memorial [Heartbeat
Memorial] (Konami 1994), among others, Déokyiisei employs an interactive framework resembling
the pragmatics of role-playing games, subordinated to an ultimate goal of gaining character
intimacy (cf. figure 8). While character interaction segments resemble the latter framework of
visual novel games (character sprites, locale illustration, prose text in a box occupying the lower
portion of the screen), the player is not guaranteed an intimate interaction from the start of the
game. The player must find encounters with characters by navigating within the game’s world,
which, in turn, requires the player to successfully manage a set of numeric values. Unlike later
examples of the Leaf Visual Novel Series, love simulators set the gaining of character intimacy as
the ultimate goal of software traversal.

Shizuku and Kizuato, on the other hand, setup players as being enveloped within gruesome

murder mysteries. While traversing the game requires selecting one person that will become the



player character’s romantic partner, this is not clear from the start. At the same time, successful
traversal grants the player ever more details about the chosen character’s inner life, personal
narrative, rewarding the player with intimacy. While sexual intercourse is depicted and offered as
part of the feedback loop centered on reward images, the player is, for most of the game, treated
to intimacy in a wider sense, and grows closer to the personal narration. The explication of
character intimacy as the goal of traversal, although factually present in visual novels, would only
come with ToHeart (1997), ToHeart 2 (2004), and Routes (2004).

Love simulators, in contrast, would explicate the possibility much earlier: when the player
triggers an event with one of the game’s characters, they are treated to a portion of that character’s
storyline and with it, her interiority. Intimacy is intended in a wider sense: it includes sexual
encounters, but also focuses on non-sexual intimacies, such as familiar relationships, or states of
illness, or grief. For example, within True Love ~Jun‘ai Monogatari~, players romancing Sayama
Misako interface with her condition as an orphan, away from her public image as the school
nurse.?’ To get to the character encounter involving Sayama Misako, however, players must
regularly commit to doing activities pertaining to the ‘pleasure”’ statistic in the night part of the
day. And the reward for players still consists of sexual encounters. Character engagement is more
rarefied throughout the course of the game compared to the focus offered by visual novel software.

Another, albeit marginal, subset of works known as raising simulators [ikusei gému] places
players in the role of a father figure — usually not related by blood — in charge of a minor and its
education from pre-puberty to adulthood, in what is the development of an intimate, but non-sexual

— ambiguity notwithstanding — bond. Examples include the Princess Maker series (Gainax 1991

2L While it is also necessary to acknowledge the use of pornographic anime-manga character archetypes, especially in
respect to Sayama’s role as the school nurse, it is through the deployment of the sexy nurse archetype that the

player achieves increasing intimacy with Sayama, and this process should not be discounted.
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2005) and the Ikusei Keikaku [Raising Project] (2001, 2004) diptych of works located within the
Evangelion media-mix (cf. figure 9). Therein, statistics management is also rewarded with intimate
encounters, but these are of a parental kind, with the game’s endings each representing a different
fate for the player’s protégé. By sharing a similar framework and, arguably, also a focus on
intimacy in the wider sense, raising simulators also fall within the scope of character intimacy
games. However, the two lineages reviewed until now are intended for male audiences. What of

video games of character intimacy oriented at female audiences?
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Figure 8: Dokyiisei. Screenshot from MobyGames

(https://www.mobygames.com/game/pc98/dkysei/screenshots). Note the calendar tracker (lower left
corner), the time of day and the amount of money available (lower right corner).
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Figure 9: Princess Maker 2. Screenshot from MobyGames
(https://www.mobygames.com/game/pc98/princess-maker-2/screenshots).
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2.3. Women-oriented games and emotional intimacy as a reward

72

Visual novels and adult computer games, as a corpus of video game software works and as a
niche of video game production, can be considered exclusively male-oriented until the release of
Angelique (Koei 1994), the first video game of character intimacy oriented toward female players
(Kim 2009, 170). Angelique is also considered to be the first example of women’s video games in
Japan (ibid., 170-171). Developed by Ruby Party, an all-female programming team at Koei under
the auspices of honorary company president Erikawa Keiko, Angelique sought to appeal to
growing female player bases in genres such as role-playing games (Hasegawa 2013, 166-167;

Kim 2009, 170-171).

Erikawa was ‘particularly insistent about developing a game for girls made by girls, being
a woman herself” (Matsushita, 2008) and summoned female Koei game planners to work
on the project. The planners brainstormed and collaborated with female staff from
programming and graphic departments, acquired feedback from other female Koei
employees,[11] and developed a dating simulation game heavily influenced by the sh[6]jo
manga genre (Kim 2009, 171)

Angelique set a third trend, becoming the first of what is now the otome game niche (Andlauer
2018, 166-167; Matsushita 2008), i.e. software works focused on intimacy, oriented toward a
female audience, aesthetically rooted in the shajo manga milieu. A second, key difference lay in
the platform of choice for the game: Angelique released on the Nintendo Super Famicom, entailing
the complete absence of explicit content of any kind. A third, even more important difference was
in the way the game was played, and how the player engaged with the game’s characters: the
player is not put in the shoes of a character looking for love, but rather the player is placed in the
position of being pursued by the game’s characters.

The player is in the shoes of the eponymous protagonist Angelique Limonges, a candidate to

become the queen of the cosmos in a fantasy universe. The ascension to the throne is competitive:



she must defeat rival candidate Rosalia De Cartagena, in a contest of magic and strategic prowess,
to develop a kingdom better than her opponent’s. Nine guardians can be enlisted to either aid a
candidate’s efforts or to hamper those of her rival. The guardians also serve as judges for the
contest, and their ruling will decide who ascends to the throne at the end of the contest. As the
player goes about their duties of building the kingdom, traversing what is “a combination of an
extremely simplified type of city-building simulation game and a conversation-based dating game”
(Kim 2009, 173), they can interact with the other nine guardians. Interaction with the guardians
leads to the player discovering more and more about a character’s personal history and their
relationships with other guardians. Such knowledge is then tested during character encounters
(dates) in character intimacy games fashion, where the guardians ask the players questions, which
they must answer correctly. A wrong answer leads to a termination of the character encounter,
while answering all questions correctly leads to a massive boost in the character’s intimacy with
the player, which will, in turn, influence the final outcome of the game (cf. figure 10).

The game follows an open-ended structure, and the player may pursue characters on their own
or even be pursued by characters in a key departure from games of intimacy aimed at a male
audience. As argued by Hyeshin Kim (2009), while the system of game traversal revolves around
city building and resource management, “the real objective lies in achieving romantic endings with
any one of the Nine Guardians” (ibid., 175). Intimacy is the focus of the gameplay experience, and
while the player might elect to concentrate on the city building aspect to win the game, they cannot
really refrain from interacting with the nine guardians, or from suffering the consequences of
rejecting their advances. At the same time, seeing all the game’s content requires the player to
romance all nine of the guardians, and to see their personal stories to conclusion.

There is yet another difference in Angelique, however, beyond the extensive interactive

elements: at the game’s conclusion, should the player be the winner of the contest, they must
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choose whether to ascend to the throne, renouncing character romance, or whether to reject the
throne and fulfill the intimate relationship they have developed. Renouncing intimacy is not
presented as a failure state, but rather only one of the possible conclusions to the game. At the
same time, even though the player might decide to reject a character’s affection in their bid for the
throne, intimacy is the fulcrum of game traversal, and cannot reasonably be ignored by the player.
Angelique, beyond its role as a trailblazer for women-oriented software in Japan, integrates
intimacy within its gameplay systems together with an absence of explicit content?® as a reward
for player progress. By not featuring explicit content as a reward for player progress, the Angelique
franchise (Koei 1994-2021), its sequels, and other examples of women’s video games illuminate
the need to focus on intimacy in a wider sense, rather than pornography and erotica, for discussing
visual novel game/erogé as games of intimacy in Japan. The later proliferation of otome video
games, beyond the eleven works in the Angelique franchise and Koei’s own later productions, such
as the Harukanaru Toki No Naka De [Haruka: Beyond the Stream of Time] series (Koei 2000—
2015), followed in these footsteps. Examples include Arubaria no Otome [The Maiden of Alvaria]
(Gimmick House 1997), First|Live (Amedeo 2000), and Tanbi Muso Meine Liebe [The Aesthetic
Vision of Meine Liebe] (Konami 2001), all of which were released on home consoles and did not
feature explicit content.

The above works reprised Angelique’s general structure, with one female protagonist
character interacting with a cast of romanceable male characters. Arubaria no Otome reprised
Angelique’s general setup of one female player character set to ascend to a high-ranking position

— the Sacred Maiden who protects the kingdom from evil — within a fantasy setting, with a cast of

22 There has been a slight trend toward the inclusion of explicit content in ofome games, starting from the latter half
of the 2010s, but otome games usually show a tendency toward remaining devoid of explicit content. This is not
to say that intercourse is not present or mentioned but will generally be implied rather than shown (cf. Tosca and

Klastrup 2019, 191).
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characters serving as her protectors whom she can romance, and having to choose between love
and duty at the end. First|Live, on the other hand, reprises the high school love comedy tropes of
shojo manga instead of Angelique’s fantasy setting. The game is a text-driven romantic comedy
where the female protagonist and the game’s cast of character rotate around one common effort —
a school music band. In First|Live, there is no choice between love and duty, the framework
shifting in a way that is functions similarly to Leaf’s own visual novel series. Tanbi Muso Meine
Liebe also presented an exclusive focus on romance, albeit in a European-inspired fantasy setting
more reminiscent of the Angelique series.

The three aforementioned works represent an expansion of the field of production of games
of intimacy in Japan, featuring character interaction similar to character intimacy games, with a
diminished emphasis on sexual interaction in favor of emotional rewards. While it is very easy to
attribute these differences to gendering of game and anime-manga cultures (cf. Ganzon 2019, 171;
Anable 2018; Chess 2016, 2014, 2013; Vanderhoef 2013; Juul 2010; see also Morikawa 2012,
2008 [2003]), they also reinforce the need for increased discussion of character intimacy, where
the end point of the relationship is not necessarily located in imagined sexual intercourse. At the
same time, women’s games integrate activities meant to grow more intimate with characters into
a wider framework where the fulcrum on becoming intimate with characters might not be as
apparent as with visual novel/ erogé proper.

As the example of Angelique shows, growing intimate with characters is a means to achieving
player progress in the competition with rival candidate Rosalia. It is also an end, in the form of
fulfilling the relationship and obtaining the character’s ending. While on the surface it might not
appear substantially different from male-oriented works — getting players to aim toward character
intimacy, which, in turn, is structured as a set of variables whose activation allows or impedes

player progress, its interaction with other game systems elicits more interrogatives. As video
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games of character intimacy, otome works divorce sexual interaction from intimacy. This does not
mean that eroticism is removed from the equation (cf. Tosca and Klastrup 2019, 191-192) or that
otome games are fully iterating the ‘sexless’ ideal of shgjo in digital form (Shamoon 2012; 2008;
cf. Takeuchi 2010). Sexual intercourse is hinted at, present, but not shown, oscillating between
continuity with existing shajo manga aesthetics and their latter shift into what is known as josei
[ladies] manga (Hasegawa 2013, 138-139). While it might also be case with select character
intimacy games, the combination of a release on generalist platforms (home consoles) and
gendered practices connected with shajo aesthetics produces an expanded paradigm of character
intimacy within video game software (cf. figure 11).

As games of intimacy, both otome software works and male-oriented character intimacy
games feature similar interfaces for character interaction and navigation, even when juxtaposed
with other mechanical systems. Otome works, with Angelique as trailblazer, present an ampler
way of intending intimacy compared to the non-generalist self-positioning found within male-
oriented character intimacy games. Regarding content, the similarities and differences between
otome works and male-oriented character intimacy games are inherited from the aesthetic systems
they employ, iterating what is a highly gendered media culture, whose facets develop in
‘symmetrical’ isolation (cf. Morikawa 2012, 139-141). Amidst the gender-based divide, there is
also a second category of women-oriented works, BL games, which, having inherited the
aesthetics from BL/yaoi, self-position themselves as a niche along similar avenues as character
intimacy games. BL games are nevertheless in an intermediate position between otome games,
emotionally focused and devoid of explicit content, and character intimacy games, self-positioned
as non-generalist and featuring explicit content. As the name attests, BL games are rooted in the
aesthetics of BL (Boys Love) eroanime-eromanga, depicting homosexual relationships between

young men, designed in aesthetic continuity with skaojo and josei manga. Akin to chara-moe, BL



presents a series of sub-descriptors, shonen-ai, yaoi, tanbi, June, and boys’ love, with varying
connotations pointing at media format, tone, and settings (cf. Suzuki 2015, 1998; see also Williams
2015; Zanghellini 2015, 2009; Mizoguchi 2008).

BL media in general repurposes practices from siaojo and josei media (cf. Santos 20203, 4;
Aoyama 2005), such as a focus on emotional engagement and interior life and relations (Santos
2020a, 5; Monden 2015; Prough 2010, 2). Depictions of intimate interactions are highly stylized
according to shared practices of production and reception, in a way similar to chara-moe works,
detached from verisimilitude (Sihombing 2011, 151). In the case of intimate character interaction,
it translates into “highlight[ing] the emotions of the protagonist during the sexual act rather than
their sexual pleasure” (Santos 2020a, 5), away from the focus on sexual appeal proper of early
male-oriented character intimacy games.?® The first BL software work to enter the Japanese video
game market was Boy x Boy ~Shiritsu Kouryou Gakuin Seishinryo~ (King Record 1999), a game
of character intimacy in the vein of Dakyiisei. Despite a lack of explicit content, it released on
personal computer machines, placing players in the shoes of Hayasaka Akira, a high school student
interacting romantically with a cast of male characters. Other works released subsequently to Boy
X Boy’s market success include Plastic Boys ~Mizuiro no Kimochi~ [Plastic Boys ~ Water-Colored
Feelings] (Gaia 2002) and 24-ji, Kimi no Heart wa Nusumareru ~Kaité Jade~ [In Twenty-Four
Hours, I’ll Steal Your Heart ~Jade the Phantom Thief~] (Pink Clover 2004), to name but a few.
These works replicated the shift to a framework privileging static content consumption over
continuous interaction, akin to the Leaf Visual Novel Series, with event CGs serving as the main

gauge for player progression (cf. figure 12).

23 Interestingly, there would be a subsequent shift toward increased focus on sexual intercourse in later BL works in

the form of so-called hard BL. For an extended discussion, see Santos 2020a; Mori 2010 and 2007.
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Introducing women-oriented video games within the scope of character intimacy games, in
addition to revealing shared usage of mechanical systems, exposes strongly gendered circulation
of content. Male-oriented character intimacy games can be considered as generally intertwined
with adult entertainment (cf. Pelletier-Gagnon and Picard 2015; Miyamoto 2013). On the other
hand, women-oriented video games emphasize emotional forms of intimacy, iterating existing
gender-based divisions in the circulation of erotic and pornographic content. At the same time, the
focus on non-pornographic renditions of intimacy and erotic content, while iterating mechanical
systems of existing, intimacy-focused video game software, further reinforces the need to discuss
intimacy in an extended fashion. Properly considering all the various facets of character intimacy
production in Japan, accounting for sexual, non-sexual, and non-romantic forms of intimacy is
thus the only sensible way to approach video game software centered around character intimacy.
This is true of both Japan, where such games emerged, and abroad, where other games with similar

foci might be found.



Figure 10: Moments of Angelique’s in-game operations. Screenshots from MobyGames
(https://www.mobygames.com/game/snes/angelique/screenshots).
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Figure 11: First|Live. Screenshots from DLSITE.com (https://www.dlsite.com/pro/work/=/product
id/VJ005169.html). Note that the URL leads to a site not suitable for generalist viewing. User discretion is
advised.
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Figure 12: First|Live. screenshots from The Visual Novel Database (https://vndb.org/v3448)
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PART 3: METHOD

- Ludo-Hermeneutics for Character Intimacy Games -






To successfully explore character intimacy games, this study requires the development of a
framework that allows for the analysis of CIG software as video game software centered on
character intimacy. Such a framework must accomplish a threefold task: 1) it needs to engage with
video game software centered on intimacy within the boundaries of software proper — the ensemble
of narrative content and mechanical systems contained within the game files; 2) it must engage
with player/character intimacy beyond the boundaries of software proper — accounting for the
emergence of parasocial phenomena as part of player interaction with game software (characters,
narrative, systems); and 3) it must take into account the wider media environment in which
character intimacy games are developed, circulated, and received. In other words, the framework
needs to enable an understanding of character intimacy games as video games where character
intimacy (within and outwith software proper) is central to playing/traversing the game.

Understanding a video game is a loaded task, particularly in the case of character intimacy
games in Japan. What may ‘count’ and/or should be privileged for scholarly analysis is an even
more loaded task: most character intimacy games in Japan are dominated by static, non-interactive
content, which encourages the usage of appropriate methods of literary or visual analysis. Textual
hermeneutics can have free reign, especially as most CIG software possesses interactivity in such
a limited fashion that prospective researchers might be able to forego their ludic aspects. And they
may not be wrong. Works like Planetarian: Chiisana Hoshi no Yume [Planetarian: The Reverie
of a Little Planet] (Key 2004) do not feature any way of altering the course of the game, and yet,
like “incremental games” (cf. Deterding 2019; Kacsuk 2017b), they make the act of clicking

compelling via a series of progress mechanics and emotional engagement.?* Similarly, it is

24 Tt is also important to note that auto-read functions — automation of progressing through text — are a standard feature
of character intimacy games in Japan. Activating the function makes the gamic experience akin to an idle game

(cf. Spiel et al. 2019; Alharti et al. 2018).
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important to consider that users of CIG software consider it to be different from printed matter,
animation, or other static media. CIG software works might share content and aesthetics with
cognate anime-manga media forms, but they are not exactly the same.

At the same time, as Aarseth and Méring (2020) argued in their discussion of the prerequisites
for ludo-hermeneutics that one might ask if ludo-hermeneutics for character intimacy games are
really necessary. Building upon Aarseth and Moring’s examples, CIG software would not be very
different from games like Dragon’s Lair (Advanced Microcomputer Systems 1983), an adventure
game with reflex-based puzzles possessing a very limited number of possible trajectories for
analysis. They are not video games in the vein of persistent multiplayer worlds like Eve Online
(CCP Games 2003), where ““a particular observer cannot come near exhausting even a tiny fraction
of all the possible trajectories; they are infinite, like space itself. Faced with ludic infinity, game
studies need a hermeneutic theory that can account for both the philological incompleteness of the

ludic object and the in-medias-res of the playing subject” (Aarseth and Méring 2020, 1).

[TThe notion of games or even computer games is far too wide to comfortably fit into a
single hermeneutic mold, whether textual or ludic. A highly likely reason for the lack of
successful game hermeneutic theories at this point, just as the similar lack of narrative
game theories until recently [7], is the lack of an ontological basis on which to build the
ludo-hermeneutic theory. The hermeneutics of film (until the advent of CGI), literature and
visual art all have stable ontological foundations. In those fields, it has not been necessary
or even welcome to discuss the material, informational, formal and mental preconditions
— they are given and therefore taken for granted. With the indefinable and problematic
category of games, however [9], there exists no stable ontology (although sub-ontologies
are possible, say, for mancala games, or card games), and therefore no viable ludo-
hermeneutic theory has hitherto been created (Aarseth and Méoring 2021, 1).

Mechanically, character intimacy games are very similar to Dragon’s Lair with regard to their
possibility space: what players may do to alter the course of the game is limited to a set of discrete
checks, without the possibility to alter the traversal in-between in any way. When imagination is
taken into account, however, they might be closer to Eve Online, and exhausting all possible
trajectories might be impossible. Therefore, discussions of video game hermeneutics and proposed

methodologies of video game analysis also contend with the manifold ways to approach video



game software by employing textual and ludic perspectives. In the case of character intimacy
games, deploying ways to account for what CIG may be, beyond the apparently exhaustive
definition of video game software centered on character intimacy, is therefore paramount. Doing
so assist performance of the first task set for the development of a framework for CIG analysis,
i.e. engaging with a character intimacy game within the boundaries of software proper.

The second task, engaging with player/character intimacy beyond the boundaries of software
proper, is instead tied to the philological incompleteness of the ludic object and the in-medias-res
of the playing subject, as detailed by Aarseth and Md&ring. Engaging with such conditions is
arguably harder because it is not possible to assume that every player will respond intimately in
the same way to a character intimacy game. The above is especially true if we consider the highly
gendered affordances of CIG content in Japan. Male-oriented works are much more likely to
‘appeal to the body,” deliberately eliciting sexual arousal, while female-oriented works are more
likely to attempt to elicit emotional arousal before sexual responses (cf. Galbraith 2021a, 2021b,
118, 125-133; versus Tosca and Klastrup 2019, 190-191). While accounting for what CIG
software might be allows us to contour, to a degree, video game software of interest, it is much
harder to grasp the mechanisms that lead to the emergence of player/character intimacy.

The third task, accounting for the wider media environment in which character intimacy
games are developed, circulated, and received, while, arguably, more straightforward, necessitates
the mobilization of at scale approaches. As previously outlined, CIG software production is
simultaneously too scattered and too vast to make traditional approaches such as case studies
viable for this study’s efforts. At the same time, the apparent tendency toward aesthetic self-
sameness, while offering manifold varieties of narrative content, makes attempts at generalization

even riskier. This is where fan-curated databases as socially produced documents come in.

85



86

However, this means combining different methods to account for two distinct but connected

research dimensions: individual works and the wider media environment in which they operate.

To engage with the wider media environment, this study employs two fan-curated repositories
as its data sources for its approaches at scale: The Visual Novel Database and Erogescape -Erogé
Hyoron Kitkan-. The former has been integrated as part of the JVMG project, while the latter is an
external, Japanese source. Both occupy a specific, authoritative position amidst their relative
media landscapes. The Visual Novel Database has the stated goal of “becoming the largest, most
accurate and most up-to-date visual novel database on the web” (Heling, 15 February 2022), and
de facto occupies such a position among English-speaking anime-manga audiences. Erogescape -
Erogé Hyoron Kiikan- occupies a similar position within the Japanese media landscape, offering
a similarly comprehensive view of character intimacy game production in Japan.

Both data sources make their data available to users, albeit in different ways: VNDB provides
regular data dumps under the Open Database License and a SQL query system, while EGS offers
its own SQL form to interrogate its database. Each repository thus offers a privileged, at-scale
perspective into Japanese character intimacy game production and reception. VNDB provides such
a perspective in the context of anglophone/global audiences. EGS does so from the context of the
Japanese media landscape. However, this does not prevent these data repositories from being
messy, fragmentary, and fragmented (Muhleder et al. 2020). While repositories cataloging niche
media may be less so by virtue of drawing upon tighter communities, with a diminished number
of actors to regulate, several challenges persist. These include, but are not limited to, comparing
different models for describing a media work. A case in point is the fact that the two sources
employed by this study present significant differences in terms of their data models, in addition to

differences in userbase.



For example, there are, in fact, two different data models within VNDB: one for software
releases and one for character entities. Within EGS, on the other hand, there is a sole data model,
focusing exclusively on software releases. Although users have written functions to link characters
to tags by way of scanning text comments, characters do not exist as entries within the database.
This is an extremely significant difference, which this study needs to reconcile when comparing
the two repositories. At the same time, this difference highlights the different “viewpoints,
interests, and emphases” of a database’s underlying community (Royal and Kapila 2009, 146).
Consequently, the following chapter discusses this study’s two data sources, highlighting their
perspectival foci, modes of describing Japanese character intimacy game production, and how

these can offer greater insight into the phenomenon at large.
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3.1. Ludo-Hermeneutics

3.1.1. What to interpret? Character intimacy game is more than a genre label

The analysis of individual works falling within the ‘character intimacy game’ descriptor is the
most obvious step in developing ludo-hermeneutics for CIG software. On the one hand, it is
certainly possible to reduce ‘character intimacy games’ to another video game genre, just as
Japanese role-playing games constitute a local articulation of role-playing games. This fails to
address the wider challenge of isolating what is needed to develop ludo-hermeneutics for character
intimacy games. Collocating video games into genres has been beholden to preceding media forms
or, in the words of Thomas Apperley, “loose aesthetic clusters based around video games’ aesthetic
linkages to prior media forms” (2006, 7).

Video game software may include multiple media in one single software work (Aarseth et al.
2003), a perspective, shared by Mathias Fuchs (2015), which argues for video games as a “super-
medium.” Video games can “cannibalise sister media and pretend to be film, radio, narration,

performance or sculpture. Games can adopt genres, or masquerade as medieval, futuristic, elegant,
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brutal or Gothic” (ibid., 7-8). And with every cannibalized media typology or narrative genre
comes an array of potential trajectories for analysis, and with it, potential hermeneutics. In the
context of character intimacy games, it is a reprise of the issues arising from the subsumption of
CIG software into anime-manga media. At the same time, the status of the character database as a
‘meta-genre’ or ‘genre-zero’ [zero janru] (Azuma H. 2007, 45) becomes a specular issue when
character intimacy games are engaged from the perspective of anime-manga media. Just as video
games may cannibalize existing media forms, the moe database can cannibalize media forms,
adapting them to their needs (cf. Bruno 2019, 51-52).

Continuity with static media formats (cf. Karhulati 2011), together with their more-or-less
stable ontological foundations,?®> obscures the nature of interactive software as video games. Aki
Jérvinen offers a similar perspective, emphasizing “the junction of game themes, system behavior,
and emotions and moods” (2008, 333). Relying on an extant video game ‘genre’, or creating a new
one, is therefore insufficient, and, arguably, leads to a continuation of existing instabilities in terms
of meaning and usages. It is simply not possible to classify character intimacy games into a genre
based on themes, or as a continuation of previous media forms, or on the basis of mechanical
systems. Just as anime-manga might host a plethora of themes and narrative genres — SF, fantasy,
love comedy, etc. — the same is true of character intimacy games. At the same time, mechanical
systems are also unable to define character intimacy games as a genre: there are multiple genres
within what this study calls character intimacy games — visual novels, puzzle games, strategy,
action games. Even if visual novel software comprises most character intimacy games, they are

not all CIG software. And yet, playing character intimacy games entails a different experience

%5 Tt needs to be noted that the ontology of anime-manga is also still disputed, divided between the formal criteria and
geo-social context of its origins. For discussions, see Berndt 2021, 2011; Kacsuk 2018b; Suan 2021, 2017; Brienza

2016.
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than playing a shooter game. What can be done, then, to produce an effective hermeneutics for
CIG software? Neither theme nor mechanical systems appear to be a definitive solution: both leave
excessive blind spots.

Despite these difficulties, fan communities seem to have no doubt about what constitutes what
this study calls character intimacy games. In fact, the Hirameki International Group, one of the
earliest distributors of visual novel software in North America, promoted visual novel software as:
“A visual novel is a GAME that you play by READING, LISTENING, WATCHING and
CHOOSING” (Hirameki International Group Inc. 2005). And yet, this cannot account for software
such as Dakyiisei, or the more recent Dohna Dohna (Alicesoft 2020), where character intimacy is
juxtaposed with clearly non-static modes of interacting with software. Descriptors such as visual
novel or love simulators, to name but a few, feature a focus on character intimacy — the player
must engage in some sort of character intimacy to traverse the game — albeit under a descriptor
that communicates surface mechanical affordances. The act of playing one of these games — their
“praxis of gameplay” (Aarseth and Moring 2020, 2) — is something distinct, and needs to be
considered as integral to any game analysis. Such approaches, however, seem torn between the
incorporation of gameplay as a fully-fledged hermeneutic process and a separation between
gameplay and narrative content (ibid.).

Within game studies, gameplay, the act of playing the game, is proposed as a hermeneutic
process (Karhulahti 2015, 2012, 2011; Arjoranta 2011), sometimes in opposition to a focus on
understanding the narrative content of the game (cf. Aarseth and Calleja 2015; Calleja 2011;
Aarseth 2004, 2003). At other times, hermeneutics is primarily classified as a process that concerns
static content, while the act of playing the game is not obscured but rather placed into a secondary
position, as per Arsenault and Perron’s model (2009), or as attested by Murray’s seminal analysis

(1997). Finally, there is a third current, which acknowledges the manifold possibilities of

91



interactive software, accepting both perspectives as part of the range of possible interpretations of
video game software (Roth 2018; Schulzke 2014; Bogost 2007, 2006).

Aarseth and Moring (2021, 3) highlight the possibility of oscillating between textual and ludic
hermeneutics, building on Karhulahti (2015), Pias (2004), and Elverdam and Aarseth (2007). They
contextualize Karhulahti’s (2015) envisioning of the process as dual, reducing it to a “distinction
between a practical hermeneutics of gameplay and a text (or aesthetic/poetic) hermeneutics”
(Aarseth and Moring 2020, 3). In more practical terms, observing the manifold, unstable
hermeneutics of dealing with video games, Aarseth and Moéring emphasize the ontological pre-
conditions that enable the interpretation of video games (ibid., 4). Players need to know that they
are playing a video game and engage with its peculiarities in full awareness of its status as a video

game, with its own arrays of possibilities.

Each game (or, depending on how we delimit games, game genre; see [31]) comes with its
own implied hermeneutics. This hermeneu-tics is its own circular process or interpretive
“feedback loop” [2], by which we play, learn and grasp. [...] As the game is played, it
becomes itself and changes itself in an endless double hermeneutic feedback loop between
the player and the game; both are played by the other, and both change — the player more
quickly, the game more slowly. The game itself has, or better, is a hermeneutic method,
whereby it becomes itself via repeated play. Ironically, however, the game encountered by
the player is not the hermeneutic process, but its ontological result — its here-and-now. The
exceptions to this argument would be game design processes and formation of house-rules
etc., but in computer-mediated play (and unlike, say, board-gameplay), these formative
and transformative practices are precisely exceptions, and therefore not commonplace play
practices [5]. What has been called game hermeneutics (see [11], [36]), is rather the
player’s hermeneutics: the process of becoming-a-player. This is also the uncovering of
the game’s ontology; the realization of what it takes to be a player of that particular game,

and of getting to know the game’s here-and-now. (Aarseth and Moring 2020, 6).

Aarseth and Moring’s proposal regarding game hermeneutics precipitates questions about

how to approach and analyze character intimacy games. One could simply engage with character



intimacy games on a case-by-case basis and employ textual hermeneutics. On the other hand, the
fuzzy and open-ended presence of parasocial phenomena remains unaccounted for. Ignoring
parasocial phenomena reduces CIG software to other video game typologies, obscuring the
centrality of character intimacy. Players recognize the centrality of intimacy in character intimacy
games and thus separate them from other types of video games accordingly — specialist fan-curated
databases such as The Visual Novel Database and Erogescape are proof of this. Therefore,
analyzing CIG software means asking what it takes to be a self-aware player of character intimacy
games. How do character intimacy games become themselves; that is, how do they become the
ontological results that are encountered by players? These are the crucial interrogatives
underpinning the analysis of character intimacy games as an assemblage of mechanics, affective

responses, and content that facilitates player/character intimacy.
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3.1.2. Accounting for ‘playing at intimacy’: The intimacy progression

Approaching character intimacy games at the level of individual works requires its own ludo-
hermeneutics framework. The name of this framework is ‘intimacy progression” and its objective
is to account for the praxis of ‘playing at intimacy’: the ensemble of imaginative actions
envisioning players and characters as the actors in an intimate relationship of varying types —
romantic, filial, antagonistic — as part of in-game activity or activities correlated to game software.
The framework rests on the assumption that character intimacy games must, in some way, be able
to facilitate intimacy between players and characters (cf. Galbraith 2021b, 24, 141). This study
does so by envisioning character intimacy games as concatenations of events where players may
recognize themselves as playing a character intimacy game, i.e. of being players of CIG software.
Within the confines of software proper, this takes place as a progression of in-game character
encounters, which may or may not be interactive. Such character encounters are sufficiently
contextualized as to explicate to players that the focus of video game traversal is character intimacy,
and that everything else is secondary. A piece of CIG software is therefore a concatenation of
events where intimacy between players and characters deepens or is otherwise altered. It starts
from an initial state of little to no player/character intimacy eventually arriving at a final state
where intimacy is total, and the imaginary intimate relationship is considered fulfilled.

In Japanese character intimacy games, this is most evident in the erotic scavenger hunt
description proposed by Wood: by providing the right answer? to questions posed by the game,

players are rewarded with special images. While the most bare-bones form of this feedback loop

% Tt is important to state that such questions in CIG software usually pertain to choosing courses of actions rather
than answering questions in the traditional sense. They are, first and foremost, navigational choices pertaining to
traversing a flowchart, not tests of knowledge. Although they can also be seen as the latter in the sense of

knowing enough about a character to answer appropriately, their primary effect is navigational.
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lies in the correct answer leading to pornographic images, it is not always so. The tendency toward
including emotionally charged content transforms the framework into an ‘emotional-erotic
scavenger hunt,” applicable to non-romantic and non-erotic intimate bonds as well. Frameworks
such as the emotional-erotic scavenger hunt contextualize in-game action in a sufficiently definite
way, allowing for assumptions about player identification as part of ludo-hermeneutics. This is not
to presume the existence of an ideal/model player (Neely 2017; Bergstrom et al. 2014; Sicart 2013,
25), or to re-litigate existing scholarship about empirical players (cf. De Wildt 2020; De Wild and
Aupers 2019; Vella 2015; Jgrgensen 2010; 2009). It is rather a statement about preconditions: to
play a character intimacy game, players must understand themselves as players of CIG software.
If there is no awareness of this, there is no CIG software or praxis of playing at intimacy, and any
facilitation toward character intimacy or playing at that cannot take place, even if called for by
game software. In other words, CIG software is the ontological result of players being receptive
to ‘playing at intimacy.’

The intimacy progression is distinct, but complementary to frameworks such as the “system
of affection” envisioned by Joleen Blom as part of dynamic game character possibility space
within video games (2020, 197).2” Rather than limiting itself to the confines of software proper,
the intimacy progression seeks to account for the ways in which players may interface with
characters. By doing so, users play at intimacy with these characters beyond the software, as part
of the imaginative action that intimacy may entail. CIG software’s assemblage of characters,
narrative situations, and modes of player involvement facilitates imagining characters intimately.

Therefore, ludo-hermeneutics for character intimacy games must account for the dual nature
of engaging with CIG software: intimacy as depicted within software operations — characters as

part of in-game narratives, actors in a fictional world, playing a part in the game’s plot, if there is

27 See Chapter 4.3.2 for a full discussion.
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one — and intimacy as developed within and as part of player imagination. At the same time, it is
also important to note that intimacy with characters may be refused: players may opt to simply
enjoy the story or may not be affected by characters in a way that results in player/character
intimacy. Intimacy progression does not envision specific sequences of events or archetypical
scenarios, although those can be reasonably drawn by looking at the contexts in which CIG
software emerges and circulates. Rather, intimacy progression revolves around watershed
moments, milestones where a before and/or after can be drawn and made significant.

These moments, no matter the culture, no matter the media landscape, can be encapsulated
within a starting state and one or more end states. Deepening of the intimate bond is dependent on
the degree of intimacy achieved by players, or, more accurately, the degree of intimacy that is also
recognized as being achieved as such by players as part of the praxis of playing at intimacy. By
acting through praxis, the intimacy progression is a form of “affective hermeneutics,” that is “a set
way of gaining knowledge through feelings [...] inextricable from the fannish discourses that
produce it” (Wilson 2016, n.p.). While Anna Wilson’s approach is made in reference to fan fiction
and literary texts, the predominance of prose within CIG software allows us to draw ready parallels.
In particular, Wilson highlights that “[a]ffective hermeneutics direct focus toward moments of
high emotion in a text that stimulate equally strong feelings in the reader” (ibid., n.p.). She further

argues:

For example, in order to write a character’s backstory or a pastfic, a fan writer draws on
her understanding of a character, gained through her knowledge of the character’s actions,
behaviors, and affective expressions. Her imaginative projection of a backstory increases
both her and her readers' emotional understanding of the character’s canonical actions and
further develops empathy and intimacy with the character. Because of this value placed on
emotional knowledge in fandom, comments praising a good piece of fan fiction often say
that it is in character — that is, that the fan fiction gives a recognizable and believable
account of a character that readers already know and love. Fan fiction thus provides an

opportunity for readers and writers to mutually affirm their intimacy with a text and with



its characters. This hermeneutic model provides a useful way to understand the importance
of love to fan fiction and complements the understanding of fan fiction as a transformative

work.

While character intimacy games are not fan-fiction, their media landscape, Japanese or
otherwise, operates in similar fashion.?® Wilson argues for placing increased attention on the
“affective, empathetic, excessive reading practices of fandom” (ibid., n.p.). In this regard, Wilson
produces a passage from Michael Warner’s Uncritical Reading. It describes Warner’s students,

whose practices Wilson connects to fandom:

They identify with characters. They fall in love with authors [...] they shop around among
taste-publics, venturing into social worlds of fanhood and geekdom [...] Their attention
wanders; they skim; they skip around. They mark pages with pink and yellow highlighters.
They get caught up in suspense. They laugh; they cry. They get aroused (and stay quiet
about it in class). They lose themselves in books, distracting themselves from everything

else, especially homework like the reading I assign. (Warner 2004, 13, cit. in Wilson 2016,
n.p.).

The renewed emphasis on affect, empathy and excess is arguably also necessary for CIG
ludo-hermeneutics: to develop imagined intimacy with a fictional character is to produce excessive
reading. And producing such excesses requires self-recognition. In this way, it is akin to the
description of moe provided by otaku critic and fannish writer Okada Toshio (2008): moe is not
merely the act of producing responses, but is actually to do so and also being meta-aware of being
in such a state, of producing such responses (ibid., 27-28, 100-101).

The praxis of playing at intimacy, therefore, is a praxis of affective hermeneutics, which
cannot be untangled from its host discourse. Japanese character intimacy games, in fact, already
explicate such a progression through reward images: each is a pivotal moment in a character’s

narrative. Sexual intercourse, iconic and obscuring of other intimacies as it may be given the

28 See chapter 4.1.2.
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stylistic conventions of anime-manga, does represent a pivotal moment in a character’s personal
story as much as other emotionally charged events, such as the first kiss or other forms of
reciprocated physical contact. Regardless of production context, identifying pivotal moments in
the game’s narratives, where players are directed toward character intimacy, allows us to approach
video games as character intimacy games. Organizing these moments into a progression,
identifying how events are organized into causes and effects, and ultimately into a succession of
linked events allows us to, at the very least, draw a tentative map of how a character intimacy
game deals with intimacy. In doing so, the progression of intimacy becomes a tool for CIG ludo-
hermeneutics that is ultimately capable of accounting for, albeit tentatively, both intimacy within
software proper and for the praxis of playing at intimacy, which extends beyond software proper

and cannot be accounted for by engaging only with software proper.



3.2. Cultural analytics and data-driven approaches

3.2.1. Approaching character intimacy games at scale through fan-curated databases

In Cultural Analytics, Lev Manovich argues that “the scale of culture in the twenty-first
century makes it impossible to see it with existing methods” (2020, 9). He calls for new avenues
of approach to cultural production and digital cultures in particular. Japanese character intimacy
game production, as previously stated,? is both vast and scattered, making singular case studies
or corpora thereof at risk of being excessively arbitrary. This is especially important if the manifold
niche tastes and preferences (cf. Galbraith 2021b, 161-167; Morikawa 2008 [2003], 93-101) are
to be taken into account. Some visual elements and sub-currents and associated works within
Japanese CIG software production might come under increased public scrutiny® due to historical

contingency. However, there is no guarantee that they are actually representative of CIG

29 See 1.4.2. The need for a comprehensive approach.
30 One case being the Tokyo Metropolitan Government restricting the sales of Iméto Paradise following the coming?

[something missing here?]
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production as a whole. This study responds to these challenges by turning to fan-curated databases
in order to map CIG production. It does so by interrogating both the data housed in these databases
and their data model, i.e. the way data is structured and turned into human-readable information.
Amelia Acker and Tanya Clement argue that “all data are related, indexical, built up,
organized, named, understood in relationship to other data, things, phenomena, or human
processes in the world. [...] [D]ata is not just given, it is taken up by people and given forms,
standards, names, putting it into relationships with cultural practices.[4] Data is not nature, waiting
to be tamed; it is always already a cultural product” (2019, 2). Kath Albury, together with Jean
Burgess, Ben Light, Kane Race, and Rowan Wilken (2017), deploy four lenses for the examination
of data cultures. First, as cultures of production — “institutionalized routines, habits and knowledge
practices” amidst data users and infrastructure producers (ibid., 2). Second, as the ways data are
‘cultivated,” “namely created, cleaned, ordered, harvested, and cross-fertilised — by multiple and
distributed but connected actors, including corporations, governments, developers, advertisers and
users” (ibid., 3). Third, as the “datification of culture” through algorithmic logics of digital media
and their broader integration into social media logics, which are increasingly shaping society
(ibid.). Finally, as “cultures of use” — data structures and data processes may be “encountered,
experienced, exploited and resisted by users” in everyday life practice — and how informal
practices and regulations for safety and ethics in data are managed and contested amidst user
communities (ibid.). Acker and Clement argue for distinguishing between data and the culture
around them, building upon Albury et al.’s four lenses of data culture to add a fifth avenue of
approach, calling for the envisioning of data cultures as “collections of data” (Acker and Clement
2019, 3).
Understanding data cultures as underwritten by collections of data (as relata [data in

relation]) means understanding data cultures as phenomenon shaped by ideas about the

cultivation and production of data that reflect epistemologies about, for example, ordering,



classification, and standards. Like an underpainting, data is an initial layer, a starting point
against which the authors look at the cultures that have been painted in the background of
data collecting and collections. Seeing collections of data as they shape and are shaped by
human life, perspectives, and experience, these authors provide alternative histories as well

as possible futures for the cultures that develop in these sociotechnical landscapes (ibid.)

The five lenses for examining data culture may — and arguably almost always do — intersect
with one another, just as multiple data culture may also intersect with one another. In the case of
databases about anime-manga media works — including character intimacy games — the five lenses
allow us to understand the recurring practices of database curators and users. One example of the
first ‘lens’ might be the hair color of anime-manga characters: as hair color plays a fundamental
role in determining a character’s visual and behavioral identity, fan-curated repositories including
character profiles all feature hair colors as foundational information for data entries (“Hair Color”,
AniDB 2022; “Trait: Hair Color”, Heling 2022;). An example of the second ‘lens’ might be the
networks of interconnected actors orbiting around a repository: companies offering
advertisements; apps such as Kitsu legitimately and non-legitimately scraping database contents
for a variety of purposes; users recording data on the latest media works released in circulation.
An example of the third ‘lens’ may be recommendation engines, building upon descriptive
metadata within a repository to direct users toward other media works they might like. An example
of the fourth lens in anime-manga fan-curated repositories is the openness/closeness of select
communities toward usage of their data, especially with respect to commercial uses — data licenses,
permission/negation of automated scraping, data-flagging as suitable/not suitable for minors in the
case of explicit content. Finally, an example of the fifth lens in the data culture of anime-manga
can be found in how properties and tags coalesce into full data entries, and how select properties

might herald other properties — an example of this is The Visual Novel Database’s eight trait trees

101



102

for description characters, which reflect underlying perspectives about what should and should not
be recorded about characters in Japanese character intimacy games.

Fan-curated data repositories of anime-manga, or cases like The Visual Novel Database, each
represent a distinct way of ‘painting’ both media and culture, with each database responding to
specific needs, explicit and implicit. Accessing and understanding such sources is therefore an
avenue for gaining a multifaceted understanding of media reception and the culture(s) that may
emerge around it in a given socio-technical context. Moreover, comparing multiple data models
provides a nuanced understanding of culture production and reception in a given context at scale.
Comparing fan-curated data repositories is a way of highlighting commonalities and differences
in media reception. In the case of character intimacy games, it paves the way to highlighting
commonalities and differences vital to establishing a distinction of CIG software that reflects of

scale of production and scale of reception.

3.2.2. Suitability of computational approaches for character intimacy games research

Data-driven, at-scale approaches may miss the more unique elements of cultural production
(Manovich 2020, 40-41). “The small “islands” of global culture — groups of unique cultural
artifacts, unique cultural behaviors, and unique tastes — can easily become invisible when we
aggregate all data together and analyze it as though it is coming from a single population” (ibid.).
Character intimacy games in Japan, by virtue of their peculiar position within the Japanese media
landscape and the relative ease of distinguishing thme from other media formats, are, arguably,
not as susceptible to the above risks as mainstream media production. At the same time, they are
a small island amidst a globalizing gaming culture originating in Japan, which, in turn, is an island
in the global landscape of video game production (cf. Hutchinson 2019, 2; Picard 2013, n.p.).

Furthermore, these approaches also run the risk of obscuring developments such as the explosive



influence-cum-popularity of characters like Ayanami Rei from Neon Genesis Evangelion, as
highlighted by Azuma Hiroki (2009 [2001], 51-52). As much as Azuma metaphorizes otaku
culture and niche anime-manga-gému production as a database, he still highlights the emergence
of Ayanami Rei as a flashpoint for Japanese anime-manga production. Character creation after
Ayanami Rei was indebted to her popularity, leading to a radical shift in the creative landscape
and a continuous quoting and reformulating of the Ayanami archetype into new entities. Engaging
with actual fan-curated databases, however, may yield different results.

As part of the Japanese Visual Media Graph project development efforts, Zoltan Kacsuk
(2021b) produces one such approach by testing Azuma’s hypothesis vis-a-vis actual fan-curated
databases. He posits that “if Azuma is correct in that such a shift did take place in the way
characters become more dependent on characters that came before them, as opposed to the
potentially more diverse creative input of creators that supposedly characterized previous eras,
then we should find that the portion of new characters with shared traits should increase over time
especially in the case of works aimed at the otaku market” (ibid., 122). Following the examination
of two datasets originating, respectively, from two fan-curated data repositories, The Visual Novel
Database and Anime Characters Database, Kacsuk’s analysis could not substantiate its initial
hypothesis (ibid., 136). Rather, the result brings forth the implication that anime-manga production
could always have followed a ‘database’-like framework, especially on the production side.
Kacsuk subsequently drew parallels with the material affordances of the Japanese animation
industry — the so-called cel-bank — to provide supporting evidence for the plausibility of his
alternative position (ibid., 136-138). Looking at culture through data in a comprehensive fashion
might lead to alternative positions, each with a degree of plausibility. In Kacsuk’s case, looking at
cultural production with computational approaches has provided a new angle that supplements and

integrates Azuma’s original position. Looking at the same dataset without considering Ayanami
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Rei as a paradigm shift would have, instead, completely obscured the role played by her and Neon
Genesis Evangelion in otaku culture (cf. Galbraith 2019, 88-92, 2014, 159; Morikawa 2012, 144—
147, 2008 [2003], 56-62), and, by extension, niche products such as character intimacy games.

Arguably, the diminished focus on named entities, due to the size and data models of the
sources employed, would have hindered or completely prevented the identification of Ayanami
Rei as the center of a paradigmatic shift in the production of otaku media. Characters such as
Hoshino Ruri from Kido Senkan Nadeshiko [Mobile Battleship Nadesico] (Xebec 1996), one of
Azuma’s examples of characters resulting from Ayanami Rei’s influence (Azuma 2009 [2001],
49), may have emerged as the focal entity of the paradigm shift. Hypothetically, characters
antecedent to Ayanami Rei could also emerge as other, still unseen paradigm shifts: one example
is Ple Two from ZZ Gundam (Nippon Sunrise 1986), who possesses a set of attributes that were
later found in Ayanami Rei (mass-produced cloned human being, enthralled by another character,
aloof demeanor). These hypotheses, which only take into consideration hypothetical data-driven
approaches at scale, are irrespective of the fact that it was Neon Genesis Evangelion and its
characters that led to the paradigmatic shift in production and consumption and was recognized as
such by human actors. While alternative narratives might exist and/or be envisioned (cf. Kacsuk
2021a, 241), they are envisioned based on Neon Genesis Evangelion’s influence and diffusion —
which may not be — or perhaps cannot be — garnered as immediately from data-driven approaches
(ibid., 242).

Kacsuk’s own data-driven approach shows that, even with the background of Evangelion and
Ayanami Rei and the explicit acknowledgement of their influence, such effects might not be
distinguishable by at scale perspectives. At the same time, looking at cultural production at scale
enables alternative hypotheses, and the drawing or reinforcing of new and existing scholarly

connections, such as Kacsuk’s emphasis on Azuma’s indebtedness to previous work, such as



Okada Toshio Otakugaku Nyiamon [Introduction to Otaku Studies] (1996), in the otaku criticism
space (Kacsuk 2021b, 139). This raises overarching interrogatives regarding information visible
to a human actor and information visible for a computing machine. Although the full ramifications
of such interrogatives are well beyond the confines of this study, it is helpful to remember that
some data might be inherently more readable by human actors than computational machines, and
vice versa.

An example of the above challenges within character intimacy game production is the number
of recorded nukige, whose purpose is purely pornographic (cf. Pelletier-Gagnon and Picard 2015,
36; Au Yeung 2008, 149). Works considered pivotal for character intimacy games production,
such as Shizuku (cf. Pelletier-Gagnon and Picard 2015, 35-37; Miyamoto 2013, 129-131; Azuma
H. 2009 [2001], 49-51; 75; Kabashima 2009, 21, 39; TINAMI 2001a; 2001b), Air (Key 2000)
(Azuma 2009 [2001], 78-80), Ever 17: The Out of Infinity (Kid 2002), and Higurashi no Naku
Koro Ni [When They Cry] (07th Expansion 2002—-2014) (Azuma 2007, 218-234) are emphasized
for their emotional engagement vis-a-vis a seemingly contradictory diminishing of pornographic
content (cf. Galbraith 2021b, 28, 132; Kagami 2010, 136-138). Despite such recognition, the
number of nukigé video games remains high.3* Their sheer numbers can obscure works such as
those listed above when production is approached at scale with computational data. Another
example is the influence of Ayanami Rei over the landscape of anime-manga media outlined
previously in this chapter. If, on the one hand, the at-scale perspective opens new paths, this should
not dissuade approaches at the level of individual works, pinpointed via traditional methods in the
humanities. In fact, given the above examples, approaches at scale are best employed in a

complementary role: computational, data-driven approaches can illuminate avenues invisible at

31 See chapter 3.5
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the ‘ground level’ of case studies, while individual case studies can shed a light on the small islands

of culture that may disappear from the view of approaches at scale.
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3.3. Sources for approaches at scale

3.3.1. The Visual Novel Database

The first data source employed by this study is The Visual Novel Database, also known as
VNDB. It is an English-speaking database dedicated exclusively to visual novel video games. Its
focus is primarily on visual novel video games produced in Japan, but the site also accounts for
visual novel video games produced outside the Japanese context, in a variety of commercial and
non-commercial spheres. The Visual Novel Database has the stated goal of “becoming the largest,
most accurate and most up-to-date visual novel database on the web” (Heling, 15 February 2022),
cataloging data on visual novel video games, characters, and the industry at large, offering profiles
on professionals such as programmers, story writers, and character voice actors. The cataloging
efforts by its community have led to an encyclopedic survey of visual novel game production: as
of August 22" 2022, vndb.org has over 36,298 entries for visual novel games, over 100,903 entries
on visual novel game characters, over 12586 entries for producers (corporate entities), and over

24,484 entries for people in the industry (staff), with the oldest game dated to 1980 (Heling, 15
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February 2022). VNDB also features relational diagrams of visual novel works, detailing
sequential relationships (sequel, prequel, fandisks, expansions) and commonality of fictional
universe. The database also connects to other fan-curated databases, especially in cases where a
visual novel title possesses animated adaptations or is an adaptation of an existing franchise,
featuring hyperlinks to other fan-curated databases such as MyAnimeList [https://myanimelist.net/]
and Erogescape, this study’s other data source.

Firstly, it is important to note that VNDB catalogs visual novel software. As self-evident as
this might be — especially as ‘character intimacy game’ is a product of this study — this may produce
slightly different foci regarding the software and characters cataloged within the data repository.
Specifically, it has a geo-social focus — software released in Japan, or in anime-manga style. At
the same time, its search for objective criteria for inclusion has led to VNDB also including
software produced beyond Japan, in a variety of commercial and non-commercial contexts, which
may fall outside anime-manga media. This has nevertheless led to an encyclopedic survey of visual
novel game production, mostly overlapping with what this study defines as character intimacy
games. As a socially produced document on visual novel video games, The Visual Novel Database
offers what is an apparently a comprehensive mapping of visual novel production and reception,
as compiled by the enthusiast community of vndb.org. This begs the question, what is a visual
novel video game for VNDB, and, more generally, what kind of works does it catalog? The Visual

Novel Database provides its own definitions and criteria for inclusion:

1. Whatis a Visual Novel?
A visual novel can be seen as a combination of a novel and a computer game: they're
computer games with a large text based storyline and only little interaction of the
player. A typical visual novel consists of text over an anime-style background image
and is accompanied by background music. Throughout the game, the player usually
has to answer a few questions which will have an effect on the story, thus playing a
visual novel a second time while giving other answers may result in an entirely
different plot. (Heling, 15 February 2022)

2. How about Eroge, H-Games and Dating Sims?
An eroge or H-game is basically any Japanese game that features sexual content. Many
visual novels are eroge and many eroge are visual novels, but this is not a rule. The
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definition of dating sim is a bit more vague, but it's usually the same as a visual novel,
except that a dating sim generally uses a gameplay based on statistics. There are no
strict bounds to the definition of “visual novel”, most eroge and dating sims include
elements of visual novels, but may - strictly speaking - not be visual novels themselves.
VNDB has its own rules for inclusion in the database, see the guidelines and the list
of special games for more information. (Heling, 15 February 2022)

Following these two definitions, the site offers the following guidelines for including works

on The Visual Novel Database:

- Visual Novels that have the following characteristics:

Choices are the only allowed (but optional) form of interactivity. There are no other gameplay
elements (including stats-based gameplay in dating/raising sims). Mini-games and simple
mechanics, such as map-movement, are only allowed when they play a very minimal role - at
least 99% of the title should be made of pure reading.

The story is told employing one of the known Visual Novel presentation methods such as
ADV, NVL and their variations.

- Visual Novel / Game hybrids that have the following characteristics:

The game consistently uses the novel narrative for telling its story. Examples include
describing visuals, events, character actions or thoughts.

This point is ESSENTIAL - dialogues, no matter how extensive, are a characteristic of such
game genres as RPGs, adventure games, dating simulations, etc., NOT of visual novels.

The story is told employing one of the known Visual Novel presentation methods such as
ADV, NVL and their variations, consistently and for a significant length - at least 50% of the
game should be made of pure, VN-style reading.

The storytelling segments should continue uninterrupted for a significant amount of time. The
game should refrain from interrupting the reading and prompting the player to interact with
the environment too frequently, lest the interactive elements overshadow the novel-like
narrative. Depending on the presentation and the narrative techniques, some visual novels can
be more prone to interrupt the narrative than others. Ultimately, if a game belongs in the
database will be determined by examining the game as a whole, rather than just the sum of its
parts.

Grandfather Clause: Old school adventure games that serve as precursors to visual novels as
a genre are in the database due to their historical value, and thus are exempt from some of the
defining characteristics of a modern visual novel. There are already plenty of such exceptions
in the database, so further additions are unlikely, and would fall solely on the decisions of
moderators (Heling, 15 February 2022)

The focus of The Visual Novel Database’s guidelines appears to follow three overall criteria.

The first concerns the mechanics of the game: “Choices are the only allowed (but optional) form

of interactivity [...] at least 99% of the title should be made of pure reading” (ibid.). The second

relates to the storytelling of the game, when hybridization is concerned, with “at least 50% of the

game should be made of pure, VN-style reading” (ibid.) The third criterion concerns historical

value, to allow for the cataloging of video games preceding the emergence of visual novel works.

Despite the myriad of datapoints and two trait trees dedicated to character conduct in intimate
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settings, intimacy is not a formal criterion for inclusion on the site, with visual novels
counterpointed solely by “Eroge, H-Games and Dating Sims” (ibid.) While categorizing software
works in the former category is relatively easy, for it mandates that “at least 99% of the title should
be made of pure reading” (Heling 2021), collocating software as a visual novel/game hybrid is
challenging, mandating that the game should be “at least 50% of the game should be made of pure,
VN-style reading” and that ultimately, “if a game belongs in the database will be determined by
examining the game as a whole, rather than just the sum of its parts” (ibid.).

At the same time, the presence of a data model specifically tailored for character descriptions,
up to and including the intimate situations they engage in, produces wider interrogatives. Within
visual novel games, interacting intimately with characters is far from secondary: the character trait
trees, in their granularity and extensions, are testament to that. At the same time, character intimacy
is not a formal criterion used to catalog games in The Visual Novel Database. If it is not
unimportant, where does intimacy with characters fit within The Visual Novel Database as a
socially produced document and as a data source? While one can argue that intimacy is not as
quantifiable as a character’s visual design or their depiction in an intimate situation, the same could
be said for traits describing a character’s personality. Another argument could be that character
intimacy is taken for granted. Explication as a formal criterion is therefore not needed.

VNDB’s guidelines provide, albeit implicitly, a reprise of the issues explored within chapter
3.1.1 of this study: describing software as a video game of character intimacy is problematic and
unstable. For archival purposes, re-inventing the wheel when the term visual novel more than
suffices, is, arguably, superfluous. The possibility of describing character intimacy in an intricate
and granular fashion, vis-a-vis the absence of formal criteria to catalog character-based intimacy,
is one salient characteristic of The Visual Novel Database as a socially produced data source. A

second characteristic, which it shares with Erogescape, is a bias toward male-oriented software



and characters. While there appears no bias in the manner in which a title is cataloged, there is a
significant disparity in the average number of cataloged traits in female romanceable character
data entries versus data entries detailing romanceable male characters. There is also a disparity in
terms of volume of releases. Historically, there have been significantly fewer female-oriented
works released than male-oriented works, hence there is a significantly higher average number of
cataloged traits in data entries about female romanceable characters than male romanceable
characters. This hints at a generally male and heterosexual userbase, which must be taken into

account when considering engagement with VNDB as a data source.

3.3.2. Erogescape -Erogé Hyoron Kiikan-

The second data source employed by this study is Erogescape -Eroge Hyoron Kitkan-. In the
Japanese language media landscape, Erogescape occupies a position akin to The Visual Novel
Database within the Anglosphere. It is the premier site for discussing, cataloging, and evaluating
character intimacy games within Japan. The repository models itself after another site,
CinemaScape -eiga hihyo kiukan- (Hiroin 2022), styling its purpose as a space to discuss media,
erogé rather than movies, in this case. The site functions as a recommendation engine: by
analyzing wuser’s rating of existing eroge, Erogescape derives personalized erogé
recommendations for its users (ibid.). As of August 22", 2022, the site records over 16,938 video
game works, 16,623 of which are described by the tag selection derived by this study. The site is
Japanese-centric, and users do not seem to actively record non-Japanese works. Exceptions, such
as Blue Sky Software’s Softporn Adventure, are nevertheless cataloged, but are far outnumbered
by the number of non-Japanese produced works cataloged on The Visual Novel Database. This
results in an inferior number of recorded works vis-a-vis The Visual Novel Database’s over 32,503

recorded titles. Unlike its Anglosphere counterpart, Erogescape does not feature guidelines for
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inclusion on the site, presenting eroge in a self-evident fashion. This does not mean, however, that
Erogescape only catalogs software featuring pornographic content. For example, a title such as
the Tokimeki Memorial series, which was released on consoles, does not feature pornographic
content in any official capacity and yet is still cataloged on Erogescape. Nevertheless, most
releases recorded on the site do feature pornography: out of a total of 27,993 data entries, 20,739
— circa 74 per cent — are labeled as pornographic. This can also be seen, without engaging with
data, from the featuring of a specific field [jyuhachikinto] for the nature of explicit content feature.
A software’s content can be either explicit [jyuhachikin] or non-explicit [hijyuhachikin] and can
also be categorized according to whether the intercourse depicted is consensual [wakanmono] or
not [ryojokumono]. Moreover, the game itself can be classified as being a focused mostly on
pornographic entertainment [nukigé] or not [nukige]. Unlike VNDB, EGS offers a software-centric
perspective, where the need to catalog and reference video game works is arguably greater than
the need to record characters: there are no independent data entries for the characters in an eroge
work, while video game software is described in great detail. Erogescape’s system for describing
video games uses a series of 145 attributes [zokusei] and 215 evaluations [POV].%2 Games may
also be tied to user-created game groups, which are usually employed to identify games belonging
to a specific franchise or developed by a specific creator entity.

Traits, divided into fourteen groups, describe a game’s more quantifiable aspects, such as its
required operating system, its genre mechanics, highly identifiable character conducts — whenever
the protagonist is the only character to engage in intercourse with the game’s characters, for
instance — aesthetic markers such as ahegao faces, the presence of copy protection systems, the

regulating authority responsible for the game’s release, etc. Tags, divided into twenty families, on

32 Note: there are actual tags [tagu] within the database, but they are not implemented yet, and thus have not been

employed within this study.
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the other hand, catalog aspects of a video game that may not be as quantifiable as those cataloged
by traits. Examples of tags include the nature of the game’s characters or the kind of general trend
followed by the game’s narrative. Notably, there is a significant imbalance as the only family
dedicated to a game’s romanceable characters is limited to female characters [onna no ko
kyarakuta]. There are no equivalents for male romanceable characters, and the status of a game as
not being oriented toward male users can only be marked via the Otome Game [Otome Gemu]
genre trait and the Yaoi tag, located under the erotic scene [eroshin] tag family.

There is significant difference in the way traits and tags are used. Traits are deployed as a
means to identify a specific software release and are meant to be univocal — if a data entry is
marked with an attribute, that aspect of the game is not up for debate. It is a description of an
aspect. Tags, on the other hand, are different, and are meant to express user evaluations: each tag
within a software’s data entry may be ranked as either A, B, or C, with different usages depending
on the tag. In this way, each tagging action by a user represents not only a description, but also an
evaluation, which, moreover, comes with its own set of issues. It is a potentially significant source
of information and a veritable window into Erogescape as a socially produced document. However,
in the context of this study’s approach, it is not reasonable to engage at such a level of capillarity,
especially when there is no equivalent information within The Visual Novel Database. Therefore,
this study will eschew this aspect and approach tags solely in terms of their descriptive function,
i.e. it is presumed that where a specific tag is attached to a software release, that aspect described

by said tag is present regardless of critiques that might be levied by users.*

33 Engaging with granular user evaluation(s) represents one possible future approach to character intimacy games. This,
however, would require a more focused approach engaging exclusively with Erogescape, rather than

comparatively with other sources, which is outside the purview of this study.
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Another distinctive aspect of Erogescape as a socially produced document and data source is
the difference in tone that it presents compared to The Visual Novel Database: while VNDB tends
to favor a neutral tone in the traits and tags descriptors and descriptions used, this is not the case
with EGS. Rather, the site sometimes adopts a tongue-in-cheek approach, especially with regard
to the description of game tags. Descriptions may be informative in tone, as in the case of the
“swimsuits” [mizugi] tag: “This tag denotes games where the appearance of heroines in swimsuits
is important, or games which are oriented towards swimsuit fetishists. Assign A, B and Cs
according to the frequency of swimsuit appearances and how impactful is the character in her
swimsuits during story events” (Hiroin 2022). Descriptions may also be much more than merely
informative, as is the case for the “domineering mistress”: “a domineering mistress, you got me.
It fires me up! (It’s not moe). It’s that feeling of splashing someone with your paint, if you know
what | mean. It’s the pleasure and sense of accomplishment when you win her over. (It’s also cute
when she becomes strangely obedient after). Tell me which games have these characters” (ibid.).3

By oscillating between informative and tongue-in-cheek, Erogescape provides insight into the
internal practices of the underlying community. Its tone and use of highly connoted language
reveals a community that may be tighter in number and scope. This might lead one to think that
Erogescape is less prone to the encyclopedic tendencies shown within The Visual Novel Database.
This is not the case: the discrepancy between the number of total software releases as registered
on the site, 27,993, and the number of releases that feature at least one trait or one tag, 27,272, is
minimal. At the same time, the number of works that are tagged as being otome or BL, and thus
oriented toward female audiences, is only 744 and 633, respectively, accounting for, respectively
3 per cent and 2 per cent of all cataloged software and 4 per cent and 3 per cent, respectively of

Eroge works. VNDB, on the other hand, has 3356 software releases tagged as being otome games

34 See Appendix: Zokusei/POVs in Erogescape for tables of tags, traits, and their translations.
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(circa 9 per cent), and 1582 tagged as being Boys Love games (circa 4 per cent). If the field is
narrowed to Japanese visual novel games, there are 2192 otome game releases and 896 BL releases
out of 24,959 total releases, putting the niches at 8 per cent and 3.5 per cent, respectively. On the
one hand, this may imply that EGS is more male-oriented than VNDB, but it is also necessary to
consider that otome games and BL games may not feature as much explicit content as male-
oriented software and therefore fall less within the purview of Erogescape. Both repositories,
although different, seem to absolve an encyclopedic function.

As a socially produced document and data source, Erogescape -Eroge Hyédron Kiikan-
presents interesting differences from The Visual Novel Database. Both sources appear to be the
expression of communities that are predominantly male, with specific preferences and interests in
visual novel games, on one side, and Japanese adult computer games on the other. However, The
Visual Novel Database appears to have adopted a more neutral approach. Such a tendency may be
due to increased scrutiny of adult computer games and visual novel games outside Japan (cf.
Galbraith 2021a; Khan and Ketterlin 2019; Cather 2016; DeWinter 2015), although there is
nothing on the site that allows us to formulate a definitive opinion. On the other hand, the relative
insularity of Japan vis-a-vis the global video game market (Galbraith 2021a) might be a reason
why Erogescape maintains its tongue-in-cheek tone, even when dealing with sexual content and
the tastes expressed by its users. Examining differences such as these allows this study to articulate
a comparison between character intimacy games as seen from a Japanese context and character
intimacy games as seen from an Anglophone context.

In the context of CIG ludo-hermeneutics, each source produces its own ontology of video
games centered around character intimacy — geared toward static content reception in VNDB and
centered on pornography in EGS. Given the necessity for player self-recognition in CIG ludo-

hermeneutics, highlighting different perspectives allows us to move closer to the moments and
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elements — visuals, performances, prose — where players may indeed self-recognize themselves as
playing character intimacy games, and produce the parasocial responses that CIG software is
contingent upon. In turn, highlighting which aspects are shared and/or in continuity between both

sources allows us to build an ontology capable of acknowledging CIG software across contexts.
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3.4. Tools: Data analysis, visualization applications and limits

This study produces its more complex data analyses and visualizations through Gephi 0.9.2,
an open-source network analysis and visualization software package. Beyond visualization, Gephi
provides an array of data analysis tools that facilitate further investigation into this study’s data
sources, and, by extension, character intimacy games in Japan. It allows for the visualization of
this study’s data sources as network diagrams or graphs. A graph is a mathematical structure
employed to model relations between objects related to each other by way of pair relations.
Visually, a graph appears as a network of more or less connected nodes. The presence of a
connection, an edge between two nodes, means that the two nodes are related. In the case of our
data sources, every node represents a data point, namely, a fact or a piece of information. Within
this study’s data sources, a data point mainly refers to the characteristics of what is being described
— character, software, game studios, etc. — i.e. attributes within a descriptive data entry.

Using VNDB’s character entries as an example, a data point would be the ‘Ahoge’ trait. Ahoge
describes a strand of hair that acts differently from the rest of the character’s hairstyle, often in
response to changes in the character’s emotional status. The presence of the trait within a data
entry means that whatever is being described (in this case, a character) possesses an ahoge hair
strand. If another trait is present within the data entry, let’s say ‘Blue Eyes,’ then those two traits
possess a pair relation by co-occurring in the same data entry. Turning such a relation into a graph
data structure means that the two traits become two nodes in a network, connected by a line, also
known as an edge. Data visualization methods allow us to visualize which data points co-occur
with one another, and also to gauge the strength of their connection — in this case, how many times
one pair of data points occurs across the database. By gauging which data points co-occur together,

and how often, it is possible to build a picture of the information recorded within the data source.
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It is through this process that this study accesses fan-curated databases as socially produced
documents.

A network may be measured in several ways, all of them potentially fruitful in accessing the
at-scale information and perspectives that a data source may represent as a socially produced
document. Which information may constitute a data point that may turn into a network node,
however, depends on the descriptive data model employed by the data source. For example, The
Visual Novel Database describes video game characters through a hierarchical system of traits
while Erogescape describes video games via traits and tags grouped into non-hierarchical
‘families.” Both sources are effectively approached through data visualization because they use
closed data models to describe tens of thousands of objects. A more open descriptive data model,
such as one where users are allowed to freely add new tags as they see fit, would be ill-suited to
visualization as a network. It would not be able to account for the scale of the object being
described, not to mention the risk of duplicates increasing confusion.

Furthermore, the nature of a source’s descriptive model conditions how the network diagram
might be measured, and which instruments might be used. In the case of Gephi vis-a-vis The Visual
Novel Database and Erogescape, the two data sources are both based around two restrictive data
models. Both models are used to describe tens of thousands of characters and software releases in
the case of VNDB, and tens of thousands of software releases in the case of EGS. It is not
reasonable to list all possible ways in which a graph might be measured or structured, and not
every method is profitable.®® Within this study, the measures employed within data-driven

approaches are network modularity, node centrality, eccentricity and value overlap.

35 For a comprehensive overview of data visualization methods and possible approaches with Gephi, see Cherven

2013.
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Network modularity is the measure of how many communities — or sub-networks — can be
derived from an existing graph based on the strength of inter-nodal connections. It allows for the
determination of where and how nodes may cluster with one another, highlighting the makeup of
entities on the data source — and the perspective it offers as a socially produced document. These
characteristics might be — often are — invisible to human actors, who are limited in their
perspectives and can only engage with a limited number of data entries at a time. By structuring
the graph into node communities, however, at-scale information on what is being described within
a data source becomes visible and comparable. Measurement of which nodes enjoy the strongest
connection to highly connected nodes, for instance, may allow very specific insight into a dataset:
which nodes are positioned at the core of a network. It allows us to map a dataset’s internal
connections in a way that highlights the potential presence of traits, or attributes that could be
considered archetypical by the communities curating the data sources.

Node centrality is the measure of how important a node is within a given community given a
specific property. It can measure which nodes are most recurring as intermediaries between other
nodes — also known as betweenness centrality. It can calculate which nodes possess the highest
number of edges, the highest number of connections — degree centrality. It can account for which
nodes are positioned at an inferior degree of separation from all other nodes — closeness centrality.
It can gauge which nodes are most connected to other highly connected nodes — eigenvector
centrality, also known as prestige score.

Eccentricity refers to the highest degree of separation present within a given node community.
It allows us to gauge how tightly connected a network is. Less tightly connected graphs might lead
to the discovery of veritable ‘islands’ of described objects, which would also be challenging to
observe by human operators. Tighter networks, on the other hand, might elicit further questions,

for they would suggest that most nodes recur with most other nodes. In general, measuring
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eccentricity allows us to distinguish between inner and outer ‘regions’ in networks. Which nodes
are present within the inner regions, and which are present in the outer regions represent another
way of gauging fan-curated data repositories as socially produced documents.

Overlap is the measure of how much a series of value are similar to another set of values.
Overlap analysis allows to gauge the uniqueness of a set of values. Within this study, it is employed
to gauge the uniqueness of select case studies against the rest of the wider dataset. Obtaining such
information allows to gauge how much individual case studies fare against all other, and to
investigate the seemingly aesthetic self-sameness at the scale of our data sources. Overlap analysis
is accomplished within this study by taking all possible values within a data source —
evaluations/attributes in the case of EGS, tags in the case of VNDB — and setting them as either 1
or 0, 1 if the value is present, O if the value is not. Each value returning the same result as the data
entry of interest returns ‘true’, every value returning a different value than the data entry of interest
returns ‘false’. By looking each entry’s number of true/false results and dividing the result by the
number total number of values (460 in EGS’ case; 2764 in VNDB’s case), it is possible to obtain
the overlap percentage for each title, namely, how much that title is similar/different to the case

study.



3.5. A brief demonstration — mapping the CIG production landscape on EGS and VNDB

What follows is a demonstration of the tools outlined in the previous chapter. It is an approach
that showcases the conversion of this study’s two dataset into node networks for further measuring,
followed by a demonstration of what overlap analysis may do with data derived from fan-curated
databases. Subsequently, analysis of the network’s modularity and eccentricity will be conducted
to provide an at scale glimpse of both EGS and VNDB. The datasets derived from Erogescape and
The Visual Novel Database are imported in Gephi as matrixes. Co-occurrences are turned into
edges, while values are turned into nodes. Both datasets are massive, and visualization is not

conductive to human eyes.

Figure 13: EGS’s dataset (left) and VNDB’s dataset (right). The number of nodes and connections is so great
that it is not feasible to look at, even when subjected to visualization algorithms.

Rather than attempting to find a suitable visualization algorithm, it is arguably more
productive to produce measurements straight away. When measured for network modularity, node
centrality, eccentricity, EGS’s dataset gave the following results: a set of four nodes scoring 1.0
on eigenvector centrality — ‘attractive heroine,” ‘inspiring’, ‘good prose’ and ‘needs sequel” —and
a majority of values concentrating at an eigenvector value of 0.9; an eccentricity tending towards

2, and the emergence of two node communities. Each node is, at maximum, separated by two
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nodes from any other, that most nodes are tightly interconnected with every other and there is a
very limited core is found in almost every release and connects all other nodes. In other words,
EGS’ dataset is tightly interconnected: most evaluations/attributes feature across most data entries.
Four of them, those with an eigenvector centrality score of one, are almost certainly featuring in
the vast majority of data entries. The two node communities, however, are what is most interesting
about this measurement: nodes that denote emotional engagement cluster in one community, while
content that might be fetishistic or paraphilic in nature clusters in the other. None of the four values
with an eigenvector centrality of 1 clusters in the fetishistic/paraphilic community.

Although there are no differences that may suggest a clear-cut distinction between the
‘emotional engagement’ community and the ‘fetishistic/paraphilic’ community, the distinction
reminds of the cliques of players contoured by Au Yeung (2008): in engaging with players of
character intimacy games [bishdjo games], Au Yeung Yu Leung highlights three currents of
players, ‘nakigameists’ [nakiha], ‘nukigameists’ [nukiha] and ‘moegameists’ [moeha] (147-150).
Nakigameist privilege melodramatic games which elicit emotional reactions of sadness, empathy
and compassion [nakige]. Nukigameists privilege video games geared towards pornographic
entertainment [nukigé]. Moegameists privilege games which focus on specific moe elements
[moege]. A divide similar to that existing between Nakigameists and Nukigameists is reflected in
the two communities emerging from EGS’s dataset.®® At the same time, the presence of the four
nodes scoring an eigenvector centrality of 1 in the ‘emotional engagement’ community may hint
of increased importance over fetishistic/paraphilic content. It is more probable, even if

incrementally so, to find those four nodes and the nodes they connect to than other nodes.

36 Nakigé works may also fall into the category of moegé and viceversa. At the same time, some moegé may also be
labeled as nukigé. Therefore, the divide emerging out of EGS’dataset might be more reflective of current conditions

than the number of communities might suggest.
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VNDB’s dataset, emerging out of a different data model, presents significant differences from
EGS. When measured for network modularity, node centrality, eccentricity, VNDB’s dataset gave
the following results: only one node scoring 1.0 on eigenvector centrality, with an increased
variance in eigenvector centrality; an eccentricity tending towards 3 and the emergence of three
node communities. In other words, The Visual Novel Database’s dataset is not as tight as
Erogescape’s, although not as much as to say that it is describing character intimacy games in
radically different ways. Interestingly, the only node that scores 1.0 in eigenvector centrality is
one denoting video games which possess an ‘ADV’ screen configuration — the screen
configuration where text is located in a box in the lower portion of the screen.%

This paints a different picture, which provides information on the focus of the data model, on
the biases of VNDB’s community, and what gets recorded and what does not get. At the same
time, of the three communities emerging out of VNDB’s dataset, there is a similar distinction as
EGS, in that nodes denoting ‘fetishistic/paraphilic’ content cluster together. At the same time,
there is also a clustering of nodes denoting emotional engagements cluster in their own community,
mostly, although the much higher number of traits compared to EGS makes distinction blurrier.
The commonality in nodes denoting ‘fetishistic/paraphilic’ content clustering together is
interesting. This suggest a core of features which has been detected within both Erogescape and
The Visual Novel Database. Furthermore, the similarities in how nodes denoting emotionally
engaging content cluster with each other in both databases is also another finding worthy of note:
it means that, at the very least, the two communities curating EGS and VNDB have similar
priorities in describing software centered around character intimacy games.

However, the above approaches to do not allow to pinpoint a singular release in particular,

engaging with co-occuring tags/evaluations/attributes in general. This is were overlap analysis

37 See chapter 5.1 for a detailed discussion of screen configurations in character intimacy games.
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comes into play, which will be the subject of the next demonstration. Overlap analysis is, generally
speaking, the identification of overlapping or redundant data in columns. Within the context of
this study, it is the identification of similar sets of tags and attributes. To reiterate the previous
chapter, it should not be intended as solely looking whenever a group of data possesses the same
values. Rather, it is to look for what is within a data entry and what is not within a data entry and
comparing how many values return the same results as the data entry of interest.

To demonstrate how this study will carry out its overlap analysis, there will be a brief analysis
of MasterxRe:master (Silver Bullet Automatic 2011). The work is present both on Erogescape
and on The Visual Novel Database, which makes for a very accessible comparison. Looking at
how MasterxRe:master overlaps with all other games on the two repositories nets very different
results: while the overlap of values on VNDB tends towards 98% (4526 entries) and 99% (26296),
on EGS the tendency is opposite: most works are between 81% and 85% similar (22510 entries).
In other words, it seems that the game might seen in very different fashion on this study’s two data

sources. What to make of this result?

MASTERXRE:MASTER — SIMILARITY WITH WIDER CIG PRODUCTION (VNDB)
NUMBER OF SIMILAR RELEASES BY OVERLAP
PERCENTAGE
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MASTERXRE:MASTER - SIMILARITY WITH WIDER CIG PRODUCTION (EGS)
NUMBER OF SIMILAR RELEASES BY OVERLAP PERCENTAGE
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The tables above are certainly the result of many factors in play, the chief of which might lay
within each repository’s data model. For example, it is much easier for entries on VNDB to be
similar: the high number of tags (2764) plays a significant role in this regard, because such a high
number of tags implies that it is much more probable that games might share the absence of tags,
rather than seeing the emergence of distinctive releases. From the perspective of VNDB’s data
model, the absence of tags to describe characters, in the way that EGS does, together with its
underutilization compared to the character data tree, produces a tendency toward self-sameness in
software data entries. Generic tags, such as the number of endings or the type of interface, are
never lacking. Erogescape’s data model, on the other hand, is more restricted (360), which greatly
reduces the influence of a high number of data values returning as false. With a narrower breadth,
it is easier for a data model like EGS’ to return more dissimilar results. This exposes differences
between the two data models: a high number of tags leads to many tags not being featured in a
data entry, and, in turn, being similar to all those works that also do not feature that tag as well.
While this allows to gauge differences in views in different data-curating communities, it is not by
itself a very accurate information. It is only a glimpse that may beget further analysis, maybe

through case studies. Attempting to balance data sources is a challenge for future research.
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PART 4: THEORY

— A Conceptual Framework for Character Intimacy Games —






Up until this point, this study has employed the term ‘intimacy,” both as part of ‘character
intimacy game’ and on its own, in self-evident fashion: both to point at sexual intercourse —usually
in the wake of heightened emotional engagement — and to point to a state of heightened disclosure
and sharing of emotional states, aspirations, distresses, etc., between two or more actors in a
relationship. However, this self-evident use of intimacy is not sufficient for discussing character
intimacy games — what kind of intimacies should be approached as the intimacy developing within
the game? Up until this point, this study has emphasized player/character intimacies, developing
as part of player engagement with CIG software. However, within CIG software, there are player-
controlled characters, sometimes with their own developed personalities, which also develop
intimate bonds with the game’s character. In fact, if one is to follow a character intimacy game’s
narrative content, they are the object of other characters’ affection. In reverse, the same objection
can be levied toward romanceable characters: they are developing feelings for the player-
controlled character, not for the player, if narrative content is taken as-is.

It is not sufficient to say that a character intimacy game is centered on player/character
intimacy. What about the events and the personal relationships that take place within the game’s
diegetic world, as shown above? Is the intimacy of CIG software only between players and
characters, or only between characters within a diegesis, which players happen to control? Of
course not. Saying that character intimacy games are centered on intimacy is thus not sufficient
for developing a sense of what intimacy in character intimacy games is. Consequently, it precludes
the development of CIG-specific ludo-hermeneutics. Therefore, it is important to distinguish
intimacy as depicted in narrative media — romance, erotica, pornography, but also filial and/or
parental relationships — and the actual processes that engender intimacy between actors, human or
otherwise, in a relationship. While the latter processes certainly inform the former depictions, they

are not coincidental. In the same vein, the depiction of intimacy between characters within the
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diegetic worlds of CIG software should not be confused with the intimacy, imagined as it might
be, which may develop between players and characters. A proper, workable definition of what
intimacy in character intimacy games means needs to be developed and operationalized to develop
the ludo-hermeneutics necessary to bring this study to fruition.

Intimacy, as an object of critical inquiry, has emerged across fields and disciplines (cf.
Donovan and Moss 2017), ranging from business and communication (Seol et al. 2016; Cahir and
Lloyd 2015; Jamieson 2014; Hassenzahl et al. 2012; Kivits 2009), developmental pedagogy
(Pacini-Ketchabaw et al. 2010), specialized healthcare (East and Hutchinson 2013; Fritsch 2010;
Schultz-Krohn 2004), and information science to linguistics, in addition to the humanities (Berlant
2012, 2000, 1998; Berlant and Posser 2011) and the social sciences (Jamieson 2014, 2011).
Intimacy possesses a wider semantic breadth, accounting for the manifold modes by which two or
more actors come to entertain close personal bonds. Pamela Moss and Courtney Donovan, in their
introduction to Writing Intimacy into Feminist Geography (2017), provide a long but
comprehensive overview of the many ways in which intimacy may manifest:

Intimacy takes many forms. It can be a long-term emotional connection with, a familiar
awareness of, or a deep attachment to someone or something. It could relate to a life partner.
A colleague. A child. A knowledge. An image. A colour. A piece of music. A sensation.
A fragrance. A distant thought. Connections, awareness and attachments have varying
intensities, tempos and arrangements. Intimacy emerges through affect, feeling and
sensation. It can be an ambient blushing, settling around your shoulders while sitting in a
coffee shop on a stormy afternoon, even if only among strangers. It can be a conversation
via hastily exchanged words, emoticons, hand gestures or bodily movements, the effects
of which languish throughout the day. It can manifest in a shared understanding,
communicated in a seeming secret code between people, across species, with technology
or amid nature. It can be weekday morning sex before waking the kids to get ready for
school. It can be a daily, mid-morning swim in a public pool, lap after lap after lap. Though

often cultivated through setting a scene or creating an atmosphere, intimacy can

unexpectedly pop up through a chance encounter at a party, on a bus or in a corridor. And,



while not singularly emotional, there is an element of sentiment, as light as a brief

impression or as strong as a deep-seated bond (ibid., 3).

It goes without saying that presenting intimacy in CIG software as the encounter of two or
more actors eventually ending up in sexual intercourse should not be regarded as its only potential
articulation as part of the video game’s overall experience. It needs to be said, however, that most,
although not all, character intimacy games in Japan do focus on intimacy culminating in sexual
intercourse. Anthony Giddens frames intimacy as “a matter of emotional communication, with
others and with the self, in a context of interpersonal equality” (2013, 94). It is the “disclosure of
emotions and actions which the individual is unlikely to hold up to a wider public gaze” (ibid.,
100).

Guo Freeman, Jeffrey Bardzell, and Shaowen Bardzell (2016) augment this definition by
referring to Ethel Spector Person’s (1980) explication of such disclosure as “a conduit of sexuality,
which symbolizes union with the loved object” (Freeman et al. 2016, 4326), intended in a broader
sense, including friends, kinship, lovers, etc. The widening of the semantic spectrum of intimacy
needs to be accompanied by a distinction between sexuality and intimacy. Not all intimacies are
sexual, although a significant portion is, and not all sexual activity is intimate. Lauren Berlant
(1998) locates intimacy in reference to the sharing of emotional states, feelings, common
aspirations, and significant events in one’s existence between two (or more) persons or its
representation (ibid., 281). Berlant highlights an interplay between public and private, and, more
importantly, with the act of disclosure — of thoughts, of emotional states, aspirations (ibid.). Berlant,
Giddens, and Freeman et al. illuminate the need for intimacy to be discussed in relation to where,
when, and how it may happen, subsist, and eventually thrive. Intimacy is (also) an ensemble of
cultural and social tenets mandating what intimacy is and what may happen in conditions of

intimacy (Cooke 2013, 9).
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Then, what of ‘intimacy”’ in ‘character intimacy games,’ as part of playing CIG software, of
engaging with their characters? Building from previous discussions, intimacy should refer to both
a state and a process, or, more precisely, to the end state. At the same time, it is the prerequisite of
and for a process of disclosure — emotional and, potentially, physical — between two or more actors.
Such process may be accompanied by observable states and behavior — including but not limited
to physical contact, sexual intercourse, shifts in modes of mutual address, depending on the wider
culture. While these signifiers should not be automatically conflated with actual intimacy, they are,
in the context of narrative media, what comes closest to markers of movement and progression
within a diegetic environment. From there, these markers may be structured, through practice and
precedent in game design and reception of game content, as ready templates for making the
manifold, blurry and fuzzy processes and states that comprise ‘intimacy’ into a set of states and
goals for video games.

These states and goals are represented in-game through the depiction of the processes of
disclosure of intimacy, eliciting intimate responses from players. Precedent for this can be found
extensively within Japanese contexts (Galbraith 2021b, 132—-138; Santos 2020b, 6; Takeuchi 2009,
cit. in Santos 2020b, 6; Azuma et al. 2003a, 2003b) and in scattered examples from North America
(Lankoski et al. 2022; Lankoski and Dimenek 2020; Salter 2020; Mills 2015). In other words,
character intimacy games reward players for their engagement with content designed to elicit
emotional, sensual, and sexual arousal responses toward the game’s characters. Through the game,
players are increasingly exposed to one or more character, creating the conditions for further and
lasting intimate engagements. This happens both within the game proper and outside, as players
inevitably turn their imagination beyond the software (Galbraith 2021, 161-168; Nagayama 2014,

196-197; Kagami 2010, 131-132; Au Yeung 2008, 147-148, Sasakibara 2004, 162-166).



Superficially, the intimacy of character intimacy games is a marker of the nature of in-game
content: of the presence of intimate relationships between characters and of a set of specific goals
for traversing the game. Beneath the surface, intimacy is a marker for distinct modes of approach
toward video game content, its assemblage of narrative and software mechanics — solitary, non-
agonistic, win-win — in the same way that “first-person-shooter’ marks another mode — agonistic,
win-lose, using force as a solution — of interacting and relating with in-game content. Intimacy has
culturally connoted places, modes, and times for where it might emerge, develop, thrive, or even
wither away and disappear; this carries over to character intimacy games. Equally, intimacy has
culturally connoted goals; this carries over to CIG software. Intimacy within character intimacy
games is therefore a process with culturally dependent, recognizable start, intermediate, and end
states. These would depict a progressive emotional and/or sensual and/or sexual disclosure
between two or more actors or its failure if the game calls for such a possibility. Players playing
through this process are directed toward emotional and/or sensual and/or sexual responses, which

concur with facilitating intimacy between players and characters.
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4.1. AMO studies

4.1.1. Decoupling character intimacy games from ‘Japan’

Character intimacy games are perceived as being a Japanese product, intimately tied to its
local social, cultural, political, and geographical conditions. They are intimately tied to studies of
otaku culture and to approaches emphasizing affection toward anime-manga characters and the
affective-performative moe responses they engender in media users (Galbraith 2019, 62; Sone
2014, 199) and the moving effects these responses produce (Galbraith 2021b, 36, 89, 95-101; see
also Galbraith 2011b for manifestations in female fans). Moe describes an act of media reception
that plays a fundamental role in creating player engagement within and without CIG software
operations. It is associated with specific aesthetics, represented in iconic fashion by heterosexual
male-oriented bishojo aesthetics (cf. Sasakibara 2004) and connected with concepts such as “moe
elements” [moe yoso] and “database consumption” [database shohi] (Azuma H. 2009 [2001], 33—
44; 62, 2007, 36-45). It also points to a system of emergent, peer-learned media literacies

(Galbraith 2021b, 35, 64, 75, 2011, 224; Santos 2020b 4-7; Nagayama 2014, 301-303; Aoyama
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2013; Azuma S. 2010, 258; Azuma H. 2007, 45-49) for parsing character designs in a way that
elicits moe responses.

Research on moe, especially English-language AMO studies, is tethered to Azuma Hiroki’s
diptych of treatises on otaku culture — Otaku: Japan’s Database Animals [Dobutuka suru posuto
modan. Otaku kara mita nihonshakai] (2009 [2001]) and its yet untranslated sequel, The Birth of
Game-Like Realism [Gémutekina Riarizumu no Tanjo. Dobutsukasuru Posutomodan 2] (2007).
Therein Azuma produces a systematic examination of cultural production and reception tendencies
in Japan at the turn of the millennium through an analysis of Otaku culture. He posits the decline
of unified, shared modes of producing and relating with fiction in favor of a fragmentation into
smaller, separate contexts (Azuma 2009 [2001], 26-35, 2007, 17-20), each producing its own
underlying system for engaging with media content (cf. Otsuka 2014, 2010 [1987], 2004; It5 2011
[2005]; Saito 2011 [2000]; 2007, Azuma 2009 [2001], 2007; Azuma et al. 2003a, 2003b).
Understanding each context’s underlying principles is fundamental to making sense of media
works produced therein (2009 [2001], 3738, 54-58, 2007, 45, 76).

Azuma Hiroki describes the shift in ‘environmental’ terms, positing an “imaginative
environment” [sozoryoku no kankya] (2007: 60—73, 196), a distinct, recognizable context of media
production and reception that is highly aware of its internal affordances. It is a shift in production
and reception of contents, from overarching stories to discrete elements of character design. These
templates are free-floating, metaphorized as a common ‘database’ of otaku culture, whose
understanding is required for content production and reception to make sense (2009 [2001], 31—
33, 39-54, 79-81, 2007, 41-45; 67). As a foundational part of otaku culture at the turn of the
millennium, moe is symptomatic of a shift toward novel modes of producing, relating with and
consuming fiction (Kacsuk 2018b, 2016b; Greenwood 2015, 2014; Ruh 2014; Saito 2014, 2011;

Lamarre 2018, 2013, 2009; Morikawa 2012, 2008 [2003]; Azuma H. 2009 [2001], 2007).



However, despite the apparent formalization into what may seem like a sedimented, tightly
regulated system, moe is highly unstable: there is no shared, stable canon of moe elements; nor are
there any authoritative sources into the matter beyond fannish texts (cf. Kimi 2021 [2017]; Kagami
2010; Suzumoto 2008; Shinjo 2006). Rather, it follows a continuous development in flux-like
capacity, devoid of an apparent origin point (Suan 2017, 73-75; Ruh 2014, 171). This has
prevented individual and systemic approaches toward moe media beyond acknowledging the
presence of the phenomenon (Ganzon 2017b; Ruh 2014). This has compounded difficulties in
engaging with moe content in a more structured fashion: engaging with specific moe elements and
the ramifications they produce on media content cannot be done from a stable position.

Data-driven approaches may certainly counteract the issues above by providing a perspective
at scale about shared commonalities such as moe, or the closest approximation possible. However,
relying on unstable, subcultural-rooted terminology, does not help in developing the necessary
conceptual framework for character intimacy games. In fact, the existing connection between moe
and Japanese character intimacy games prevents further analysis of their nature as videogames.
As is the case with anime-manga, the status of CIG software as ‘Japanese media’ or media of Japan
seems to obscure what lies below. And while moe is a phenomenon that pertains to developing
imagined intimacy with fictional characters, it is connected to specific times and spaces — in this
case, turn-of-the-millennium Japan and the reception of its image abroad. As the term moe falls
into disuse in Japan in favor of new descriptors,® it turns into an artifact of its time, a time capsule
no longer usable for more recent endeavors. Furthermore, Azuma himself short-circuits moe, otaku
culture, and Japanese society, describing these tendencies as reflective of wider societal

developments to come (cf. Azuma H. 2009 [2001], 93-95, 111-116, 2007, 13-24, 168-181).

8 Totoi (Bi\), for instance, is emerging and slowly supplanting moe as a descriptor for affective-performative
ging Yy supp g p P

responses to fictional character, highlighting further moe’s own instability.
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This is not to say that research should look for moe or similar concepts in non-anime-manga
products, such as the early examples of American CIG software of Plundered Hearts, Romantic
Encounters at the Dome, and Softporn Adventure. It is to say that the situatedness of character
intimacy games in the media geo-social-cultural-political context of Japan produces such a strong
link that character intimacy games ultimately end up as a cultural curiosity, in the same vein as
JRPG (cf. Pelletier-Gagnon 2018), or as hon-normative media essentializing Japan and Japanese
studies (cf. Nagaike 2018). Therefore, this study argues for the need to de-couple character
intimacy games from their Japanese context. Again, this should not be intended as obscuring or
erasing the peculiarities of CIG software in relation to the Japanese mediascape.

Rather, this study takes a page from Jaqueline Berndt’s (2018) exhortation regarding anime
studies: rather than studying Japan through media works, employ expertise about Japan to better
study media works. In other words, just as Berndt argues for reversing “the focus on "animation
as an alternative way to understanding Japan'” (ibid., 1), this study proceeds to reverse the focus
from character intimacy games as an alternative, niche way of understanding Japan, to employing
Japan expertise as an alternative way to understand video games centered around character
intimacy. Expertise regarding local conditions — the media landscape of Japan — should be
“employed as a tool to consider historically specific local situations that conjoin transnational
aesthetic and economic configurations” (ibid., 10). But what, then, should the un-coupling of
character intimacy games from Japan look like? How should it take place? As remarked previously,
this should not result in the obscuring of local peculiarities, such as moe, moe elements, database
consumption, and their connected aesthetic, production, and commercial affordances.

Instead, this study returns to the software itself, and (re)examines them from the ground up,
as assemblages of code, narrative content, and visuals. Only afterwards are the aesthetic and

industrial affordances of anime-manga taken into consideration. This situates character intimacy



games in a specific media landscape and provides blueprints for its analysis amidst global video
game production. Taking the Japanese media landscape of origin into consideration after
(re)considering software from the ground-up also aims to avoid what Galbraith (2021a) describes
as a re-inscribing and reinforcement of nationalizing tendencies in CIG software, especially given
their explicit nature (ibid., 74-76). Citing Mia Consalvo’s position against the foolishness of
ascribing essential and/or fundamental national qualities to video games (2006, 127), however,

Galbraith remarks that:

...this is exactly what happens when adult computer games, even extreme examples, are
taken by journalists, activists, and even academics in the Anglophone sphere to reveal the
‘perversion’ and ‘social illness that's embedded in Japanese society' (Alexander, 2009).[1]
As this content crosses borders, which gets some pundits crowing about Cool Japan, critics
in other nations respond to Japan as an imagined source of danger and perversion (Hinton,
2014: 56, 65). This points us to, first, the re-inscription of national and regional borders
through regulation and new regulatory regimes, and second, the push and pull of

(inter-)nationalised content across borders[2] (Galbraith 2021a, 75-76).

By taking the software as-is, and juxtaposing it with fam-curated databases, this study seeks
to contrast the tendencies toward employing character intimacy games as a marker of perversion,
short-circuited with Japan as a locus of abnormality and social illness. These operations appear to
be a defense of character intimacy games, in contradiction with previous announcements that this
work is not a defense or accusation of CIG software. However, the intent is not one of
argumentative defense, but rather to provide precedents for at-scale approaches and the perils of
taking single examples in a field too vast and scattered for case studies to function in a vacuum.
The only way for character intimacy game case studies to function properly is in constant
juxtaposition with the wider production and reception environment in which they operate.

Decoupling character intimacy games and Japan — as a geo-social-cultural-political entity — is
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therefore a necessary precondition for proper examination of video games of character intimacy,

within, without, and in-between Japan and abroad.

4.1.2. Accounting for moe/‘Japan’: Commonalities, media responses, (re)familiarization

Specular to the need to decouple character intimacy games from Japan comes another,
opposite necessity: that of situating CIG software within their media landscape of origin,
accounting for its affordances. And while it is important to move on from character intimacy games
as anime-manga media, it is neither feasible nor desirable to obscure the influence of anime-manga
media works on CIG software. James Newman (2013 [2004]), in his examination of video games,
invites increased attention for the ludic context in which video games take place, and its influence
on the video game software itself (ibid., 12). He argues that it is “[a]n underused means of
differentiating types of videogames and, more importantly, types of experience, structure and
engagement, centres on the location of play” (ibid., 13). ‘Japan,’ both as the geographical location
and as the imaginary ensemble of aesthetics, practices, and perceptions thereof, at home and
abroad, is the location where character intimacy games are intended to be played (cf. Galbraith
2021a, 73-76, 8083, 2021b, 83-84). And it is within ‘Japan’ that the cultural industries producing,
circulating, and iterating CIG software operate.

However, the position of the character intimacy game industry within Japan’s media
landscape is hard to pin down — it is distinct but connected in fuzzy and blurry ways with the rest
of Japan’s cultural industries. The practices revolving around character intimacy games, especially
as players imaginatively engage with media content, are not easily defined by either media or
peripherals — they may be shared with niche anime-manga (cf. Santos 2020b) or otherwise not be
exclusive to video game software. Finally, the ‘Japan’ in which character intimacy games are

intended to be played might not be the same ‘Japan’ perceived by knowledgeable users, who are



removed from it for various reasons. Therefore, the space in which character intimacy games
should be played might, in fact, be a collection of multiple similar spaces. ‘Japan’ might be a
kaleidoscope of spaces similar enough to be overlapped with one another, but still not the same.
Connected to ‘Japan’, the system of practices for content production and reception signified
by moe does require consideration, for they provide extensive information on how character
intimacy games may function as video games centered on character intimacy. To reiterate, moe
refers to “an affective response to fictional characters” (Galbraith 2019, 64) while moe media is
“meant to trigger an affective response, which it does through characters” (ibid., 83). Character
intimacy games in Japan, situated at the center of otaku culture (Azuma H. 2009 [2001], 75-79,
2007, 108-116, 191-207), are moe media par excellence. With characters at the forefront of the
gamic experience, users are free to focus on them at their leisure. Images are static, and the pace
of the character encounter is fully under player control. Regarding moe, Galbraith produces three

important notations:

[Flirst, moe is a response, something that occurs, not a state; second, moe occurs in
interactions and relations with images, objects, and so on, but is not located in that to which
one responds; and third, the response is to fictional characters. This last qualification is
crucial, because “moe” is a term that emerged out of manga/anime fan interactions and
relations with fictional characters and indicates an affective response to them (Galbraith
2019, 64).

With moe media come characters featuring moe elements, which, in Azuma’s view (2009
[2001], 39-48), are discrete, isolable templates for character design, capable of triggering moe
responses. However, As Galbraith points out (2019, 64), moe responses require a character to be
produced, and not merely images or elements of character designs, such as animal ears

[kemonomimi] or maid outfits, for example (ibid., 64, 211). The parcelization of characters — more

precisely, character identity — into discrete moe elements, however, is not directed at just any
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character entity within the domain of anime-manga. Moe, in its wider sense, is rather directed at
and expressed through specific typologies and genealogies of character entities, namely, the male-
oriented bishajo [girl cutie] and the female-oriented bishonen [boy cutie]. Bishajo juxtapose
cuteness and hypersexualization (Nagayama 2014, 134-136), drawing upon the aesthetics of moe
(Sasakibara 2004, 16-26). Bishonen juxtapose a sense of gender-fluid, androgynous youthfulness
(McLelland and Welker 2015; Welker 2015, 2006, 865-866; Sihombing 2011, 151; McLelland
2010) with “heterosexual romance stereotypes and common hetero-normative expectations such
as trust, fidelity” (Andlauer 2018, 173), rooted in the aesthetic continuum of shgjo, josei, and
BL/yaoi works (cf. Shamoon 2012). Both character typologies address media users, eliciting
“orientation towards fiction” and mobilizing “desire for fictional characters” (Galbraith 2021, 21,
54-59, 2019, 59-96; Saitd 2011 [2000], 16) which “fictionalizes sex” (Saitd 2011 [2000], 23).
Combining discrete moe elements into a recognizable character design arrays possible
interactions, stories, and narratives, which may be recontextualized — as part of user imagination
or as actual derivative products — within, without, and in-between stories and media (Galbraith
2021b, 130; Azuma 2007, 133-134). This process “cannot be characterized by free association,
because there are particular codes and styles through which the otaku feels ‘moe’,” and is driven
to consume such images (Sone 2014, 209). Galbraith (2019, 173) combines Teri Silvio’s position
of moe elements as “specific formal qualities” that “stand for specific character traits” (Silvio 2010,
430) with linguists Teshigawara Mihoko and Kinsui Satoshi’s examination of Japanese
yakuwarigo [role language], idiolect patterns “associated with particular character types”
(Teshigawara and Kinsui 2011, 38), emphasizing an underlying tendency toward formalization.
More generally, character design templates form a common language between content producer

and content recipient, upon which both sides must agree on if the story content is to make sense

(Azuma H. 2007, 67).



Examples of moe elements include keywords such as “narcissistic (oresama), cruel (kichiku),
exhausted (tsukushi), younger (toshita), straight (nonke), and loser (hetare).” For BL/yaoi
characters, keywords are “seductive (sasoi), old man (oyaji), cool (kiru), narcissistic (oresama),
buff (kinniku), laudable (kenage), impish (shoakuma), queen (joosama), and princess (hime)”
(Galbraith 2011b, 222). Other examples of moe elements include ““attributes’ (zokusei) and ‘erotic
parts’ (eroi bubun),” such as “‘committee chairperson’ (i incho), ‘teacher’ (sensei), ‘lolita’ (rorita),
‘sweet, supporting, underclassmen’ (amai éen kohai), ‘older sister’ (o0-ne-san), ‘younger sister’
(imoto)” in male-oriented characters (Galbraith 2021b, 170). The identity of a character, along
with their recognizability, becomes formalized as a sequence of identifiable elements (Bruno 2019,
51; lwashita 2016, 166-167), each identified as capable of eliciting moe responses. Combinations
thereof index databases of characters for players, practitioners, and creators to (re)create across
contexts (Galbraith 2021b, 125-133). In the context of CIG software, this gives a player
instructions about where to direct their imaginative gaze, producing arrays of anticipated results,
which generate affective feedback upon confirmation/subversion of player expectations (Bruno
2019, 49-50).

Galbraith (2019) quotes Jonathan Clements (2019, 341; earlier edition [2013, 201-202] cit. in
Galbraith 2019, 88) when defining the viewer of bishajo images as a viewer/interactor (Galbraith
2019, 88-89). While neither Galbraith nor Clements provide an explicit definition of an interactor,
Galbraith evokes the sense of an interactor as “one who interacts with an object” (ibid., 88-89).
He provides a demonstration of a scene from Neon Genesis Evangelion (Gainax 2004), where the
character of Ayanami Rei, herself a flashpoint amidst the evolution of bishajo characters (Azuma
H. 2009 [2001], 48-52), smiles to the male protagonist, and by extension, the spectator. “In this

moment, a close-up of Ayanami almost seems to have her looking at the screen and the viewer,
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who becomes an interactor in relation with her, and a combination of visuals, sound, and direct
appeal trigger an affective response” (Galbraith 2019, 89).

The close-up highlighted by Galbraith is interesting in that it is a three-second still or almost
still sequence. The image, almost static, creates a situation that encourages viewers to imagine Rei,
to interface with her interiority. In doing so, the player response creates what Stephan Packard
calls the “third semiotic space” (2006, 137-141 cit. in Berndt 2021, 172). In this space, “icons are
recognized but not necessarily in correspondence to real life; indexical relations develop within
the storyworld but also between image and recipient; ‘literacy’ leans on familiarity with
conventions, arbitrarily established and shared symbols that work metaphorically” (Berndt 2021,
171). In recognizing, co-joining, indexing, establishing, and relying on familiarity, users create a
personal relationship with the images in front of them. In character intimacy games, this produces
intimate connections with characters through their images, and the assemblage of visual, linguistic,
and aural information. In character intimacy games, bishojo and bishonen appeal directly to
players, eliciting an intimate connection mobilized through emergent, peer-learned media
literacies (Galbraith 2021b, 60, 2011, 224; Santos 2020b 4-7, Nagayama 2014, 301-303; Aoyama
2013; Azuma S. 2010, 258). This is consistent with Olli Tapio Leino’s (2018) account of forms of
affection within video games: the game artifact does not force players to confront the character’s
existence. Instead, it allows them to fall into “a position to ignore all the narrative affordances
suggesting the impossibility of such attraction” in favor of subjective interpretation” (ibid., 185).

The above reflection provides an additional angle to media scholar’s Fujimoto Yukari’s
argument for framing anime-manga sexual media, amongst others, as a space of “simulation”
[shimyureshon] (2015, 78), a safe space for exploring and thinking about sex (Galbraith 201743,
10; Fujimoto 2015, 78). She argues for examining “‘playing sex(uality)’ [sei wo asobu] (2015, 79),

which leads to exploration and understanding of sex(uality)” (Galbraith 2017, 10). Her reflection



can be extended to intimacy in wider terms, framing the mechanisms of moe media, and CIG
software, as ‘playing intimacy,” sexual and non-sexual, which leads to its exploration and
understanding. For instance, within Shizuku (Leaf 1997), players romancing the character of
Ruriko interface with her shift from school idol to school outcast and, finally, toward a healthy
framework for social relationships once more. Taking commonalities such as moe into account
provides vital windows into what may underpin, facilitate, and, ultimately, make the production
of character intimacy games possible. But what of the processes within individual users,
compelling players to go further into exploring a character’s interiority, into developing a personal

relation with the character image in front of them?
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4.2. Studies in Media Reception

4.2.1. Presence, transportation, immersion

The deliberate focus on the individual in studies of media reception is at odds with this study’s
decision not to engage with empirical players. However, when fan-curated databases are
considered as socially produced documents, this attrition becomes less pronounced: fan-curated
databases represent at-scale, consensus accounts of how individuals may select, process, and re-
employ information obtained as part of their engagement with media works. In the case of
character intimacy games, the continued reliance on subculturally charged terminology, such as
moe — as emphasized in preceding chapters — has obscured and prevented attempt at understanding
such phenomena in more stable fashion. Moe is a response to fictional characters, in equal parts
performative and affective (cf. Galbraith 2019, 59-96; Sone 2014, 199; Azuma 2009 [2001], 42—
48; Sasakibara 2004, 190-194). Media users are preoccupied with when, where, and how to engage

in such responses (Galbraith 2021b, 83-88; Tosca and Klastrup 2019, 183; Au Yeung 2008, 147—
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148). Moe leads to and requires emergent media literacies, peer-learned (Galbraith 2021b, 115,
192), whose semi-formalization develops in flux-like fashion (Suan 2017, 73-75; Ruh 2014, 171).

Beyond the above statements, there has been little preoccupation with how the processes of
media reception signaled by the moe descriptor may actually function. Without an exploration of
the mechanisms underneath ‘responses to fictional characters,” moe remains in limbo: it cannot be
meaningfully compared with examples from other fields or production contexts, even though video
games centered on character intimacy are not a Japanese unicum. What factors are in play when
players produce responses in the direction of character intimacy? What compels them toward the
imaginative action required for the emergence of player/character intimacy? First and foremost,
moe characters — bishajo and bishonen alike — refer to design practices that engage with media

users. They look at users, who gaze back. Citing media critic Sasakibara Go, Galbraith argues that:

In bishojo games, the character looks out at the player with large eyes filled with emotion
and expressing inner life; she meets and returns the gaze, speaks to the player and demands
that he act with concern and care. When the player responds to these demands, Sasakibara
asserts, the character “comes to life” (Sasakibara 2003: 107). As someone, human and alive,
the character who looks back at the player, the character who has a face, name and
interiority, is able to “make actual demands” (Greenwood 2014: 250)” (Galbraith 2021b,
144).

Beyond the emotionally charged accounts reported by Sasakibara, the above description is apt
in pinpointing what is happening. However, it does not provide a precise account of how this
happens, or how it might emerge beyond a focus on characters gazing at media users. A similar
argument for characters urging media users to action could be made for characters on the cover of
videogame series such as Mass Effect. Therein, the main character, Shepard, in their default male

appearance — Shepard’s gender and appearance can be decided at the start of a new game — stands

as the centerpiece of the visual composition, looking at the player. Despite Shepard looking at



players, there is nothing that might suggest some identifiable quality that may help make sense of
character intimacy without resorting to moe and its local context.

But what, then, are players of character intimacy games doing, in general, without resorting
to moe-connected explanations? They are drawn in, so to speak, by characters who are constantly
depicted as addressing the player directly. Within media reception studies, there are two related
but distinct concepts that may aid in understanding what is taking place: presence and
transportation (cf. Liebers and Schramm 2017, 20). Both concepts engage with shifts in perception
and a general ‘drawing in of users,” with presence being more focused on immersive media, such
as virtual reality apparatuses, while transportation concerns less immersive media, such as books.

Presence is a state where media users — readers, players — no longer perceive, or perceive only
partially, that the events taking place within a media work are no longer mediated, or give the
illusion thereof (Hartmann 2008, 1). As a psychological state, presence is “determined by the
interplay of both situational or enduring individual factors, and environmental factors, which
include qualities of the media technology and aspects of the content” (ibid.). It is a “binary
experience, during which perceived self-location, and, in most cases, perceived action possibilities
are connected to a mediated spatial environment, and mental capacities are bound by the mediated
environment instead of reality” (Wirth et al. 2007, 497). It is connected to the “feeling of being
there in the mediated environment” (Hartmann 2008, 1; Lee 2004; Riva et al. 2003; Biocca 1997).
Presence is connected to virtual reality and apparatuses such as simulation rides, 3D cinemas, and
video conferencing (Lombard and Ditton 1997, n.p.). Research concentrates on similarly
immersive media such as online video games and escape rooms (cf. Videgor 2021; Flavian et al.
2019; Boellstorf 2015).

Presence in relation to less immersive media is less considered and mostly confined to the

context of mediated, online communication (Kim and Song 2016; Kim, Song and Luo 2016). In
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this regard, presence is intended as social presence, namely, the “subjective experience of being
present with a ‘real” person and having access to his or her thoughts and emotions” (Oh et al. 2018,
1; Biocca 1997). Social presence is influenced by “contextual and individual factors that impact
perceptions of the psychological distance between interactants” (cf. Oh et al. 2018, 1; Verhagen
et al. 2014; Kang and Gratch, 2014; Siriaraya and Ang 2012). In the case of character intimacy
games, the focus remains on overly static frameworks centered on reading and imagination, which
is closer to the cognate concept of transportation. At the same time, presence may also take place
within less immersive media (Rodriguez and Martinez-Lopez 2013; Schubert & Crusius, 2002),
dependent on emotional involvement (Wirth et al. 2012) and user position (Dubbelman 2016, 2013,
2011).

Transportation refers to immersion within a story, characterized by imagination, emotional
responses to events and focus. Different from presence and its focus on immersive media,
transportation has been developed with increased focus for the act of reading prose text. Scholars
of transportation reaffirm three relevant features (Van Laer et al. 2014, 10) — that transportation
requires mental processing on the side of users, reception, and interpretation; transportation takes
place via empathy and mental imagery (Van Laer et al. 2014, 10; Slater and Rouner 2002; Green
and Brock 2002); and users undergoing transportation lose track of reality in physiological sense
(Van Laer et al. 2014, 10). Tom Van Laer and his team define transportation as “the extent to
which (1) a consumer empathizes with the story characters and (2) the story plot activates his or
her imagination, which leads him or her to experience suspended reality during story reception”
(ibid.). Emotional engagement appears to be particularly relevant for transportation to take place
(cf. Kuipers et al. 2014; Mar et al. 2011). Approaches have engaged with positive (Perks 2014)
and negative emotions (Menninghaus et al. 2017) in relation to user engagement with media,

before, during, and after actual media consumption (Van Laer et al. 2014; Mar et al. 2011).



A similar concept employed within game studies is Immersion. As per Janet Murray’s
definition, immersion refers to continued presence in a consistent environment where players are
motivated to initiate actions that lead to the feeling of agency (Murray 2017, 114). Pierre Gabriel
Dumoulin and Emmanuelle Lescouét (2022) propose to expand the concept of immersion with
contributions from Calleja’s concept of incorporation, described as a new way to account for “the
sense of virtual environment habitation” (Calleja 2011, 169). They conclude that immersion, or
similar concepts, in the case of digital fiction and/or digital narratives, coexist with interactivity.
Immersion participates in the creation of player agency, and it is enabled by interaction and in
interaction, understood as a two-way, reciprocal action between two parties. Immersion “arises
when players act within the virtual world and the world will move to their interactions’ rhythm.
All interactions take part in the creation of the player’s experience within the game, and thus help
to sustain agency” (Dumolin and Lescouét 2022, 3). Following Souvik Murkherjee (2015, 179),
they argue that “immersion and interaction occur exactly at the same time, but at different degrees

EED)

and levels, following the player’s implication or, more aptly, ‘incorporation’” (Dumolin and

Lescouét 2022, 3).

Discussing presence, transportation, and immersion/incorporation reconfigures moe in a
clearer fashion: moe is an affective/performative response to fictional characters; it is also, more
importantly, an ensemble of practices describing and facilitating phenomena where media users
no longer perceive interaction with media characters as mediated. The emergent media literacies
at the basis of engaging with bishajo and bishonen and their media worlds are the sedimentation
of such practices into a semi-formalized, recognizable fashion. It may, in fact, be one of many
possible systems whose aim is to ultimately facilitate intimacy between one human actor — the
player — and one or more fictional entities — the game’s characters, for the purpose of simulating

intimate encounters. However, there is still one facet of Sasakibara’s account of character

151



152

engagement that requires discussion: the ability of characters to “make demands” (Galbraith 2021b,
144) of players. How it is that characters tied to narrative, devoid of open-ended interaction

possibilities in-game, can do so?

4.2.2. Parasocial interactions and relationships in context

Presence and transportation, as distinct but linked concepts, provide precious assistance in
making sense of the conditions that push players toward producing the responses described by
moe. However, presence and transportation cannot offer any assistance in making sense of how
characters in CIG software may make demands of players. Sasakibara’s own description (2003,
105-107, cit. in Galbraith 2021b, 143-144) is as cryptic as it is evocative: how is that a static
character, whose interaction with the player will always be the same every time that segment of
the game is traversed, actively demands something of the player? The key lies in Sasakibara’s
emphasis on when characters make their demands, and what the results are of players meeting said
demands. Sasakibara argues that players meeting the demands of characters allow the characters
to “come to life” (2003, 107). The description, as evocative as it is difficult to operationalize,
points to players assuming prescribed roles in an imagined relationship with the character. This is
particularly evident if Galbraith’s addition to Sasakibara is taken into account: Galbraith argues
that the character’s demand is a request to not visit hurt on them (2021b, 144). Even more

interesting is the footnote that accompanies the addition:

The dynamic of the character facing the player and looking out at him recalls philosopher
Emmanuel Levinas’ approach to the face of the other, which says, “You shall not commit
murder” (Levinas 1969: 199). The face, in its nudity and defenselessness, offers “ethical
resistance that paralyzes my powers” (Levinas 1969: 199). Put slightly differently, the face
compels me not to act: “Do not kill me.” The face offers “passive resistance to the desire
that is my freedom” (Bergo 2011). It is startling how resonant Levinas is with Sasakibara,

who advances that the character, in her nudity and de-fenselessness, says, “Do not hurt me,”



which limits the player’s freedom to act (Sasakibara 2003: 126; also Kulick and Rydstrom
2015: 274-276). For Sasakibara, as for Levinas, ethics point us toward nonviolence. For

both, it begins with an “interruption,” or affective moment. (Galbraith 2021b, 144; 196).

The appearance of the character on the screen, static, with eyes gazing beyond the screen, is
an elicitation for players to assume a role, one that entails not hurting the other.*® Players are called
on to care and protect, which, despite the presence of pornography in most Japanese CIG software,
is not connected indissolubly with sexual intercourse. Galbraith does emphasize, implicitly and
explicitly, the contradictory nature of bishajo characters offering youthful innocence and sexual
appeal (2021b, 133-134, 149-150, 168-169) and of the characters called to be with them (2019,
68-70). This duality, also remarked on by Sasakibara (2004 16-26) and Nagayama (2014, 134—
136), while interesting in itself, becomes more important when taken in the context of ludo-
hermeneutics: while sexually and emotionally charged rewards can, indeed, lead to embodied
responses in players, it is only by recognizing and assuming the role mandated by characters that
players become players of character intimacy games. And this, role, at least in the case of Japanese
CIG, is not automatically linked to sex, allowing the inclusion of raising simulators, whose focus
on intimacy, parental as it might be, is self-evident. While Galbraith’s discussion is centered
around bishaojo games and bishajo characters, this process can be extended to other character types
and other forms of CIG software. Bishonen characters, whenever they engage in homosexual or
heterosexual relationships, are also depicted as gazing at users, also relying on moe, moe elements,

and similarly emergent media literacies (cf. Santos 2021a, 2021b; Galbraith 2011b).

39 While Galbraith’s position is accurate for most character intimacy games in Japan, a minority of works put players
in a role that entails voluntarily and deliberately hurting characters. Therein, players are made to exert sexual
violence and other heinous acts on characters who are demanding not to be hurt. While, on the one hand, this does
not make Galbraith’s description generalizable at first, actually highlights such a position as a starting point internal

to the landscape of Japanese CIG production.

153



154

By assuming the role mandated by characters, players mobilize the assemblage of moe
elements, archetypical situations, prototypical character interactions, plots, etc. into a continuing
relationship. In generalized, abstracted terms, this implies the existence of specific roles for actants
in an imagined intimate relationship. Players are to assume such roles to recognize themselves as
players of CIG software. In doing so, they produce what studies of media reception has deemed
parasocial phenomena, those one-sided psychological states — as anticipated before within this
study — where a human media user interacts with a media character (Liebers and Schramm 2019,
5). Users perceive the interaction as similar with that of an actual living being, capable of
responding and interacting in freeform fashion, despite the staticness of their host media. These
responses are assumed to be similar to face-to-face interactions between two individuals, except
for the lack of mutuality between the two interactants (ibid.), In fact, approaches to moe, since its
early approaches, have often emphasized, in practice, the continuing relationship between media
users and fictional characters (Galbraith 2019, 95-96; Condry 2013, 192; Steinberg 2012, 188—
190; Honda 2005, 212-215).

Research on media reception distinguishes between two typologies of parasocial phenomena:
parasocial interaction and parasocial relationships. Parasocial interactions are media reception
responses produced as part of media engagement. Parasocial relationships, on the other hand,
represent “a more long-term response to media characters,” which may exceed the limitations of
single acts of media reception and “develop into a long-term relationship between two individuals,
beyond their face-to-face interaction” (Liebers and Schramm 2017, 13; Schramm & Hartmann,
2008). They expand reception into long-term engagements between media users and figures
(Klimmt et al. 2006), in an experience of friendliness, companionship (Levy, 1979), and “affective
participant involvement” (Rubin and Perse 1987, 248). A parasocial relationship can thus “endure

beyond a single reception and develop into a long-term relationship between a media user and a



media character” (Liebers and Schramm 2019, 5; see also Schramm, 2015 [2008]). At the same
time, the nature of reception may influence the formation of parasocial relationships (Liebers and
Schramm 2017, 14; Auter et al. 2008; Klimmt, et al. 2006). Such relationships are not, however,
eternal or fixed in stone: they may also end in what constitutes a “parasocial breakup” when, for
example, the media character of a TV series suddenly dies.*

Amicable parasocial relationships are distinguished by “liking the character, feeling solidarity
with and trust in the media figure, and desiring self-disclosure and communication with him or
her” (Tukachinsky 2011, 76). Romantic parasocial relationships are characterized instead by a
need for the other’s physical presence, their approval, and their care (ibid., 77). Another underlying
assumption is that characters are imagined by media users to be human-like (cf. Liebers and
Schramm 2017, 16-17). This clashes strongly with the claims of fictiveness and non-reflection of
reality of moe characters (cf. Galbraith 2021b, 59-76, 2019, 59-96, 2011, 220-222; Sugawa-
Shimada 2020, 158; Okamoto 2015, 51-54; Nagayama 2014, 158, 198, 83; Sasakibara 2004, 37).

Users develop infatuations with media characters, including “feeling emotionally and/or
physically attracted to and having passionate thoughts about him or her” (Liebers and Schramm
2017, 13). Such feelings are characterized by “physical attraction, commitment and positive affect,
and lack only reciprocity” (ibid.). While currently unapproached, the emergence of ulterior types
of parasocial relationships — hateful, filial, to name but a few — is also conceivable (Liebers and
Schramm 2017, 15; Tian and Hoftner, 2010). However, studies attempting to make a link between
parasocial interactions and parasocial relationships, outside of Nicole Lieber and Holger
Schramms’s work (2017), and exploratory studies in ‘fictophilia/fictosexuality’ (Karhulahti and
Valisalo 2021) and reception of eroanime-eromanga [hentai] pornography (Park, Blomkvist and

Mahmut 2021) remain limited. Particularly interesting for character intimacy games is the

40 See Cohen 2003 for an extensive discussion of parasocial breakup.
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relevance of the fictionality of media entities (Liebers and Schramm 2019, 15), with fictional
entities commanding more intense relationships than non-fictional ones (cf. Hu 2016).

Accompanying phenomena to media reception, which are the purview of the third research
focus, are also particularly interesting for approaching character intimacy games: interaction is
associated with “increased cognitive, emotional and conative involvement” (Liebers and Schramm
2019, 15; Calvert et al. 2014; Hartmann et al. 2008; Kim and Rubin, 1997; Rubin and Perse, 1987).
Also extremely interesting are some results showing that “intensified PSI could correlate with high
relaxation and decreased emotional stress” (Liebers and Schramm 2019, 15; Madison and Porter
2015). This draws instinctive connections to existing perceptions of moe characters, media, and
spaces offering solace or healing from the troubles of everyday life (Baffelli and Yamaki 2018;
ljima et al. 2017; Wada et al. 2014; Sharp 2014, 2011).

Moe, by its nature, as a response to media characters, is to all intents and purposes a parasocial
phenomenon reliant on emerging, peer-learned media literacies (Galbraith 2021, 64, 75, 2019, 16,
46, 62-64; Sone 2014, 199). It manifests as parasocial interactions — responses during media
engagement — and parasocial relationships when users are away from media engagement. However,
the very existence of a semi-formal system for mobilizing parasocial responses is at odds with the
spontaneous, one-sided nature of parasocial phenomena. There is a discrepancy between the free-
form, open-ended nature of parasocial phenomena — any instance of media reception may develop
into parasocial responses — and the closedness of software operations, where every moment in
which the software is running can be ultimately reduced to a machine state. At the same time, it
raises a no less important question: how do players determine the extent and nature of the role they

must assume to meet the character’s demands and thus initiate the imaginative process?



4.2.3. Sexual scripts, software scripts, intimate scripts

Playing character intimacy games is contingent on players assuming the role demanded by
characters. It is to act in accordance with said role in the development of an imagined, intimate
relationship, which may lead to the emergence of parasocial phenomena. While the previous
chapter has briefly surmised the role of the player to be, implicitly, and generally, one of care and
protection, as per Galbraith’s position (2021b, 144), it is not enough. What are players called upon,
concretely, to do as they interact with characters in-game and imagine intimacy to be? In what
direction should a player go, both within the game and within their imagination, to fulfill the role
that characters demand they take? In investigating these interrogatives, this study assumes that
meeting character demands — acting in accordance with the role mandated by character interaction
— produces or leads to, at the very least, parasocial interactions.

However, from the perspective of approaching video game software, connecting parasocial
responses to software operations proper is a contradictory endeavor. Parasocial phenomena are not
tied to specific, identifiable, and repeatable acts of media reception, only to acts of media reception
in general. Parasocial relationships persist outside of media engagement proper. Software
operations, on the other hand, can ultimately be reduced to a series of scripted calculations, which,
given the same starting conditions, will lead to the same result at every software execution.
Nevertheless, it is now possible to produce reasonable assumptions regarding a player producing
parasocial phenomena in response to characters in CIG software — if there is no response or
predisposition to response there is no CIG software, and analysis is moot. It is neither possible nor
reasonable, however, to indissolubly connect specific in-game acts with parasocial responses.
Ulterior stabilization is needed. To make sense of and resolve the discrepancy between parasocial

phenomena —open-ended, freeform, untied to media typology —and the logic of software operation,
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this study connects studies in parasocial phenomena with sexual scripts theory, a sedimented
framework within the purview of sex research.

Sexual scripts theory [SST], first elaborated by William Simon and John H. Gagnon (2003,
1987a, 1987h, 1984) approaches the spectrum of human sexual interaction, from macro to micro-
level, and, in particular, gender-based meanings and conducts (Mahay et al. 2001). Sexual scripts
are “culturally available messages that define what ‘counts’ as sex, how to recognize sexual
situations, and what to do in a sexual encounter” (Frith and Kitzinger 2001: 210). Sexual scripts
are made up of “widely shared ideas about sexuality through which people learn what sex is, what
is sexual, what is sexy, how to experience pleasure, and how to conduct oneself sexually” (Nagar
2016: 1). They are composed of “a number of logical if-then statements” (Bargh 1996; see also
Andersen et al. 2013), guiding “expectations of what will or will not occur” (Lenton and Bryan
2005, 484). Each “typically comprises beliefs concerning events and their proper sequence and
roles” (Lenton and Bryan 2005, 484; Fiske and Taylor 1991). As such, they are “organized
cognitive schema, which people employ to understand their own actions and desires sexually, to
consider certain bodily activities as pleasurable, to interpret certain social situations as potentially

sexual, and to recognize appropriate behavior for each situation” (Nagar 2016: 1).

[S]cripts consist of three distinct levels: cultural scenarios at the macro societal level,
interpersonal scripts at the interactional middle level, and intra-psychic scripts at the micro
level of oneself (Simon and Gagnon 1986). At the macro level, cultural scenarios prescribe
the How, When, With Whom, Where, and Why of expected sexual conduct. These cultural
arrangements are neither universal nor uniform but particular to a given society. Despite
similarities in repertoires of bodily activities usually associated with sexuality, there is no
similarity in the meanings attributed to them. At the middle level, people learn the scripts
by picking up cues and directions unintentionally and intuitively from their environment,
and apply them in specific social contexts in ways that facilitate sexual exchange. The
interpersonal scripts serve to mediate individuals’ relation to the norms and regulate their
social interactions. At the intrapsychic level, cultural meanings are internalized, allowing

individuals to manage their experiences and construct sexual “selves:” desires, beliefs,



fantasies, and values (Lenton and Bryan 2005, 484).

Despite not pertaining to studies of media reception proper, sexual scripts theory has already
seen employment as part of media reception, especially in the case of media featuring sexual
content (cf. Vera-Gray et al. 2021; Sun et al. 2016; Hald et al. 2013; Ross and Coleman 2011).
Character intimacy games in Japan, whether explicitly or implicitly, generally feature sexual
content. In doing so, via a combination of software mechanics and moe emergent literacies, they
arguably generate sexual scripts regulating imagined intimacy with anime-manga characters. In
fact, character intimacy games should be thought of as generating their own sexual scripts
regardless of their production context: the peculiarity of the game’s narrative, the interplay
between software mechanics and character intimacy, the character’s own combination of gender
and sexual orientation (or lack thereof) in the context of the role they assume all concur to create
a specific sexual script for that game. Such scripts might not be necessarily accord with wider
cultural milieus. For instance, if players choose to behave condescendingly to a tsundere character
within Japanese CIG software, they can be expected not to win that character’s attention. However,
there is no such formalization in software works such as Softporn Adventure — the sexual script
therein is different. At the same time, the Japanese production context is arguably the only case

where components for sexual scripts may have been formalized to a very high level of granularity:

Different colors of hair and hairstyles might suggest character, for example “blond in pig-
tails” (kinpatsu tsuin téru), which I was consistently told referred to characters with a bad
attitude and soft heart. There are hundreds of these combinations. A strand of hair sticking
up, which is called “stupid hair” (ahoge), suggests a character that is energetic but not too
bright. Glasses may convey intelligence or shyness, and a girl with glasses be-comes a
character type, “glasses girl” (meganekko). Having the character eating food suggests
energy and vitality, or a “healthy girl” (genki na ko). Big breasts suggest mature sexuality,
and smaller breasts innocence. Different underwear suggests character, for example white
cotton with an animal print as code for “child” and black lace as code for “adult” (Galbraith

2021, 128-129).
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Applied to the systems and literacies of moe, SST allows us to make sense of how players
may direct their imaginative gaze, producing arrays of anticipated results, which generate affective
feedback upon confirmation/subversion (Bruno 2019, 49-50). In fact, as a system, moe mimics
game design and modes of interacting with video games (Azuma H. 2007, 168-174) while being
far from exclusive to digital games. Sexual scripts informed by pornography viewing may become
a “heuristic model for decision making” during sexual encounters (Sun et al. 2016, 983, 994),
namely, a model for “the way in which information is processed quickly and without much
deliberation” (ibid., 994). Such models outline “what should or should not be happening, how
people should or should not behave in response to what is or is not happening and what the
outcomes of a particular course of action should be” (Wright 2011, 348, as cit. in Sun et al. 2016,
994).

Applied to CIG software, sexual scripts operationalize character intimacy in the software
macrostructure by telling: who romances whom, who is attracted by whom, who is sexually pro-
active and who is sexually passive, and, finally, how to deploy knowledge of the script to achieve
one of the game’s success states. If sexual scripts are “a number of logical if-then statements that
guide our expectations of what will or will not occur” (Lenton and Bryan 2005, 484), they can be
turned into rules for a video game, with clear success states, failure states, and their relative
pathways. If in-game sexual scripts mark certain situations as sexual, erotic, or sensual, it is then
possible to presume a level of embodied responses in users, as sexual and/or emotional arousal
toward the characters, which, in turn, fosters the emergence of parasocial phenomena.

SST, of course, pertains to sexual intercourse and to sexual interaction. However, given the
breadth and width of character intimacy games, CIG software that does not feature sexual
intercourse, implicitly or explicitly, may also possess their own scripts. For example, the Princess

Maker series puts players in the role of a tutor/slash father figure, in charge of raising the titular



princess until she is of age to go into the world. In this case, a similarly functioning, culturally
connoted ‘parental script’ composed of logical if-then statements guiding expectations of what
may/may not occur can also be envisioned.*! In the same fashion as sexual scripts, the parental
script would guide players in what to expect of characters and what to expect of themselves if they
meet the character’s demands. Other scripts for less constructive relationships — Kidnapping,
sexual violence, etc. — may also be envisioned as part of a character intimacy game’s assemblage
of software code and narrative content.

To accommaodate for the wider breadth of situations covered in character intimacy games, this
study proposes a derivation of sexual scripts into ‘intimate scripts’: a structured ensemble of
logical if-then statements that guide expectations of what will or will not occur in intimate
situations, regardless of the nature of intimacy — parental, filial, sexual, parasexual, romantic — or
its moral or ethical standing. Intimate scripts, paraphrasing Nagar (2016), would therefore be made
up of widely shared ideas about intimacy through which people learn what intimacy is, what is
intimate, how to experience intimacy, and how to conduct oneself intimately. Analyzing intimate
scripts allows us to assume to a certain degree when, where, and how responses might take place.
Through such assumptions, a tentative map, or at least some indications of where parasocial
phenomena might emerge can be drawn and operationalized for CIG analysis. However, intimate

scripts are culturally and context dependent — they do not mobilize anytime, anywhere, they require

41 The wider field in which sexual scripts theory developed, scripts theory, does envision ‘cognitive scripts’ (Hart 2017;
Calvete 2013; Gioia and Poole 1984; Goffman 1963, 1959), similar cognitive schema about “the sequence of
behaviors that can be expected in a certain context, how the individual should behave in that context once the
individual has assumed a role in the script, and what might be the expected consequences” (Calvete 2013, 1).
Comprehensive analysis of scripts theory in relation to CIG software and imagined intimacy is well beyond the

scope of this study. Its presentation here is to provide primers for further analysis of CIG software.
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proper context. How this appropriate context can be communicated as part of in-game interaction

is a different matter requiring its own discussion.
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4.3. Game studies

4.3.1. Mechanics maketh game: Understanding software through systems for interaction

One of the most immediate ways of contextualizing in-game actions within video games is to
look at video game mechanics, defined as the processes allowing players to interact with and
traverse video game software. As discussed before, the ensemble of software systems and narrative
content in character intimacy games is dependent on players taking prescribed roles in an imagined
intimate relationship with the game’s characters. It is not sufficient for players to simply engage
with the game’s mechanical systems, whatever their nature. Rather, players must take roles as
mandated by the intimate scripts within a character intimacy game’s assemblage of software code
and narrative content. This produces a question of how intimate scripts interact, cohere, or, at times,
collide with the software mechanics of each character intimacy game, when players have met
character demands.

While intuitive distinctions in mechanics are employed by players and developers alike,

research into video games does not enjoy the same ease: there is a lack of shared vocabulary (Lo
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et al. 2021, 336; Aarseth and Grabarczyk 2018, 3-4), a lack of agreement about the field to which
video game research should belong to, along with an ever-growing number of fields interested in
research video games (Aarseth and Grabarczyk 2018, 3). The consequences, as pointed out by
Aarseth and Grabarczyk, are a proliferation of models, hierarchies, and definitions, along with a
circulation of terms of vague and uncertain definition, like ‘gameplay,” ‘mechanics,” ‘interactivity,’
‘immersion,” and ‘virtual reality.” This study, for its part, while it relies heavily on Carlo
Fabricatore’s discussion of game mechanics, does not seek to re-invent the wheel, or to produce
yet another hierarchy or model. Rather, this study seeks to reconcile existing definitions with the
imaginative efforts elicited of player by CIG software.

Jarvinen defines video game mechanics as “a functional game feature that describes one
possible or preferred or encouraged means with which the player can interact with game elements
as she is trying to influence the game state at hand towards attainment of a goal” (2008, 255).
Fabricatore defines video game mechanics as player-centered “proper tools for gameplay, atomic
rule-based interactive subsystems capable of receiving an input and reacting by producing an
output. Such output translates into a state change of the mechanics itself and/or into the triggering
of new interactions with other game mechanics” (2007, 5).

Miguel Sicart proposes mechanics as “methods invoked by agents, designed for interaction
with the game state” (2008, n.p.). Ermest Adams and Joris Dorman explicate mechanics as
“everything affects the operation of the game” (2012, 3—4). Building on Jesper Juul (2005) and
Katie Salen Tekinbas and Eric Zimmerman (2003), Toups et al. refer to mechanics as moments in

il

which “a player makes a choice and observes the outcome,” with core mechanics being the
foundational part of a video game (2014, 258). Imre Hoffman offers a further definition of video

game mechanics as “the objective structures and properties of a game that cybernetically organize

the changes of a game’s states through rule-based interaction and causal relationships™ (2018, 85).



Mechanics, it seems, cannot be reduced to an exclusive examination of software mechanical
systems, and instead require recognition of the role of players as agents. Fabricatore, in an
expansive discussion of mechanics, invites “perspectives allowing the focus on both the game
system and the player in an integrative way” and argues that if video games “can be regarded as
systems, then we should also regard players as system thinkers who play through making sense of
things, consciously and subconsciously interpreting meanings and establishing relationships to
understand what has happened in the past, what is happening in the present, and predict what could
happen in the future” (2018, 88—89).

Employing action theory (AT), Fabricatore envisions the playing activity as a goal-oriented
endeavor aimed at satisfying psychological needs, which is also a meaning-making process.
Through meaning-making, the player processes “mental representations in order to project
possible future states to attain and organize her actions accordingly” (2018, 91). In performing
tasks, a player attempts to transform a system of entities in order to achieve their desired goal
states. By way of this process, “the player interprets the situation she faces, evaluating target object,
enablers, hindrances and other relevant contextual conditions. Accordingly, she identifies
possibilities to act and plan her interactions™ (ibid., 98). A tasks context is vital for meaning
making through interacting with mechanics, and implicitly allows the distinction between video
games featuring similar mechanical systems. Game contexts “foster meaning-making through
relating things and events within a specific spatiotemporal dimension, defined by sociocultural,

physical and historical environmental conditions” (ibid., 100-101).

All accounted for, game contexts foster meaning-making through relating things and
events within a specific spatiotemporal dimension, defined by sociocultural, physical and
historical environmental conditions. Contextual conditions allow the player to wholly
understand the schemas that define and regulate interactions between entities, and
comprehend the significance of these interactions as defined “by design”. Interpreting

schemas in context allows making sense of game entities, the possibilities to transform
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them to achieve game goals, and the enabling and hindering functions that they may have
in the process. Interpreting background conditions allows for comprehension of the
immediate causes and effects of defining events as they happen in the game space, as well
as the way these are valorized in the game world (ibid, 100-101).

In CIG software, the presence of chara-moe/shajo-josei-BL-yaoi aesthetics, combined with
the circulation on the personal computer or other platforms, such as the PS Vita, is an immediate
marker of contextual conditions: the game is about character intimacy with bishojo/bishonen
characters. Navigation, interaction, and movement through the game world are contextualized
based on such aesthetics, and players are encouraged to act accordingly. This is not to say that
context can turn every mechanical system to its figurative service. Rather, mechanics provide
context, and context may, in turn, inspire mechanics. Japanese character intimacy games are

wholly focused on intimate character interaction, compounded by featuring of aesthetics

productive to such engagements.

Contextual information can overall foster situational sense-making, allowing the player to
understand that things and events are driven by more than abstract cause-effect
relationships. By extension, contextual feedback may lead the player to attribute a deeper
sense of purpose to a task. This may be the case when feedback relates to implications of
the task that transcend the practical transformation of objects in the game, and which reflect
how the task outcomes will be valorized based on the socio-cultural circumstances in
which the task unfolds (i.e. moral value of saving people from slavery, and implications
for their future lives). Thus, game feedback should be analyzed to determine the extent to
which it allows the player to comprehend the significance of her acts in the game world,
as defined “by design” (Fabricatore 2018, 107-108).

Character intimacy games, through a combination of mechanics and narrative content, focus
on the simulation of intimate character interactions. What is peculiar in Japanese character
intimacy games, and, in particular, within face-to-face character interaction, is that interaction with

the game state is not performed in a procedural fashion through software. Rather, it is performed
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prevalently via player imagination — filling the blanks, mentally rendering the scene, bringing the
affordances of literature within software environment. Such statements may not fully apply to
character intimacy games that feature extensive gamic segments, such as Eiyi*Senki. However,
even in the presence of extensive gamic segments, the mechanics of character interaction are the
lack of software mechanics in favor of imagination. It is no isolated accident — the framework has
sedimented over nearly forty years of character intimacy game production in Japan, regardless of
intended audience, presence/absence of explicit content, or the presence/absence of other systems
for interaction, whatever their nature (cf. Jiang 2019; Kabashima 2009; Hichibe 2006).

When presenting players with character interaction, Japanese character intimacy games rob
players of control or alternatives, leaving them together with characters gazing at them. The lack
of mechanical interactivity is itself a mechanism for character interaction: when players are left
with only the option to coalesce information into a coherent whole and to advance the storyline,
they are alone with characters. This contextualizes the character encounter as being a character
encounter within a CIG — there is nothing else that can be done outside the character encounter.
Therein the player is, imaginatively, once more called on to meet the character’s demands, as per
the sexual scripts featured within the game.

This is arguably what allows video games such as Planetarian, or other so-called kinetic
novels, to be considered as video games. Even though they feature minimal interaction with the
software itself — limited solely to incremental software states, one click at a time — they are, to all
intents and purposes, one uninterrupted character encounter, where players are continuously called
on to meet the character’s demand and assume a prescribed role within an imagined intimate
relationship. When players meet character demand, they produce, or are pushed toward producing
parasocial interaction, which may develop into parasocial relationships. However, this discussion

leaves one significant blind spot: what of the actual software mechanics that may be present in
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CIG software? How do they aid, or hinder, the processes underneath player/character intimacy?
This study has offered a theoretical discussion of how mechanics, the lack thereof, and the context
in which tasks, or the lack thereof, might aid in contextualizing in-game action as moving towards
character intimacy. However, it has still not offered any kind of concrete example of mechanics
that may be geared toward character intimacy. What, then, is an example of a system that may
offer the condition for a video game to be distinguishable as a character intimacy game? Is it

actually something that can be distinguished from other gamic frameworks?

4.3.2. The mechanics of intimacy: Systems of affection in character intimacy games

In her theory of dynamic game characters — game characters whose development structure
branches into different outcomes (Blom 2020, 144) — Blom envisions the presence of a mechanical
framework, which she calls the “system of affection (SA).” The SA is a “a ludic process, inherently
procedural in nature, which allows the player to create and shape relationships between dynamic
game characters” (ibid., 197), dependent on the character’s development structure. An example of
such a system lies in ‘affection meters’ — explicit or implicit counters for measuring the level of
affection/depth of bond existing in the player’s relationship with characters. Such relationships are
embedded in the game’s possibility space; that is, in the variety of possible actions, decisions, and
outcomes that a video game makes available to the player, structuring their playstyle (ibid., 147—
149; Westecott 2009; Bogost 2008; Canossa and Drachen 2009a, 2009b; Jones 2008; Tychsen and
Canossa 2008; Aarseth 1997). Players affects these relationships by “executing specific sets of
actions — procedures that differ per game” (Blom 2020, 197). Therefore, in the context of a
character intimacy game’s focus on character intimacy, the SA — or any similar mechanical system
— should coincide with the game’s mode of game traversal and be the primary focus of in-game

operations.



In a character intimacy game, players may be confronted with such a system in a more or less
explicated fashion; for example, in Shinjitsu no Princess [Princess To Be] (DeareaD 2017), players
may track the progress they have made with one of the game’s four romanceable characters; the
same happens in Oyako Rankan [Mother and Daughter in a Raging Manor] (Alicesoft 2012),
where players may track current character affection vis-a-vis game progress. Systems of affection
are not exclusively tied to romantic engagements and can bring about a variety of relationships —
amicable, romantic, or antagonistic. Blom also makes an important clarification: systems of
affection appear in games that are “oriented towards character development, and which have at
least some role-playing elements. But the SA’s existence does not determine the game’s genre”
(2020, 197).

Blom’s work interfaces with a scattered ensemble of approaches in game studies preoccupied
with the depiction of emotion, love, and affection within video games. These approaches
interrogate how love is depicted, how video games may or may not be able to reproduce and/or
simulate love, intimacy, and affective relationships. The employment of intimacy in game design
has been associated with possibilities for games with no conflict (Trammel and Waldron 2015),
while the featuring of sexuality in games effects choice, sexual desire, and reproduction
(Youngblood 2015). Peter Kelly argues that human love and affections are too complex and fuzzy
to be adequately simulated under software conditions (2015, 47). Ashley Brown (2017, see also
Brown and Gallagher 2017), offering the example of No More Heroes (Grasshopper Interactive
2007), highlights a possible immaturity by the media format itself (Brown 2017, 246), a position
in contrast with the historical examination provided by Gianmarco Giuliana (2017, 42-43).

Giuliana also argues that it is the player’s sense of finitude that bestows meaning on love and
sex in digital games. Players are dependent on the game’s system closeness ensuring “safety of

exploration of different regimes of scarcity and values of love and sex features” (2017, 58-59).
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Rather than love being too complex for video game software, it might be that its reduction to a
closed system is necessary for its simulation. This is the mechanical counterpart to sexual scripts
within character intimacy game assemblages: the finitude of the systems provides concrete
counterpoints to freeform animation. Players see their efforts concretize as part of video game
navigation, and together with confirmation or subversion of one’s imaginative action come
affective responses (cf. Bruno 2019, 49, 52-56; Huron 2006, 18).

Blom’s framing of systems of affection indirectly corroborates Giuliana’s position: to play
intimacy, rules delimiting the space in which player play intimacy are needed. The same can be
said for the imaginative actions that player take in service and toward character intimacy: a
delimitation of where, when, and how character intimacy may be imagined might be equally
necessary to bestow the meanings necessary for players to develop parasocial responses. The
affection mechanics — Ren'ai Shinko [love system] — in Fire Emblem: Fuuka Seitsugetsu are one
example of how SAs might be manifested in software works. The presence of SA in video game
software represents only a first step in determining whenever a piece of video game software can
be classified as a character intimacy game. CIG software are video games where intimacy with
characters must be the central focus of the video game experience and constitute a vital threshold
for video game progress and completion. In contrast, a video game with character intimacy is a
game where character intimacy is an optional system, and is not vital for video game traversal and
completion. Within Fire Emblem: Fuuka Seitsugetsu, progress in the Love System is not vital for
progress, although highly encouraged by way of combat bonuses resulting from furthering one’s
relationship with other characters. In-game traversal is contextualized around winning battle
encounters, tying in with the general narrative of putting an end to the war and the conspiracies

around Garreg Mach Monastery. In Bokujo Monogatari, players endeavor to run a farm, and



should set their in-game conduct appropriately. While they might court other characters as part of
their in-game voyage, with systems similar to CIG software, the goal lies within the farm.

It is the opposite in the case of character intimacy games. In Dokyiisei, players are tasked with
managing multiple statistics, to navigate a map and to be in the right location at the appropriate
time to initiate character events. In Hakuoki ~Shinsengumi Kitan~ [Demon of the Fleeting
Blossom: The Tale of the Shinsengumi] (Design Factory Co., Ltd 2008), players are tasked with
choosing the right path at the right time to collect all reward images in an erotic scavenger hunt.
Both video games contextualize player action — through aesthetics, packaging, and underlying
expectations of media literacies — as being about engaging in character intimacy. It is not sufficient
for a game to present some kind of score-dependent variable labeled as intimacy or affection and
make it a reward for player actions. An explicit contextualization of character intimacy as being
vital for game progression is necessary. Without such contextualization, Dokyiisei’s system could
be the one underneath a role-playing game, while Hakuouki ~Shinsengumi Kitan~’s mostly static
framework could be collocated as an adventure game. In fact, both software systems become
systems of affection through contextualization, which makes mechanics dependent on how in-
game actions are contextualized as being about character intimacy. The presence of a system of
affection alone does not transform a game’s genre or typology (cf. Blom 2020, 198). And yet,
games of character intimacy like visual novels, eroge, bishojo games, BL games, etc. require the
player to intimately engage with characters.

Examining systems of affection reinforces the call to holistic consideration of the sum of the
game’s mechanics in conjunction with narrative, aesthetic, and social affordances affecting game
operation in one way or another. However, how should we relate to SAs, which are embedded in
the game’s possibility space, with the wider, non-mechanics-based ensemble of demands and

conditions that players must meet and uphold? In the Japanese case, where such practices have
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been structured to a considerable level of granularity, the systems around moe articulate another
possibility space, tethered but parallel to video game software. This space, interfacing with the
finiteness of what may take place and not take place within software proper, offers regulation for
player imaginative actions. It primes users to engage intimately with characters, urging them
toward imagined intimacy. Furthermore, the focus on character intimacy requiring finiteness
implies, in turn, a sense of finitude, not unlike that envisioned by Giuliana in his examination of
love and affect in digital games (2017, 58-59). Accounting for two parallel possibility spaces —
one emerging out of software proper, one tied to player imaginative action — might be the decisive

step in studying character intimacy games.

4.3.3. Mechanics and imagination in parallel: Possibility spaces in character intimacy games

In proposing the system of affection, Blom locates it within the game’s possibility space (2020,
149-156, 197). In envisioning character intimacy games, this study posits that, mechanically, a
game’s system of affection should coincide with the game’s mode of traversal. By locating the SA
as the game’s main mode of traversal, this study narrows down the possibility space for a CIG
game to that generated by systems of affection. However, such space is confined to the game’s
software proper, and cannot account for player imaginative action toward intimate character
engagement. Player imaginative action, which is fundamental for players to recognize themselves
as players of CIG software, and thus for the game to become its ontological result, needs to be
accounted for and operationalized.

Broadly speaking, ‘possibility space’ refers to the range of possible actions within a number
of constraints of varying type and nature. Game theorists Katie Salen Tekinbas and Eric
Zimmerman argue that the possibility space can be understood both metaphorically and literally.

Metaphorically, as “an abstract decision space or conceptual space of possible meaning,” in



reference to the systems that dictate which courses of action are available to players and which are
not (Tekinbas and Zimmerman 2003, 67, 390) — literally as the organization of spatial elements
shaping the player’s in-game course of action (ibid., 390). It is a space of possible conflict, as part
of video game navigation involves selecting a goal (ibid., 255). It generates meaning — it is “the
space of all possible meaning” — it is a system — it is a space by the way “elements of the system
can relate to each other” — it is interactive — it is “through the interactive functioning of the system
that the space is navigated and explored” (ibid., 67). More concisely, Tekinbas and Zimmerman
cite veteran game designer Warren Spector, arguing that possibility spaces are “spaces that provide
compelling problems within an overarching narrative, afford creative opportunities for dealing
with problems and then respond to player choices with meaningful consequences” (ibid., 390).
Game scholar lan Bogost highlights that a possibility space consists of “all of the gestures made
possible by a set of rules” (2008, 120). More generally, it is the space that allows free exploration
within a more-or-less rigid rule structure.

Within the system of affection, the game’s possibility space is what facilitates the focus of
Blom’s attention, characters, into becoming dynamic game characters, and provides the player
with a non-trivial role in the characterization process (2020, 144). By engaging with the system of
affection, players assume a fundamental role in determining how a character’s narrative will play
out. By providing such a possibility space, a character becomes dynamic. In doing so, “games give
the player the impression that the character’s development structure contains a plurality of
potentials and outcomes” (ibid., 149). Nevertheless, it is not possible to account for parasocial
responses to characters in CIG software by looking solely at software proper. It is not possible to
assume that every player will approach CIG software because they are attracted by one of the

game’s characters or wish to become attracted to one. Some players might enjoy the story; some
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might play CIG software like Eiyi Senki or Daiteikoku (Alicesoft 2011) because they enjoy them
as turn-based strategy games.

Of course, this study operates on the ludo-hermeneutical assumption that players need to
recognize themselves as playing a character intimacy games — which requires them to assume the
role demanded by characters. Focusing solely on the software proper, as the system of affection
does, removes the necessity for players to respond to characters. With it, the ontology necessary
for CIG ludo-hermeneutics ceases to be. Therefore, any conceptual framework to approach
character intimacy games must account for the ways in which player imagine intimacy and how
the roles they must assume to meet the character’s demand condition and channel imagined
intimacy. The most salient, most decisive characteristic of character intimacy games, therefore, is
that they present two possibility spaces, tethered to each other but distinct.

The first possibility space emerges out of software proper; that is, the ensemble of narrative
content and mechanical systems that may include the system of affection. In cases such as kinetic
novels, where there is no way to alter the character’s fate, such an ensemble creates the illusion of
choice, of alterability of the character’s fate, which contributes to contextualizing game traversal.
It is composed of and emerges out of software assets and other directly connected paraphernalia,
to account for the possibility of video games including haptic devices for sexual feedback, amongst
other things. The second possibility space, on the other hand, refers to the avenues by which
imagined character intimacy can be envisioned by players. It regulates how imaginative action can
be perceived as coherent with the roles demanded by the game’s characters. It is the ensemble of
emergent media literacies, intimate scripts, aesthetic conventions, and associated practices that
enable players to recognize themselves as playing CIG software. Thus, players produce the
imagined intimacy, and responses thereof that turn video games into its ontological result as video

games centered around character intimacy — character intimacy games.



Certainly, each user may react to in-game events designed to elicit parasocial phenomena: the
level of euphoria will be different, as will be the level of emotional and sexual arousal. Some
players might be attracted by a certain set of database elements, some may be attracted by others,
depending on personal preferences and their current personal situation (cf. Galbraith 2021b, 167—
177; Tosca and Klastrup 2019, 190-193). The way players imagine intimacy and subsequently
produce parasocial phenomena toward characters differs for each person. However, the common
point for every player is that to produce such responses they must recognize themselves as playing
at intimacy as part of playing a character intimacy game.

Different from other typologies of video games, where collocations may be drawn from either
software mechanics, narrative content, or a combination of both, character intimacy games require
explicit recognition from the player’s side. This is different from video game works that can be
categorized as strategy games, for example: a player’s refusal or failure to recognize that traversal
is contingent on achieving success conditions through direct or indirect control of a number of
virtual entities does not invalidate that game’s nature as a strategy game. The game’s assemblage
of mechanical systems and narrative content makes it so that collocation as a strategy game is
always reasonable, even considering the manifold potential perspectives on a single video game
(Aarseth and Calleja 2015, 1-2, 6).

In the case of character intimacy games, the matter is different: character intimacy games are
not only contingent on their ensemble of software mechanics and narrative content featuring
characters to romance in appropriate contextualization, but they also require that players assume
the role of a CIG player — that they metaphorically meet the character’s demands. To assume such
a role is to take a position that leads to the ontological processes that transform a work of
interactive software into a character intimacy game. This process requires both sides to collaborate.

It is not a process of willful distortion of an existing video game, nor it can be reduced to software
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proper — a character intimacy game may present a number of mechanical affordances that
categorize it in other genres, just as moe may be thought of a meta-genre for fiction. Moe works
may be enjoyed as one of its sub-genres — a moe SF work such as Muv Luv Alternative (dge 2006)
can be enjoyed as a SF story. In the same way, character intimacy games can be enjoyed, on their
own, as a video game collocated into the typology closest to is ensemble of mechanics and
narrative content.

It is only through the combination of player self-recognition and the game offering elements
to produce such recognition that a piece of interactive software becomes a character intimacy game.
Consequently, it is not only vital to analyze what CIG are at the individual level, but also to
interface with the interpretative communities that form around game types (Aarseth and Mdring
2020, 6-7). In fact, character intimacy games may be one of a few video game typologies where
analysis cannot be meaningfully conducted without accounting for their wider communities. This
is the decisive step in approaching character intimacy games — visual novel, eroge, BL game,
galge: character intimacy games cannot be approached without accounting for “the game and the
player in communion” (ibid., 7). The way in which this communion emerges — player/character,
player/video game — is dependent on the interplay of the game’s two tethered possibility spaces.

Building on the continuing discussion made until this point, a character intimacy game is:

e A video game where traversal is contingent on players knowingly establishing, developing,
and fulfilling intimate bonds with fictional characters and recognizing themselves as doing so.

¢ A video game where the assemblage of software mechanics and narrative content facilitates
intimacy between player and characters conductive to the emergence of parasocial phenomena.

e A video game where intimate interaction takes place in two co-joined possibility spaces: the
space emerging from software and the space emerging out of shared player imagination(s).

e A video game where player/character intimacy is contingent on (sub)culturally dependent
roles — interpretative communities, intimate scripts, etc. — which the player must take to

complete the engagement process.



Despite this study being situated within Japan’s media landscape, the four points above are
made to be independent of wider media landscape and can hopefully be employed to engage with
character intimacy games in general. In particular, the cornerstone of the four-point framework is
player self-recognition. In reference to Aarseth and Moring’s perspective on ontology before ludo-
hermeneutics (2020), CIG software is peculiar in that self-recognition is, more-or-less explicitly,
required to play character intimacy games as intended. Approaching character intimacy games, as
the above discussion has shown, is therefore contingent upon the acknowledgement of imagination,
and the commonalities that may regulate it. It requires the integration of parasocial responses not
as tangential or an accidental consequence of the work’s gaming experience, but as both its
prerequisite and deliberate consequence. Integrating the commonalities around video game
software allows in turn for a deeper examination of player/character interaction, and how
communities may guide and regulate imaginative action — which actions are privileged, which
actions are hindered or made impossible within the game — and how modes of interacting with

characters and playing video games develop within and without video games software proper.
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PART 5: CONDITIONS

- What it Means to Play Character Intimacy Games -






Following the establishment of a conceptual framework aimed at defining the ontology of
character intimacy games, this study now moves to more analytical matters. It starts with an
examination of the conditions in which users play CIG software, both within software proper and
around it — interface, media discourse, platform. Conditions here is meant in the extended sense,
encompassing both the environmental conditions — media landscape(s) and discourses — and the
ensemble of dispositions that users assume as CIG players. The first perspective concerns the
screen configuration employed in CIG software to present character interaction. It approaches the
assemblage of visuals, prose text, aural performances, and their arrangement into distinct layers as
an interface that indexes character intimacy, facilitating the production of imaginative action in
players. The second perspective concerns media discourses around character intimacy games, and,
in particular, on Japanese adult games. It examines four historical flashpoints: the release of the
first adult game themed around sexual violence in Japan in the early seventies; the linkage between
a heinous murder series and eroanime-eromanga aesthetics; the accidental distribution of an erotic
horror adult video game to a younger audience in the late eighties; and the rise to global infamy of
yet another a rape-themed Japanese adult video game in 20009.

The three overviews provided within part 5 are not meant to be taken in isolation. Rather, they
should be subsequently checked against the data originating from this study’s fan-curated sources.
At this point, the juxtaposition of single works with data, with the aim of producing general
perspectives, is even more necessary: fan-curated databases are one of the few avenues into the
overlying conditions that may allow players to recognize themselves as players of character
intimacy games. Such self-recognition is, arguably, also influenced by conditions such as the
game’s interface, media discourses, and platforms. Juxtaposing perspectives rooted in traditional

methods in the humanities and social sciences — software examination, overview of media
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discourses, and platform studies — with data-driven approaches allows us to build a multifaceted,
and perhaps a clearer picture of the conditions of playing CIG software.

Due to its explicit nature and the time investment required to make sense of it (cf. Koyama,
Kobayashi [Hichibe], and Nakamura 2019, n.p.), as well it its tendencies toward aesthetic self-
sameness, CIG software is a difficult object to research. Engaging with the underlying conditions
that make such media production possible (cf. Azuma 2007, 156-157) is a necessary step in
buttressing approaches to software that may be of interest to researchers. The combination of
approaches also aids in providing an indirect comparison between character intimacy games as an
object of interest for academic and media discourses and the contexts in which CIG software is
actually played, circulated, and iterated upon. Such a combined approach, at the very least,
provides a trace of what the conditions for self-recognition as a player of character intimacy games

may entail.



5.1. Indexing intimacy

5.1.1. Screen configuration and interface in character intimacy games

Branden Hookway (2014) defines interfaces as producing “a supplementation and
augmentation of agency; this is also to say that the interface comes into being as it is actively
worked through by its user. At the same time, by imposing itself as a condition necessary for the
expression of human agency, the interface comes to define human agency” (ibid., 17). In other
words, interfaces present an initial situation where a range of actions is offered, some of which are
encouraged, some are hindered, and some are downright blocked from ever happening. The
interface is “the zone of relation that comes into being between human beings and machines,
devices, processes, networks, and even organizations (ibid., 40). It exists in “the drawing together
of elements into a relation and in eliciting from these elements the properties, behaviors, and
actions that constitute a state of augmentation, from which control is made possible” (ibid.). In
character intimacy games, the screen configuration highlighted by Jiang (2019), as barebones as

it might be, mobilizes discrete elements and elicits players to draw them together. To fill the blanks
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between incomplete visual, aural, and linguistic information, which define player agency within a
character intimacy game, especially imaginative action is required.

Serjoscha Wiemer argues that the configuration of the screen in video games — the “presented
screen space and its graphical display”— articulates a “scopic regime” (2012, 85) enforcing an
“order of vision” (Jay 1988, cit. in Wiemer 2012, 85; see Sendyka 2013 and Jay 2011 for updated
discussion), and, by extension, an ordering of possible, impossible, recommended, and
discouraged in-game action(s) and conducts. User interfaces allow players to interact with video
game software, setting “point[s] of view,” visual representations, and perspectives afforded to the
player, and the “point of action,” the player’s position of having relative agency within the in-
game world (Neitzel 2008, 100 cit. in Wiemer 2012).

The development of user interfaces into an iconic element shared by a corpus of video game
software is part of the process that stabilizes a video game genre and its corresponding “grammar
of action” (Wiemer 2012, 78). Japanese character intimacy games, apparently, enforce a very
limited scopic regime: looking, reading, hearing, making limited choices and, ultimately,
imagining. At the same time, none of the three layers of the CIG screen configuration provides a
complete description of the unfolding narrative: visual assets are re-employable within the game
and are not tied to the current scene (cf. figure 14; figure 15). In contrast, video games such as
DOOM (Id Software 2016) strive to provide as complete an array of information as possible: a
shotgun is a shotgun is a shotgun. There is no way or need for players to imagine beyond what is
happening on the screen. In character intimacy games, a character’s tachi-e is just that, an image.

It is up to the player to react to it and the accompanying linguistic and aural information and
make that relationship their own. Instead of focusing solely on choices, every act of video game
advancement done in conjunction with prose reading, listening to aural performances, and

appraisal of visual arts, should be considered a potentially meaningful interaction with the game



software. Such acts elicit the imaginative actions needed to complete the video game experience,
while also calling the player toward ever-increasing engagement with the game’s characters. In
terms of scopic regime, of ordering of possible and impossible action(s), CIG screen
configurations first and foremost encourage the player to imagine, project, and build expectations
based on existing character information (Bruno 2019, 48). Comparatively, the scopic regime of
Real-Time Strategy Games may be characterized by “the interplay between two different and in
some ways opposed cultural concepts of space” — the map and the territory in the form of the mini-
map and the action window (Wiemer 2012, 85).

The scopic regime of character intimacy games in Japan, in contrast, privileges character-
based imaginative processes, which are indexical in nature, at the expense of every other avenue
of interaction. As they parse the layers of visual arts on the screen, players employ their
imagination to merge visual information with textual and aural cues, intimately engaging with and
being engaged by the multimodal information assemblage (cf. Galbraith 2021a, 119). It elicits
imaginative action from players, which may have bodily effects and feedback loops, in turn leading
to further engagement (ibid., 119-120). The ensemble of visual, prose, and aural performances in
character intimacy games channels imagination toward entire gameplay experiences: tachi-e
mobilize the wider systems of moe; prose expresses character idiolect and compelling,
“fictionalized orality” (Galbraith 2021b, 129-130; Teshigawara and Kintsui 2011, 38); and aural
performances — character voices first and music second — index character types and narratives,
furthering affective in-game interactions (Galbraith 2021b, 130; Ishida 2019a, 25-27, 2019b, 238).
The interface constraints — prose text, character, ‘filling in the blanks’ — schematize the indexing
of intimate engagement with characters, explicitly and implicitly (cf. Giuliana 2017, 51-52).

Examining CIG screen configurations thus reveals a scopic regime, privileging what is a
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continuous imaginative engagement with characters producing bodily, emotionally moving effects
(Galbraith 2021b, 131-132, 2019, 83; Paasonen 2013, 11; Williams 1999 [1989], 5).

It is a regime that calls for a continuous imaginative projection of existing visual assets onto
narrative situations, and vice versa (cf. Bruno 2019, 47-48). By shifting through visual assets and
prose narratives while assuming player responses at key markers during the game, character
intimacy games in Japan inform players of the status of the intimate engagement. CIG screen
configurations and the interfaces emerging from them privilege, facilitate, enhance, and aid
engagement with characters, above other considerations. Is this really the case, however, for
players of character intimacy games? What has been outlined until now is an approach rooted in
academic expertise, in an attempt to provide an overview of the conditions arising out of CIG
interfaces. However, this does not guarantee that such perspectives are shared or, for that matter,
acknowledged by players. Therefore, the need to validate the above discussion against
perspectives at scale is ever more pressing. But how should one structure the validation of the
above discussion against the data models of this study’s sources? Which data points might be
viable to validate exactly when players are required — or not — to coalesce information in order to
meaningfully engage with character intimacy games? And even if suitable data points are present,

how should they be considered? Which perspectives are viable and which are not?
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(green); tachi-e (light blue);text box (yellow). Screenshot manipulation by the author of this study.
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5.1.2. Validating screen configuration(s) and interface(s)

The previous chapter has made the following claims: that there is a particular screen
configuration in Japanese character intimacy games; that such a configuration makes character
intimacy games recognizable as such (cf. Jiang 2019, 38-40); that said screen configuration
produces a ‘scopic regime’ privileging interaction with characters, encouraging players to imagine,
project, and build expectations on existing character information. Validating these claims within
the scope of this study’s data sources may prove challenging, if, indeed, such validation is at all
possible. First, it is necessary to interrogate when EGS and VNDB are able to answer such a
question. Neither are able to directly answer the overall question of when the screen configuration
of character intimacy games produces the scopic regime that privileges interaction with characters.
Both, however, do focus on characters and how they may effect players within the context of the
game’s plot and/or fictional universe. For example, Erogescape has ‘attractive heroine,’
‘inspiring’, and ‘good prose’ as three of its four highest eigenvector centrality scoring nodes. These
three nodes are evaluations, and employed in an evaluative function, so their presence within a
software data entry may not signify a positive evaluation. However, the presence of these
evaluations, no matter their actual evaluation, is a sign that users are looking for engagement with
characters (attractive heroine), emotional engagement (inspiring), and, possibly, imaginative
engagement through reading (good prose). Taking the three nodes together with their most
important connections — measured by edge weight, i.e. the number of times they co-occur — leads

to the emergence of the following networks:



Node Ten Most Important Connections

attractive heroine ‘beautiful cg’, ‘good character voices’, ‘immersive world building’, ‘online
retail version available’, ‘good scenario’, ‘porn for the sake of it’, ‘good

prose’, ‘good background music’, ‘good character sprites’ ‘beautiful’.

inspiring ‘good scenario’, ‘immersive world building’, ‘beautiful cg’, ‘good
background music’, ‘attractive heroine’, ‘good prose’, ‘good character

voices’, ‘good supporting cast’, ‘beautiful protagonist’, ‘good songs’.

good prose ‘beautiful cg’, ‘good scenario’, ‘immersive world building’, ‘good character
voices’, ‘attractive heroine’, ‘good background music’, ‘online retail version
available’ ‘beautiful’, ‘good character sprites’, ‘good supporting cast’, ‘porn

for the sake of it’.

The network that emerges is extremely tight, but, even more significant, is the recurring of
nodes such as ‘good character voices,” ‘immersive world building,” ‘good background music,’
‘good scenario,” ‘good character sprites,” ‘beautiful,” and ‘good songs.” The aspects evaluated by
these nodes are such that they signify that players are looking for specific features of the game.
They are looking for, or noticing stories (good prose, good scenario), they are looking for, or
noticing attractive characters (attractive heroine, good character voices, beautiful cg), and they are
looking, or noticing aural performances (good character voices, good background music). The fact
that ‘attractive heroine’ is one of the four highest scoring values for eigenvector centrality is a
symptom of the importance of characters in CIG software for Erogescape users. However, it is not
an indicator of when the screen configuration leads to the scopic regime described or not. Nodes
such as ‘good scenario,” ‘good character sprites,” good prose, and good character voices, on the
other hand, do hint at the processes highlighted by the examination of scopic regimes in CIG screen
configurations. Their connection with high scoring nodes is a symptom of their importance, and
how they, literally, ‘come before’ other elements. That is to say, they provide some initial
substantiation to the presence of a scopic regime privileging what is a continuous imaginative

engagement with characters producing bodily, emotionally moving effects.
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Within The Visual Novel Database, on the other hand, there are two tags that point at the
screen configuration: ADV and NVL. The former is the only node with an eigenvector centrality
score of one; that is, it is connected to — or connected to nodes that connect to — all other nodes
within the network. While this is important information, it must also be said that both tags are not
mutually exclusive, although the number of games featuring both is minimal — 271 entries.
Nevertheless, the fact that ADV has an eigenvector centrality of one validates a claim made in the
previous chapter, that the screen configuration makes character intimacy games (visual novel
games) recognizable as such. It is present in a considerable number of software releases (19,576
out of 36,220, more than 54 per cent), while NVL accounts for 1274 entries. Furthermore, of the
15,644 entries that feature neither NVL nor ADV, there are many works that should be tagged as
either ADV or NVL, but are not because, either they have not yet been released, as is the case with
Dorico no Toshokan [The Library of Dorico] (Rejet TBA, cf. https://vndb.org/v20633) or they are
poorly described due to the obscurity of the software itself. By featuring in such a prominent way,
the ADV tag substantiates the importance of the screen configuration. But, as with Erogescape, it
does not provide an easy answer regarding the previously described scopic regime. Indeed, as is
the case with EGS, it is necessary to look elsewhere.

Within VNDB, answers may be found in the group of tags describing the type of character
featured within a software release. Similarly to EGS, VNDB has tags denoting the type of
characters, 155 for female characters and 100 for male characters. The sheer number of tags
denotes the importance of describing the kind of characters present within a game. The separate
trait tree for characters, and the existence of characters as distinct entities to be described, is also
symptomatic of the importance of characters for VNDB’s userbase. In fact, the way the traits trees
for character attributes are articulated, and the granularity of description they allow, from a

character’s demeanor to the type of sexual intercourse they engage in during the game, is testament



to the importance of characters in visual novel games. As was already mentioned in Chapter 3.3.1,
while the software present on VNDB are defined as ‘visual novels,” they are about character
intimacy. The importance of the ADV tag in conjunction with the possibilities for describing
characters means that VNDB users are: 1) looking for or noticing video games with a certain screen
configuration; 2) are looking for, or noticing characters, whose granularity of description strongly
hints at the extent of engagement between characters and users.

Considering the above discussions, it is therefore possible to attempt to validate the previous
chapter’s claims. Data from EGS and VNDB suggest that, yes, there may indeed be a scopic regime
privileging continuous imaginative engagement with characters producing bodily, emotionally
moving effects. On Erogescape, this is explicated by the importance of tags denoting heroine
attractiveness and the evaluation of visuals, prose, and aural performance. On The Visual Novel
Database, it is explicated by the importance of ADV as a tag for software data entries and by the
existence of a granular system for character description and of characters as distinct entities, whose
number is massive (nearly 110,000 as of August 22"%2022). Both sources allow for the validation

of theoretical approaches at the scale of software production, albeit in different ways.
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5.2. Dangerous imaginations

5.2.1. Character intimacy games as harmful media

In Japan, character intimacy games have historically been at the center of public concerns on
the indiscriminate circulation of explicit content perceived as harmful for the public (Galbraith
2021b, 95-101; Koyama 2020 [2016], 137-140; Pelletier Gagnon and Picard 2015, 33-34). In
particular, the potential harm coming from perceived abnormal tendencies toward what are
deemed “sexual minorities” (i.e. women and children) (Nakasatomi 2013 [2009], n.p.) has been a
dominant concern (Cather 2016; Kamm 2015; Pelletier-Gagnon and Picard 2015). These concerns
intersect and mobilize with wider debates regarding otaku culture and their media consumption
habits (Galbraith 2021b, 46-59; Kamm 2015; Morikawa 2008 [2003], 262-269). Within Japanese
media discourses, character intimacy games occupy a specific position, which can be considered
both marginalized and self-marginalized (cf. Au Yeung 2008). The tense relationships with
dominant media actors leads to interrogatives amongst CIG players, regarding where, when, and

how such imaginative engagement may take place. There is a focus on appropriate “atmosphere”
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[kiiki] and “TPO” [Time, Place, Occasion] on where to play and discuss character intimacy games
(Au Yeung 2008, 147-148). Arguably, this has created a sense of marginality in players of
character intimacy games (ibid., 152), which, in turn, may reverberate in the conditions of playing
character intimacy games.

CIG software, together with niche eromanga-eroanime, featured in Japanese media discourses
during the late 1980s and through the 1990s, explicating growing concerns with “virtual worlds”
(Galbraith 2021b, 46; Kinsella 2015 [2000]; Allison 2006, 80, 85; Leheny 2006, 39; 126-129;
Schodt 1996, 45-47). The term ‘virtual worlds,” although it evokes its sister term ‘virtual reality,’
and points to apparatuses and peripherals that fill the user’s senses. In fact, it should not be
associated with either. Rather, it should be considered a byword for public concerns about media
effects, namely, excessive consumption producing dissociation from reality, and intended to signal
the dominant social norms (Galbraith 2021b, 46—47) and ethical and moral positions that enable
prosocial behavior and inhibit/sanction antisocial conduct (cf. Nakasatomi 2013 [2009], n.p.).

While the specific, clinical effects of pornography on individuals is beyond the scope of this
study, the presence of explicit, pornographic content significantly influences individual software
works. Its mere presence in media works zones them as unsuitable for general distribution, hence
its restricted circulation. Accidental circulation, especially in ‘protected’ segments of the
population, such as among minors, mobilizes discourses about obscenity and “unpopular” pop
culture (Cf. Cather 2016, 72; Galbraith 2016), within national and international spaces (cf.
Nagayama 2014; Galbraith 2019, 2017a, 2017b; Takeuchi 2015; Nakasatomi 2013 [2009]; Akagi
1993). In Japan, historically, there are three significant flashpoints that have shaped the position
of character intimacy games as dangerous media: the release to market of Ichinananana [One-
Seven-Seven] (Macadamia Soft 1986); the Tokyo-Saitama serial murders [Tokyo Saitama renzoku

yojo yitkai satsujin jiken]; and the so-called Saori Incident [Saori Jiken]. These moments saw the



Japanese character intimacy game industry intersect with generalist media discourses, explicating
the “history of the difficult relationship between Japanese video games and government, police
forces, and mainstream society” (Pelletier-Gagnon and Picard 2015, 29-30).

The first of the three historical flashpoints centers around Ichinananana, a video game work
by Macadamia and soft released in 1986 (cf. figure 16). The work, referencing article 177 of the
Japanese penal code (Rape, cf. Ministry of Justice, Japan, 2022), places the player in pursuit of an
escaping, unnamed woman across a series of trails. Ichinananana tasks players with reaching the
woman before she can get home and call the police. To do so, the player must avoid obstacles such
as rocks and passing animals. To slow the woman down, players can throw a series of various
implements — up to and including cartoonishly depicted bombs — which progressively remove the
woman’s clothes on impact. If players complete their pursuit, the game shifts to a second screen,
and players must get the woman to orgasm before they themselves ejaculate during the resulting
forced intercourse. A satisfactory performance leads the player to a success state, represented by
a screen showcasing the player character and the woman as a married couple. Any other outcome,
be it the woman escaping to her home or a failure during the second stage, leads to a failure state,
and a game over screen depicting the player character being arrested by the police.

Ichinananana prompted questions within Japan’s National Diet, the game serving as a case
study for “illustrating how unregulated use of computers and game consoles, a technology also
initially thought to be useful in an educational context, could have negative side effects for the
development of children in Japan™ (Pelletier-Gagnon and Picard 2015, 32). The game would be
the first software work designated as harmful by Japanese authorities, prompting the Japanese
Ministry of International Trade and Industry (METI) to issue recommendations to the Japanese
video game industry with respect to establishing procedures for self-regulation (ibid.). The

government, reluctant to regulate content production, would not produce ulterior enforcement until
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six years later, in the wake of the Saori incident, itself a semi-direct consequence of the effects of
the Tokyo-Saitama serial murders.

Nevertheless, Ichinananana did not feature graphics derived from eroanime-eromanga,
which would only start to become prominent with works such as Tenshitachi no gogo.
Eroanime-eromanga and bishajo characters would instead be at the forefront of the next historical
flashpoint for character intimacy games in Japan, the Tokyo-Saitama serial murders. While the
nature of the crime is beyond the scope of this study, the ramifications following the discovering
of eroanime tapes in the killer Miyazaki Tsutomu’s house was significant. Despite no computer
software ever being found or proved to have been in his possession, the undeniable
interconnectedness of anime, manga, and video games, with franchises spread across media
formats in a media-mix fashion, inevitably impacted character intimacy games. In particular, the
status of Miyazaki’s eroanime tapes as lolicon anime would prove to be decisive. In the context
of wider Japanese visual media production, lolicon is originally (1979-1984) employed to refer to
all non-photorealistic manga and manga-influenced erotica and pornography featuring girl
characters and connected with male fan populations and, initially, synonymous with bishgjo (cf.

Galbraith 2019; Nagayama 2014; Yoshimoto 2009). The lolicon descriptor became prominent in

42 While not the very first software work to feature anime-manga characters or their related aesthetics, Tenshitachi no
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gogo is the first software work that positions intimacy with anime-manga characters in a gamic milieu. While
previous examples can be found in earlier works such as Marichan Kiki Ippatsu and Lolita Syndrome (Enix 1983),
the aesthetics were, arguably, not as pronounced and did not feature the narrative tropes of eroanime-eromanga in
the same way as Tenshitachi no gogo. Another important factor in the progressive adoption of anime-
manga/eroanime-eromanga aesthetics was the increase in resolution by computer machines. Koyama Yisuke
(2020 [2016]), in this respect, defines NEC’s PC-Engine machine as an “hardware for bishgjo games” (ibid., 159—

160) due to the machine’s superior image resolution capabilities and superior storage space offered by CD-ROMs

allowing software to feature sound performances.



media discourse, exacerbating media panic due to its ambiguously pedophilic connotations (cf.
Galbraith 2021b, 54-59; Kamm 2015, 58-59; Takatsuki 2010).

Miyazaki Tsutomu’s actual engagement with bishojo/lolicon content notwithstanding, the
Saitama serial murders produced a shift in cultural ordering within the media discourse, both
within the sphere of otaku media — bishajo/lolicon, niche anime-manga — and generalist mass
media (Kamm 2015, 52-54). Bishgjollolicon characters, for their part, were identified with
perceived danger, capable of shifting users into an “orientation towards fiction” (Galbraith 2019,
51-55; Nagayama 2014, 83; Sasakibara 2004, 37) and social deviancy. Subsequent conflation with
wider anime-manga production became part of the global response to segments of anime-manga
and video game production being considered harmful, influencing Japanese internal policies
(Galbraith 2019; Nakasatomi 2013 [2009]; Harata 2010).

A few years later, the so-called Saori Incident of 1991 would become the first concrete
example of the effects of the aforementioned shift on character intimacy games. Saori:
Bishajotachi no Yakata [Saori: The Mansion of Beauties] (FairyTail [as X-Shitei] 1991) is a
pornographic adventure game where the player controls the titular Saori, a young girl of apparent
high school age (cf. figure 17). Saori is kidnapped and taken to a seemingly haunted mansion,
uncovering various heinous acts of sexual violence ranging from gang-rape to incest as she
explores the rooms and hallways of the building. The owner of the mansion is revealed, in a plot
twist at the culmination of the game’s story, to be none other than Saori herself. The experience is
later revealed to have been a mere dream, with the implication that Saori is both perverted and
perverse (cf. Galbraith 2021b, 51).

The incident around Saori is one of accidental distribution: in 1991, the game was found in
the possession of a middle school student from Miyazaki Prefecture by his father. While the

student later admitted to shoplifting the game out of a store, increased public scrutiny of the
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software found the game in contravention of Japanese obscenity laws on pornography, (Cather
2016, 76-81; Pelletier-Gagnon and Picard 2015, 33) due to uncensored genitalia. The resulting
public scandal and arrests of the game’s creators and distributors cemented the scandal within the
industry, pushing for the creation of an industry self-regulating body, the Ethics Organization of
Computer Software (EOCS), also known in Japanese as Ippan Shadan Hojin Konpyiita Sofutowea
Rinri Kiko, or Sofurin. This move by the industry meant that the public authorities deemed no
further intervention necessary — a move later criticized by Nakasatomi Hiroshi of the anti-
pornography research group (2013 [2009], n.p.). Lasting developments from the scandal and its
ramifications included the move away from an exclusive focus on sexual rewards and explicit
content to the development of a romantic narrative with one of the game’s characters (cf. Pelletier-
Gagnon and Picard 2015, 36). At the same time, the move marginalized the personal computer as
a platform for video games, leading to a focus on home console software development by
generalist market actors (cf. Fiadotau 2019, 220; DeWinter 2015, 244; Picard 2013, n.p.).

Two decades later, a fourth, this time global flashpoint unfolded in the accidental exposure of
Rapelay (lllusionsoft 2006) by English-speaking media (Cf. Pelletier-Gagnon and Picard 2015;
Nakasatomi 2013 [2009], n.p.). Rapelay, a portmanteau of Rape and Play, put players in the shoes
of a serial rapist, with the explicit intent of kidnapping and turning three young women — one of
them prepubescent —into sex slaves (cf. figure 18). The game generated international scandal,
which led to critical voices within and beyond calling on Japan to amend its laws to explicitly
prohibit the circulation of such material (Galbraith 2021a, 77-80; Nakasatomi 2013 [2009], n.p.).
On the other hand, the industry reacted by reinforcing and reinscribing boundaries, emphasizing
that adult computer games such as Rapelay are intended to be played and circulated only within
the boundaries (legislative and physical) of Japan, and taking steps to enforce circulation control

by a variety of means, mostly limited to preventing online sales (cf. Galbraith 2021a, 80-83).



These measures also applied to character intimacy games such as Wind -a breath of heart-
(Minori 2003), which focused heavily on emotional engagement and not on sexual rewards or
pornography. While later developments led to re-increased circulation of Japanese character
intimacy games outside Japan (Galbraith 2021a 83-86), the tendency is for character intimacy
games to remain confined to Japan, subjected to existing stigmas and pathologizing views (cf.
Bogost 2011, 107), emphasizing existing relationships with ‘Japan’ (Galbraith 2021a, 76; 89,
2019; Hinton 2014).

The common point among the above historical flashpoints is a belief that, as adult computer
games, character intimacy games in Japan emerge as video games featuring deviant sexual conduct
and sexual violence. But, how much of this is actually the case, especially in light of the availability
of potentially comprehensive data from fan-curated databases? One might resolve the conundrum
of providing a counterpoint to the above claims by constructing a theme/genre-based list of
character intimacy games in Japan through the years. There is certainly more, however, that should
be compared with available data within the above perspective. For example, how does a sense of
‘deviancy’ emerge — or not emerge — in CIG software players? If it does emerge, then is it helpful
to view it via the data points present within EGS and VNDB? What kinds of questions can our data

sources be answer, as perspectives become less compatible with data-based approaches?
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|gre 16: Scrnshots from Ichinananana — main enu (left) and gameplay screen (right). Screenshots
from MyAbandonware.com (https://www.myabandonware.com/game/177-7yo)

Figure 17: Screenshots from Saori: Bishajotachi no Yakata —main menu (left) and gameplay screen (right).
Screenshots from The Visual Novel Database (https://vndb.org/v9070)

g @ILLUSION
Figure 18: Screenshot (right) and cover image (left) from RapelLay. Images from Wikipedia
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RapeLay).
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5.2.2. Validating claims of danger: a data-driven perspective

The previous chapter outlined the discussion around character intimacy games as harmful
media. In doing so, it implicitly presented a claim that CIG software, as a typology of media
products, is characterized by tendencies toward featuring women characters as objects of sexual
violence (Ichinanana, Rapelay) and/or as the focus of deviant sexual activities (Saori:
Bishajotachi no Yakata). A question such as ‘are these three titles, which are the object of scandal,
representative of character intimacy game production in Japan’ does seem like a question that a
defense of CIG software would pose. Yet, it is also necessary to know the extent of these products
within wider production. This is not meant to put eventual criticisms to rest, but rather to provide
a further indication of what approaching character intimacy games might entail, and, moreover, to
open such a first approach to further critique and comparison. Engaging with the dark side of niche
products such as character intimacy games is necessary, if character intimacy games, within and
beyond Japan, are to be approached from a better position, scholarly and critically.

Validating the above claims is apparently simpler than validating screen configurations and
interfaces, but because of this apparent simplicity, any examinations must be broader and more in-
depth. How, then, can we validate the claims of CIG software as harmful media using the data
available from VNDB and EGS? First, it is necessary to identify datapoints signifying the presence
of deviant or violent sexual content within a software release. Within Erogescape, games can be
labeled as containing consensual or non-consensual sexual activities, a pretty clear distinction, in
addition to whether or not it is a nukige, i.e. focused exclusively on pornographic entertainment.
The latter becomes interesting as a supporting datapoint for highlighting the potential context of
deviant and non-consensual sexual activity: is it provided exclusively for its own shock and

fetishistic value or is it also contextualized within some sort of narrative? Finally, we can also
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garner information from an evaluation known as ‘not recommended for the general public’ about
how many games are tagged as not being acceptable for the general population.

Within VNDB, under the ‘sexual content’ tag group, there are several ensembles relating to
deviant and/or non-consensual sexual activities. For instance, there are several variations of tags
pertaining to sexual slavery, as well as an entire group pertaining to variants of sexual harassment.
There are also multiple groups pertaining to grotesque depictions such as necrophilia (cf.
https://vndb.org/g747). Targeting the VNDB tag groups providing descriptions of deviant and/or
non-consensual sexual activity (https://vndb.org/g382) is the cleanest way to identify games
featuring such themes and to compare them with the rest of the database. A ‘nukige’ tag also exists
and may provide similar support to that of its Erogescape counterpart. However, there is no
immediate way to account for the level of consensual sexual activity and presuming that any work
not explicitly marked as dark is consensual is excessively arbitrary. Any other attempt at increased
granularity at this scale is not feasible due to the massive number of works cataloged within both
databases (27,993 for EGS and 36,220 for VNDB).

A separate discussion should be conducted for lolicon content, for its iconic value in marking
Japanese character intimacy games as dangerous media. In particular, as articulated by Nakasatomi
Hiroshi, by depicting “sexual minorities” [women and children] as sexual objects, GIG software
“normalize extreme sexual violence against women and girls” (2013 [2009], n.p.).By producing a
fictive, fetishized, and oversexualized image of pre-pubescence and puberty, lolicon content is a
major contributing factor in the marking of CIG production as dangerous and deviant (cf. Galbraith
2021b, 47, 57-58, 62; Nakasatomi 2013 [2009], n.p.; Harata 2010). Content marked as such
therefore constitutes a separate datapoint that is included within this examination, both as a
segment of CIG production in general and as a segment of nukige. A data-driven approach, derived

from user-curated repositories, represents an important opportunity for contextualizing such



content within wider CIG production. Gathering the above discussion into datapoints and

comparing them against wider production leads to the following results ( table 1 and table 2, all

values rounded up by excess):

TABLE 1 - EROGESCAPE -EROGE HYORON KUKAN-

Total software entries 27,993 | % of total | % of eroge | % of nukige
Eroge 20,739 74% 100% N/A
Nukige 12708 45% 61% 100%
Non-eroge 7254 26% N/A N/A
Consensual eroge* 6962 25% 34% N/A
Non-consensual/deviant eroge 5893 21% 28% N/A
Non-consensual/deviant non-nukige 200 1% 1% N/A
Consensual nukige 3995 14% 19% 31%
Non-consensual/deviant nukige 5646 20% 27% 44%
Games featuring lolicon characters 4812 17% 23% N/A
Nukigé featuring lolicon characters 2236 8% 11% 18%
Games not for the general public 2824 10% 14% N/A
Nukigé not for the general public 1620 6% 8% 13%

* The total absence of this value should not be taken as an indication of absence or presence of
consensual/non-consensual sexual activity within the game.

TABLE 2 - THE VISUAL NOVEL DATABASE

Total software entries 36,220 | % of total | % of eroge | % of nukige
Eroge 20,492 56% 100% N/A
Nukige 6527 18% 32% 100%
Non-erogeé 15,747 44% N/A N/A
Consensual eroge N/A N/A N/A N/A
Non-consensual/deviant eroge 5706 16% 28% N/A
Non-consensual/deviant non-nukige* N/A N/A N/A N/A
Consensual nukige N/A N/A N/A N/A
Non-consensual/deviant nukige N/A N/A N/A N/A
Games featuring lolicon characters** 3425 10% 17% N/A
Nukige featuring lolicon characters 1109 3% 6% 17%

*No co-occurrence of ‘nukige’ and tags denoting deviant/non-consensual sexual activities.

** Count determined by combination of character traits and game tags.
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While broad in strokes, the above approach reveals several significant results regarding the
panorama of character intimacy game production and its relationship with depicting non-
consensual and/or deviant activities in an interactive environment. Over its 40-year history (1979—
2022), an extremely significant number of character intimacy games have featured non-
consensual/deviant sexual conduct — as much as one in five, as per Erogescape, and nearly one in
three according to The Visual Novel Database. Within EGS, where it is possible to compute the
numbers in relation to nukige, the percentage is almost the same. Within the scope of nukigé there
is also another significant datapoint: the percentage of nukige that are explicitly labeled as
consensual is minuscule (1 per cent). VNDB, on the other hand, does not feature co-occurrence of
‘nukige’ and tags related to non-consensual and/or deviant sexual activity, while at the same time
highlighting the presence of such depictions in a much higher percentage of software works. The
increased granularity of VNDB may have filed select works that might have escaped classification
as ryajokumono in EGS.

Even if accounting for such discrepancies brings the VNDB count down, however, it is
reasonable to assume that a percentage similar to that for EGS is very likely. The fraction of games
featuring lolicon content is close to one fifth for the total titles recorded in Erogescape and one
tenth in the case of the Visual Novel Database. The percentages are closer when confronted with
the overall number of erogé in both databases — 23 per cent for Erogescape vis-a-vis 17 per cent
for VNDB. The above tables concern character intimacy game production as a whole, however,
while Ichinananana, Saori: Bishajotachi no Yakata, and Rapelay all came out at specific points in
time, each into a different situation. Therefore, the next step is to draw tables for the years 1986 —
for Ichinananana, 1991 — for Saori: Bishojotachi no Yakata, 2006 — for Rapelay at the time of
release, and 2009 — for Rapelay at the time of global exposure. The results (rounded up by excess)

are as follows:



TABLE 3 - EROGESCAPE -EROGE HYORON KUKAN- (1986)

Total software entries 39 % of total | % of eroge | % of nukige
Eroge 33 85% 100% N/A
Nukige 1 1% 1% 100%
Non-eroge 6 16% N/A N/A
Consensual eroge N/A N/A N/A N/A
Non-consensual/deviant eroge 1 1% 1% N/A
Non-consensual/deviant non-nukige N/A N/A N/A N/A
Consensual nukige N/A N/A N/A N/A
Non-consensual/deviant nukige 1 1% 1% 1%
Games featuring lolicon characters 7 18% 22% N/A
Nukige featuring lolicon characters 1 4% 4% 100%
Games not for the general public N/A N/A N/A N/A
Nukige not for the general public N/A N/A N/A N/A
TABLE 4 - THE VISUAL NOVEL DATABASE (1986)

Total software entries 81 % of total | % of eroge | % of nukige
Eroge 17 21% 100% N/A
Nukige N/A N/A N/A 100%
Non-erogeé 19 24% N/A N/A
Non-consensual/deviant eroge 8 10% 47% N/A
Games featuring lolicon characters 1 1% 6% N/A
Nukigé featuring lolicon characters N/A N/A N/A N/A
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TABLE 5 - EROGESCAPE -EROGE HYORON KUKAN- (1991)

Total software entries 74 % of total | % of eroge | % of nukige
Eroge 71 95% 100% N/A
Nukige N/A N/A N/A 100%
Non-eroge 3 4% N/A N/A
Consensual eroge 3 4% 100% N/A
Non-consensual/deviant eroge 1 1% 1% N/A
Non-consensual/deviant non-nukige N/A N/A N/A N/A
Consensual nukige N/A N/A N/A N/A
Non-consensual/deviant nukige N/A N/A N/A N/A
Games featuring lolicon characters 1 8% 8% N/A
Nukige featuring lolicon characters 0 N/A N/A N/A
Games not for the general public N/A N/A N/A N/A
Nukige not for the general public N/A N/A N/A N/A
TABLE 6 — THE VISUAL NOVEL DATABASE (1991)

Total software entries 189 % of total | % of eroge | % of nukige
Eroge 64 34% 100% N/A
Nukige 2 1% 3% 100%
Non-eroge 22 12% N/A N/A
Non-consensual/deviant eroge 18 10% 28% N/A
Games featuring lolicon characters 1 1% 2% N/A
Nukigé featuring lolicon characters N/A N/A N/A N/A




TABLE 7 - EROGESCAPE -EROGE HYORON KUKAN- (2006)

Total software entries 1117 % of total | % of eroge | % of nukige
Eroge 883 80% 100% N/A
Nukige 540 48% 62% 100%
Non-eroge 234 21% N/A N/A
Consensual eroge 696 63% 79% N/A
Non-consensual/deviant eroge 241 22% 28% N/A
Non-consensual/deviant non-nukige 11 1% 2% N/A
Consensual nukige 219 20% 25% 40%
Non-consensual/deviant nukige 227 21% 26% 42%
Games featuring lolicon characters 320 29% 37% N/A
Nukige featuring lolicon characters 132 12% 15% 25%
Games not for the general public 137 13% 16% N/A
Nukige not for the general public 79 7% 9% 15%
TABLE 8 - THE VISUAL NOVEL DATABASE (2006)

Total software entries 1973 % of total | % of erogé | % of nukige
Eroge 1611 82% 100% N/A
Nukige 400 20% 25% 100%
Non-eroge 218 10% N/A N/A
Non-consensual/deviant eroge 455 23% 29% N/A
Games featuring lolicon characters 173 9% 11% N/A
Nukige featuring lolicon characters 44 3% 11% 21%
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TABLE 9 - EROGESCAPE -EROGE HYORON KUKAN- (2009)

Total software entries 1231 % of total | % of eroge | % of nukige
Eroge 936 76% 100% N/A
Nukige 681 56% 73% 100%
Non-eroge 295 24% N/A N/A
Consensual eroge 438 36% 48% N/A
Non-consensual/deviant eroge 269 22% 29% N/A
Non-consensual/deviant non-nukige 2 1% 1% N/A
Consensual nukige 298 25% 32% 44%
Non-consensual/deviant nukige 266 22% 29% 40%
Games featuring lolicon characters 320 26% 47% N/A
Nukige featuring lolicon characters 132 11% 15% 20%
Games not for the general public 157 13% 17% N/A
Nukige not for the general public 88 8% 10% 13%
TABLE 10 - THE VISUAL NOVEL DATABASE (2009)

Total software entries 2459 % of total | % of erogé | % of nukige
Eroge 1783 73% 100% N/A
Nukige 662 27% 37% 100%
Non-eroge 723 26% N/A N/A
Non-consensual/deviant eroge 576 24% 33% N/A
Games featuring lolicon characters 203 8% 12% N/A
Nukige featuring lolicon characters 74 3% 4% 12%




When juxtaposed with the claim of danger and the implicit assertion that character intimacy
games are all dangerous and all feature deviant content, the data derived from Erogescape and
VNDB paints a different picture. Firstly, it needs to be said that this is not a contradiction or a
complete disproval of descriptions such as those offered by Nakasatomi (2013 [2009]). Rather, the
data highlights that a segment of games featuring such content has always been present within
character intimacy game production, but not, it seems, in a dominant role. Nevertheless, games
featuring deviant sexual conduct consistently range from one tenth to one fifth of CIG production,
especially when considering character intimacy game production after the 2000s.

If nukige, i.e. video games whose main purpose is to provide pornographic entertainment, are
considered, almost half of them feature deviant and/or non-consensual sexual activity — the global
survey ranks them at 44 per cent and the surveys from 2006 and 2009 have nukigé at circa 40 per
cent, according to EGS. Furthermore, the number of games that Erogescape users deem unsuitable
for the general public is significant, at one tenth of all recorded games. The existence of such a tag,
however, implies a certain self-awareness on the part of users regarding the ramifications
stemming from the circulation of select CIG software. Comparatively, VNDB is much more limited,
and has only about a fifth of releases described as such. Nevertheless, despite these lower VNDB
numbers, clearly, a significant quantity of CIG releases comprises of extreme pornography that
may depict non-consensual and/or deviant sexual acts. The same issues arise with respect to games
featuring lolicon content: again, even taking into account VNDB’s lower figures — VNDB’s average
is at 10 per cent of all releases — it is still an amount that may be problematic, and that cannot be

ignored when researching character intimacy games.*3

4 Furthermore, due to linguistic and commercial barriers between the Anglosphere and Japan in the case of CIG
software, it is not unreasonable to think that Erogescape’s numbers would be the more accurate source between

the two.
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5.3 Intimate platform

5.3.1. Character intimacy games and personal computers in Japan

In his examination of character intimacy games [bishaojo games], Galbraith begins with an
account of technical difficulties regarding running a character intimacy game on his laptop
computer, due software compatibility issues (2021b, 83-84). The issue he experienced is common
to non-Japanese, Euro-American users of Japanese software, CIG software in particular. Non-
Japanese computer machines, and, more specifically, machines operating in languages employing
the roman script, cannot encode the thousands of symbols required to display Japanese kanji while
using the default 1-byte large encoding, Unicode. The operating system must be set to run non-
Unicode software to Japanese character encoding, SHIFT-JIS, whose 2-byte base allows for more
complex characters, such as Japanese kaniji.

The software limitation described by Galbraith is not as intentional as the historical flashpoints
concerning CIG software as dangerous media might have suggested. It is rather the byproduct of

different socio-technological conditions influencing the development of the personal computer
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platform in Japan. Unlike the United States, the personal computer in Japan occupies an ancillary
position vis-a-vis the rest of the Japanese landscape of software production (Fiadotau 2015, 2).
CIG software is predominantly played on personal computer machines, with the notable exception
of women-oriented software, which can be found predominantly on portable devices (cf. Tosca
and Klastrup 2019, 138). The centering on specific platforms, whose affordances in the Japanese
media landscape make them distinct from mainstream computing machines, is yet another
influence on the underlying conditions of playing character intimacy games. This precipitates a
discussion of personal computer platforms in Japan, and their role in the circulation of character
intimacy games.

Platform here is intended both in the computing sense of a “hardware and software framework
that supports other programs” (Bogost and Monfort 2007, 196) and of “an infrastructure service
for distributing or consuming video games” (Kobayashi [Hichibe] and Koyama 2020, 75). In the
computing sense, it originates, in its purest form, as an abstraction, or a standard, which manifest
materially as chips, materials, peripherals, and connected operating systems and programming
languages (Bogost and Monfort 2007, 196). In the infrastructural-distribution-consumption sense,
platforms extend beyond personal computers, home consoles, and operative systems, including
events, publishing and regulatory entities, and stores (cf. Deguchi, Tanaka, and Koyama 2009, 6—
9). In a wider sense, platform here encompasses all the factors, tangible and intangible, that
contribute to or hinder the circulation of software. It determines the range of actions that can be
performed through and with software on a specific hardware configuration. It influences the range
of software works that might be developed, circulated, received, and consumed on a given machine

or set thereof. It shapes the nature of regulatory action that might be undertaken upon it, and which



actors possess the power to enact it (see platform governance, cf. Gorwa 2019; Helberger et al.
2018; Gillespie 2018a, 2018b, 2014, 2010).4

In Japan, the personal computer, and the software works that circulate and may circulate on
it, operates under a different set of circumstances than home consoles and their software. Home
consoles, along with their range of software works, are generalist-oriented products, subjected to
specific content regulations — initially based with console manufacturers (cf. Fiadotau 2019a;
Elkins 2019; Burke 2016; Arnone 2010 [2004]), and later regulated in a concerted effort by bodies
such as Japan’s Computer Entertainment Rating Organization (CERO) (Tsuji 2018). The personal
computer, by contrast, is not a generalist-oriented platform; products developed on the personal
computer are niche-oriented. They respond to a different industry self-regulatory body,
EOCS/Sofurin, which, while capable of evaluating software as suitable for generalist audiences,
in practice regulates almost only CIG software. At the same time, character intimacy games
command different, indeed, much lower sales volumes (Sakakibara 2016; Yano Keizai Kenkytjo
2012, 2; Kagami 2010, 136), far removed from the figures commanded by generalist works on
consoles or the sales volume of personal computer releases outside Japan.

In his industrial history of the Japanese video game industry, Koyama Yisuke (2020 [2016]),
describes the emergence of three “co-evolving markets”: arcade cabinet games, PC games, and
home consoles, each a different paradigm for hardware-software development; each nevertheless
subjected to mutual influences and transactions. Arcade cabinets catered to fast plays, featuring
reflex-based video software, such as shooters or fighting games; personal computers were

developed for office work [word processing] and scientific calculations; home consoles, marketed

4 Platform governance finds employment in reference to approaches to digital-first platforms, such as Google, and
market actors, such as Microsoft and Apple, and their power over data and content circulation. The term is
nevertheless apt for describing the range of actions that may or may not be taken toward more materially inclined

platforms, such as personal computers and home consoles.
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as toys, followed arcade games in a stripped down capacity (ibid., 17-18). Despite such influences
and transactions — e.g. arcade video games being subsequently released, in a degraded form, on
home consoles — each market catered to profoundly different audiences and uses, with a widening
gulf between play-focused hardware, such as home consoles and arcade cabinets, and multi-
purpose, business-oriented personal computer machines.

Personal computer machines in Japan did not possess the technical capacity to host reflex-
based video game genres, such as shooters or fighting games, which require a fast screen refresh
rate. On the other hand, they could draw higher-resolution images and large quantities of Japanese
text characters.*> Another key difference was the presence of floppy disk drives, allowing for the
digital storage of recorded work. A third difference lay in older user age compared to arcade
platforms and later home consoles, driven by the high cost of personal computer machines and
computer game software (ibid., 19-20). While the technological configuration of personal
computer machines was not suitable for hosting reflex-based games, due to lower refresh rates, it

facilitated the execution of more complex software:

These characteristics led to development of games targeted towards enthusiasts and adults,
“games which could be played for a long time thanks to save functions”, “games displaying
a lot of text on the screen”, “games featuring high resolution static visuals” and “games
that took advantage of high-speed computational power by featuring elaborate scripting
routines”. In terms of video game genres, this led to the development of role-playing games

(i.e. video games requiring elaborate scripting routines) (Koyama 2020 [2016], 20).

In Eroge Bunka Kenkyi Gairon [Overview of Pornographic Game Culture Research],

Miyamoto Naoki (2013) opens by focusing on home computers as the platform that saw the

45 While it is no longer an issue within present-day computer machines, the difference between the Latin alphabet and
Japanese characters in early personal computer machines was significant, as each character within the Japanese

script was double in byte size compared to scripts featuring only Latin characters.
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emergence of software featuring explicit content (ibid., 13-16). He highlights early models of
personal computers [minikonpyita] as expensive objects coveted by interested fans, clustering into
specific fan groupings. Mini-computers represented the first instance of computers that were both
small in size and aimed at personal, hobbyist usage, rather than full-time professional usage (ibid.,
17-18). Personal computers are inherently multi-purpose machines, and using them to their full
potential is contingent on possessing specific know-how, setting a higher threshold for operation
than home consoles or other devices. The multiplicity of operations allowed by personal computers,
and the complexity they engender, makes them unsuitable for the kind of pick-up and play activity
encouraged by home consoles. Not every mini-computer fan owned a computer, but they were still
able to engage their interest by reading specialist magazines and by exchanging information with
fellow fans (ibid.; see also Kobayashi (Hichibe); Koyama 2020, 75-76).

At the same time, a general orientation toward personal computers being used as business
machines led to a lack of innovation in hardware and software development. The development of
software for the personal computer was driven by business use-cases, requiring the highest
possible compatibility with the widest range of machines in circulation. This led to a general
stagnation in both software and hardware development practices and programming languages, and
an overall stability in terms of platform and practices (Koyama 2020[2016], 21-23, 140-142).
Different from the United States and European contexts, such as Finland, (Mayra 2015; KuorikoskKi
2015; Tyni and Sotamaa 2014; King and Borland 2003; Levy 1984), Japan never saw the
emergence of a university-centered culture of amateur and experimental programming (cf. Uemura,
Hosoi, and Nakamura 2013), “subsidized by the military-space complex” (Picard 2013, n.p.; Kline
et al. 2003, 86).

Focusing on the personal computer platform in Japan reveals how its niche position as a

machine for and used by adults contributed to the creation of the bounded spaces emphasized by
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Galbraith. Personal computer machines call for a configuration of furniture, peripherals, and other
devices for man/machine interface. Operations take place at a closer physical distance from the
screen than home consoles. There is much less space between the user and the display, and the
same can be said of the peripherals, which allow for interaction with the machines themselves.
Keyboards, and keyboard/mouse combinations, are not conductive to the same avenues of
interaction as console controllers. The user is closer to and obscures the screen, preventing the
kind of communal play possible with home consoles located in the living room. The complexity
of the personal computer is a barrier of its own: knowing how to properly operate one involves a
higher threshold than picking up and playing with a home console.

In this regard, Gajadhar et al. (2010, 2008a, 2008b) highlight that gaming activities are
intrinsically influenced by the presence (and co-presence) of other actors (players and spectators)
in addition to the players themselves. In the case of character intimacy games, the presence of
actors other than players may preclude its production in spaces, time, and associations that are not
appropriate (Time, Place, Occasion — TPO; see Au Yeung 2008, 147-148). At the same time, the
private nature of character intimacy means that it is, first and foremost, a deeply personal matter,
the disclosure of which might not be optimal, even within one’s household, in the presence of
one’s family. For example, female players of game of character intimacy [Otome Games], likewise,
create personal, solitary bubbles of comfort, away from other people, highlighting time and space
to play.

Many players of Otome enjoy them in handheld devices, like the PlayStation Vita console
or their mobile phones, which makes for a very intimate playing experience as they hold
their machine in their hand and are enveloped in the universe of the game, often also
through the use of headphones. These players mention playing on their couch, or in bed,
warm and cosy, creating a personal bubble. Some others play on their commutes, and very

consciously use the games to shut out the uncomfortable aspects of travelling. Even those

who play on their PCs or television consoles report preferring solitary moments and getting



close to their machines. If the device is shared with a family member or boyfriend, players
mention the importance of carving their own play space, finding the times where full access
to the machine is available, for example, playing when the others have gone to bed (Tosca
and Klastrup 2019, 183).

With other players close by, it is no longer possible to deploy the undivided attention
necessary to imagine intimacy and self-recognize oneself as a player of character intimacy games:
explicit images, prose, and aural performances are made to elicit responses that are seldom fit for
sharing with other actors. The personal computer, with its assemblage of peripherals and furniture
setup, is contingent on creating a personal bubble. At the same time, the personal computer creates
another bubble, one created by the possibilities of circulating software on it with diminished
gatekeeping. The lack of regulations concerning software circulation, combined with higher image
resolution, a generally older userbase, and the niche status of personal computers, arguably
represent an underlying enabling factor for the emergence of character intimacy games, which, in
turn, are stratified with other, niche interests, such as dojin media production (Koyama 2020
[2016], 134-135; Kobayashi [Hichibe] and Koyama 2020, 75-78; Tamagawa 2012; Lam 2010;
Morikawa 2008 [2003], 83-88).

Morikawa Kaichird argues that the progressive stratification of retailers and consumers of
digital electronic products such as personal computers underpins the emergence of the Tokyo
district as a space dominated by CIG software characters (2012, 136-139, 2008 [2003], 48-55,
83-89). The progressive increase in concentration of niche products and interests, especially those
propelled by personal computers, has led to the emergence of iconic venues, such as Akihabara in
Tokyo (Galbraith 2021b, 80-83; Morikawa 2012, 141-147) and Nipponbashi in Osaka (Kobayashi
[Hichibe]; Koyama 2020, 75). The personal computer platform, in a wider sense, produced a sense
of separateness, thus generating different conditions for content circulation while also

distinguishing itself from a more generalist landscape. At the same time, it led to the stratification
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of conventions marking software as character intimacy games beyond aesthetics and the presence
of explicit content. The computer would cement itself as a platform for developing software not
suited for generalist audiences. The share of pornographic video game software on the personal
computer market in Japan would rise from 17.7 per cent in April 1993 to 35 per cent the following
year (Pelletier-Gagnon and Picard 2015, 35), to over 90 per cent about a decade later (Koyama,
Kobayashi [Hichibe], and Nakamura 2019, n.p.). Home consoles and cabinets, on the other hand,
followed an opposite trajectory, one that led to the supremacy of select hardware manufacturers
employing restrictive frameworks for circulation control.

Nintendo is the quintessential example of tendencies toward control of software circulation,
the epitome of which is its “Nintendo Seal of Quality” system (O’Donnel 2011; Arnone 2010). By
requiring certification for every step of software and hardware production, Nintendo moved
toward control of every aspect of the production process (Fiadotau 2019a; Altice 2015), a
framework later replicated by other console manufacturers, such as SONY and SEGA. The system
was supported by hardware-based measures, including the Nintendo’s Checking Integrated Circuit
(CIC), a 4bit microcontroller that would pair with a similar circuit located in game cartridges
(Altice 2015, 90-91). Similar measures would be adopted by both SEGA within its Sega Saturn
and by Sony in its Play Station Consoles. Motivating factors included both quality assurance and
concerns about software piracy (ibid., 64-67), and as a way of guaranteeing a suitable environment
for playing video games by its intended audience of youths.

In this regard, the term ‘ferebi gemu’ (cf. Picard 2013; Uemura, Hosoi, and Nakamura 2013;
Masuyama 2001), which, in Japanese, refers to console video games, exemplifies the gap existing
between home console and personal computer in Japan: the television set, along with its limitations,
is integral to the conditions for playing video games on home consoles (cf. figure 19). With

character intimacy games, the monitor, the computer, the keyboard, the private chair, the desk,



and, by extension, the private bubble one creates in conjunction with gaming hardware are inherent
to playing character intimacy games (cf. figure 20). This conflicts with the communal nature of
play suggested by console video games, producing the potential for friction with other actants
entering the space in which video games are played. In particular, character intimacy games played
on the computer reproduce discourses of gendered (mostly male-oriented) solitary play, which are
re-enacted and re-performed within the physical conditions generated by the home computer. In a
specular fashion, otome games reproduce a discourse of gendered, this time mostly female-
oriented solitary play, in a way that retraces the personalized and intimate use of mobile devices
by female audiences (cf. Mayra and Alha 2020; Ganzon 2019, 2017), especially in Japan. The
gradual shift of women-oriented video games from portable consoles to mobile phones is
symptomatic of differences in modes of playing at intimacy with CIG software. While divided
across gender lines, both modes are distinct from playing with software on home consoles, calling
for different configurations of player, furniture, and machines, and mandating the presence

(absence) of other co-actors.

5.3.2. Validating platform through at-scale data-driven approaches

The previous reflection on the platform on which CIG software are played and enjoyed is
different from the discussions in Chapter 4.1.1 and Chapter 4.2.1. While the two chapters presented
wide-ranging questions, which could be tackled through data in a variety of ways, the focus on
platform is much narrower. Within EGS and VNDB there are, in fact, few data that can offer
insights into the conditions enabled by the personal computer in the case of male-oriented software
and by mobile platforms in the case of female-oriented video games. Rather, the only available
data points that can shed some insight into the matter are those pertaining to platform. On

Erogescape, of the 17,223 releases with a listed platform, 15,931 are recorded as being released
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on personal computer machines. Furthermore, there are multiple attributes for software releases
that imply that the registered games are meant to be played on the personal computer; tags include:
‘cannot be run on windows xp’; ‘can be run on windows 11°; ‘can be run without disk’; ‘dvd-pg’;
‘cannot be run on windows nt’; ‘ms-dos game’; ‘requires activation disk’; ‘can be run without disk
has drm’; ‘has dvd-pg release’; ‘can be run on windows 7 32bit’; ‘can be run on
windows 7 64bit’; ‘can be run on windows xp’; ‘can be run on windows 2k’; ‘cannot be run on
windows 7 64bit’; ‘has windows 7 version’; ‘has smartphone version’; ‘can be run on windows
8’;  ‘can be run on windows 8 32bit only’; ‘can be run on windows 10’°, to name a few. At the
same time, just as there are limited evaluationss for female-oriented games (‘boys love” and ‘otome
game’), there are limited attributes for games not released on the personal computer. Including,
‘adapted from arcade center,” ‘made for cellphones,’ and ‘has cellphone version,” among others.
While the repository catalogs a total of thirty different hardware platforms — ‘PC’; ‘NS’;
‘PS4’; ‘iPhone’; ‘PS5’; ‘BROWSER’; ‘Android’; ‘PSV’ (PlaystationVita); ‘3DS’; ‘XBO’
(Microsoft Xbox One); “i0S’; ‘PS3’; ‘Wii U’; ‘PSP’; ‘XB360° (Microsoft Xbox 360); ‘PS2’;
‘NDS’; ‘Wii’; ‘GBA(GB)’; ‘DC’ (Sega DreamCast); ‘MOBILE’; ‘XB (Microsoft Xbox)’; ‘PS’;
‘WS’ (Bandai WonderSwan); ‘NGP’; ‘SS’; ‘SFC’; ‘PCE’; ‘MCD’; ‘FC"” — most of the attributes
employable in software cataloging concern personal computer software. There is no similar level
of granularity for home console releases. Erogescape confirms a focus on male-oriented software
—the number of software releases cataloged as ‘boys love’ or ‘otome game’ is minimal, 623 in the
case of Boys Love and 744 in the case of otome games. If the presence of pornography is
considered, out of the 14,410 software releases featuring explicit content, 14,368 are cataloged as
being on PC. Of these, 14,368 entries, only 81 are recorded as being otome games, while 79 are
recorded as being boys love games. The scarcity of female-oriented titles and the focus on the

personal computer is a significant bias, which, in turn, is symptomatic of views regarding the



personal computer as a platform for male-oriented character intimacy games, at least according to
Erogescape’s users.

In the case of VNDB, by contrast, the platform on which the software is available is not
expressed through tags, but through its own section, and here the range also tends toward the
encyclopedic. The platforms cataloged include: ‘Windows’; ‘Linux’; ‘Mac OS’; ‘Website’;
‘3DO’; ‘Apple iProduct’; ‘Android’; ‘Blu-ray Player’; ‘DOS’; ‘DVD Player’; ‘Dreamcast’;
‘Famicom’; ‘Super Famicom’; ‘FM-7’; ‘FM-8’; ‘FM Towns’; ‘Game Boy Advance’; ‘Game Boy
Color’; ‘MSX’; ‘Nintendo DS’; “‘Nintendo Switch’; ‘Nintendo Wii’; ‘Nintendo Wii U’; ‘Nintendo
3DS’; ‘PC-88’; ‘PC-98°; ‘PC Engine’; ‘PC-FX’; ‘PlayStation Portable’; ‘PlayStation 1’;
‘PlayStation 2’; ‘PlayStation 3’; ‘PlayStation 4°; ‘PlayStation 5’; ‘PlayStation Vita’; ‘Sega Mega
Drive’; ‘Sega Mega-CD’; ‘Sega Saturn’; ‘VNDS’; ‘Sharp X1’; ‘Sharp X68000’; ‘Xbox’; ‘Xbox
360’; ‘Xbox One’; ‘Xbox X/S’; ‘Other (mobile)’; ‘Other’. VNDB also provides no specific
information regarding the conditions of playing character intimacy games as expressed within the
previous chapter.

Nevertheless, the repository’s different perspective can provide increased insights. Here, too,
the presence of the personal computer is preponderant: of the 36,220 software releases cataloged
on the site, 31,633 are PC releases. Of these releases, 1917 are cataloged as being otome games,
while 1343 are tagged as featuring boys love content. Of the remaining 28,461, 19,856 feature
male-oriented pornographic content. Without stratifying the data for platform, a total of 3360 are
tagged as otome games, while 1591 are tagged as boys love. VNDB thus shows a limited, but still
increased attention toward women-oriented software. In particular, by excluding personal
computer releases from the data, a total of 1442 otome game releases emerges, whose circulation
concentrates on Android (794 entries), iPhone (669 entries), PlayStation Portable (186 entries), PS

Vita (151 entries), and Nintendo Switch (114 entries). Boys Love games, on the other hand, if

221



222

releases on the personal computer are excluded from the count, are left with nearly a seventh of
the original number, i.e. 248. The latter count substantiates approaches from scholars of boys love
media, who posit that the importance of sexual intercourse is much greater (Santos 2020a, 2020b)
than within shgjo and josei manga, from which otome games descend (cf. Andlauer 2017; Kim
2009).

Looking at the data from VNDB and Erogescape cannot provide information regarding the
physical conditions in which to play CIG software. However, does substantiate the report that
circulation is concentrated on select platforms, which are, indeed, conducive to the modes of
solitary play described in the previous chapter. Doing so provides, at the very least, insights into
what may constitute another facet of the conditions required and entailed by playing character
intimacy games. According to this study’s sources, there is a tendency in both male-oriented and
women-oriented software toward circulation on platforms that offer spaces for private, non-

communal play, and which require the non-presence of other actors in the vicinity.



5.4. Delineating character intimacy game conditions

In producing and validating three perspectives on character intimacy games in Japan, this
study has also produced a perspective on the context around playing CIG software. The three
perspectives have spanned both environmental conditions, namely, the media landscape(s) and
discourse(s) at specific points in time, and the ensemble of dispositions toward software and the
act of playing character intimacy games. All these factors, implicitly (platform, interface) and
explicitly (media discourse) combine into an ensemble of conditions that influence self-
recognition as a player of CIG software. To play a character intimacy game is to assume a position
as a content recipient, who, upon engagement with an appropriate screen configuration, becomes
able to interface with characters and produce intimate engagements. Such responses are contingent
on knowing what kind of information to parse, collate, and coalesce into a coherent whole. To play
a character intimacy game is to accept a marginal position, both within the original context of
Japan’s media landscape and abroad. It is to accept that one might be playing as and interactive
with characters, conducts, and situations deemed immoral and/or anti-social. To play a character
intimacy game is to gravitate toward platforms and affordances that allow the creation of personal
intimacy in which to produce intimate engagement. It is to be, in a sense, anti-social. In other
words, the conditions of playing character intimacy games entail awareness of one’s position vis-
a-vis other video game players and other sectors of pop culture (cf. Au Yeung 2008).

In validating the three perspectives via The Visual Novel Database and Erogescape, this study
has shown that such perspectives can be seen at scale, and that they emerge within fan-curated
data repositories. In doing so, the study showcases that some questions, which may not apparently
be compatible with the strict, numerical nature of databases, can be answered with at-scale data.
While it is not possible to ask every player, it is possible to ask communities as a whole in the

form of databases. For example, attempting to validate the role of the screen configuration within
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character intimacy games has exposed that such a screen configuration is more or less taken for
granted within both VNDB and EGS. This is made more explicit within The Visual Novel Database,
which, by virtue of not being limited to Japan, deploys specific criteria for what should and should
not be included in the database. In attempting to substantiate claims to the presence of a scopic
regime privileging imagined character interaction through data, this study has validated the
importance of character engagement and of passive content reception. It has demonstrated so
through the analysis of the two data sources as node networks and, in turn, it has substantiated the
importance of character engagement and passive content reception in playing CIG software.
Following interfaces and scopic regimes, this study has presented and examined media
discourses claiming character intimacy game software as harmful media. In examining its two
sources of data at different points in time, this study demonstrates that the users themselves deem
a not insignificant portion of CIG software to be unfit for consumption by the general public. This
is echoed, in less direct terms, by tags in VNDB signaling whenever a game features sexual
depictions that “are not for everyone” with the “Darker Sexual Content” tag (Heling 2022 -
https://vndb.org/g382). By presenting an at-scale perspective juxtaposed with existing media
discourses, this study highlights what might not be visible at the ground level of individual,
infamous cases of note, such as Ichinananana, Saori: Bishojotachi no Yakata, and Rapelay.
Namely, that there is a significant, but not dominant segment of games whose content features
depictions of deviant, non-consensual, extreme sexual activity and it is deployed in fetishistic
fashion. The communities underneath repositories such as EGS and VNDB have preoccupied
themselves with the wider ramifications of such works. This signifies that to play character
intimacy games, in general, is to be self-aware that such content exists, and that it might impact

the way one plays and how it relates with the media typology in general.



Finally, attempting to validate the importance of the personal computer vis-a-vis other
peripherals has, in reverse fashion, highlighted when the personal computer is passed over in favor
of other platforms, and what video game software might be found therein. Looking at games
released on the personal computer highlights the gendered nature of adult computer games. As
much as the descriptor provides us with low-hanging fruit in terms of engaging with a sector of
Japanese media landscape, it obscures other forms of intimacy and playing publics, such as women,
from consideration. This study’s data sources may be factual insofar as intended audience does
not prevent video game software from being cataloged; indeed, it strives for comprehensiveness.
However, the scarcity of richly described data entries for games that are non-male-oriented and
not released on the personal computer exposes the underlying community, which, in turn,
influences data models and descriptive foci, as noted by Royal and Kapila (2009).

The combined data-driven examination, validation and, at times, substantiation of the three
perspectives presented paints a surprisingly coherent picture of what it means to play character
intimacy games, in the eyes of VNDB and EGS. To play CIG software is to interface with content
and software located outside of mainstream video game production, and to do so in ways that are
different from generalist video games. It is to play games in a passive manner, and to enjoy
emotional and bodily feedback through emotional storylines and pornographic content. It is to call
upon distinct circuits of production, distribution, and iteration of content, which reflects in users
as they interface with character intimacy games. It is to recognize that it is not content that can
freely circulate. To employ and curate repositories such as VNDB and EGS is to admit one’s self-
recognition as a CIG player, and the conditions entailed by playing CIG software, without which

there would be no character intimacy games in the first place.
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PART 6: CASE STUDIES

- Player/Character Intimacy in Japanese CIG Software -
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Following the examination of conditions and their validation through data-driven approaches,
this study now moves towards examining specific case studies. Before doing so, however, this
study showcases its approach to intimate relationships between players and characters. It produces
contextualization with examples of how intimate scripts might be approached as part of
player/character relationship analysis and CIG ludo-hermeneutics. Subsequently, it articulates
how such intimate scripts may be operationalized for analysis as part of the intimacy progression,
and how it may interact with a game’s intimate script(s). It then produces an example — Senren *
Banka — of how the interplay between a game’s assemblage of narrative and mechanical systems,
before presenting this study’s five case studies right afterwards.

Case studies were deemed representative of the following phenomena within character
intimacy games at large: a focus on emotional feedback both positive and negative (Crescendo
~Eien da to Omotte Ita Ano Koro~); an explication of implicit polygamist tendencies within male-
oriented character intimacy games (Evenicle); the usage of emotional feedback and pre-set,
gendered roles in women-oriented character intimacy game software (Angelique); the reduction to
known intimate scripts even when there is an apparent subversion thereon (Ohime-sama datte XXX
Shitai!! -Horny Magical Princess-); the featuring of non-romantic, non-sexual intimate
relationships within a character intimacy game (Princess Maker). The five case studies presented
are meant to be a first showcase of what may be accomplished through the juxtaposition of data-
driven approaches and case studies approached through the ludo-hermeneutics outlined in chapter
3.1. In particular, the juxtaposition is meant to highlight potential differences, commonalities and
blind spots between data-driven approaches — top-down in nature — and traditional approaches in

the humanities — which should be considered as being bottom-up in nature — in concrete fashion.
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6.1. Approaching player/character relationships in character intimacy games

6.1.1. Player, player characters, and intimate scripts

As argued in Chapter 3.2.2, the array of potential interactions involving characters in character
intimacy games software produces “sexual scripts” (Nagar 2016, 1) “made up of a number of
logical if-then statements (Bargh 1996) that guide our expectations of what will or will not occur”
(Lenton and Bryan 2005, 484). Each “typically comprises beliefs concerning events and their
proper sequence and roles (Lenton and Bryan 2005, 484; Fiske and Taylor 1991). In character
intimacy games, these scripts are better expanded into what has been defined as intimate scripts,
operating in similar fashion, with an expanded focus on wider intimacy rather than sexual
intercourse. Character intimacy games operationalize one or more sets of intimate scripts into an
interactive framework decisive for game progression, and of great interest for CIG ludo-
hermeneutics. However, existing approaches to character intimacy games, if they mention sexual
and/or intimate scripts at all, do so within isolated studies of female-oriented works (cf. Okabe and

Pelletier-Gagnon 2019; Andlauer 2018). And yet, bishaojo and bishonen, intended both as character
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entities and the systems they mobilize, do produce arrays of sexualized behaviors — or, more
accurately, depictions thereof — that follow similar avenues as the gendered sexual scripts outlined

by Michael W. Widerman.

For boys, earlier and more extensive masturbation experience, combined with gender role
ideals based on interpersonal separation and self-reliance, sets the stage for a bodily
centered set of sexual scripts (Garcia & Carrigan, 1998; Regan & Berscheid, 1996). Sexual
stimulation is viewed in isolation as simply physical pleasure. Especially among young
men, sexual activity with a partner is goal directed (toward self-pleasure and tension
release) and easily divorced from the more general relationship to one’s partner. To view
sexual activity in a vacuum — as an experience of bodily pleasure devoid of further meaning
— is a relatively foreign concept for girls. Less experience with masturbation, combined
with ideals based on behavioral restraint and self-protection, set the stage for a relationship-
centered set of sexual scripts for females. Sexual activity is viewed as potentially
dangerous to a female’s body and to her reputation. So there has to be more incentive to
engage in sexual activity with a partner than simply physical pleasure. The result is that
female sexual behavior is framed within the context of a meaningful relationship and is
imbued with meaning consistent with that context (Purnine, Carey, & Jorgenson 1994;
Sedikides, Oliver, & Campbell 1994; Taris & Semin 1997) (Wiederman 2005, 497-498).

Male-oriented software is centered on a bodily focus — increasingly varied pornographic
content. Female-oriented software instead tends to frame intimacy and sexual behavior in the
context of meaningful relationships, which generally subscribe to the tenets of heteronormativity
(Andlauer 2018, 179-180). For example, there is no female-oriented equivalent of nukige,
software preoccupied exclusively with providing pornographic entertainment. Viewing sexual
activity in a vacuum, in female-oriented works, software or otherwise, seems to be present solely
within the context of BL (cf. Santos 2020a, 6-9), which, in turn, can be connected with existing
positions regarding re-appropriation of masculine forms by female readers (cf. Aoyama 2013).
Also of interest is the progressive tendency toward “depornification” (Galbraith 2021b, 132;

Kagami 2010, 137) along with the increase in male-oriented works focusing more on emotional



engagement through the years, as it happens in so-called uzsuge [Depressing Game] and nakige
[crying game] (cf. Galbraith 2021b, 132-133; Pelletier-Gagnon and Picard 2015, 36).

Sexual scripts, and, by extension, intimate scripts can be seen as another side of the literacies
required to parse bishajo and bishanen content. In the context of character intimacy games, they
act as primers for video game navigation. They operationalize character intimacy in the software
macrostructure by telling, who romances whom, who is attracted by whom, who is sexually
aggressive and who is sexually passive, who cares for whom and, finally, who gets to deploy
knowledge of the script to achieve one of the game’s success states. If sexual scripts/intimate
scripts are “a number of logical if-then statements that guide our expectations of what will or will
not occur” (Lenton and Bryan 2005, 484), then they can be turned into rules for a video game,
with clear success states, failure states, and their relative pathways. The media literacies required
for parsing bishajo and bishonen are operationalized as sexual scripts that ultimately regulate when
the character interaction in character intimacy games is successful or not — marked by a reward
image — or to a failure state — marked by a game over screen.

Sexual/intimate scripts, however, should not merely be present: they need to be
operationalized to a degree that abiding by them is vital for video game traversal. Just as a system
of affection might be a part of a wider video game work, depiction of romantic and sexual
interaction between characters in a video game will follow some sort of sexual script. That alone
does not make a video game of character intimacy: video game traversal must follow the same
pathways traced by the ‘logical if-then statements’ generated by the sexual script animating
character-based intimacy. Depending on disposition, aesthetics, or, in the specific case of bishajo
and bishonen, how their design elements are arranged, each character entity presents, implicitly or
explicitly, a sexual script for the player to navigate and interact with, making the software a game

of character intimacy. System of affections represent the bare-bones structure that allows the
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software to operate; it assigns the one and the zeros regulating software operations.
Operationalized sexual scripts inform feedback loops and how the player should conduct
themselves to achieve a specific result. Setting, plot, and narrative themes are made in order to
facilitate situations ideally suited for the development of intimate bonds such as afterschool clubs,
cafés, or cohabitation. More exotic works place players and characters in science fiction and
fantasy settings, as well as unsavory locales, such as prisons. Many fill a variety of roles, from
naive student to action-hero to damsel-in-distress to dominant and submissive characters — always
in a position that facilitates continuous interaction with the game’s cast of characters.

Narrative setups range from all-female military squadrons — as in Muv Luv Alternative (dge
2006) — a male student being sent to an all-girls school for various reasons — as in Ojo-sama wa
Sunao ni Narenai [The Lady Shall Not Settle Down] (Ensemble 2017) — or the protagonist having
to take care of one or more characters in various settings — as in Kana ~ Imato~ [My Little Sister
Kana] (D.O. 1999). In works oriented toward female audiences, while they might place players in
the role of students in a way specular to male-oriented works — as in Hitofuta Gakuen [One-two
School] (Profitrolle 2012) — there is a sizeable portion of works that feature fantasy settings.
Examples see the protagonist character as a princess or as a similar, gendered role allowing
interaction with a series of suitable bachelors, as is the case in Arabians Lost ~The Engagement
on Desert~ (QuinRose 2012).

It is necessary, however, to distinguish between roles as dictated by the game’s story and roles
as dictated by the game’s various romantic interactions. A player character might be described in
a certain fashion but their actual role within character interactions might differ, as is the case in
works such as Collar x Malice (Design Factory 2016). In Collar x Malice, the female player
character, Hoshino Ichika, is a policewoman described as strong-willed and depicted as being able

and willing to use firearms in the course of her duties. Despite the suggestion of agency that such



a description implies, the plot develops in a way that removes the player character’s suggested
agency and places her in a subservient role to the game’s cast of romanceable characters.
Affections develop in a way that, while ‘organic’ to the situation in a sense, see Ichika Hoshino
reacting to romantic attention coming from the game’s cast of characters rather than actively
pursuing one or more of them herself.

Musicus! (Overdrive 2019), a male-oriented work, on the other hand, presents a situation
where (male) player character Tsushima Kei is positioned as the leader of a rock band composed
of fellow (female) classmates). Differently from Collar x Malice, the player pursues romanceable
characters rather than being pursued by other characters; they are trusted in a leading role (front
vocalist), and they are given substantial agency to influence how the narrative will unfold, as well
as their relationship with the game’s cast of characters. Unlike players such as Hoshino Ichika in
Collar x Malice, who are carried, so to speak, through the storyline to respond to other characters,
players like Tsushima Kei decide their own path through the game’s plot. Such differences
highlight deeply gendered roles for romantic and sexual interaction within character intimacy
games: male characters pursue, female characters are pursued. Player-character relationships are
thus coded across traditional heteronormative lines — male/masculine pursues, female/feminine is
pursued, regardless of the player’s gender orientation. In the case of homosexual characters,
pursuer and pursued characters map onto the BL odo [noble road], with pursued characters taking
more feminine mannerisms and roles compared to pursuer characters (cf. Santos 2020a, 5; Nagaike

2012, 103-136; see also Mizoguchi 2003, 65; Nagaike 2003, 84-86).

6.1.2. Intimate scripts and the intimacy progression in character intimacy games

Examining how intimate scripts are operationalized within character intimacy games provides

an important bedrock upon which to base further analysis of CIG software. The next step is
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examining how intimate scripts may relate to the intimacy progression portion of CIG ludo-
hermeneutics. The presence of an intimate script in a character intimacy game’s assembly of
software and narrative content is certainly a necessary condition for analyzing CIG Software.
However, the presence of an intimate script is no guarantee that its operationalization within the
game will be recognized as part of the intimacy progression by players. As argued in Chapter 2.1.3,
it is unreasonable to account for every single player and their reaction. And yet, it is arguably
fruitful to examine the interplay between the intimate scripts in single character intimacy games,
their operationalization, and the wider context in which they operate. Is it possible to map intimacy
progression(s) onto a game’s intimate script, or vice versa? How can we reconcile player self-
recognition, vital for the intimacy progression to function, with the actual presence of intimate
scripts in character intimacy games and their influence? What of the discrepancies between player
self-recognition of ‘playing at intimacy’ and the intimate scripts within one software release?
Discrepancies between what the game features as its intimate scripts and what the player is
feeling, even considering their media literacies, should be expected. However, as it does not
concern empirical players, all it is possible to do within the confines of this study is: a) produce
reasonable speculation that may hint at player/game frictions; b) assume that players interacting
with game software are at the very least not in contrast with the sexual orientation and the gender
identity that are proposed for the player’s role within the game. This allows this study to engage
with the multitude of perspectives that might exist within one production context, and how it may
affect player self-recognition. In retrospect, hints of these multiple perspectives have already been
highlighted within the demonstration provided in Chapter 3.6 and by research approaches such as
Au Yeung’s examination of bishojo game players (2008). This process, which is an approximation
before anything else, is a prime demonstration for employing data-driven examination in

juxtaposition with individual case studies.



Particularly important for these juxtapositions are CIG software that are located on the
periphery, or which otherwise express intimate scripts that do not reflect those expressed by the
majority, even relative, of CIG players. These include infamous works in the vein of those detailed
within Chapter 4.2, examples of which include works such as the Taimanin series (Black Lilith
2005-2019; also cf. Pelletier and Gagnon 2015, 37). In Taimanin, as in Rapelay, intimacy between
the player character and the game’s cast of characters is forced, featuring sexualized degradation,
humiliation, and violence. This is in contrast with the predominant view of CIG players, at least
when it comes to bishojo characters, assuming the role of a protector figure. However, works may
also express views deemed unprecedented amidst the wider media landscape.

One example is Yumemiru Kusuri [Yume Miru Kusuri: A Drug That Makes You Dream] (Ruf
2005): therein, each of the romanceable characters’ narratives is centered on specific tribulations,
each an attempt to comment on social issues in turn-of-the-millennium Japan. In particular, Cat
Sidhe Nekoko, the character that uses the titular ‘drug that makes you dream,’” presents an
articulate interplay of moe design templates, whose articulation is, however, subversive in nature.
She presents herself in a way that is contiguous with other characters with animal-like mannerisms
— a visual feature reminiscent of cat ears, an energetic disposition toward the player, and
idiosyncrasies in the way she acts. As players progress through the game, all of Nekoko’s
mannerisms and uncanny behaviors are revealed to be the effect of drug addiction, rather than
some actual magic spell or her status as an ‘actual’ fairy.*®

While the drug itself is not depicted in verisimilar fashion — it is powdered in nature, akin to

cocaine, while also having effects that are both stimulant and hallucinogenic in a way somewhat

4 Uncanny, fantasy and SF-like developments in this vein are amongst the array of possibilities for a potential outcome
for bishojo- and bishonen-centered narratives. One example is Minna de Nyan Nyan (Yamikumo Communications
2003) where most of the cast of romanceable characters is composed of characters coming from other dimensions,

each having animal-based mannerisms and physical traits (cat and dog ears).
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similar to 3,4-Methylenedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA) — addiction to it and withdrawal are
rendered in a way that harks back to verisimilitude. Cat Sidhe Nekoko in Yumemiru Kusuri appears
to generate an intimate script that is consistent with other moe characters and CIG software.
However, the way in which it attempts to render issues such as substance addiction, amongst other
things, generates a gulf between the game and the wider media landscape in which it operates.

Another example is School Days (Overflow 2005), which is a character intimacy game,
structured around time-based dynamic choices amidst continuing animated sequences. Unlike
visual novel games, the player must choose in a limited time frame and refusal to make a choice
is, in itself, a choice. The game places the user in the shoes of Itd Makoto, a young man attending
the fictional Sakakino Academy in the fictional Japanese city of Haramihama. Makoto is
characterized in a way that is prototypical of many player-controlled characters in Japanese
character intimacy games: mild-mannered, subservient, and passive in nature. He wants to get
closer to Sakakino’s most admired girl, the aloof Katsura Kotonoha, but his shyness and her
aloofness prevents him from doing anything. To an extent, he is content to long for Kotonoha from
afar, but a change in seating arrangements in class puts him next to another young woman, Saionji
Sekai, who, upon noticing a photo of Kotonoha on his cellphone, decides to help Makoto. Sekai
sets up Makoto on a date with Kotonoha but becomes infatuated with Makoto in the process,
starting a love triangle.

The game’s initial situation is not in any way different from other character intimacy games:
the player character is tasked with attaining intimacy with one or more characters. However, the
game punishes the player for conduct encouraged in playing character intimacy games, namely,
trying to achieve as much intimacy as possible with as many characters as possible, without regard
for the character’s feelings or what would happen if such conduct were actually to be undertaken

in tangible reality, toward flesh-and-blood human beings. Up until this point, there is no significant



difference from other character intimacy games both in terms of looking at the narrative itself and
in the consequences of the player’s actions. Other works with a love triangle at their focus, such
as Shojo Graffiti [Girl Graffiti] (Pure More 2018) or Kanojo x Kanojo x Kanojo Dokidoki Full
Throttle! [Girl x Girl x Girl — Hearts Pounding at Full Throttle!] (wstar 2009) also offer similar
setups.

This does not happen within School Days: Kotonoha’s aloofness is revealed to be the product
of an isolated upbringing and a controlling family environment, to the point where Kotonoha is
crippled in social relationships. This makes her scared of physical contact such as kisses with the
opposite sex, which causes frustration in Makoto as his attempts at intimacy are rebuffed. Sekai is
outwardly designed as being an energetic, friendly, and not overly brilliant person, signified,
amongst other design templates, by her ahoge hair strand (cf. Galbraith 2021b, 128-129). She,
however, resorts to increasingly underhanded means to conquer Makoto’s attentions. Should the
player act in a way that is encouraged in other character intimacy games, then both characters end
up resorting to degrading behaviors. Both Kotonoha and Sekai expose deeply seated personal
problems and, ultimately, end up murdering Makoto or being driven toward suicide.

Examples such as the above showcase why it is necessary to investigate the interaction
between the wider context in which users come to self-recognize as CIG players and the intimate
scripts within individual software releases. It is certainly necessary for imagined intimacy to be an
accepted and shared mode of engagement with media within a given context. At the same time,
however, focusing exclusively on the conditions for self-recognition by proceeding at scale leads
to obfuscation. It obscures interactions between single software releases and their wider media
landscape of production, reception, and circulation. Examining the script, in turn, allows us to
expose possible courses of action adopted by players and, subsequently, to trace intimacy

progressions through the game. In turn, juxtaposition with the wider production context allows us
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to expose interactions, frictions, and commonalities between single works and their wider

environment.

6.1.3. Operationalizing intimacy progressions: defining character encounters

What is a character encounter within a character intimacy game? As much as the term seems
self-evident, operationalizing the intimacy progression framework by looking at ‘character
encounters’ is anything but simple. What constitutes a character encounter? This study has already
employed another similar term, ‘character interaction’ to mark in-game sequences where
player/character interaction is facilitated. The term, employed in reference to the screen
configuration first identified in Chapter 2.1 and further discussed in Chapter 4.1.1, is useful as a
general reference. However, it breaks down when software that does not distinguish moments of
character interaction in a clear fashion is taken into consideration; That is, most Japanese character
intimacy games, whose in-game operations are constantly deployed in the visual novel screen
configuration.

This makes attempts to distinguish moments of character interaction from moments of non-
character interaction extremely difficult. It is comparatively easy to do so in video games such as
Tokimeki Memorial, True Love ~Jun'ai Monogatari~, or Evenicle, where character interaction is
clearly distinct from moments where the player is called to navigate within the game world. It is
not the case for CIG software that adopts the visual novel framework. Where does navigation start
and where does it end? Where does character interaction start and where does it end? Even if a
distinction could be made, the fuzzy nature of interacting with characters in character intimacy
games means that any moment where a character is present on the screen could be considered a
character interaction. Adopting such an approach means that there can be no reasonable way of
comparing different CIG software with one another, or at least, not at the scale adopted by this

study. It is therefore necessary to delimit what constitutes a character encounter in a way that can



be operationalized for both at-scale approaches and individual case studies. It needs to account for
the many layers in which intimate scripts, game mechanics, and media literacies facilitating
intimate responses in players operate. It needs to facilitate the drawing of possible intimacy
progressions for game analysis, successions of watershed moments in player/character relations.
To this end, a first attempt at contouring character encounters comes from engaging with the
erotic scavenger hunt framework centered around reward images. Reward images, as their name
suggests, serve as feedback for successful navigation by players. What they depict, be it
emotionally charged interaction, sexual intercourse, a character being removed from the player’s
care, etc., provides important clues about the avenue of imagined intimacy elicited by the game
software. At the same time, the requirements to obtain that particular image, the narrative that
leads to it, and the in-game conduct that leads to the reward is also important. What choices are
required of players to get to a certain outcome? And what conduct do these choices imply? If
affection meters or similar mechanisms are present, what kind of parameters need to be raised or
lowered? How significant is the moment when the reward image is bestowed on the player, and
how reasonably is assumed to be a watershed moment as part of players intimacy progressions?
The conditions required for unlocking the reward image and the narrative content that
accompanies and contextualizes it, along with the reward image itself, represent the two parts of
each statement within an intimate script. The conditions are the if, while the reward image is the
then. In enclosing both a before and an after, reward images represent the most unambiguous
approach toward delimiting character encounters in character intimacy games. The character
encounter is thus delimited by: a) the piece(s) of game content featuring character intimacy that
serve as player reward; b) the conditions for obtaining the reward — navigations, managerial, skill-

based — at the moment of in-game time where they are presented, explicitly or implicitly, for the
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player to engage with. Rewards may be sexual/pornographic, or may consists of an emotional
disclosure by the character, to which players are elicited for a response.

This approach, like this study as a whole, is clearly indebted to Japanese CIG production, but
it is arguably re-fashionable for usage regardless of media or geo-socio-technical contexts.
Japanese character intimacy games explicate rewards in a very unambiguous manner by listing
reward images within galleries serving as a measure of game completion. Other character intimacy
games, on the other hand, while differing in the way they produce their character intimacy rewards,
would still need to set conditions for players to unlock them. Angelique, for example, while devoid
of reward images, has clearly defined character encounters, preconditions, and rewards in the form
of narrative content and character-focused endings. By distinguishing character interaction from
character encounter, and focusing on the latter, it is possible to draw a progression of significant
watershed moments. These can subsequently encourage players to produce the parasocial
responses upon which CIG rely upon to function. As with players’ self-recognition, the drawing
of a map of intimacy progression rests on the assumption that players will at least be non-hostile
towards producing emotional responses towards the game characters.

Mapping the intimacy progression is therefore: a map of the pathways for player traversal,
irrespective of when players self-recognize as CIG players; an explication of the intimate scripts
present within a single character intimacy game; an outline of its relationships with the wider
media environment; a trace of what kind of deepening intimacies — intimacy progressions — that
players may entertain with characters within CIG software. Despite the implications of such
approaches being similar to close reading, the examination of the game’s diegesis requires instead
a level of distance: while highlighting the peculiarity of an intimate script is necessary, it still needs

to be relatable to the wider media literacies to produce proper at-scale comparisons.



The way mapping efforts translate visually into actual maps depends on the game’s proposed
mode of traversal. CIG software deploying the visual novel framework may end up looking akin
to a flowchart, reflecting the game’s focus on navigation. CIG software deploying a role-playing
framework or action games might instead look more rhizomatic. CIG software such as Kara no
Shajo [The Girl in the Shell] (Innocent Grey 2008), featuring an open-ended schedule, might
instead look like a map of maps or a series of thresholds. To develop common ground across the
manifold ways in which CIG software may present modes of game traversal, this study will present
each study’s narrative context juxtaposed with maps of the game’s possibility space, and
reasonable approximations of each character’s intimacy progressions. As a foundation to each
approach, this study will map the game’s possibility space, as presented within software proper.
Subsequently, it will provide a map of each character’s story path, outlining successive character
encounters, eventual conditions required to unlock them, the kind of reward offered — emotional,
sexual — when the conditions are presented to the player — implicitly and explicitly.

Finally, the game is compared with its wider production context as described by this study’s
data sources. Concretely, it means that the game’s set of descriptive data (evaluations/attributes
on EGS, tags on VNDB) are rendered as a series and checked for overlapping sequences against
the rest of the dataset. By providing a measure of commonness/distinctiveness of the game’s
assemblage of characters, plot, and mechanical system, it is possible to gauge, even if tentatively,
how much players can be expected to adhere to the wider practices of CIG production/reception
for the game. The goal is to show intersecting interactions, frictions, and commonalities, within,
without, and in-between games, in a media landscape characterized by apparent self-sameness. By
visualizing games as map and as maps of maps in the case of possibility spaces, this study hopes
to account for player imagination, characters as recipients of player intimacy, and the wider media

literacies upon which CIG production relies on.
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Before moving onto case studies, this study will showcase a few example maps using Senren
sBanka as a reference. Subsequently, this study will present five case studies for character
intimacy games in Japan, as played by the study’s author and as described by this study’s data
sources. The maps presented in the next chapter are each an example of how this study deploys
ludo-hermeneutics for character intimacy games. Using Yuzusoft’s Senren *Banka as a test case,
they outline the game’s possibility space, one character story path, one character profile — Hitachi
Mako — and the subsequent juxtaposition as a map of maps. Different from proper case studies,
this example case does not include an outline of the game’s narrative and focuses only on

showcasing the types of maps that will be employed in the next five case studies.



6.1.4. Examples of intimacy progression(s) mapping: Senren *Banka

EXAMPLE: SENREN BANKA - POSSIBILITY SPACE FLOWCHART

START STATE

CHARACTER INTRODUCED
- MANIWA ROKA (EX)
- KURAMA KOHARU (EX)

CHARACTER INTRODUCED & CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL

- TOMOTAKE YOSHINO CHARACTER INTRODUCED

CHARACTER INTRODUCED | - MURASAME
- HITACHIMAKO

2 CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL
CHARACTER INTRODUCED CHARACTER ENCOUNTER (MAKQ)
- LENA LIECHTENAUER

3 CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL

Qo

4
CHARACTER ENCD ER
YOSHINO; MURASAME, MAKS; LENA

+1 MURASAME © +1 LENA iﬂ YOSHINO o +1 MAKO
5 5 5
-

CHARACTER ENSOUNTER
YOSHINO; MUFASAME, WAKO; LENR

CHARACTER ENCOWNTER (YOSHINO) CHARACTER ENCOUNTER (LENA)
+1 (EX) ROKA +1 YOSHING.© CHARACTER ENCOUNTER (MAKO) ™A 44 Ena
+1 [EX) KOHARU 7 D +1 MAKO 7
CHARACTER ENCOUNTER (MURASAME
o ¢ ( ! CHARACTER ENCOUNTER (LENA)
HARACTER ENCOUNTER (YOSHINO)
O +1 MURASAME
CHARACTER ENCOUNTER{KOHARU) *+1 YOSHINO @ CHARACTER ENGOUNTER {MAKO) T H1LENA
CHARACTER ENCOUNTER [ROKA
+1(EX) KOHARU © | ) CHARACTER ENCO[UNTER (MURASAME)
+1 (EX)ROKA © +0 ¥ .1 MURASANE
END STATE (YOSHINO) @ ’ .
’ END STATE (MAKO)  END STATE (LENA)
& ) O
END STATE (ROKA)
END STATE (KOHARU) END STATE (MURASAME)

END STATE (NO CHARACTER)

This is Senren Banka’s possibility space, mapped according to the intimacy progression suggested by each
character’s navigational path. The ‘EX’ affixed to Maniwa Roka and Kurama Koharu is there to signify their
status as secret characters. Each increment signifies a growth in the intimacy with that particular character. This
is a general view of the game and does not deal with the peculiarities of each character as their personalized maps

may do. It still provides a bird’s-eye view of how players may navigate a single character intimacy game, and

what possibilities it offers.
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EXAMPLE: SENREN BANKA - HITACHI MAKO NAVIGATIONAL PATH

MAKO: INTRODUCTION

'EXPLICATION OF SUPER POWERS MAKO: DEVELOPMENT MAKO: EXPLICATION OF SUPER POWERS;
- DISCLOSURE OF PERSONALITY TYPE - DISCLOSURE OF MISCHIEVOUS DISCLOSURE OF CARING ASPECT OF PERSONALITY;
D ASPECT OF PERSONALITY; ALLURING  INTERIORITY; PERSONAL WEAKNESS; LACK OF SELF-ESTEEM
PROTA T: » i
Acce':(r)mscggr;sunon PROTAGONIST: PLAYER DECISION:
FRIENDLY DEMEANOR CARE FQR MAKO;
GAME NOW ON MAKO'S STORY PATH
PROTAGONIST:
AFFECTION
MAKO: FLUSTERED; HESITANT;
REVEAL OF CONDITION
<> MAKO:INTERCOURSE; MAKO: FIRSTKISS, PREVENTING RELATIONSHIP
MAKO:INTERCOURSE; PROTAGONIST: INSISTS ON RELATIONSHIP; PLAYER DECISION: PRAISE MAKO
END STATE - HAPPY RELATIONSHIP;  ¢oNSENSUAL; LOVING PROACTIVE RESOLUTION OF CONDITION
MAKO'S AND PROTAGONIST'S

PERSONAL ISSUES RESOLVED;
END OF GAME INTERCOURSE

This is a scheme detailing navigation through the story path of Hitachi Mako in Senren Banka. Mako’s path is
simple and does not present forks or alternative paths. In between each node there are intervals of narrative
content, scenes, and contextualization where players are invited to imagine, anticipate, and then respond to the
character until the next choice. Descriptions of character encounters, player decisions, and protagonist actions
are kept as synthetic as possible due to the potential length of a character intimacy game. While the above scheme
is simple to read, characters may present alternative storylines or intersect with other characters, making schema
harder to devise. The schema is divided between Mako, the protagonist character (player-controlled), and the

player themselves.
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6.2. Case Study: Crescendo ~Eien da to Omotte Ita Ano Koro~

6.2.1 Crescendo — an overview

Introduction: Crescendo ~Eien da to Omotte Ita Ano Koro~ [Crescendo ~The Moment We
Thought Eternal~] is a character intimacy game released in Japan in 2001 by software house D.O.
As with the majority of CIG software released in Japan, Crescendo employs the visual novel
framework, putting the player in the shoes of Sasaki Ry, a high school student living his last days
of high school. Ryd is an orphan, characterized as an anti-social person, quick to anger and foul-
mouthed, but hiding a kind personality, not unlike the main characters of other character intimacy
games of the early 2000s, such as CLANNAD (Key 2004) or Wind -a breath of heart-. The setting
serves as the backdrop for what is, on the surface, a romantic comedy, with one male character
interacting with several female characters, eventually branching out into one of several possible
storylines. There are no fantasy or science fiction elements, only scenes of everyday life centered
around Ryd’s home life with his stepsister Ayame — both are orphans — and his friends and

acquaintances from school: underclassman Ashihara Kyoko, harboring a strong infatuation
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towards Ry®o; literary arts club president Nagira Kaho; classmate Otowa Yuka; school nurse Shito
Kaori; and his friend Sugimura Tomonori, which is currently dating Kaho. All except Tomonori
can be romanced. All romanceable characters have scenes depicting them during sexual
intercourse, in explicit fashion. All such scenes are deployed as reward for successful navigation.
As a visual novel, the game is composed almost entirely of character encounters, framed as Ryo
coming to terms with his relationships. The game features a system of affection in the form of
branching choices, which affect not only the character that Ry6 ends up romancing, but also the
reaction of other characters. Singularly for character intimacy games, Crescendo places an
emphasis on perspectives other than the player character: choosing one character can and will hurt
other characters as well. The game accomplishes this by providing scenes where the perspective
shifts from that of Ryo/the player to that of other characters, showcasing past interactions. The
player is forced to become intimate with all characters before being put in the position to make
their final choice, and to endure negative emotional feedback resulting from their actions.
Possibility space: players, as a male, heterosexual character, interact with female
heterosexual characters, each designed according to known archetypes. Successful navigation
eventually achieves a point of intimate communion symbolized by passionate sexual intercourse.
The game features a system of affection in the form of branching choices, which affect not only
the character that Ry ends up romancing, but also the reaction of other characters. Singularly for
character intimacy games, Crescendo places an emphasis on external perspectives, and how
choosing one character can and will hurt other characters as well. The game accomplishes this by
providing scenes where the perspective shifts from that of Rya/the player to that of other characters,
showcasing past interactions. The player is forced to become at least partially intimate and develop
responses towards all characters before being put in the position to make their final choice. They

are then made to endure negative emotional feedback resulting from their actions. While this is



not unique to Crescendo, within the game the player is not allowed to focus exclusively on
accessing the interiority of just one character at a time. The possibility space connected to software
proper does not allow for navigating out of unwanted character intimacy.

In preventing exclusive focus on a single character, Crescendo builds a sense of intimacy with
all characters, and places the player in a position in which characters are making the demands that
Galbraith (2021b) and Sasakibara (2004) speak of: characters are encouraging players to consider
their feelings and ultimately not hurt them. As the player proceeds through the game, they learn
more and more about each character’s interiority, eliciting the affective, empathetic modes of
interfacing with characters as emphasized by Warner’s Uncritical Reading (2004). If players
recognize themselves as players of a video game centered around intimacy, they become
incentivized to know more about the characters, and to respond to them in a way that does not hurt
them. Players are therefore channeled towards recognizing the growing intimacy with characters,
which is ultimately an intimacy progression mapping itself onto the game’s feedback loop.
However, as they finally choose the girl they want to end up with, the game showcases the effects
of their commitment, and, pending their self-recognition, players are presented with painful
feedback. At the same time, it is not possible to attempt the sort of ‘gigolo plays’ — trying to
romance as many characters as possible at the same time to complete as much of the game in a
single sitting — that other works might allow.

Intimate script(s): within Crescendo, sexual encounters are not sought explicitly by Ry, nor
suggested as being the focus of the gamic experience by the game’s ensemble of software code,
prose, visual assets, and aural performances. In fact, seeking sexual encounter explicitly is
deployed as a red herring within Yuka’s story path: doing so leads to a failure state. Consent to
sexual intercourse is signaled by depicting characters waiting for an appropriate moment and

inviting the player into intimacy. While it is important to remark that this may represent the most
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efficient way of rewarding the player by depicting the character other as opening to him, it also
generates its intimate script: taking care of the other leads to intimacy. At the same time, there is
also another, parallel script: taking care of one character other leads to pain in other actants within
the game’s entangled relationships. Referencing Galbraith, Forrest Greenwood, and Sasakibara
GO (Galbraith 2021, 144; Greenwood 2014, 250; Sasakibara 2003, 105-107), Crescendo
invalidates the basic intimate script of ‘do not hurt the other, cherish the other, answer to the other,
and get intimacy in return,” and makes the player hurt other characters. Assuming players respond
to characters, they are forced to face the consequences of their actions: when they are not hurting
one character, they are hurting another. This is born out of the game not offering the possibility of
opting out of intimacy with all the game’s characters. Another example of this setup lies in the
story path of Nagira Kaho: to win her affection is also to make, albeit consensually, her relationship
with Tomonori end and to break Kyoko’s heart, for example.

Crescendo’s assemblage of code and narrative assets, in turn, reflects that the game expects
players to develop a strong sense of intimacy with more than one character in the game’s cast and
not being able to opt out. This is possible only through self-recognition as CIG players as they
become intimate with the game’s characters. As players navigate Crescendo’s narratives, each
moment of interaction acquires the potential to become significant, a watershed moment from
which a before and after can be derived. Each of the game’s end states, as players are shown the
effects of their commitment — or lack thereof, should their choice lead to a bad end — is not only
an end state for the intimate relationship they have committed to, which they have fulfilled, it is
also an end state for the other intimate relationships the player was encouraged to develop as part
of the game’s traversal.

Furthermore, Crescendo’s own possibility space tends toward entanglement, especially with

Kaho and Kyoko. Players are constantly reminded of other characters, of other stories that intersect



with their own, and, consequently, of other intimacies. This has the effect of making players the
subject of other characters’ attentions, or at least it facilitates the emergence of parasocial
phenomena that make it so. These intersections are, however, contingent on the player engaging
intimately with each of the game’s characters; of responding, even a little, to their demands, and
of facing the consequences of their actions. Players navigating Crescendo’s intertwined
relationships are facilitated in developing parasocial responses toward several characters at a time.
In fact, the intimate scripts can be summed as ‘if players listen and ‘read’ characters correctly,
with care and affection they are rewarded with intimacy, emotional and sexual’, in the form of
reward images, both sexual and emotional.

Depiction(s) of sexual intimacy(ies): depictions of sexual intimacy in Crescendo, while not
prominent or indeed the focus of the game’s flow — even though they feature prominently on the
back cover of the game’s disk case — still subscribe to the tenant of eroanime-eromanga oriented
towards male heterosexual users, with significant visual foci on female character’s secondary
sexual characteristics and expressions of pleasure. Interestingly, it is the character other who is
depicted as being the initiator, while the protagonist/player character is depicted as agreeing to the
intimacy. There are only two exceptions to this, one being during Ayame’s story path and the other
being within Yuka’s own branch. In Ayame’s case, choosing to not engage in sexual intercourse
leads the player towards a negative conclusion to the storyline, in which the feelings of the two
remain unresolved. In Yuka’s case, players deciding to make a move onto her instead confirm to
Yuka that they cannot see past her status as a prostitute, and the game ends on a very negative note.
On the other hand, players making their decisions while successfully ‘reading’ the embedded cues
in a character storyline, not just in their visual design, will see their relationship fulfilled. This is
a clear distinction from other releases, which cannot be detected by at-scale approaches, which

may only detect what users register based on the relevant data model.
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Figure 19: Screenshot from Crescendo. This exchange takes place during the common portion of the
narrative. Screenshot taken by this study’s author.

I///Z/ '

Figure 20: Screenshot from Crescendo. This image is taken from the game’s prologue, showcasing main
character Ryo and the game’s cast of romanceable characters. Screenshot taken by this study’s author.
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6.2.2 Crescendo — possibility space(s) and character intimacy progressions

CRESCENDO - POSSIBILITY SPACE FLOWCHART

START STATE

Day 1 - Start

INTRO: KAHO, KYOKOLYUKA, KAORI, AYAME

INTRO: MIYU (EX)
.

> o

+Kaho; Kyéko +¥uka;, Kaori; Ayame
-Yuka; Kaori; Ayame -Kaho; Kydko,
+Kaho +Kydko; Yuka; Kaori; Ayame
- KyBko; Yuka; Kaori; Ayame - Kaho
-Miyu
+KahoYuka; Kaori; Ayame | +Kydko
- Kydko - Kaho; Yuka; Kaori; Ayame )
+Miyu
+Kaho; Kyéko +Yuka; Kaori; Ayame
-Yuka; Kaori; Ayame -Kaho; Kydko
+Kaho; Kyéko +Yuka; Kaori; Ayame
-Yuka; Kaori; Ayame -Kaho; Kydko
Day 1-End +Kaho; Kydko +Yuka; Kaori; Ayame °
Day 2 - Start -Yuka;, Kaori; Ayame -Kaho; Kydko
+Kaho; Kyéko
-Yuka; Kaori; Ayame +Yuka; +Ayam
+Kaho +Kaho © +Kybko, Yuka; i
-Kyidka R Y Wiy
— >
+Kaori +hyame
+Kaho
Kyoko &7 Kaho +Miyu
Day 2 - End +Kaho +Kydko *Yu o
Day 3 - Start +Kaho +Kydko
-Kaho -Kybko ¥ ~Miyu
+Kah -
-Ky@ko
-Ka )
Day 3 - End +Miyu o
Day 4 - Start -Yuka +Yuka _Kagri
End State: Kaho (Bad)
Y -Miyu
End State: Kydko (Bad)
End State: Kaho (Jood)
+h.'1i‘_.ru ‘r
End State: Yuka (Bad) Kaorl  vayam
End State: Kyako (Good) End State: Miyu (Bad)
End State: Yuka (Good) End State: Ayame (Bad),
End State: Ayame (Good) v

End State: Kaori (Bad)

End State: Kaori (Good)

&

End State: Miy

u (Good)

COMMENT: the possibility space between day 1 and day 2 continuously produces an emotional entanglement

between the player and two groups of characters. There is simply no way of focusing just on one character for the

first segment of the game. The entanglement continues with Kaho and Kyoko's story paths, while it separates for

the others. This leaves the attachment developed by players during the first segment of the game in the background,

but still presumably extending their effect on players. NOTE: the marking of Miyu as EX denotes her status as

secret character, separate from the rest of the game.
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CRESCENDO - NAGIRA KAHO’S INTIMACY PROGRESSION

KAHO: INTRODUCTION
- IN A RELATIONSHIP (PROTAGONIST'S FRIEND)
- CARING FOR THE PROTAGONIST

- DISCLOSURE OF PERSOMNALITY TYPE IF ¥: KAHO (POSITIVE)
- DISCLOSURE AS PRESIDENT FLASHBACK - -DISCLOSURE FLASHBACK -  |F N: KYOKO FLASHBACK: IF N: PROTAGONIST
OF SCHOOL BOOK CLUB KAHO JOIN THELITERARY  OF PERSONAL ENCOUNTER  (NEGATIVE)- YUKA BEING INCREASES DISDAIN )
-REQUESTFORHELP  ARTS CLUB? INTERESTS WITHKYOKO  pUSHED AWAY MISTREATED  QVER YUKA (NEGATIVE) :;:::ETTQE.E%S'DN'
D ° PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DEGISION: PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: IMPORTANT NEWS
AID KAHO : POSITIVE/SNARK
JOIN THE CLUB (¥IN) TALK WITH KYOKO (viN) LY ER DEEIRIO
IF Y: KAHO (POSITIVE)
INCREASE IN AFFECTION
IF PLAYER TURNS DOWN KYOKO IF Y: AYAME (NEGATIVE)  FL ASHBACK: IF Y: YUKA (POSITIVE)
KAHO: (NEGATIVE) DISTRAUGHT PLAYER LOOKS FOR KAHO AYAME ROCKED BY AN OFFER TO MOVE OPENS SLIGHTLY FLASHBACK:
° KYOKO: (NEGATIVE) REJECTED LYAHD [POITIVE) DISCLOSURE DECISION TO PROTAGONIST YUKA DISTRAUGHT
< < <
PLAYER DECISION: IF PLAYER ASKS PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION:
WHAT TO DO|AT DAY'S END FOR MORE TIME: KYOKO CONFESSES ~ LOOK FOR KAHOMWAIT FOR KYOKO ACCEPT YN APOLOGIZE Y/N
NO FEEDBACK LOVE TO PROTAGONIST
PLAYER STAYS WITH HAHO TURN DOWN/ASK FOR MORE TIME
KAHO: (POSITIVE) DISCLOSURE
KYOKO: (NEGATIVE) DISAPPOINTED IF Y: KAHO (POSITIVE)
- DISCLOSURE; AFFECTION;
IF *f: KAHO (POSITIVE) TOMONORE TENSION ~ PROTAGONIST SEES KAHO'S REASONS IF Y: KAHO (POSITIVE)
Y MORE AFFECTIONATE KAHO: (POSITIVE] INCREASED TRUST.  INCREASED TRUST PLAYER DECISION:
» > © KAHO JOINS PROTAGONIST,
PLAYER DECISION: CHOCE INCONSEQUENTIAL  PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION LET HER VISIT HOME? Y/N
ACCEPT OFFER FROM KAHO WAIT FOR KAHO? YN TENSION WITH KAHO GO HOME ALONE?
REGARDING EXISTING IF ¥: KAHO/PROTAGONIST IN
KAHO: END STATE (BAD) RELATIONSHIP IF N: KAHO (NEGATIVE) - SPURNED DE-FACTO RELATIONSHIP
-REJECTION
-KYOKO IS REJECTED AS WELL =
- BROKEN RELATIONSHIP WITH FRIEND CHOCE INCONSEQUENTIAL
IF Y: KYOKO (NEGATIVE) IF ¥: KAHO (POSITIVE) PLAYER DECISION CHOCE INCONSEQUENTIAL
KAHO: (POSITIVE) END STATE (GOOD) SPURNED; IN TEARS IN LOVE WITH THE PROTAGONIST ACCEPT KAHO YN
- MUTUAL LOVE SEXUAL INTERCOURSE; LOVING; MUTUAL
- KYOKO(NEGATIVE) REJECTED; CRIES

POSITIVE FEEDBACK

COMMENT: Within Kaho’s intimacy progression, the game will punish the player for being excessively blunt in

turning down Kyoko’s confession. This design choices integrates in the game’s intimate script, pushing players

towards consideration of all the parties involved in the game, nudging them towards facing the emotional

ramifications of their decisions.

CRESCENDO - ASHIHARA KYOKO’

NTIMACY PROGRESSION

KYOKO: INTRODUCTION
- SELF-ESTEEM ISSUES DUE TO EXCESSIVE HEIGHT

“SHY IF Y: KAHO (POSITIVE)
- DISCLOSURE OF PERSONALITY TYPE FLASHBACK - -DISCLOSURE FLASHBACK - |F N: KYOKO FLASHBACK: IF N: PROTAGONIST
-ERIEND OF KAHO KAHO JOIN THE LITERARY OF PERSONAL ENCOUNTER  (NEGATIVE) - YUKA BEING INCREASES DISDAIN PLAYER DECISION:
-REQUESTFOR HELF  ARTS CLUB? INTERESTS WITH KYOKO  PUSHED AWAY MISTREATED  OVER YUKA (NEGATIVE) e e oM
) } >0 - - -
PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: IMPORTANT NEWS
AID KAHO JOIN THE CLUE (Y/N) TALK WITH KYOKO (¥iN)  "LAYER DECEICA POSITIVE/SNARK
IFY:
KAHO: INCREASE IN AFFECTION
IF PLAYER TURNS DOWN KYOKO IF ¥: AYAME (NEGATIVE) Fi ASHBACK: IF Y: YUKA (POSITIVE)
KAHO: (NEGATIVE) DISTRAUGHT PLAYER LOOKS FOR KAHO AYAME ROCKED BY Ay oFFER TO MOVE OPENS SLIGHTLY FLASHBACK:
o KYOKO: (NEGATIVE) REJECTED - KAHO (POSITIVE) DISCLOSURE DECISION TO PROTAGONIST YUKA DISTRAUGHT
PLAYER PECISION: IF PLAYER ASKS PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION:
WHAT TO DO|AT DAY'S END Fﬁg :‘E'C)ERD;TI;':: KYOKO CONFESSES ~ LOOK FOR KAHOWAIT FOR KYOKO ACCEPT YIN APOLOGIZE Y/N
LOVE TO PROTAGOMIST
PLAYER|LEAVES
WITH KYOKO TURN DOWNIASK FOR MORE TIME | LOVE KYOKO
KYOKO: (POSITIVE) DIS?IF-?,;SEEEINPOSHNE) IF KYOKO:(POSITIVE): IF Y: KYOKO (POSITIVE) KYOKO (POSITIVE):
b4 MORE AFFECTIONATE N N AFFECTION; DISCLOSURE; L RETURNS LOVEA INTERCOURSE; MUTUAL; LOVING
PLAYER DECISION: CHOICE INCOSEQUENTIAL  CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL PLAYER DECISION F . KISS KYDKO? YIN_PLAYER DECISION:
ACCEPT OFFER FROM KAHO GO HOME WITH WHOM? - DECISION ABQUT FEELINGS
YN KYOKO: (NEGATIVE)

SPURNED; HURT

NOT KYOKO
KYOKO: END STATE (BAD) KYOKO: END STATE (GOOD)
-REJECTION - RELATIONSHIP WITH PROTAGONIST
-HURT - KAHO (NEGATIVE): HURT; AWAY FROM PROTAGONIST

- AWAY FROM PROTAGONIST

COMMENT: Kydko’s intimacy progression is a mirror to Kaho’s. As with Kaho, the game will sanction any

player conduct that decides to privilege only one of the two. In a way, this is another facet of Crescendo’s attempts

at verisimilitude: relationships are never born in a vacuum.
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CRESCENDO - OTOWA YUKA’S INTIMACY PROGRESSION

YUKA: INTRODUCTION
- PROBLEMATIC SOCIAL POSITION

- DISCLOSURE OF PERSONALITY TYPE ';E‘:&HS?JRE
-BULLIED BY CLASSMATES -
KAHO FLASHBAGK - OF PERSONAL

-RESPECTS PROTAGONIST
-REQUESTFORHELP JOIN THE BOOK CLUB? INTERESTS

FLASHBACK - |F N: KYOKO - FLASHBACK:
ENCOUNTER  NEGATIVE YUKA BEING IF N: PROTAGONIST
WITH KYOKO  FEEDBACK MISTREATED INCREASES DISDAIN PLAYER DECISION:

- OVER YUKA

:: PLAYER DECISION:

AID KAHO

PLAYER DECISION:
JOIN THE CLUB (YIN)

IF PLAYER TURN DOWN KYOKO
KAHO: DISTRAUGHT
KYOKO: REJECTED

NEGATIVE FEEDBACK

PLAYER LOOKS FOR KAHO
- KAHO: DISCLOSURE

PLAYER DECISION: REACTION TO IMPORTANT NEWS

. POSITIVEISNARK
TALKWITH KYOKO (YIN) P VER DECISION:
IFY:
oy Y YUKA KAHO: INCREASE IN AFFECTION
: FLASHBACK: : FLASHBACK:
AYAME IS AN OFFER TO MOVE ~ OPENS SLIGHTLY YUKA DISTRAUGHT
ROCKED BY DECISION < TO PROTAGONIST DUE 10 PROTAGONIST

PLAYER DECISION:
KYOKO CONFESSES
LOVE TO PROTAGONIST
TURN DOWNIASK FOR MORE TIME

IF PLAYER ASKS
FOR MORE TIME:
NO FEEDBACK

PLAYER PECISION:
WHAT TO DO|AT DAY'S END

GO TO CLASSROOM
YUKA: DISCLOSURE

YUKA: DISCLOSURE YUKA: DISCLOSURE

PLAYER DECISION:
LOOK FOR KAHO/WAIT FOR KYOKO

YUKA: DISCLOSURE

PLAYER DECISION:
ACCEPT YIN

PLAYER DECISION:
APOLOGIZE YIN

YUKA: DISCLOSURE YUKA: DISCLOSURE

CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL

JUKA: DISCLOSURE

CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL

YUKA: DISCLOSURE

CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL CHOICE INCOfISEQUENTIAL

YUKA: DISCLOSURE
YUKA: DISCLOSURE YUKA: DISCLOSURE

YUKA IS SUBJECTED CHOICE INCO%EGUENTIAL

TO SEXUAL VIOLENCE

CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL
YUKA: DISGLOSURE

CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL

YUKA:TRUST

IN PROTAGONIST INTERCOURSE: CONSENSUAL; MUTUAL; LOVING

<
IN FRONIF OF A CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL  GHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL

LOVE HOTEL
ENTER YIN?
YUKA: DISAPPOINTED
INTERCOURSE: NON-LOVING; CONSENSUAL;

CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL

YUKA: END STATE (BAD)

YUKA: END STATE (GOOD)
- YUKA: TRUST; RELATIONSHIP
WITH PROTAGONIST

- YUKA: HURT; DISAPPOINTED;
AWAY FROM PROTAGONIST

COMMENT: Yuka’s intimacy progression takes the player away from Kaho and Kyoko. As mentioned in previous
descriptions, it is interesting how Yuka’s status as an underage prostitute interacts with the choice of pursuing
sexual intercourse at the first possible occasion. If players do so, they lose Yuka's trust and the game concludes

with a bad end state. This is an extension of the character’s demanding to not be hurt by players.

CRESCENDO - SASAKI AYAME’S INTIMACY PROGRESSION

AYAME: INTRODUCTION

- PROTAGONIST'S ADOPTED SISTER

- CARING FOR THE PROTAGONIST

- DISCLOSURE OF PERSONALITY TYPE
- ORPHAN

- MATERNAL ROLE TOWARDS IF ¥: KAHO (POSITIVE}

FLASHBACK - -DISCLOSURE ~ FLASHBACK - IF N: KYOKO FLASHBACK: IF N: PROTAGONIST
PROTAGONIST KAHO JOIN THE LITERARY OF PERSONAL  ENCOUNTER (NEGATIVE) - YUKA BEING INCREASES DISDAIN )
-REQUEST FORHELP  ARTS CLUB? INTERESTS WITH KYOKO PUSHED AWAY MISTREATED  QVER YUKA (NEGATIVE) PLAYER DECISION:

REACTION TO
IMPORTANT NEWS
POSITIVE/SNARK

PLAYER DECISION:
TALK WITH KYOKO (Y/N)

PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION:

PLAYER DECISION:
AID KAHO JOIN THE CLUB (YIN)

PROTECT HER Y/IN
IF ¥: KAHO (POSITIVE)

IF PLAYER TURNS DOWN KYOKO
KAHO: (NEGATIVE) DISTRAUGHT
KYOKO: (NEGATIVE) REJECTED

PLAYER LOOKS FOR KAHO
- KAHO (POSITIVE) DISCLOSURE

IF Y: AYAME (NEGATIVE)

IF Y: YUKA (POSITIVE) INCREASE IN AFFECTION
FLASHBACK: :
AN OFFER TO MOVE ©OPENS SLIGHTLY FLASHBACGK:

TO PROTAGONIST YUKA DISTRAUGHT

AYAME ROCKED BY
DECISION

IF PLAYER ASKS
FOR MORE TIME:
NO FEEDBACK

PLAYER DECISION:
WHAT TO DO|AT DAY'S END

PLAYER DECISION:
KYOKO CONFESSES
LOVE TO PROTAGONIST

GO HOME TURN DOWN/ASK FOR MORE TIME

FLASHBACK:
AYAME AND

AYAME: DISCLOSURE
PROTAGONIST'S PAST;

PLAYER DECISION:
LOOK FOR KAHO/WAIT FOR KYOKO

INTERCOURSE: CONSENT AMBIGUOS;

PLAYER DECISION:
ACCEPT YIN

PLAYER DECISION:
APOLOGIZE YIN

AYAME: (NEGATIVE)

RECIPROCITY AMBIGUOS TENSION

AYAME: DISCLOSURE;
ACCIDENTAL PHYSICAL CONTACT;
EMBARASSMENT;

LATENT SEXUAL TENSION DISCLOSED

CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL

CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL HAVE SEX?ITH AYAME?

CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL

AYAME: (AMBIGUOUS) TENSION
AYAME (POSITIVE): DISCLOSUR

CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL

IF N: AMBIGUOUS FEEDBACK

>
SISTER | wHo 1S AYAME

AYAME: END STATE (BAD) TO|THE PROTAGONIST?

- REMAINS PROTAGONIST'S SISTER || o\ e

- TENSION UNRESOLVED

CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL

- AMBIGUOUS BOND
INTERCOURSE: CONSENSUAL ; MUTUAL ; LOVING

AYAME: END STATE (GOOD)

-IN A RELATIONSHIP WITH PROTAGONIST
- TENSION RESOLVED

- HAPPY BOND

COMMENT: Ayame’s intimacy progression is interesting because it reprises a tradition of para-incestual
relationships within anime-manga media. The most problematic choice is players walking away from sexual
intercourse, especially given the dubious consent depicted, which nets the player the less positive ending of Ayame
maintaining her status as Ryo’s sister. Ayame’s intimacy progression is an example of how Japanese CIGs might

be positioned as out of touch with global norms and mores.
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CRESCENDO - SHITO KAORI’S INTIMACY PROGRESSION

KAORI: INTRODUCTION
- SHOOL NURSE

- PROTAGONIST FINDS HER ATTRACTIVE IF ¥: KAHO (POSITIVE)
- SUPPORTIVE OF PROTAGONIST FLASHBAGK - DISCLOSURE FLASHBACK - |F N: KYOKO FLASHBACK: IF N: PROTAGONIST
- INTELLECTUAL COMMONALITIES  KAHO JOIN THE LITERARY ~ OF PERSONAL ENCOUNTER  (NEGATIVE)- YUKA BEING INCREASES DISDAIN
-REQUESTFORHELP  ARTS CLUB? INTERESTS WITH KYOKO  pUSHED AWAY MISTREATED  GyER YUKA (NEGATIVE) PLAYER DECISION:
O > REACTION TO IMPORTANT NEWS
PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECGISION: PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: POSITIVE/SNARK
AID KAHO JOIN THE CLUB (Y/N) TALK WITH KYOKO (YIN) oo et N
IFY:
. KAHO: INCREASE IN AFFECTION

IF PLAYER TURNS DOWN KYOKO IFY: AYAME (NEGATIVE) X IF Y: YUKA (POSITIVE)

KAHO: (NEGATIVE) DISTRAUGHT PLAYER LOOKS FOR KAHO AYAME ROCKED BY ;';“‘g;‘:é‘;:{-) Move OPENS SLIGHTLY Yu;:n;g_?;:sém

KYOKO: (NEGAT IVE) REJECTED - KAHO (POSITIVE) DISCLOSURE DECISION

¢ ) < < < TO PROTAGONIST DUE TO PROTAGONIST
PLAYER PECISION: IF PLAYER ASKS PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION:
WHAT TO DO|AT DAY'S END FOR MORE TIME: KYOKO CONFESSES ~ LOOK FOR KAHOMAIT FOR KYOKO ACCEPT YN APOLOGIZE Y/N
NO FEEDBACK LOVE TO PROTAGONIST
TURN DOWN/ASK FOR MORE TIME
GO TO THE NURSES' OFFICE KAORI:DISCLOSURE PLAYER DECISION:
OF FUTURE PLANS INTERFERE WITH
FLASHBACK: (ARRANGED MARRIAGE) THE ARRANGED
PAST INTERACTIONS DISCLOSURE (NEGATIVE}): PLAYER DECISION: MARRIAGE MEETING? “#‘T;::‘:Tgx;ﬁfxga’PROTAGONIST
WITH KAORI PREVIOUS PARTNER'S SUICIDE ABOUT KAORI -
KAORI: (POSITIVE) DISCLOSURE, (KAORI: (POSITIVE) DISCLOSURE LOVE YN - TENSION RESOLVED;
- - - - CLEARED OF RESPONSIBILITIES
CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL  CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL PLAYER DECISION: - HAPPY BOND
Look OUY ;?OR KAORI - END STATE (NEGATIVE); LEAVES JOB

IF N: KAORI (NEGATIVE)
HELD AT FAULT; JOB TERMINATE NOT LOVE

€

KAORI: END STATE (BAD)

- NOT IN A RELATIONSHIP WITH PROTAGONIST
- TENSION UNRESOLVED;

-JOB TERMINATED

-LEAVES

COMMENT: Kaori’s intimacy progression places the player in the context of romancing a character other who
is clearly depicted as being significantly older and preoccupied with a different set of issues than those faced by
the player-controlled character. Importantly, starting and prosecuting the intimate relationships with Kaori will
force her to quit her job due to the conflict-of-interest present. Beyond the melodramatic setting of Kaori having
a previous partner taking his life, players are called to face a depiction of Japanese social mores and the

consequences for breaking them a spart of the emotional feedback provided by the game.

CRESCENDO - SHIZUHARA MIYU’S INTIMACY PROGRESSION

MIYU INTRODUCTION
-LL

-ISOLATED PLAYER DECISION: P o o PLAYERDECISION: "t raues’ IF Y: (POSITIVE)
- PIANIST VIRTUOSO LISTEN TOMIYUS MUSIC? 2 e room? GO OUT WITH MIYU? DISCLOSURE; PLAYER DECISION: MIYU: TRUST:
YIN i YIN HOPE ACCEPT HER? YN HOPE. ' MIYU: END STATE (GOOD)
> > > > > - DIES TO ILLNESS

IF Y: (POSITIVE) IF ¥: (POSITIVE) SEXUAL INTERCOURSE: SEXUAL INTERCOURSE: -PASSES AWAY PEACEFULLY

-MIYU: TRUST -MIYU: TRUST CONSENSUAL; LOVING; MUTUAL ONSENSUAL ; LOVING; MUTUAL

DISCLOSURE DISCLOSURE

IF N (NEGATIVE) ) IF N: (NEGATIVE) IF N (NEGATIVE) ) F N: (NEGATIVE)
-MIYU: DISTRAUGHT; -MIYU: DISTRAUGHT; -MIYU: DISTRAUGHT; IYU: DISTRAUGHT
RESIGNED RESIGNED RESIGNED

-
-

KAORI: END STATE (BAD)
- DIES TO ILLNESS

COMMENT: Miyu’s intimacy progression as a secret character is the most barebones of the six characters. As
a secret character, Miyu reprises character tropes with characters affected by a terminal illness. This subjects
players to a loop of emotional feedback, that while positive if the player makes the correct choices, making Miyu
happy, it doesn’t change the fact that Miyu is dying. Differently from other games, love cannot heal terminal

illnesses.
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6.2.3. Crescendo and CIG production — similarity by overlap (with tables)

From a data standpoint, measuring Crescendo against all of the titles recorded within The
Visual Novel Database returns an interesting result: if, on the one hand, playing Crescendo gives
the impression that the game is different from other character intimacy games, especially in how
it deals with stratified character archetypes and connected practices, it does seem to be the case
when its tags are confronted for overlaps — specifically when they feature or do not feature the
same evaluations and attributes — against all other recorded games on VNDB. In fact, what happens
is that Crescendo appears to be a character intimacy game that is very similar to many other CIG
software releases. Of 30,000 data entries, 96 per cent are similar, for instance. However, the way
Crescendo deploys its assemblage of narrative content and code, arguably, makes it harder for
VNDB tags to capture and record it. EGS, in contrast, returns a very different result, in that the
game is, in fact, a quite unique release, with most releases cataloged on EGS featuring somewhere
between a 61-70 per cent overlap.

In other words, for Erogescape’s community, Crescendo is seen as different from other
character intimacy games recorded on the site. This produces two opposite perspectives: for The
Visual Novel Database, Crescendo is like most other works recorded, while for EGS, Crescendo
tends toward being different from other releases. While it is foolish to discount the influence of
different data models as highlighted within chapter 3.5, it is still an important discrepancy that
needs to be highlighted. In light of the overview produced in Chapter 6.2.1 and of the game’s
possibility spaces outlined within chapter 6.2.2, EGS’ data model appears to be more apt towards
capturing differences. As Crescendo reinjects verisimilitude into character and story archetypes,
but does not depart from the entirely, Erogescape’s assessments appears to be more in tune with
the actual case study. Further research is necessary on how similar or divergent a case study might

be from its exploration through data-driven methods.
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CRESCENDO - SIMILARITY WITH WIDER CIG PRODUCTION (VNDB)

NUMBER OF SIMILAR RELEASES BY OVERLAP PERCENTAGE
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CRESCENDO - SIMILARITY WITH WIDER CIG PRODUCTION (EROGESCAPE)

NUMBER OF SIMILAR RELEASES BY OVERLAP PERCENTAGE
25000

21449
20000
15000
10000
5285
5000
I 280 118 82 39 12 5 1
0 — J—

61-70% 71-75%  76% 77% 78% 79% 80% 81% 84%




6.3. Case Study: Evenicle

6.3.1 Evenicle — an overview

Introduction: Evenicle is an adult computer game developed by Alicesoft and released in
2015. Counter to the majority of adult computer game production, Evenicle is not a visual novel.
Evenicle presents itself in the form of a JRPG, complete with a battle system, characters leveling
up, an overworld in the form of a world map, and other genre-defining elements of a Japanese-
style role-playing game, limiting the visual novel framework to character encounter. Within
Evenicle’s diegetic world, there are specific, ontologically enforced rules for engaging in intimacy
and sexual intercourse between male and females: each person is permitted only one partner of the
opposite sex. Once two people engage in vaginal intercourse, a golden ring appears on their
respective ring fingers, a mark coming from Mother Eve, the world’s goddess.Transgressors of
the rule suffer punishment of an ontological nature: whoever breaks the rules is cursed never to be

able to bear children, and to inflict the same plight on any other person they have sexual intercourse
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with. Such persons are marked by the golden ring turning black. Intent is inconsequential:
survivors of sexual violence receive the mark just the same. The only exception to this rule is those
who pledge themselves as knights of Mother Eve, who are allowed a number of sexual partners
proportional to their rank and standing.

Aster, a young man, leaves his isolated home on a faraway island to become a knight so that
he might marry and have sex with both his — fully consenting — adopted sisters. Evenicle’s thematic
focus is explicitly centered around establishing, developing, and fulfilling intimate relationships
with a cast of characters. Evenicle opens akin to many role-playing games, with the player
character going into the world looking for adventure. However, what the game does with the
narrative setup immediately tasks players with a polygamous search for more wives. More wives
means more party members and, when applicable, bonuses in combat. Aster is male and
heterosexual, and the player is rewarded with pornographic images when he fulfills relationships
between Aster and his wives. While the player is not punished if they neglect one of the ten wives,
there is no way to be sexually monogamous. Sexual intercourse with every member of Aster’s
polygamous family is both depicted and implied. Neglecting the characters who are not part of
Aster’s party prevents the player from unlocking upgrades and prevents players from seeing extra
story scenes, but the core narrative is always accessible. Players will always be rewarded for
progress into the game with scenes of intimacy, both emotional and sexual.

Possibility space: Evenicle enmeshes character intimacy; that is, a system of affection, with
the mechanics of JRPGs: while the player’s party gains experience through combating monsters,
bonuses to character growth, in the form of skills and equipment slots, are directly related to how
much the player has deepened their bond with the game’s characters. It is important to highlight
that such progression is related to the player’s progress, and not Aster, the player’s character and

hero of the story: the narrative content — including explicit reward images — is not deployed as one



of many possible narratives, but rather as a facet of the main narrative that is presumed to have
happened. For Evenicle’s overall setup is one of polygamy, with no way for players to eschew
themselves from it. Just as the player cannot eschew themselves from character intimacy of some
kind — the narrative is about romancing and having sex with pretty girls, so the player cannot
meaningfully traverse the game without engaging in character intimacy of some kind. An active
effort by the player to avoid such events during their playthrough of the game would make
traversing past a certain point early in the game impossible.

The game’s overall intimate script exerts a fundamental influence on how players may
perceive themselves in relation to the game software, Aster as the player character, and the world
of the game. Evenicle is unapologetically in players’ faces: it is not reasonable to argue that players
may not recognize that they are playing a video game centered around character intimacy or, in
less prosaic terms, about ‘having sex with pretty girls’, as Aster would put it. And by doing so, it
forces players to recognize themselves as players of such video games, and to engage in affective
hermeneutics through intimacy progression. Player self-recognition as engaging with the game
through intimacy progression opens reward images and interactions within flirting events as
objects of player gazes, from which sexual pleasure might be derived in masturbatory fashion.

With polygamy unavoidable, players recognition of intimacy progressions in Evenicle also
need to take into account that there is more than one partner. By setting up a polygamous
framework, Evenicle also shifts focus from single characters in a storyline, serving as a focal point,
onto the game’s overall plot, and focus that is choral. In doing so, it encourages players to play at
intimacy, not as an imagined relationship between two actants (male/female), but rather between
one male actant and multiple female actants. It forces players into imagining polygamy in a way
that may not coincide with wider media literacies. At the same time, the nature of Evenicle as a

JRPG makes its status as a character intimacy game even more contingent on player self-
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recognition: players can concentrate on the JRPG framework and, if not ignore, not engage with
the intimacy portion of the game by skipping content — although deciding where the intimacy-
centered content starts and ends outside of explicit content is not something that can be determined
clearly. In fact, Evenicle broadcasts its focus on intimacy in a way that still facilitates players in
developing responses toward characters: Aster is not voiced, rarely interjects in dialogues, and
does not have a personality that is so developed as to prevent players from interfacing with
characters directly.

Evenicle’s possibility space is substantially different from those character intimacy games
employing the visual novel framework, in that it cannot be visualized as a flow chart. Rather, it is
better visualized as a series of thresholds, which progressively allow players to interact with more
characters — as many as ten — as the game’s story progresses. There is no way to ‘lose’ or miss a
character; Aster, and the player with him, will have ten wives by the end of the game. There will
be no jealousy and no conflicts within his extended polygamous family.

Each character features its own distinctive behavior, demeanor, and interactions, expressing
different character archetypes proper to Japanese CIG production. From the perspective of the
game’s possibility space, all of Aster’s wives follow a similar pattern: as soon as their event chain
is available, the first stage features a sexual interaction, followed by two stages of disclosure,
another sexual interaction during the fourth stage, and, finally, a conclusion with a final disclosure
and reinforcement of love toward the player as Aster, with a final reward image. Evenicle’s
paradox is that, while it is easier to conceptualize an intimacy progression around the continuous
prose reading of games like Crescendo with its forking path, it is much more challenging to do so
with Evenicle. By not offering negative feedback or featuring ways in which players may hurt
characters with whom they are engaging intimately, and thus avoiding self-hurt, Evenicle prevents

players from hurting the character other, at least within the game.



While it is certainly possible to operate such conduct within one’s mind and through
secondary creations, this does not happen within the software proper, nor is it hinted at or
encouraged by the game itself. In doing so, Evenicle not only sets the tone of its characters, but,
arguably, also conditions how players produce parasocial responses. Character intimacy games
focusing on a harem and/or polygamy might deploy female characters as items to be gathered or
as entities to be preyed upon. Evenicle, on the other hand, by preventing players from deliberately
hurting Aster’s wives, produces a distance from such imagined conduct, and, in doing so,
conditions the range of intimacy that might be imagined within and around Evenicle.

Intimate scripts: Diegetic affordances notwithstanding, the game’s intimate script is clear:
romance results in sex, and multiple agents, one male and many females along with their sexual
preferences, can be reconciled in a polygamous relationship. Within the game’s assemblage of
content and software system, this is a system centered around reward images and character
upgrades: reward images mark game completion, rewarding player progress. This, however, does
not translate into a wide possibility space: Aster’s relationship with his wives — and vice versa —
is never really in doubt. Furthermore, the system of affection of the game concerns only the
discovery of intimate events, rather than altering a character’s personal narrative: as players deepen
their relationship with one of the wives, they are rewarded with a continuing narrative of everyday
life, sometimes with erotic developments.

The assemblage of software systems and narrative content that composes Evenicle can also
be seen as a work interconnected with the metagaming aspects of Japanese character intimacy
games: romance all characters, one at a time, to complete the game. The potential for clashes and
discrepancies, however, remains a clear possibility. Examining Evenicle poses the question of how
much behaviors such as polygamy can be accommodated within user imagination vis-a-vis their

usage in a fetishistic fashion. This leads to an overarching interrogative: how much actual space is
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there for imagining courses of action such as polygamy, in a way that leads to player self-
recognition? Is ‘polygamy,’ in a sense, ‘par for the course,” given that game completion is
contingent on gathering all reward images, and thus romancing all characters in one way or
another? Evenicle, in this regard, might be an explication of understated tendencies within
character intimacy game production, especially since only a minority of games feature just one
romanceable character.*’

As aside quest, one of the game’s collection mechanics tasks players with capturing so-called
gal monsters [onna no ko monsta] — bishajo characters which anthropomorphize several categories
of fantasy monsters, ranging from spirits to improbable World War 2 Imperial Japanese Army
Tanks. Each successful capture rewards player with an explicit image, and inevitably injects a
preying aspect into gameplay. Gal monsters are presented as separate from characters, and in fact
stated as being non-human, and that they reproduce by egg laying, and that sexual intercourse with
them is diegetically perceived as being akin to bestiality. Their male counterpart, guy monsters
[otoko no ko monsutal, are instead depicted as actual fantasy monsters (goblins, dragons, skeletons
etc.), to be killed when encountered by Aster and his wives. Guy monsters are depicted as
possessing very high libido, stated, and depicted as prone to sexual violence on human women.*®

Depiction(s) of Intimacy(ies): Intimacy, emotional and sexual, within Evenicle is depicted
from a male, heteronormative perspective, and with polygamy being an exclusively male affair.
There is no depiction of female knights of mother eve in a relationships with more than one spouse,
there is no depiction or mention of male homosexual relationships and female homosexual

intercourse, although present, is depicted for male titillation. Emotional intimacy, especially in

47 In total, there are 3703 such releases in ¥NDB’s case, while no useful datapoints exist within Erogescape.
4 Most adult computer games featuring sexual violence place male heterosexual characters as the rapist. The
ramifications of this gendered split are sadly outside the scope of this study but represent an important future

avenue for research.
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Aster’s case, however, does not involve male assertiveness or forceful behaviors. Rather, the
development of intimacy between Aster (and the player) and other characters can be considered
as more similar to ‘stumbling upon’ favorable events, in which Aster’s personality engineers
intimate situations proper of eroanime-eromanga. Aster, in particular, is depicted as being
acceptive, kind and appreciating of all facets of his wives’ personalities. Such acceptance rewards
Aster (and the player) with sexual intercourse, which follows the tenets of eroanime-eromanga.
Sex is depicted as being generally penetrative, with Aster’s being extremely skilled at pleasuring
his wives. Female orgasm is depicted as coming together with or as a consequence of male
ejaculation, which facilitates sexual imagination in players responding to the game’s content.

A different discussion needs to be made regarding gal monsters: capturing one means getting
rewarded with erotic content depicting the gal monster tied up in a way reminiscent of shibari
practices. As discussed previously, this bestows a predatory nature on capturing gal monsters,
whose responses when captured range from the humorous to the alluring. It is certainly
problematic, but also beyond the particular scope of this study. Regarding Evenicle in particular,

it represents an interesting source of data regarding sexualized depictions in CIG software.

265



Figure 21: Image collage showcasing Evenicle’s JRPG mechanics. Image taken from the game’s
promotional site (https://www.alicesoft.com/evenicle/game/index.html).
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Figure 22: Screenshot from Evenicle. This is a reward image following one of the game’s wife events. Note
how, in this case, the focus is on emotional intimacy, rather than sexual. Screenshot taken by this study’s
author.
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6.3.2 Evenicle — possibility space(s) and character intimacy progressions

EVENICLE - POSSIBILITY SPACE FLOWCHART

RAMIUS: JOINS ASTER
RAMIUS: DISCLOSURE

START STATE

Y

PROLDGUE
INTRO: KINO y INTRO: KYO
CHAPTER([1 STARTS

INTRO: RAMIUS
INTRO:RICHE

RICHE: JOINS ASTER
RICHE: DISCLOSURE

RAMIUS:INTERCOURSE
INTRO:TOWA

RICHE: DISCLOSURE
RICHE: INTERCOURSE

GURIGURA: INTERCOURSE
GURIGURA: DISCLOSURE

TIO: INTERCOURSE
TIO: DISCLOSURE

RAMIUS: DISCLOSURE

RICHE: DISCLOSURE

CHAPTER 2 ENDS
o

CHAPTER 4 ENDS

h

KATHRYN: DISCLOSURE
KATHRYN JOINS ASTER

CROIX: INTRO
KATHRYN: INTRO

RAMIUS: INTERCOURSE

GURIGURA: DISCLOSURE
GURIGURA JOINS ASTER

INTRO: GURIGURA

o
CHAPTER|3 STARTS

KATHRYN: DISCLOSURE
KATHRYN: INTERCOURSE

TOWA: DISCLOSURE
RICHE: DISCLOSURE

KATHRYN: INTERCOURSE

e

KYO AND KINO: INTERCOURSE
KYQ AND KINO: DISCLOSURE

TOWA: INTERCOURSE
TOWA: DISCLOSURE

TOWA: DISCLOSURE

TOWA: DISCLOSURE

9

CHAPTER|5 STARTS

CROIX: DISCLOSURE

CROIX: DISCLOSURE
CROIX: INTERCOURSE

RICHE; KATH; GURIGURA; RAMIUS:
INTERCOURSE

CHAPTER 5 ENDS

INTRO: TIO ERIMO: DISCLOSURE
ERIMO: INTRO epiLbauE
CHAPTW 1 ENDS CHAPT? 3 ENDS !
o o] >
CHAPTER 2 STARTS CHAPTER 4 STARTS
END STATE

COMMENT: As highlighted within the previous chapter, Evenicle does not challenge players to choose one
character over another, and to do so in a way that does not hurt them. Rather, it presents a linear progression
where successful advancement is rewarded with increasing disclosures by characters and eventually sexual
intercourse. Differently from Crescendo, Evenicle presents player with pornographic content early on, promising
more and delivering more. In fact, sex — heteronormative, penetrative — permeates Evenicle’s diegetic world, and
represents the fulcrum of its inhabitants’ lives, which could also be interpreted as a commentary on Japanese CIG
production in general. What is also interesting, and maybe not sufficiently explicated in the previous chapter, is
that sexual intercourse between people of the same biological sex does not trigger Mother Eve’s sanction or any
retaliation. At the same time, it is interesting how explicit content rewards are almost constantly accompanied by
disclosures on the part of the character: explicit content rewards seem to go hand in hand with an increased
awareness of the character’s interiority. Nevertheless, as much as character intimacy is continuously leveled
towards players, the game’s mechanical structure is that of a JRPG, with its own modes of traversal. Therefore,
the player self-recognizing as a player of CIG is fundamental for Evenicle to function as a character intimacy

game first and as JRPG later and not the other way around.
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EVENICLE - RICHE EDEN’S INTIMACY PROGRESSION

RICHE: INTRODUCTION

- CHANCHE MEETING

(SAVES ASTER FROM DROWNING)

- SECOND PRINCESS OF THE KINGDOM

RICHE (POSITIVE): REWARD
FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER
DISCLOSURE;
EXTRA EQUIPMENT SLOT

- SNEAKS AWAY FROM HOME
- ON A PERSONAL QUEST RICHE (POSITIVE): REWARD RICHE (POSITIVE): REWARD RICHE (POSITIVE): REWARD RICHE (POSITIVE): REWARD
TO DEFEAT BANDITS FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER
D INTERCOURSE; ONE SKILL POINT  DISCLOSURE; ONE SKILL POINT  DISCLOSURE; ONE SKILL POINT  INTERCOURSE; ONE SKILL POINT
» y » » »

EVENICLE - RAMIUS DREISSEN’S INTIMACY PROGRESSION

RAMIUS: INTRODUCTION
- ASTER DIRECTED BY RICHE
TO MEET RAMIUS

-LONER
-THOUGHT AS UNRELIABLE RAMIUS (POSITIVE): REWARD RAMIUS (POSITIVE): REWARD RAMIUS (POSITIVE): REWARD RAMIUS (POSITIVE): REWARD
-EMBARASSED BY PAST FAILURES FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER
DISCLOSURE; ONE SKILL POINT  DISCLOSURE; ONE SKILL POINT DISCLOSURE; ONE SKILL POINT INTERCOURSE; ONE SKILL POINT
- > > - -

RAMIUS (POSITIVE): REWARD
FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER
DISCLOSURE;

EXTRA EQUIPMENT SLOT

0

EVENICLE - GURIGURA’S INTIMACY PROGRESSION

GURIGURA: INTRODUCTION

- MYSTERIOUS ASSASSIN GURIGURA (POSITIVE): REWARD

- RAISED ON THE STREETS

FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER
DISCLOSURE;
EXTRA EQUIPMENT SLOT

- THIEVES GURIGURA (POSITIVE): REWARD GURIGURA (POSITIVE): REWARD GURIGURA (POSITIVE): REWARD GURIGURA (POSITIVE): REWARD
- STUNTED GROWTH FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER
D DISCLOSURE; ONE SKILL POINT  DISCLOSURE; ONE SKILL POINT DISCLOSURE; ONE SKILL POINT INTERCOURSE; ONE SKILL POINT
> > > - -

EVENICLE - KATHRYN LA PUCELLE’S INTIMACY PROGRESSION

KATHRYN: INTRODUCTION

- GENIUS INVENTOR GURIGURA (POSITIVE): REWARD

- HIGH LEVEL KNIGHT

FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER
DISCLOSURE;
EXTRA EQUIPMENT SLOT

- CAREFREE KATHRYN (POSITIVE): REWARD KATHRYN (POSITIVE): REWARD KATHRYN (POSITIVE): REWARD KATHRYN (POSITIVE): REWARD
- EMOTIONALLY AWKWARD FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER FOR FIGHTING TOGETHER
D DISCLOSURE; ONE SKILL POINT  DISCLOSURE; ONE SKILL POINT DISCLOSURE; ONE SKILL POINT INTERCOURSE; ONE SKILL POINT
- - > -

O

COMMENT: The four main characters of Aster’s party in Evenicle — Riche Eden, Ramius Dreissen, Gurigura
and Kathryn Lapucelle all share similar intimacy progressions, parallel to the main game. As the player’s love
gauge fills up following random encounters, they can spend a full charge into viewing one ‘wife event’. These
events are optional but are taken as having happened within the game’s story regardless of players viewing them
or not. They all present explicit content as a reward for player progression, but at the same time disclosure of
character interiority always outnumbers explicit content reward. Also significant is the last stage of each
character, which never consists of pornographic content. Rather, they all consist of emotional disclosure for the
player. Given Evenicle’s heightened focus on pornographic content, the number of character disclosure versus
pornographic, the fact that the culmination of character events is an emotional disclosure highlights the necessity

of considering character intimacy even within releases centered on pornographic entertainment.
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EVENICLE - TIO’S INTIMACY PROGRESSION
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EVENICLE — KINO AND KYO’S INTIMACY PROGRESSION
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EVENICLE - CROIX EDEN’S INTIMACY PROGRESSION
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COMMENT: The five (actually six) other characters with whom Aster develops intimate relationships and

become part of his extended polygamous family do not fight together with him as the same party. However, each

character has a reduced but still present progression path. As with Aster’s four fighting wives, most rewards

coming from engagement is emotional disclosure, rather than pornography. Seeing a character’s storyline

produces more emotional engagement, together with mechanical rewards tied to combat.
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6.3.3 Evenicle and CIG production — similarity by overlap (with tables)

Interestingly, from a data-based standpoint, Evenicle presents two very different perspectives.
Performing a comparison of overlapping values in VNDB data entries returns high similarity
(91%) in a across almost all (30131 entries) software releases. On the other hand, performing a
comparison of overlapping values in EGS data entries produces very low similarity: most entries
(18094 entries) are 43% to 50% similar, while a smaller segment (9028 entries) is 51 to 74%
similar. It is an interesting comparison, which retraces the similar gap found with the analysis of
overlapping data entries in Crescendo: for VNDB, Evenicle is a release that is very similar to all
other entries recorded within the database, while for EGS, the release is in fact, quite unique. Yet
again, the nature of the two data models makes it easier for works on VNDB return high similarity:
it is very easy for the absence of a specific tag to be registered as true, and thus generate a very
high number of overlapping values where the absence of a tag equals true. EGS, on the other hand,
registers Evenicle as a quite unique release, and not at all similar to the majority of entries
registered therein.

The distance in time between the release of Crescendo, a game released in 2001 and Evenicle,
a game released in 2016 may propel further examination on whenever the distance between VNDB
and EGS might be a recurring result. If that were the case, such differences would mean that even
more attention to each source’s data model is required. At the same time, it would signify that the
communities underneath VNDB and EGS see character intimacy games in a very different light.
Finally, it might also mean that certain data models might be overly problematic for certain types
of approaches such as overlap analyses: excessive granularity, as it’s the case with VNDB, might
be end up being counterproductive. Many more comparisons, much more than those presented

within this study are needed to draw a definitive conclusion.
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6.4. Case Study: Angelique

6.4.1 Angelique — an overview

Introduction: Koei’s trendsetter title Angelique, released in 1994, has already been
approached previously within this study as part of the discussions around women-oriented
character intimacy games. Beyond its role as an example of women-oriented CIG software, it also
serves as an important case study for how a game’s intimate script may interact with its wider
media landscape and how they may articulate the possibility spaces necessary for player self-
recognition. As mentioned in Chapter 2.3, players control the young Angelique, a candidate for
ascending to the throne as Queen of Cosmos. She is to compete against a rival named Rosalia, in
a test of managerial skill — populate a continent before the rival does, build a bridge toward the
seat of power on the island halfway between the two continents, and get there before a certain
number of days elapses. As already mentioned, to accomplish their task, players can and should
enlist the aid of nine guardians, whose power depends on the level of affection they have for

Angelique. The guardians can either employ their powers to bolster a region’s population,
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facilitating the creation of settlements, or visit destruction upon the region’s controller by Rosalia,
hampering the rival’s progress. Furthermore, developing one’s continent is also influenced by the
needs of the land, each element corresponding to the magic employed by one of the Guardians.

Of course, the Guardians’ help is not free: they require specific magical energies tied to their
element, and the cost of usage raises as the game progresses. Players are called to manage time
and resources: deepening one’s affection with a guardian takes time away from populating the
continent, or they might have to deepen their affection for a guardian they do not actually like
because they need their particular power for advancement. The intertwining parameters deploy a
different mode of videogame traversal, when compared to releases such as Dokyiisei or later visual
novel CIG software. At the same time, players are rewarded with emotional intimacy upon
deepening their bonds with the guardians. Should the bond (in the form of a parameter called
Intimacy) reach a high enough level, the Guardian in question will confess their love to Angelique
and influence the game’s ending.

Possibility Space: Angelique’s intersection of mechanical systems and narrative content
makes the need for player self-recognition as CIG players even more important; indeed, it
implicitly explicates such a divide with the game’s final choice: either get one of the character’s
romantic endings, contingent on hearing their confession of love, or ascend to be the queen of the
cosmos. The drive toward completionism edges players into engaging with characters — just
winning the contest rewards player with only one ending out of the possible 25 (six for the main
story and two for each guardian). At the same time, however, the possibility of ignoring romance
in favor of winning the contest is always present. It is also reasonable to see players not caring
about character intimacy, other than for the strategic benefits the character encounter provides. It
is only when players recognize themselves as responding to the game characters that Angelique

becomes a character intimacy game. Similarly to Evenicle, players must recognize themselves as



players of CIG software, because the mechanical system of Angelique, while certainly sufficiently
contextualized around character intimacy, cannot offer intimacy by itself. Nevertheless, the game,
like other CIG software, is built to facilitate self-recognition and responses:
The appearance of Angelique, the design of her room, and the lively, girlish
language she uses in speech clearly indicate the strong shoujo influence. The
structure and system also work in a certain way to intensify player
identification and immersion. First, Angelique is not voiced like the other main
characters. Second, Angelique’s dialogues are kept to a minimum; most of her
lines are functional, such as the monologues she speaks to the player in
decision-making scenes. In conversation, other characters do most of the
talking while Angelique mostly remains silent or chimes in if necessary. Third,
Angelique is depicted on the screen as a deformed, doll-like cursor. Because
Angelique’s response is S0 limited, the player can position herself in the avatar
and imagine her own response to the characters while simultaneously
encouraging the romance between Angelique and the Guardian, as the barrier
between player/avatar collapses — the player and avatar move towards a
singular objective of female heterosexual romance (Kim 2009, 175).

By setting romance behind a certain numeric threshold, which may be reached in a hon-linear
way, Angelique arguably provides a different framework for game traversal in CIG software. At
the same time, however, it still falls into the basic definition of a video game where traversal is
centered around establishing, developing, and fulfilling intimate relationships with characters.
Such relationships, whether players recognize themselves as playing at intimacy or not, are
fundamental for effective game traversal due to the strategic effects they have on the game. Just
as Evenicle can be played as a JRPG but requires a substantial player effort to ignore character

intimacy within the game, the same can be said for Angelique. Both games, in the absence of player

self-recognition, nevertheless explicate their focus on character intimacy in a way that may only
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be actively repulsed, and not merely ignored.* From the standpoint of emotional feedback,
winning the contest and ascending to the throne of the queen of the cosmos is not presented under
the same positive light as winning the affection of one of the guardians. Furthermore, like Evenicle,
there is no active way to hurt the character other. There is a possibility to lose intimacy with one
of the guardians because of in-game action, but it can always be recovered through subsequent
dates. The only way to lose intimacy with a character’s permanently is to refuse one Guardian’s
confession: should players do so, that character’s love ending is lost. As Hyeshin Kim (2009) has
already outlined above, the pace of the game, although, to all intents and purposes, a management
simulator, is leisurely, and allows players to tackle all aspects of the game at their own pace.

The leisurely aspect of Angelique is reflected in the possibility space of the game, which, in
similar but not equal fashion as Evenicle, is better described as a series of thresholds across a
slowly developing timeline. These thresholds, which, from the standpoint of character intimacy,
point at the numeric values that must be attained for a Guardian to declare their love to Angelique,
are not bound by in-game events or developments within the game’s narrative. This is different
from both Evenicle and Crescendo, as the former elicited players to navigate a JRPG world whose
plot is divided into chapters, which are, in turn, divided into subsections, while the latter is a series
of binary choices moving along a series of pre-determined paths. While the player is not free to
move around diegetic space and diegetic time in Crescendo and is not free to move within diegetic
time in Evenicle, they can move through both in Angelique. This allows players not only to
approach the game at their own leisurely pace, but also to generally dictate the time of their
intimate engagement with characters.

The ramifications of such freedom cannot be visualized effectively within an image, nor can

it be computed through fan-curated data. At the same time, however, it means that character

4% This might be an additional defining characteristic of character intimacy games, but further research is necessary.
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encounters need to be tailored to the freedom offered to the player. As such, each Guardian’s
events are a succession of disclosures, information for players to memorize and, subsequently, to
re-employ at key moments during the game. In a sense, the game’s intimate script can be reduced
to a game of memorizing facts. Knowing those facts — which may then be re-used in and around
otome game practices — serves as a marker of intimacy with that character. The fact that the ones
holding the necessary knowledge are players and not Angelique Limonges facilitates character
intimacy, in a way that, again, is reminiscent of the affective hermeneutics proposed by Wilson
(2016).%° The retaining of character facts by players in Angelique produces a similar effect, and,
in turn, enhances the affective hermeneutics underneath players’ intimacy progressions.

Intimate Scripts: within Angelique, the script for intimate encounters during the game sees
the player character approaching other characters not as an equal, but rather as a person that
requires guidance. As highlighted by Kim (2009, 175), Angelique Limonges speaks little, and
mostly in ways that serve to facilitate other characters. Date events, in which Angelique spends
time together with one of the guardians, are structured as to reveal as much as possible of the

character’s background while moving the interaction forward. At the same time, while it players

50" Supporting of the affective nature of CIG hermeneutics, albeit in a roundabout way, is the view proposed by veteran
game designer Uchikoshi Kotard, whose career includes Memories Off, Never 7: The End of Infinity (Kid 2002;
2001; 2000) and the later Zero Escape: Nine Hours, Nine Persons, Nine Doors (Spike Chunsoft 2009), which he
introduced during a 2011 talk at the Game’s Developer Conference. After discussing the nature of visual novel
games — as games focused on reading a story — Uchikoshi remarks that one of the distinguishing features of a
visual novel game is that “the player’s brain is used as a computer memory” (Games Developers Conference 2011).
He articulates his view by highlighting the lack of flags (boolean logic triggers) within Chunsoft’s Kamaitachi no
Yoru. Players are not influenced by a set of strict decision points through the game, each activating a switch in the
software code that allows or inhibits certain courses of action. Indeed, Kamaitachi no Yoru presents only one such
choice, naming the culprit to the murder. Rather, information is disseminated through the game’s story. It is up to
the player to retain information in any way they see fit. What remains unspoken during the presentation is arguably

that it is also up to players to compute information in any way they see fit.
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that mostly initiate these encounters, they are also put in a position that might be considered
inferior to the character, perpetuating dominant social mores embedded in the shajo manga
aesthetics in which the game is designed. Interestingly, in what might be a specular tendency to
male-oriented works such as Crescendo and Evenicle, Angelique is not depicted as being a person
who would independently look for relationships. Rather, it is, in line with shgjo media aesthetics,
depicted as apparently naive and devoid of sexuality. Rather than asking, she listens, and any
Guardian that confesses to Angelique will take a leading role within the relationship. The intimate
script in Angelique might thus be considered as one where ‘if players listen and remember, they
win a character’s affection, and are rewarded with intimacy’.

Depiction(s) of Intimacy(ies): in keeping with the sex-lessness of shgjo media, no hint of
sexual interaction between Angelique Limonges and one of the nine guardians is ever present
within their interactions. These depictions, as noted by Andlauer (2017), “revive conventional
ideas about femininity and heterosexual romance” (168). With the absence of sexual intercourse
from the picture, it is possible to extend increased focus on the actions of characters towards
Angelique, and by extension, players. Players of Angelique are elicited towards playing a role that
is not equal, and most certainly not higher in power than the guardians they might romance. In
fact, they are put in the role of a listener, which needs to pay close attention to what the character
other is saying, and to recall that information, on pain of the character ending the encounter. If
they listen and pay attention, on the other hand, characters are ultimately rewarded with the
character other confessing their love and opening the opportunity for a character-centric ending.
The possibility for sexual intercourse is not even contemplated or mentioned.

In fact, the way the guardians are presented makes them more akin to parental figures, halfway
between a mentor and a protector. Echoing Leticia Andlauer, in Angelique, “the relationships that

the male characters will develop with the heroine [Angelique Limonges] will depend on the



personality of the boys, more than the heroine: she will adapt herself to their expectations to
become a “"good girlfriend."” (2017, 173). Furthermore, both sides have “determinate roles that
correspond to roles in a heterosexual relationship built through the culturally established imaginary
world and language of “romance”: a story of the helpless, beautiful, young girl who needs to be
saved, and the heroic, brave, and handsome boy who is there to save her, marry her, and make her
a princess.” (175). These depictions confirm the existence of strong intimate scripts, while also
produces an interesting contrast with Andlauer’s perspective: if on the one hand, there are otome
media in which the desire of the protagonist come before the character other (176), the undeniable
fact is that doing so within Angelique or in other software with similar narrative setups may not
lead players to success states. Within Angelique, for example, ascending to the throne is only one
possible ending out of many. Overlooking the love endings means missing a sizeable portion of
the game. The same happens in Himehibi -Princess Days- (Takuyo 2006): the implicit goal of the
game is to romance characters, and to do so in a way consistent with the aesthetic continuum(s)

proper to otome games.
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Figure 23: Screenshots from Angelique. This is how the game operates for most of the time. Screenshots
from MobyGames (https://www.mobygames.com/game/snes/angelique/screenshots)

Figure 24: Screenshots from Angelique. These two images illustrate a portion of the character creation
screen (where one can select Angelique’s zodiac sign, each entailing bonuses and maluses to specific
characteristics) and the relationship status screen detailing the guardians’ current statuses. Screenshots
from MobyGames (https://www.mobygames.com/game/snes/angelique/screenshots)
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6.4.2 Angelique — possibility space(s) and character intimacy progressions

ANGELIQUE - POSSIBILITY SPACE FLOWCHART
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COMMENT: Angelique’s possibility space is, by all intent and purposes, revolving around two thresholds: one
pertaining to character intimacy and one pertaining to the competition with Rosalia. In fact, it is possible to argue
that playing Angelique to win the game and playing Angelique to romance the guardians may be in fact seen as
two different games altogether, albeit running on the same mechanical system. As with Evenicle, this further
reinforces the necessity for players to self-recognize as players of CIG games, vis-a-vis a more or less present
focus on becoming intimate with the guardians (enlisting their help with low intimacy becomes harder and harder

as the game progresses). The fact that a refusal of love sends the player back to the game is also of note.
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ANGELIQUE - GUARDIANS INTIMACY PROGRESSION
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COMMENT: Within Angelique, each Guardian’s intimacy progression is tethered to the same basic structure.
what is most interesting and important about Angelique is that, differently from Crescendo or other character
intimacy games, the need to ‘read’ characters is made explicit, rather than being implicitly nested within the
game’s narrative. In fact, character details are turned into mental items for the player to collect and re-use to
gain intimacy. Also important is that there isn’t a fixed number of interactions between the three level of
progression in every guardian’s intimate relationship with Angelique Limonges. On the one hand, love events
certainly serve as watershed moments, from which it is possible to distinguish a before and an after. On the other
hand, it is certainly harder to pinpoint how much of the various interactions within a game’s duration will be
received by players as significant, as part of their parasocial relationships with the guardians. Within Angelique,
players are given more chances at interacting in parasocial fashion through the possibility of asking information,
which allows a modicum of control on the relationship with the guardians, and to maybe satisfy some sort of
preference on the player side. Examining the intimacy progression in the Guardians further reinforces Angelique’s
case as evidence of the need for CIG players to identify as such and to seek character intimacy while playing

character intimacy games.
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6.4.3 Angelique and CIG production — similarity by overlap (with tables)

Comparing Angelique with the rest of CIG production produces unexpected developments:
there is not the same gap between EGS and VNDB as there is with Crescendo and Evenicle. In fact,
there is a level of overlap in both data sources, which rather dents the previous hypothesis of the
gap between perspectives being structural. Furthermore, Angelique is an otome game, and
therefore belongs to a more restricted segment of the market, with its own similar but independent
practices. This prompted a more limited check for overlap with its own small segment, which
revealed a significant, but not unexpected level of general similarity between releases on
Erogescape, testament to the status of Angelique as the first otome game. There is an analogous
situation on The Visual Novel Database, with similarities both at the general level and at the otome
game level. In fact, there are even a number of works that feature a complete overlap, something
that is not seen on VNDB. More generally, Angelique, itself the ur-example of an otome game, is
an example of a restricted segment producing a very strong adherence to a limited set of design
and possibly reception practices. This, in turn, has the power to exert very strong influences on

games designed with these practices in mind, regardless of their narrative contextualization.

ANGELIQUE - SIMILARITY WITH WIDER CIG PRODUCTION (VNDB)
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ANGELIQUE - SIMILARITY WITH WIDER CIG PRODUCTION (EROGESCAPE)
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6.5. Case Study: Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!! -Horny Magical Princess-

6.5.1 Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!! -Horny Magical Princess — an overview

Introduction: Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!! -Horny Magical Princess- [Fxxx Me Royally!!
Horny Magical Princess] is a women-oriented character intimacy game released in 2018 by
Kalmia8. Unlike Angelique and other otome game works, Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!! features
explicit content and its main character is contextualized as being both aware of her sexuality and
as being neither virginal nor sexually inexperienced. The game places players in the role of Kawai
Marika, a princess from another dimension, where there is no value in chastity. Broadcasting its
intentions with the tagline “if a kiss is a greeting, sex is a conversation,” the game inverts the
premise of otome games such as Angelique, putting the players in the role of the pursuer, rather
than the pursued. Both Marika and her assistant maid Sana are characterized as being nikushokukei
[carnivores] in the game’s opening movie.

In Japanese media discourses, Nikushokukei is a sensationalist Japanese term for women who

are proactive in their love life rather than adhering to normative gender roles in Japanese society.
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The term is deployed in opposition to so-called sashokukei men, who have supposedly lost interest
in love and sexual relationships, and are characterized by tenderness, passivity, indecisiveness,
and unreliability (Ota 2016, 223, 227). Such men are depicted in media as being “ineffective
communicators, sexually passive and uninterested in sexual relationships” (McLaren 2020, 346).
Carnivore women, on the other hand, are characterized as being predator-like (Ota 2016, 226). By
characterizing their main, player-controlled characters as Nikushokukei women right from the
game’s intro animation, Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!! elicits an assemblage of expectations from
its players regarding what kind of relationships will be entertained and how the game proceeds.
To that end, the game features two main romanceable characters: Nagatsuma Kaoru and Takai
Ryiisei, with Marika’s maid Utsumi Sanae becoming romanceable — as an extra finale and not as
a fully-fledged story path — after the player has completed at least one route. Players navigate the
game in a visual novel fashion, and the game can be said to be composed entirely of character
encounters deployed in the visual novel screen configuration.

One interesting aspect of Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!! is the contextualization of its main
character and the reasons for developing intimacy. Different from Angelique or other women-
oriented CIG software, such as the Harukanaru toki no naka de series, Marika, as the main
character, is aware of her sexuality and is neither virginal nor sexually inexperienced. For example,
Marika is described by Sana as being influenced by depictions of romance within Earth-made TV
dramas,® which leads her to decide to find the one person to settle down with. This shifts the
game back onto the tenets of otome games and shajo/josei aesthetics, and the main female
character falls back into being, for all intents and purposes, pursued and reacts to other character’s

attention, rather than being the pursuer.

51 1t should be noted that, in this case, Earth should be seen as a byword for Japan and its hegemonic cultural mores

regarding sexual agency and gender roles.
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Possibility Space: The game’s possibility space, despite initial diegetic contextualization
away from the player character being pursued by romanceable male characters, re-performs the
heteronormative tenets of otome games, as already highlighted by Leticia Andlauer (2017, 179—
180). At first glance, Kaoru and Ryiisei are deployed by the game as targets to be pursued, at least
for the player, but examining the game’s possibility space in relation to player conduct reveals
otherwise: engaging with one character or another still maintains traditional avenues of navigation,
character interaction, and imagination proper of otome games. This might, in fact, be necessary to
push players toward self-recognition and toward producing adequate responses to the game’s
characters — to mobilize otome game imagination(s), as the game must adhere to otome game
tenets when it comes to imagining characters. Despite being contextualized in a different fashion,
the game’s possibility space — especially in terms of what can be imagined as happening with the
game’s characters — is remapped to fit the existing practices and media literacies around otome
games. As character intimacy games, releases like Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!!, no matter the
distinctiveness in its narrative contextualization, fall back onto known practices. This, together
with the mapping of the game, validates Azuma Hiroki’s (2007) position regarding imaginative
environments, and, in particular, the diminishing importance of individual creators (ibid., 67). The
strong influence of an imaginative environment contouring otome media in turn supports the need
for finiteness conceptualized by Gianmarco Thierry Giuliana (2017, 58-59). Another small point
of interest is the possibility to rename the main character and to toggle her voice, in a way that
may allow increased/diminished distance between players and character they control. This of
course produces a strong impact on the intimacy progressions within the game. For the purposes
of this case study, this study assumes that players have turned off Marika’s voice, facilitating

intimacy between them and the characters of the game.
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Intimate Scripts: The game’s cast of romanceable characters, even though it is composed of
two males and one female, is focused on heteronormative romance, with main love interests, Kaoru
and Ryasei, conforming to otome game tenets. Kaoru is coded as a super-dedicated and serious
individual, whose story path is ultimately oriented toward forming an idealized version of a
Japanese nuclear family. Ryasei, by contrast, is coded as a carefree individual, apparently at ease
around women, even though he is not. Rydsei’s path through the story, which involves finding his
own purpose in life, features increasingly fantastical elements. Romancing Sana, in what might
constitute an option for players to engage in non-binary character intimacy, is presented as
secondary, an extra for the player to achieve, rather than a fully-fledged option. The same
conditions apply to the ‘3P’[threesome] ending, where Marika romances both characters.

As with Crescendo, the task of the player is to ‘read’ the game’s characters in a way that
allows them to choose the most appropriate navigation. Differently from Crescendo, however, the
two main romanceable characters, Kaoru and Ryasei, are not shifted towards increased
verisimilitude as it might have happened with Crescendo’s cast. Rather, the two are encoded as
characters operating within the aesthetic continuum of otome/josei/BL/yaoi, with appropriate
character designs pre-empty arrays of expectations. To produce the responses needed to
imaginatively engage with characters in a fruitful fashion, players can — should — anticipate what
may occur within the game, how a character will react to situations. Kaoru and Ryasei, through
their aesthetic encoding — the former as a carefree but apparently superficial sasoi character and
the latter as a very serious nonke — elicit players towards mobilizing their media literacies.
Consequently, the intimacy progressions that may emerge from Kaoru and Rytisei’s story paths

are not made for the kind of emotional engagement found within Crescendo.>? They both maintain

52 This does not mean that all otome games are focused on one dramatic tone or a limited set of design and reception

practices. One example of a game where players are encouraged to feel ambiguous and experience negative
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a light-hearted tone, which rewards progress with positive feedback and sometimes long delays
between decisions, encouraging players toward imagination and speculation. There is no way of
hurting the two characters in any substantial way, although there is the possibility of incurring bad
endings due to unsuccessful navigation, but they are not in any way built in a way that encourages
players to produce negative emotional reactions. Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!! is a piece of
erotic entertainment and its overall assemblage is a reflection of that.

Depiction(s) of intimacy(ies): intimacy between Marika, Kaoru and Ryasei in Ohime-sama
datte XXX Shitai!! merges aesthetic precedents from otome game narrative design with practices
coming from men-oriented eroanime-eromanga. While there is a protagonist character that is
stated to be sexually assertive and with sexual experience, she ultimately acquiesces and adapts to
her chosen partner. There is a subversion in that both Kaoru and Ryasei are stated, repeatedly, but
be lacking actual sexual experience. The protagonist’s stated sexual experience is in turn depicted
as being intimidating towards both character others and, as stated above, partially re-shifts the
story towards Japanese dominant social mores. Furthermore, Marika is described as being shy and
clumsy about romance, rather than sex, which re-codes character interactions closer to existing
otome game design practices. At the same time, it is Marika that mainly adapts to either Kaoru or
Rytsei, not the other way around, as the game’s storylines become focused on either Kaoru or
Rytisei’s personal tribulations.

Explicit content within Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!!, which serves as progress marker and
as reward, although designed in continuity with eroanime-eromanga, places its focus away from
female actant in favor of a focus on the scene as a whole. Also different from male-oriented CIG

software and eroanime-eromanga is that the protagonist does not disappear from the image, as it

feedback is Torikago no Marriage [The Birdcage of Marriage] (Kalmia8 2014), which has the protagonist

character trapped in a series of abusive relationships.
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might happen in male-oriented CIGs (cf. Galbraith 2021b, 142-143; 2011b, n.p.). Instead,
Marika’s eyes are not obscured, and in fact contribute to setting the visual focus of reward images
on all actants depicted therein, rather than the girl as it happens in male-oriented character intimacy
games. This may arguably produce a distancing effect in players, which in turn may prompt
additional avenue of research. How much distance can be put between players and characters

before the game is no longer about character intimacy?
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Figure 25: Screenshot from Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!! -Horny Magical Princess-. This image is taken

from the game’s introductory movie, and also reprised during the game. The emphasis on consensual
intercourse is significant given precedent amidst Japanese character intimacy production in general.
Screenshot taken by this study’s author.

Figure 26: Screenshots from Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!! -Horny Magical Princess-. Reward
illustrations for completing each character’s route. Note how the conclusion, despite the game’s overall
premises, reprise existing conventions in women-oriented video games in Japan. Screenshots taken by this
study’s author.

291



6.5.2 Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!! — possibility space(s) and character intimacy progressions

OHIME-SAMA DATTE XXX SHITAI!! — POSSIBILITY SPACE FLOWCHART

START STATE

INTRO: Kaoru| RyGsei; Sana

+Kaoru +Ryisei

+Kaoru +Rylsei

+Kaoru jof +Rylsei

+Kaoru +Ryisei

+Kaoru +Ryisei

+Kaoru +Rylsei

+Kaoru +Rynsei

-Kaoru -Kaoru
-Rylisei +Kaoru +Ryisei -Rydssi
-Sana +Sana
< -
+Kaoru Q +Rynsei
End State: +Kaoru End State:

+Ryhsei
l Sana (Good)

Sana (Bad) l
_ -Kaoru -Rylsei |

- If one ¢nding -
asei -Ryusei +Rylsei
+Kaoru -Kaoru

End State: End State: End State: End State:
Kaoru (Good)  Kaoru (Normal) Rytsei (Normal)  RyGsei (Good)

End State:
Kaoru and
Ryisei (Good)

COMMENT: As highlighted within the overview, Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!! follows a straightforward
structure, where player choices are presented in extremely straightforward fashion. This is very different from
Crescendo, where players are exposed to multiple characters, all eliciting responses of players, while ultimately
presenting choosing between characters as producing significant emotional feedback on the player. Ohime-sama
datte XXX Shitai!! presents itself as being exclusively for entertainment value, and even the same-sex ending is
presented as a small extra rather than a featuring of non-binary affections. This is reflective of the gap between
women’s media featuring depictions of homoeroticism and media produced by nonbinary persons such as Bara.
The same statement can be extended to the game’s non-monogamous ending, which is presented solely for

entertainment value and neither possesses nor intends to possess or feature any other interpretation.
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OHIME-SAMA DATTE XXX SHITAI!l - NAGATSUMA KAORU’S INTIMACY PROGRESSION

NAGATSUMA KAORU: INTRODUCTION

-STRAIGHT-LACED - KAORU (POSITIVE)
-KENDO PRACTICTIONER DISCLOSURE
WANTS TO BE A COP CONFLICT WITH HIS MARIKA
“TRADITIONAL JAPANESE MAN WHICH ROOM FATHER AND COOKING COMPETITION 7 THRETENED BY
“COMABITING WITH RYOSE! MARIKA TESTS KAORU SHOULD MARIKA |NHERITING BETWEEN KAORU AND CHOOSE BETWEEN KAORU: INTERCOURSE 5y ARSONIST:
D AND RYOSEI'S KISSES LOOK FOR? THE FAMILY DOJO  RYOSEI WHO TO HAVE SEXWITH :g"’“l’)“l;-é;g:""g;? WHO SHE LOOKS FOR?
> B LAYER DECISION: > CLAYER DECISION: FLAYER DECISIH: > > PLAYER DECISION:
| PREFER KAORU'S LOOK FOR KAORU'S PREFERKACRINS LA LOOK FOR KAORU
JAPANESE CUISINE
KISS - KAORU INCENSED ROOM R -
PROTECTIVE OF
MARIKA,
ASK RYOSEL KAORU: APRECIATIVE HELP RYUUSEI OR INCREASED TRUST
WHY HE'S LIVING WITH KAORU PLAYER LOOKS FOR KAORU - MOMENT WITH CHILDREN SIT ON KAORU'S
WHAT ARE KAORU'S FEELINGS 01/ oocmive) DISCLOSURE - KAORU (POSITIVE) DISCLOSURE - DISCLOSURE KENDO LESSON?
< < <
WHAT ARE KAORU'S FEELINGS PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL
KAORU (POSITIVE): IN LOVE SAY SOMETHING TO KAORU/ LOOK FOR KAORU/LOOK FOR RYOSEI:? SIT ON KAORU'S KENDO LESSON
LEAVE HIM ALONE
PLAYER DECISION: KAORU: END STATE (NORMAL)
WHERE TO LIVE MAGICAL WORLD
JAPAN/ r e >
MAGICAL WORLD CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL
KAORU DOES NOT
PLAYER DECISION: RESOLVE HIS PERSONAL CONFLICTS
JAPAN KAORU: END STATE (GOOD)
CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL
KAORU RESOLVES
HIS PERSONAL CONFLICTS
COMMENT: Kaoru'’s intimacy progression is a foil to his less than strait-laced housemate Ryisei. He is
presented as traditionally Japanese, conflicted between the duty of inheriting the family dojo and his dream of
becoming a policeman. Community-oriented, Kaoru is struck by Marika’s attractiveness but also put off by her
sexual aggressiveness. The intimacy progression sees Kaoru opening in a more considerate matter, while also
having Marika (and the player with her) producing a somewhat of an adaptation to Japanese social more. Also
interesting is how choosing Japan over the magical world is the path that leads to Kaoru'’s better ending.
OHIME-SAMA DATTE XXX SHITAI! - TAKAI RYUSEI’S INTIMACY PROGRESSION
TAKAI RYOSEI: INTRODUCTION
-APPARENTLY A WOMANIZER
-ACTUALLY DEVOID OF - RYUSEI (POSITIVE)
SEXUAL EXPERIENCE DISCLOSURE MARIKA
“BLABBERMOUTH WHICHROOM  GONFLIGTED: SCARED COOKING COMPETITION THRETENED BY
COHABITING WITH KAORU  MARIKA TESTS KAORU SHOULD MARIKA  oF NOT HAVING  BETWEEN KAORU AND CHOOSE BETWEEN RYUSEL INTERCOURSE sy ARSONIST:
D AND RYOSEI'S KISSES LOOK FOR? AMBITIONS INLIFE  RYUSEI WHO TO HAVE SEX WITH ';‘C"I‘l:"‘l;-é's-g:""'s‘;? WHO SHE LOOKS FOR?
> " > O PLAVER DECISION: > >O BLAYER DECISION:
PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: :
| PREFER RYUSEI'S LOOK FOR RYUSEI'S PREFERRYOSErS  ELAYER CCs LOOK FOR RYUSEI
ITALIAN CUISINE
KISS - RYOSEI INCENSED ROOM L —
PROTECTIVE OF
MARIKA,
RYOSEI: APRECIATIVE HELP RYUUSEI OR INCREASED TRUST
PLAYER LOOKS FOR RYOSEI - FUN TOGETHER SIT ON KAORU'S
SAY SOMETHING: KAORU IS NOT PLEASED - RYUSEI (POSITIVE) DISCLOSURE -DISCLOSLRE KENDO LESSON?
ASK RYOSEL PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: PLAYER DECISION: CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL
WHY HE'S LIVING WITH KAORU SAY SOMETHING TO KAORU/ LOOK FOR KAORU/LOOK FOR RYUSEIL:? HELP RYUSEI
WHAT ARE KADRU'S FEELINGS LEAVE HIM ALONE

WHY RYOSEI LIVES WITH KAORU
RYUSEI (POSITIVE) DISCLOSURE;

PLAYER DECISION:

RYOSEIIS BETTER RYUSEI : END STATE (NORMAL)
WHAT'S RYUSEI'S AS CHILDISH
BETTER SELF? »
CHILDISHIADULT CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL

RYOSEI DOES NOT
PLAYER DECISION: RESOLVE HIS PERSONAL CONFLICTS

RY(SEIIS BETTER RYUSEI : END STATE (GOOD)
AS ADULT

CHOICE INCONSEQUENTIAL
RYUSEI RESOLVES
HIS PERSONAL CONFLICTS

COMMENT: Ryisei’s intimacy progression is presented in contrast with the events and personality present
within Kaoru’s, which are associated with depictions of traditional Japanese masculinity. At the same time,
however, the way Ryiisei elicits responses out of players is contrasted in that the player is placed in a motherly
role, towards nudging the character other towards adulthood and responsibility, while in Kaoru’s case they are

elicited towards assuming more of a traditional, heteronormative Japanese ‘wifely’ position in the end.
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6.5.3 Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!! — similarity by overlap (with tables)

Comparing Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!! with the rest of the CIG production on The Visual
Novel Database and Erogescape yields interesting results. While like Angelique, the game
confirms the absence of a marked gap within the two data sources, it also confirms it across two
otome games. This can be a sign of differences in perspectives on male-oriented CIG software but
a common, perhaps external perspective on otome games, given the general preference for male-
oriented works on both fan-curated repositories. ‘External” here is used in reference to the lack of
instruments (tags, attributes, evaluations) for describing non-male oriented character intimacy
games in an extended fashion. While VNDB s less lacking in this regard, its userbase shows a
clear preference for male-oriented software. EGS, instead, does not feature enough instruments to
describe BL and otome games in a level of detail resembling male-oriented software. Nevertheless,
Erogescape shows a higher span within its data, with more works featuring increased dissimilarity
to Ohime-sama datte XXX Shitai!! When compared with other otome games, VNDB reports high
levels of similarity, while EGS shows increased dissimilarities, even though the lowest margin
remains at 68 per cent.

As an example of an otome character intimacy game, together with Angelique, Ohime-sama
datte XXX Shitai!! appears distinct from wider character intimacy game production. This cannot
be directly gauged through this study’s data sources due to existing bias therein. However,
different depictions of sexual and emotional intimacy, together with different player positioning
toward character engagement substantiate the need for further research. The challenge, this time,
is to find suitable at-scale data that allow for a better comparison between otome character
intimacy games and the rest of CIG production. In Erogescape’s case, there seems to be a lack of

interest in non-male-oriented releases. Cataloging instruments are present on The Visual Novel



Database but the community appears less interested in women-oriented titles. Lower quality data
results in lower quality assessments and thus research affected by a higher degree of speculation
and uncertainty. Nevertheless, these preliminary explorations in data about women-oriented CIG

software constitute an interesting benchmark for future research.

OHIME-SAMA DATTE XXX SHITAI!! — SIMILARITY WITH WIDER CIG PRODUCTION (VNDB)

NUMBER OF SIMILAR RELEASES BY OVERLAP PERCENTAGE

30000 25899

25000
20000
15000

10000
5420

5000
2 1 7 21 95 365 1319 I
0 —_— ||

90% 91% 92% 93% 94% 95% 96% 97% 98%

OHIME-SAMA DATTE XXX SHITAI!! — SIMILARITY WITH WIDER CIG PRODUCTION (EGS)
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OHIME-SAMA DATTE XXX SHITAI!! — SIMILARITY WITH OTOME CIG PRODUCTION (VNDB)

NUMBER OF SIMILAR RELEASES BY OVERLAP PERCENTAGE
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OHIME-SAMA DATTE XXX SHITAI!! - SIMILARITY WITH OTOME CIG PRODUCTION (EROGESCAPE)

NUMBER OF SIMILAR RELEASES BY OVERLAP PERCENTAGE
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6.6. Case Study: The Princess Maker series

6.6.1 The Princess Maker series — an overview

Introduction: Different from all other case studies proposed until now, the Princess Maker
series (Gainax 1991-1997; GeneX 2005; Gainax 2007) does not place players in the shoes of a
protagonist character pursuing the affections of characters or being pursued by characters in love.
Instead, it places players in the shoes of a parental figure, entrusted with raising a female child
until she reaches an age capable of accomplishing a specific task. Usually, the protagonist
character is a figure of past renown, such as a retired hero in a fantasy setting, or someone from
present-day Japan, who is entrusted with the child from a parallel universe resembling Japanese-
style fantasy. The circumstances of the child being entrusted to the player vary, and range from:
the protagonist character adopting the child due to her being a war orphan (Princess Maker); the
child being bestowed by a god (Princess Maker 2); a Faery wishing to live as a human child
(Princess Maker 3); the protagonist being entrusted with the child by his lover (Princess Maker

4); and the player being entrusted with the protection of the last remaining heir to a royal family
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(Princess Maker 5). All games in the series are, for all intents and purposes, management
simulators, where players need to lay out their daughter’s growth, setting up how she will eat, what
kind of allowances she will have, what she will study, what kind of trade she will learn, what time
she should be home at the end of the day, how she should conduct herself morally, etc.

The Princess Maker series is similar to early dating simulators, such as Dékyiisei, in that it is
a similar typology of schedule management game. However, the focus of in-game intimate
relationships is shifted, away from directing players to engage in romance, toward relating to a
character other, which is shown to be in total need of players in the role of parental figures. This
makes the game related to Tamagotchi-like toys and software, fostering a sense of what Anne
Allison (2006) calls “Techno-Intimacy”: to play one such game is to enter “a disciplinary regime
in which players become disciplined into assuming the subject position of (virtual) caregiver”
(ibid., 172). This process produces intimacy both within the machine that runs the game and the
character as a virtual entity (Galbraith 2011b, n.p.).

Possibility spaces: Princess Maker features a filial other, who always needs to be taken care
of, rather than a lover character other. This produces different and distinct responses and provides
us with a first example of character intimacy games that are concerned with intimate relationships
other than love or sex. In the Princess Maker series, players are tasked with taking care of a putative
daughter by setting her schedule through weeks and months for a variable span of years, usually
covering the girl’s growth from prepubescence to young adulthood. The game is about making the
daughter’s attributes — usually comprising of Love, Morals, Sensitivity, along with a set of
professional skills and a set of hidden skills which may influence how the daughter responds to
the player’s commands. As players see their daughter grow, they are treated with depictions of her
as a child, as a girl, and, finally, as a young adult. As she grows, she interacts with a cast of

characters, which may grow with her, ranging from teachers and instructors to her classmates, re-



performing anime-manga archetypical situations. She may even fall in love with other characters,
with her lover becoming decisive in determining which of the manifold endings (up to fifty in the
case of Princess Maker 5) the player will reach when the daughter is mature enough for adulthood.
What the daughter will do once she reaches adulthood is up to players: she might take up the
mantle prepared for her and become queen, she can become a renowned warrior or wizard,
dedicate her life to science and research, or marry one of many possible suitors. Finally, player
control over the daughter is not absolute, and she can run away from home or spend money without
her father’s permission, amongst other things. All these outcomes are dependent on how the player
has raised their daughter, and on which skills, traits and characteristics scores she possesses by the
end of the game, in addition to specific conditions triggered by story events.

The way the game ends may not always be positive: negative conclusions range from the
daughter being tricked into prostitution to her becoming the queen of demons in a fantasy universe.
These negative conclusions do not come randomly or in a vacuum. Rather, players may indeed
raise their daughters as a proficient adult entertainer or send her to work in a sleazy bar for pay,
implying carelessness or outright bad parenting. Above every other ending there is always a
conclusion that is only reached when all of the princess’ stats are above the very high threshold,
as a reward for player skill. Therein the daughter is depicted as ascending to the throne of the
country/universe she originates from, becoming loved by the people and by her suitor. In earlier
instances of the series (Princess Maker 1 and 2), such a conclusion awards the player with the
highest number of points when final evaluations are handed over at the end of the game. In later
instances, such conclusions lead to the most positive conclusion to the game’s plot, where the
daughter ascends to the throne, defeats the forces of evil, and marries the hero most resembling
the main character of fantasy anime-manga. Other, non-standard conclusions may also occur,

including, for example, the daughter marrying the protagonist character in a para-incestuous
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relationship. Amongst character intimacy games, the Princess Maker series is interesting insofar
as, out of the various typologies of CIG software examined and/or mentioned within this study, it
is the only one where character navigation path, possibility space and, potential for intimacy
progression coincide completely. The game’s characteristic management system is about the
daughter, the goal of the game is about the daughter and all decisions that players might take in-
game are about the daughter.

Intimate scripts: Daughters in the Princess Maker series, always adopted into the
protagonist’s care, are never related by blood, but their visual designs connect to moe and its
sexualization of cute femininity. These endings, which reference long-standing narrative
conventions pertaining to para-incestuous relationships in anime-manga media, (re)categorize the
player’s position: they expose players’ gazes, in conjunction with featured aesthetics, with such
aims arguably acceptable only in the context of otaku/moe/niche anime-manga media, even in the
absence of explicit content. within the Princess Maker series, it is difficult to trace a precise
intimate script, especially as, while the games are visually design in accordance with moe
aesthetics, they do not operate based on intimate encounters leading to sexual engagement.
However the games are still about establishing, developing and fulfilling an intimate relationship
with a fictional character, and place the player in the role to do so.

By reading of the visual designs of the daughters and their connections with the practices
around moe, players are directed toward self-recognition as players of character intimacy games,
even though affection is supposed to be parental and not romantic. If players endeavor to get the
ending where the daughter marries their (non-blood related) guardian — which may happen only if
players register themselves as male — the players are exposed to the ambiguity of moe-based
aesthetics and practices, with the implicit question of whenever players may have responded to the

daughter as fathers and not as lovers. The presence of recorded characteristics such as the



daughter’s bust size is also of note, as it influences whenever the daughter will wear select outfits
of a more risqué nature. The presence of said outfits reinforces the ambiguity of moe, and arguably
more symptomatic of it, as it is much more probable for players to face the choice of whenever
endeavor to have their daughter wear such outfits than to obtain the ending where the daughter
marries them. Similar ambiguities are in play in games within the series which feature the daughter
taking up prostitution as a job (Princess Maker 1 and 2). Sexualized depictions of the daughters,
even if not as strong compared to adult computer games conjure up

Depiction(s) of intimacy(ies): the interesting characteristic of the princess maker series is
that the player character is, by all intents and purposes, disembodied. They are never depicted, and
while the daughter and other characters refer to the player, there is no depiction of intimacy or
physical contact of any kind. The player is acknowledged as existing, but nothing beyond that. If,
on the other hand, this might produce an increased sense of presence, it also may also create a
sense of separateness that may prevent specific responses. Whenever this was intentional or not,
it is a subject for future speculation. At the same time, the daughter responses, along with the way
the daughter responds to the player and elicits the player towards responding to them is
symptomatic of continued ambiguity, proper of moe aesthetics and connected practices of

production and reception.
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Figure 27: Screenshot from Princess Maker 2. This screenshot showcases the degree of control that players
may exercise over their daughter, in the form of choosing which job she should work at during the coming
month, or whenever she should train in a certain field. Screenshot from Mobygames
(https://www.mobygames.com/game/pc98/princess-maker-2/screenshots)
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Figure 28: Screenshot from Princess Maker 4. This is a showcase of the manifold statistics that players
are elicited towards keeping an eye on. Screenshot from The Visual Novel Database (https://vndb.org/v727).

302



6.6.2 The Princess Maker series — possibility space(s) and character intimacy progressions

START STATE

DAUGHTER AS CHILD l

DAUGHTER AS GIRL

CONDITIONS FOR
GAME OVER MET

CONDITIONS FOR
GAME OVER MET

END CHECK

CONDITIONS FOR
GAME OVER MET

CHECK FOR
JOB ENDING
REQUIRE MENT:

DAUGHTER AS YOUNG ADULT %

CHECKFOR | Y
SOCIAL ENDING END STATE
REQUIREMENTS (GAME OVER)

JOB ENDING A

(POSITIVE)

JOB ENDING
(NEGATIVE)

CHECK FOR
MARRIAGE ENDING
REQUIREMENTS

MARRIAGE ENDING MARRIAGE ENDING

(POSITIVE) TIVE)
v END STATE ¢ SCORE IS UNDER
</ [SCORE CHECKL THRESHOLD
SPECIAL MARRIAGE
ENDING
SCORE MEETS SCORE MEETS
REQUIREMENTS REQUIREMENTS

END STATE END STATE

(POSITIVE) (NEGATIVE)
COMMENT: all games in the series feature a possibility space that may be comprised roughly within the above
graph. As highlighted within the overview, it is interesting to remark the importance given to marriage within the
daughter’s fictional existences. Not getting the daughter married nets a huge malus to the player’s final score,
reflecting both a reperformance of anime-manga tropes and a reflection of dominant social mores in the contest
of production. Extricating where the anime-manga reperformances ends and where dominant Japanese social

mores begin, however, is beyond the scope of this study.
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6.6.3 The Princess Maker series — similarity by overlap (with tables)

Looking at descriptive data on this study’s sources and visualizing the game’s possibility
space and exposing the (dis)similarity between the Princess Maker series and wider CIG
production also leads to interesting results: despite its distinctiveness amongst recorded character
intimacy games, it still presents a significant overlap with key segments of the repository’s data,
despite not featuring the perspectival gap observed with Crescendo and Evenicle. For example,
while it is possible to observe significant similarities between the Princess Maker series and wider
CIG production on both EGS and VNDB, looking at EGS returns more significant differences, with
6401 releases featuring an overlap of 85 per cent or less. The results are different for Princess
Maker 4: while 26325 releases on The Visual Novel Database are labeled as being 99% similar,
releases on EGS are much more scattered, with 7191 works ranging from 90 to 35% similarity.
Earlier instances of the series, cataloged solely on Erogescape, also return similarly scattered
results when confronted with wider character intimacy game production. Princess Maker’s
peculiarity, however, appears to be ill-fitting for both VNDB and EGS: the presumptions of both
data models (characters are to be romanced and won over, there is sexual intercourse) make full
at-scale comparison unwieldy with the data and classifications at hand. As emphasized within the
overview, the practices and aesthetics of moe are deployed with romantic and sexual attraction as
the main focus of engagement. While this ambiguity is acknowledged in-game through endings
where the daughter marries their guardian — which, it needs to be restated, may happen only if
players register themselves as male at the beginning of the game — it is not visible from the
perspective of VNDB and EGS. There are no references to the possibility of such a para-incestuous
relationship within neither of the two repositories. Therefore, additional data on raising
simulations is needed. At the same time, their limited number may make at-scale approaches

accessible by human researchers, rather than requiring massive data-driven approaches.
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PRINCESS MAKER 2 - SIMILARITY WITH WIDER CIG PRODUCTION (EGS)
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PRINCESS MAKER 4 - SIMILARITY WITH WIDER CIG PRODUCTION (VNDB)
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PART 7: CONCLUSIONS

- Being Aware of Playing at Intimacy -






This study started with a question, directed initially at a fuzzy ensemble of video game
software, whose best descriptor was ‘adult computer games,” or adaruto gému in the original
Japanese. That question was simple in form, but unbelievably vast in its ramifications: “what is
going on with adult computer games?” and subsequently, “Why they stand out?” Starting from
adult computer games in Japan as its entry point, this study has identified significant gaps in
scholarships, especially within disciplines concerned with Japanese pop culture and video games
such as AMO studies and game studies. It has observed that the breadth and width of existing
descriptors, be them pointing at content — adult computer games (Galbraith 2021a), bishajo games
(Galbraith 2021b), otome games (Andlauer 2017; Ganzon 2017a), romance simulation games
(Saito 2021, or dating simulators (Taylor 2007), to name a few — or mechanical systems, such as
a visual novel (cf. Douglass 2020; Crawford and Chen 2017; Kamei-Dyche 2017; Hichibe 2006).
It has also examined such video games in light of systemic practices such as moe.

Finding the term to be excessively unstable due to its subcultural collocations, this study has
reappraised moe as a foundational aspect of Japanese CIG software in the light of studies of media
reception. It has re-appraised moe through the lens of studies of parasocial phenomena, namely,
those one-sided responses where media users relate with media characters in way akin to relations
with living beings (Liebers and Schramm 2017, 12; Schramm 2015 [2008]). Building from such a
reappraisal, this study has produced its preliminary assumption: the focus on developing intimacy
with characters, interpolating software operation, reception practices and production practices is
distinct from other types of video games. Rather, centering the experience of a video game on
establishing, developing, and fulfilling intimate relationships with fictional characters produces a

distinct typology of video game software, regardless of its geo-social-technical context of origin.
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7.1.

312

Reflections on the aims of the research

This study has framed three key arguments:

1) Interactive software centered around establishing, developing, and fulfilling intimate
relationships with characters — visual novels, dating sims, bishajo games, otome games,
BL games, etc. — merit renewed classification as ‘character intimacy [video] games.’

2) Explicating and emphasizing character intimacy as the foundational element of ‘character
intimacy games’ decouples studies of CIG software from unstable subculture terms (moe).

3) Decoupling CIG from Japanese subculture allows the emergence of a character intimacy
game as a distinct analytical category, employable across disciplines and geo-social

contexts.

The study has thus built on character intimacy as the foundational element of CIG software,
seeking to understand what is going on with character intimacy games, proposing a quartet of

research questions:

1) What is ‘intimacy’ in character intimacy games? What is intimacy pointing at, and what

kind of phenomena emerge with ‘intimacy’ in character intimacy games?

2) How is intimacy embedded in the assemblage of character intimacy games? How does it

concern mechanical systems? How does it concern player engagement?

3) What is the role of characters in character intimacy games? Are certain characters better

suited toward eliciting intimacy in players than others?

4) What is required of players for engaging intimately with characters?

This study has subsequently looked at how best engage with character intimacy games,
considering the relative scarcity of approach and information. With high production volumes,
scatteredness of circulation, and a niche position within the media landscape, engaging with
character intimacy games solely via exemplar case studies is unwise. To address such challenges,
impossible for a single researcher to tackle, this study — itself developed within the context of the

Japanese Visual Media Graph project — has deployed fan-curated databases as its at-scale data

source, juxtaposing individual case studies with at-scale validation. This study has subsequently



built a genealogy of character intimacy games. It has highlighted the multiple evolutionary lines
that have converged towards what now constitutes the landscape of character intimacy games in
Japan. By highlighting common ground, converging toward character intimacy as the focal point
of in-game activity, further reinforcing the need to focus on intimacy as an in-game activity.

Adopting an approach rooted in Espen Aarseth and Sebastian Moring (2020)’s proposal for
ludo-hermeneutics, this study built on genealogies of character intimacy games to develop a
method for CIG ludo-hermeneutics. In particular, this study has recognized a double nature in CIG
software, namely, that it is a typology of video games that is reliant on the player co-operating
with the game software by way of imagination. Players of character intimacy games in Japan
produce moe; that is, parasocial responses usually of the loving kind. To do so, the player must
subscribe to the game’s prescriptions regarding intimacy and respond imaginatively to embedded
cues in character designs (Galbraith 2021b, 128-129).

It is an employment of emergent media literacies, but also a process that, paraphrasing Aarseth
and Moring, deploys character intimacy as a praxis of gameplay, and turns a character intimacy
game in its “ontological result” (2020, 6). The software this study refers to as character intimacy
games can be from a plethora of existing genres. This may allow players to ignore the intimacy
aspect of the game in favor of other elements (such as, for example, strategy or puzzle solving,
should these be present). Therefore, this study assumes that users playing character intimacy
games recognize themselves as players of character intimacy game software, and knowingly seek
character intimacy from playing such a game. This position is phrased irrespective of the
subcultural contexts from which a CIG software may come from. While it is developed within the
context of video games from Japan, it is developed to be usable across borders and across contexts.
Reviewing the results of this study, a character intimacy game is a product of an assemblage of

software code, art assets, and narrative content inviting players to produce parasocial responses to
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fictional characters. As argued at the conclusion of the game’s theoretical section, a character

intimacy game is therefore:

e A video game where traversal is contingent on players knowingly establishing, developing,
and fulfilling intimate bonds with fictional characters and recognizing themselves as doing so.

e A video game where the assemblage of software mechanics and narrative content facilitates
intimacy between player and characters conducive to the emergence of parasocial phenomena.

e A video game where intimate interaction takes place in two co-joined possibility spaces: the
space emerging from software and the space emerging out of shared player imagination(s).

e A video game where player/character intimacy is contingent on (sub)culturally dependent
roles — interpretative communities, intimate scripts, etc. — which the player must take to

complete the engagement.

‘Character intimacy game’ constitutes a new descriptor for a significant portion of Japanese
video game production, whose circulation is nevertheless global in scope (cf. Galbraith 2021a).
By highlighting character intimacy as the focal point of in-game activity, character intimacy game
becomes an ontological precondition for subsequent ludo-hermeneutics. The term also constitutes
a clear term of reference for future research into video games centered around character intimacy.
It is a new tool for research into what is an ensemble of video games. These games, while coming
preponderantly form Japan and Japanese-aligned contexts, should not be confined exclusively to
them. Uncoupled from the subcultural affordances proper to the Japanese media landscape and
other aligned contexts — moe, anime-manga, eroanime-eromanga — the descriptor may be used
within, without and in-between Japanese studies, game studies, media studies and, hopefully, by

all scholars interested in video games centered around character intimacy.
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7.2. Reflections on this study’s contributions

This study has made a series of statements regarding video games of character intimacy, how
they are capable of eliciting parasocial phenomena and how they incorporate said phenomena
within their overall structure. These statements coalesce in a descriptor, character intimacy game,
capable of organizing the manifold varieties of video games centered around character intimacy.
Defined as ‘video games whose traversal is contingent on players knowingly establishing,
developing, and fulfilling intimate bonds with fictional characters’, character intimacy game
allows to de-couple approaches video games centered around character intimacy from subcultural
phenomena such as moe and BL and characters entities such as bishojo and bishonen.

This study originates in the challenges present in delimiting and cataloging video games
centered around character intimacy. It is certainly possible to stop at adult computer games, placing
the focus on explicit, adult content obscures the significant number of software releases where
adult content might not be the sole focus of the gamic experience or not present at all, such as
women-oriented video games. At the same time, resorting to other existing descriptors based on
software mechanics, such as visual novel, in turn obscures the minority but not insignificant
segment of video games going beyond the static framework of visual novel games. Furthermore,
employing other, subculture-based terms such as bishojo game, galge, ren’ai sSimulation, BL game
or otome game leads to each descriptor producing obscuring others. Therefore, this study has
argued for placing the emphasis on intimacy, intended in wider fashion, encompassing both
emotional and physical form of intimacy. These include sexual intercourse, but also expand to
include filial, parental, friendships. In this fashion, the character intimacy game descriptor is able
to encompass both software exclusively focused on pornographic entertainment, the more subdued

offerings that contextualize sexual content within their plot, releases which do not feature adult
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content at all and even raising simulators, the very small subset of releases in which players assume
the role of a parental figure.

This study has operated at the intersection of three fields: AMO studies, the English/Japanese
language theoretical discourse related to Japanese cultural industries, the production and
consumption of its products, and their fans; game studies, the study of video game software and
finally studies in media reception, with a specific focus on the study of parasocial phenomena. All
three fields present limitations which can be solved by the intervention of the other two: AMO
studies is rooted in the study of static media, with a prevalence of animation and sequential art and
subsumption of Japanese video games into static media; game studies, originating within northern
Europe and the United States, has difficulties engaging with Japanese video games in Japanese
due to linguistic barriers; studies in media reception have generally not engaged with video games,
while also assuming until recently that parasocial phenomena were only of amicable nature. This
study has combined perspectives from all three fields to properly address both the mechanical
nature of character intimacy games — software states, limiters, progress bars, etc. — and the
imagined engagements — parasocial phenomena — elicited in players, through the examination of
a specific media landscape rooted in the Japanese geo-socio-technical context.

To approach character intimacy games, this study built on the definition provided before and
expands it to account for how players might ‘play at intimacy’, that is accounting for the ensemble
of imaginative actions envisioning players and characters as the actors in an intimate relationship
of varying types — romantic, filial, antagonistic — as part of in-game activity or activities correlated
to game software. This includes the imaginative actions and bodily feedback — sexual arousal,
emotional engagement, empathy — that might be felt by players as they navigate the game. This
ensemble of imaginative actions, a concatenation of events where intimacy between players and

characters deepens or is otherwise altered, is defined within this study as the ‘Intimacy



Progression’, a framework for CIG ludo-hermeneutics. This highlights the requirement for players
to self-recognize themselves to be playing a character intimacy game. It has deployed Espen
Aarseth and Sebastian Moring’s (2020) proposal for ludo-hermeneutics, emphasizing gameplay
as a hermeneutical practice. Subsequently, this study has highlighted how CIG players must be
aware and willing to feel certain types of emotional feedback. Without such self-recognition,
character intimacy games revert to typologies connected to their software mechanics — visual novel,
JRPG, strategy game, puzzle game etc.

Together with the definitional challenges outlined before, this study has had to content with a
scattered but extremely vast production, which makes the reliance on supposedly representative
case study at risk of being excessively arbitrary. Therefore, to properly engage with CIG
production, the study juxtaposed a ludo-hermeneutical approach rooted in the definition of
character intimacy game with at-scale approaches employing data derived fan-curated databases.
By relying on two influential repositories — The Visual Novel Database and Erogescape -Eroge
Hyoron Kitkan- — this study gathers the views of potentially thousands of players, crystallized into
their data recording efforts. In doing so, this study can approach character intimacy game
production at scale. By juxtaposing wider production with case studies of interest, this study
approaches character intimacy games from both ‘above’ and ‘below’, highlighting commonalities,
frictions, and gaps between individual releases of note and wider CIG production.

This study, in reviewing existing theory in the field of AMO studies, has highlighted the need
for both decoupling character intimacy games from their tight connection with Japan as a media
landscape and as a physical place of origin and the opposite necessity of still accounting for local
conditions. On the one hand, there is a tendency towards subsuming character intimacy games into
anime-manga media, with limited attention given to their nature as video games. On the other hand,

the conditions on the ground, namely the strongly interconnected nature of Japan’s cultural
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industries and the practices, both industrial and fan-based of content production and reception —
moe especially — must be acknowledged. Both these approaches should not however cause for a
reprisal of the style/aesthetics versus made in Japan distinction proper of manga studies. At the
same time, it should also not lead to the immediate correlation of a media type with existing,
Japanese societal problems, as it happens within fields preoccupied with Japanese cultural
production. CIG software is a niche segment whose circulation is restricted.

In reviewing research in media reception, this study has draw attention to the existence of
several phenomena which are able to better describe Japanese-specific practices such as moe. This
study shifts away from employing moe in its role as descriptor for both an aesthetic lineage rooted
in the late 80ies and a set of practices whose boundaries are fuzzy and blurry. In its stead, this
study has highlighted the existence of continuing scholarship on media engagement — concepts
such as presence, transportation and immersion into a fictional world — and parasocial phenomena.
Building on parasocial phenomena allows to sever the link between moe and Japan. It is no longer
a uniquely Japanese phenomena with essentialist undertones; rather it is a descriptor for a series
of parasocial phenomena, valuable for their comparatively high level of formalization and
commonality across players and producers. Furthermore, examination of the above phenomena
has led to a review of existing scholarship on sexual interaction — sexual scripts theory. Sexual
scripts theory [SST] (Simon and Gagnon 2003, 1987a, 1987b, 1984) posits that human sexual
interaction as contingent on “culturally available messages that define what ‘counts’ as sex, how
to recognize sexual situations, and what to do in a sexual encounter” (Frith and Kitzinger 2001:
210). This study has examined SST and expanded upon it, building a comparison with actual
scripts in software, and expanded the focus from sex to intimacy. Character intimacy games each
feature at least one such script, whose roles players must accept to properly engage with the game’s

feedback loop and the responses given by characters in-game.



Finally, in reviewing scholarship in game studies, this study has produced a review of software
mechanics in video games, and how they can be conductive or not towards imagined character
intimacy. Software mechanics are both dependent on their contextualization and capable of
creating context, and thus creating the conditions for which a work of interactive software might
be distinguished as a character intimacy game. As an example of such mechanics, this study has
offered Jolen Blom’s (2020) system of affection, which would mark a software as a character
intimacy game when it constitutes the avenue of video game traversal upon which players may
reach the game’s success or failure states. However, the presence of such mechanical systems is a
necessary but not sufficient condition, and alone cannot represent the sole way of distinguishing
CIG software. Rather, it is necessary to envision a character intimacy game as two possibility
spaces: one emerging from the game’s mechanical systems, and another space, created by the
avenues offered by the game for players’ imagined character intimacy. This latter space is of
course contingent on player self-recognition and on the intimate scripts featured within the game.

Self-recognition as a player of character intimacy games is in turn also dependent on
environmental conditions within the media landscape in which CIG software may circulate. The
three perspectives provided in this study encompass environmental conditions, namely, the media
landscape(s) and discourse(s) at specific points in time, the ensemble of dispositions toward
software and the act of playing character intimacy games. These conditions include the game itself
and its scopic regime, namely the ordering of possible, impossible, recommended, and discouraged
in-game action(s) and conducts; the position of character intimacy games within the wider media
landscape — whenever playing them represents a socially acceptable act or not; the conditions
generated by the platforms on which CIG software circulates. This study has provided a discussion
and validation of conditions pertaining to playing character intimacy games, juxtaposing

theoretical discussion with data-driven explorations. This study has revealed that, according to the
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two data sources, most character intimacy games do feature a specific type of interface
encouraging imagined intimacy, and in turn produce a specific scopic regime. It has also revealed
that their position as dangerous media has obscured a substantial amount of works which do not
feature the typology of content for which CIG software has been positioned as harmful. Finally,
the position of personal computers in Japan has facilitated the concentration of character intimacy
games on personal computer machines, while existing regulations have prevented vast circulation
of CIG software on home consoles. Most character intimacy games in Japan are indeed released
and circulated on the personal computer.

Finally, this study has examined how player/character relationships might be approached,
operationalizing the intimacy progression in a series of five case studies. The intimacy progression
within CIG software is approximated as a series of moments where it is possible to delineate a
before and a after in the state of intimacy between the player and the character. It is subsequently
superimposed onto a map of the possibility spaces offered by select games. While the majority of
character intimacy games may feature restricted possibility spaces, some are not so, with manifold
potential for player/character intimacy. If, on the one hand, a possibility space may call for a
specific role to be taken by the player along with a specific gender orientation, another one may
offer different roles, which may in turn elicit different intimacies, all tethered to the same baseline.
At the same time, it is also important to remember that this study, by not including empirical
players, assumes that players at the very least find no issue with the role they are called to play
within CIG games. What the study has engaged with are data sources which may crystallize a
consensus view, but cannot account for every possible player, every possible gender identity, every

possible sexual orientation and combination thereof.
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7.3.

322

Future approaches and research avenues

While this study has grounded character intimacy games as a descriptor for games centered
around character intimacy, it is far from being exhaustive. Hopefully, it will also be far from being
the last words on the subject. This chapter provides a few possible avenues for research within,
without, in-between and about character intimacy games.

The first avenue of potential future research lies in non-Japanese character intimacy games:
while these have been mentioned through the course of these studies, the mentions are far and few
in numbers, which may not be reflective of actual numbers. In fact, there has been a steady growth
of character intimacy games from non-Japanese sources in the last ten years (2012-2022). These
vary from works attempting to feature aesthetic continuity with Japanese media landscapes, such
as Katawa Shoujo (Four Leaf Studios 2012) to other works which instead have adopted to pursue
a unique aesthetic strategy such as Subverse (Studio FOW Interactive 2021). These works, while
arguably fewer than their Japanese counterparts, are growing, and are increasingly recorded on
fan-curated databases, as it’s the case with Katawa Shoujo on VNDB. Together with the increased
attention given to video games centered around character intimacy in general (cf. Sousa 2021;
Saito 2021; Salter et al 2018), a systematic approach to non-Japanese developed CIG software is
the logical next step in research about character intimacy games.

At the same time, it is also important to consider CIG software developed by non-Anglosphere
and non-Japanese creators. Chinese and Korean-developed software are exemplary in number and
ways in which character intimacy might be articulated. Of these games, Azur Lane (Shanghai
Manjuu and Xiamen Yongshi 2017) and Blue Archive (Nexon Games 2021) are especially
representative of tendencies in non-Japanese, non-Anglosphere CIG development. Their operating
in what is complete continuity with Japanese competitors might, on the one hand, further the need

for systematic approaches to non-Japanese CIG game development, on the other it poses the



interrogative on why such titles shouldn’t be included together with their Japanese counterparts.
Establishing new ground into such segments of (g)local CIG production is therefore a logical next
step if research into character intimacy games is to continue.

The second avenue of potential future research lies in characters: while existing research has
clearly privileged characters and has emphasized user/character relationships, there is new ground
to thread in the connection between characters and character intimacy games. While these
considerations are extremely easy to extend towards bishajo and bishonen characters and their
system of moe elements, as the work of Patrick Galbraith (2021b; 2011a; 2011b) and Nicolle
Lamerichs (2019; 2015), to name but two scholars, has already shown that characters possess the
power to elicit user interaction and imagination. However, is the featuring of characters within
character intimacy games having an effect on their design, or is it because of their appealing design
that characters are featured in CIG software?

While the above may certainly be a chicken and egg question, it is a question that is very well
worth exploring. Are there commonalities across subcultural contexts that may lead to theories of
intimate characters, just as character intimacy games may emerge in contexts other than Japan’s?
What set of attributes would character need to possess to become able to elicit players towards
imagined intimacy, irrespective of their context of origin? While this study has provided a
suggestion in the form of intimate scripts, examining their presence within characters is another
research project altogether. Connected to this question is the influence of cute aesthetics: should
characters in character intimacy games be cute, or otherwise sport cute aesthetics? The emergence
of anglosphere-originating CIG software which does not feature cute aesthetics, and in fact, elects
to present characters rendered in photorealistic 3D graphics like FreshWomen (Oppai-Man 2022)

is already a direct counterpoint to Japanese and Japanese-inspired CIG production. These
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emerging works, with their intimate scripts and gamic frameworks are a very interesting and
arguably important successive step in research about CIG software.

The third avenue of potential future research is the ramifications of VR apparatuses and
environments on intimate Imagination: the number of works of interactive software featuring
intimate interaction with characters within a VR environment is growing. Examples include the
Spice&Wolf VR series (SpicyTails 2019-2020) and Fate/Grand Order VR (DELIGHTWORKS
2017), which feature interactions with select characters in an open-ended environment. The two
examples still reference the ensemble of media literacies that are proper to the Japanese
environment, but at the same remove the necessity for players to continuously bridge the gap
between incomplete sets of information. Exploring the potential for and the modes for
player/character interactions in a VR environment is another interesting next step in the study of
character intimacy games. Distinctly from other avenues of future research, exploring VR-based
CIG software is contingent upon the examination of peripherals and spaces where VR might be
based.

The potential emergence of peripherals such as sex toys, tactile suits and other peripherals
capable of providing direct feedback through avenues other than imagination would require
substantial integration from fields such as platform studies. Connecting such peripherals with a
VR character experience would in turn potentially shift the role of imagination away from the
simulated environment. At the same time, a decline of the role of imagination in favor of more
tangible feedback would also increase the importance of tangible, identifiable elements, while also
increasing the level of separation between spaces where character intimacy may happen or not.
The spaces of VR experiences in themselves and where VR experiences — where the peripherals
are positions, where the player might be seen from ‘outside’ VR — would also become even more

important for research. The level of separation between spaces where playing at intimacy is



possible and spaces would become even more important for research, and this would surely impact
research approaches.

The fourth avenue of potential future research is the gendered nature of character intimacy
games and intimate scripts: due to its data sources, this study was not able to address the split
between male-oriented and female-oriented players and the manifold variables in-between — such
as male players playing female-oriented software and vice-versa. These unapproached variables
are an important avenue of research that is ripe for further approaches. In fact, positing a series of
‘non-ideal’ players differing from an intimate scripts’ intended recipient in either gender or sexual
orientation constitute an additional piece of the puzzle to into how character intimacy may operate
or not. In fact, as highlighted within the previous section, the impossibility for this study to address
empirical players produces an open question regarding whenever a character intimacy game with
an intimate script calling for roles to be filled by actors with a certain role and sexual orientation
can produce similar effects in players of different genders and/or sexual orientation.

Expanding research on character intimacy games into the possible friction between player and
intimate script is thus one of the logical next steps that future approaches may take. To do so,
avenues of research include: research on empirical players such as approaches to segments of fan
communities such as fudanshi, male fans reading women-oriented BL works (cf. Nagaike 2019;
2015) and exploration of segments of existing player populations for data on consumption and
reception of works not oriented towards their respective niches. Another important avenue of
approach lies in the minority of works which feature both male and female love interest, and which
typologies of intimate scripts they may articulate in relation to their role as actants in an intimate
relationship. Finally, exploring intimate scripts in comparative fashion across multiple media
landscapes also presents significant potential: what kind of commonalities, friction and gaps may

exist between intimate scripts operating in different media landscapes?
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The fifth and final proposed avenue of potential future research is concerns furthering data-
driven research: this work is an exploration of character intimacy games and a demonstration of
how quantitative data from fan-curated data sources can be used in conjunction with traditional
methods in the humanities. Building from fan-curated repositories, this study has grounded
character intimacy games as a typology of media works, juxtaposing the researcher’s perspective
with the fan’s perspectives as expressed by its data sources. Data-driven research in anime-manga
media is beginning to take shape (cf. Kacsuk 2021b) and as more and more data sources become
available, more complex approaches to data will also take shape. In particular, the employment of
multiple data sources, the comparison of multiple descriptive data models, sources and geo-socio-
technical contexts underneath may shed new light into existing debates.

For example, the introduction of data-driven research into the ‘what is manga/anime/Japanese
video games’ debates might allow to better define what Japan is as a socio-economic-technical
context — as the examination of EGS has suggested within this study — or what ‘Japanese’ means
as an ensemble of aesthetic, production, and reception practices — as shown by approaches based
in VNDB. Therefore, ulterior approaches employing fan-curated repositories are the fifth avenue
of research that might stem from this study. In particular, more advanced ways of approaching
data might not be limited to taking ‘snapshots’ of anime-manga production at scale. More
articulate data-driven approaches could be used to validate existing propositions within AMO
theory more accurately, one example of which is Zoltan Kacsuk’s validation of Azuma Hiroki’s
positions through the use of statistical analysis (2021b). More generally, this study hopes to be a
first precedent in a line of approaches to Japanese media employing data to answer large-scale

questions which could not be properly verified until now.



APPENDIX

- Attributes/Evaluations in Erogescape -



A NOTE ON THE MATERIAL AHEAD

Due to the relative difficulty in accessing Erogescape -Erogé Hyoron Kitkan- from outside Japan, this
appendix provides a list of all attributes and evaluations on the site, with English translations for both
evaluation names and descriptions (there are no descriptions for attributes). It features four tables: A1.1
for attribute names, IDs and their translation in English; A1.2 for evaluation s, their IDs their name in the
original Japanese and English translation; A1.3 for evaluation descriptions connected to their respective
IDs in the original Japanese; Al.4 for evaluation descriptions connected to their respective 1Ds in English
translation. Some description might pertain to sexual practices where consent is either blurred or absent,

or is explicitly presented as deviant, or that implies misogynistic attitudes. Reader discretion is advised.
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Al.1. Table of Attributes

ID Attribute name Translation
4 RERIRE Y Demo available
5 SLG Simulation game
6 RPG Role playing game
7 aAvva—<vHWmHY Adapted from arcade center
8 BEI7A4ILHY Updated version available
9 Bl Not voiced
10 | —#FEHY Partially voiced
11 | EARAOEFEEET Renamable protagonist
12 OVAFY(18 % Has ova porn
13 | AcT Action game
14 | & Mahjong game
15 | 3D 3d game
16 T7UT14RY Expansion pack
17 JZa—TFILESR Remastered release
18 | sTG Strategy game
19 | ETC(Z Dfth) Other video game genre
20 | TBUF—T L) Tabletop game adaptation
21 | ARAFYDFN) Dajin (original work)
22 | R—ARX357T Boys love
23 | T4 R LREHA Can be run without disk
24 | xp BERT Cannot be run on Windows XP
25 | 7UTFa4R—+HY Has activation procedure
26 | BEERRF v THEL Cannot skip already completed sections
27 | A—FE—FEL No auto read
28 | —rEEEL No scene recollection
29 | DVD-PG Dvd-pg
30 | MACKR®HY Available on MAC computers
32 | EABEHY Voiced protagonist
33 | BHEHY Voiced male characters
36 | FRTAVII/RL Kinetic novel
37 | HSERT AL -For0—FHY (B - HH) DLC available (paid)
38 | HRERTFAIL/BMT 7 AILH Y () DLC available (free)
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39 | EREEER Made for cellphones

40 | EDBR A v 7 H—/LiEH] Unskippable staff roll

41 | BREERBE—ITTH Save unavailable during choices
42 | NT E)fERT Cannot be run on Windows NT
43 | AT 1 1@(CSA) Evaluated by CSA

44 MS-DOS MS-DOS game

45 | FHovo—FERERY Online retail version available
46 | 7+ FEETHEE Font change available

48 | BAEERH Non stand alone release

49 | BBITARIDE Requires activation disk

50 | T4 RV LREBR(HEERIBREY) Can be run without disk has DRM
51 | Beffihk - BB Y Low budget reprint version available
52 | £EHEERAY Has cellphone version

53 | ®HEH Distributed for free

54 | RA(ZRAIE) Doujin derivative work

55 TIHINAEHY Has super deformed art

56 | VN(EZa7IL/R)L) Visual novel

57 | NvonoT#EE (TEXMEERL) £L No backlog feature

58 | RARVE— g (FFEERLEL) 8L No voice replay

59 | ZEEALHL LD Female protagonist

60 | /\voED Package release

61 | 75 FEE#R Creator has dissolved

62 | BIREXICEERAHIRA H B Time limited choices

63 |TVF7=AHY Has tv anime

64 | TALOFEHELHKIE Protagonist voiced by woman

65 | FEMm Not for sale

66 | Nscripter Programmed in Nscripter

67 | ZEFE Programmed in Yoshiyoshiri

68 |H7=A—>3avHY Has porn animation

69 | DVD-PG iRE Y Has DVD-PG release

70 | T4 RV LREHRAIEE/ Y FE) Can be run without disk patch required
71 | T4 XY LRAEBRA(FIEIDFH) Can be run without disk from the start
72 | cDDA Evaluated by CDDA

73 | BEEE Depiction of pubic hair

74 | BHE/ Raising simulator
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75 | Yaqy BB Meant for joypad

76 | LRV Y —CEE Fixed in full screen mode

77 | FE&ENR Withdrawn from sales after release
78 | EEFELH Voice actors unknown

79 | Vista BifETl Can be run on windows vista

80 | vista EMEFT] Cannot be run on windows vista
81 | T7x¥U bk CGEH) hy bFA Sound effects cannot be skipped
82 ZRT— L Otome game

83 | MEMH Sold with a magazine

84 | ARSI H E LA Only the protagonist has sex

86 | BEREEL No alternative options

87 | NYIUIYSIURRARBY HP—V) Background voices in porn scenes
88 | 7AEE - HERE Ahegao moaning face

89 | EALHKE/BE Protagonist crossdresses

90 BAEVTF—L Typing game

91 T7UT1RIHY Has expansion pack

92 | B (ZFIDFFTMEEAS 4000 FLAT) Budget release (price never above 4000yen)
93 B D FFEAHHEH BRI 4001~7000 F Price at release is 4001-7000yen (plus tax)
94 | ovAFY (k18 ) Has non porn OVA

95 AV KR—LBERY Depicts condoms

9% | /a®HY Has guro

97 | BRERLES Soul sucking game

98 Jza—TFLERHY Has remastered release

99 IO7eHY Has eroge release

100 | Ry o BRESHY Has pack release

101 | 5Z&ED( Y Transforming heroine

102 | B&REELL Part of bundle release

103 | ZALRY Y —VET7ARY MLEE Fullscreen mode has fixed aspect ration
104 | 74 FEEEE Widescreen resolution fixed

105 | 94 K - R T 7EEYIER Can be changed to widescreen
106 | 7=AZEDS— LR Adapted from anime series

108 | BD-PG kB Y Has Blueray release

109 | UMD-PG kRE Y Has UMD release

110 | BELHY Depicts blindfolds

111 | W@ - ARRESH Y Internal body shots
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112 | BEFKFE School for young maidens

113 | EAREHY (T4 R) Voiced protagonist full voiced

114 | JCRC(BRAZ 1) Evaluated by JCRC

115 | BHET No longer distributed

116 | AKBE Body moadifications

117 | YU-RIS Programmed in Yu-ris

118 | LiveMaker Programmed in Livemaker

119 | Ny T TSIV FRAREY HP—2 ) Voiced extras outside of porn scenes
120 | 7(32bit)BIfEET Can be run on Windows 7 32bit

121 | 7(64bit)BIfETT Can be run on Windows 7 64bit

122 | xp BifEA] Can be run on Windows xp

123 | win2k BifET] Can be run on Windows 2k

124 | RPGY Y —IL Made in rpgmaker

140 | 90— FERGEDH Download only release

141 | RBEFFREE Uncensored vulgar language

153 | 7(64bit)BH{EARTT Cannot be run on Windows 7 (64bit)
154 | Windows7 3tFGhR#% Y Has Windows 7 version

156 | R RHAIGHREY Has smartphone version

164 | tExik Sex change

165 | 7O 74 ~— MERAYFHY Has patch removing activation system
166 | 79 714 ~— RN Has time limited activation

167 | 7RI Full voiced

168 | EX v DA KA ZXHY Only main characters are voiced

169 | KEF Y SOHKRARBHY Only female characters are voiced
181 | 8 BfF I Can be run on Windows 8

182 | 8 EnfEwI(32bit DH) Can be run on Windows 8 32bit only
284 | #orO— FERFEHE Y (JL— k) Has download version single character route
322 | 10 BEwl Can be run on Windows 10

332 | XU OISOV RRARGEL (HY—) No background voices in porn scenes
377 | TEY—UAYTIILEAL3D Porn scenes in real-time 3d

384 | /RSA4XHY Has novelization

385 | AzhS1XFY Has manga adaptation

392 | TOSERY Has binaural erotic sound performances
404 | ArtemisEngine Programmed in artemisengine

412 | E-mote Has e-mote system
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422 | 77T vtk Includes fanbook

423 | RESE - 772 TvoHY Has concept art book

427 | 85 0L h— FEHR Comes with product version dl card
484 | 745/ ELE— Programmed in Tyranobuilder

485 | Unity Programmed in Unity

486 | Ethornell Programmed in Ethornell

487 | 11 EpfEwl Can be run on Windows 11

488 | Z¥FHEHY Depicts impregnation
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Al.2. Table of Evaluations

ID POV 4 Translation (short)
1 | BHTITERD Porn just porn (nukigg)
2 | BRETE Bad aftertaste
3 | F—LEOHIAETHNT—LA Never gets tiring
4 | OE9oRL, RYEDL. COT—L, Long
6 | BGMIZhiBh(*-) Good background music
7 | AvTURBIAS— Intellectual
9 | N—=FRALRERNSEL (FER) Hard-boiled
10 | IATAERDEVEZET— L Comedy
12 | EATHHRCEN, BTEDL. 20754 Short
13 | EARHLER Beautiful
14 | 270489 — Fantasy
16 | &7 — Little sister
17 | BED7ALDHBT—L Requires Patch
22 | AVESMLGIOS— GEBMEZED) Immoral (incest, etc.)

23 | ROES Soul Impacting
24 | BIBEIT N o ER (F—L) Disappointment
27 | ERTI—DOHER Mystery
28 | TOS—HLEICEHOEIER For beginners
29 | EALLS—L Good character voices
30 | REWE Growth
33 | RS — Moe
3 | FYSERYECHEELSRNS—LA Immersive World Building
35 &) AT—7 - RIREG>TLSHER Drugs
36 | EOAULEHEBILIZKS Heroine wakes protagonist
38 | &l Y ECRfEmE Failed Masterpiece
39 | NTHT— Many Bugs
40 | AL —L Good Songs
42 | AR Existentialist
43 | BHOXBT—L Excellent visuals
44 | B - RS — - GEY Horror/Ghost Stories
45 | BEMNRBT— L Good supporting cast
46 | 54 FLOBWS—L Title
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47 | L—E—HBELV! (TOBERKR<) Good cutescenes (except porn cutscenes)
48 | RENLoMYEIRSA TS S — LA Good Narratives

50 | FFRI(BY) Lolita

51 | fifR. UAASVERBTLA Lzl Needs Sequel

52 | EAE > THLN! Voices don't fit characters
54 | #ERF— Older woman

55 | IRIERE Y AViRiE All settings

56 | $0OTGo! Blowjob

57 | ¥FUFRLBWT—L Good Scenario

59 | &xd Yaoi/Boys Love

60 | AtoEnA UABAE (ARSI OE DL Vi) Non-human Heroine

61 | B>—v - ZEABHYET Great scenes great writing
62 | EEALEBTLC TBE] ARELHET—L Corruption from madonna to whore
63 | EBA UHERFA HEA) Foreigner Heroine

64 | —BAITHEOH TRV —L4 Not for the general public
65 | MLRYT—L Soothing

66 | A1 FEA... Maid

67 | BEILf- CaLTlLELR) F—ALA Inspiring

68 | FHRT O — Pregnancy

70 | TR LEBAEWNT —L Programming Technology
72 | EABAHE AL No good

75 | ¥TE/EDODOLVFAI—Ya Y Bestiality tentacles trash
78 | T¥X k GOOD Good prose

80 | HY—2DHB2EDFANSFNND &5 Many Girls

81 | CGAELWF—L Beautiful CG

83 | B - Bk - BT — Kimono Miko Hakama
84 | B=bAKHT...(8#H) Gang Rape

86 | #—LNFUREFHET S POV Game balance

88 | &7 — Utsuge

89 (BCMA D) BORT— L Hot Blood

91 | RAVET BT —L(RALADHEYT—L) Scat

96 | 7= AHLRW ! (ZOEERKL) Good animation (non-H)
97 | MEYDEWNT—L Bad Narrative Structure
98 | AU TFIT A HEL (FFDAELY) Unoriginal

99 | T4 AU LRIEE OK(ABC [ZHIEEE) Diskless Booting
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100 | #HE—HEEOA O NBS—L4 Domineering Mistress
103 | FhisLELL ! H-scenes Unneeded

105 | 18 &4 5 TIXORKADYIEE Story untellable to generalist audiences
106 | #1722 HF % &T VRAEN Bad pacing

108 | BEAH BT —L Lactation

109 | ERET—IZLTWL B Y —L Madness

110 | > FUAEBETADNAS VRARL Balance of Porn and Plot
112 | Fv S OALLKBEBHIRL Good Character Sprites
113 | HEERHES LMESR Difficult

114 | ARV I DLE High System Requirements
116 | N\ATF— Super Silly Game

117 | EQEEEHRTES., F0T1 AL Manly Man

120 | RiE->TLW\WVEH Family

121 | ZOFR* Lesbian

122 | %o &l Captivity Training

124 | ZOFIZEbOIhBL S Bullied by women

126 | E5— Summer

127 | BERLAHESI ML LWL D Virgin Sex

128 | = —2FEFDT— L4 Only one goal

131 | YR TLAEHES —L Innovative System

132 | VU T#%. XRUNDEELH Fun outside main story
133 | #v A EZARBAGTIOS— Huge Breasts

134 | BAMGERS UANET—L Attractive heroine

135 | BEnTL B4 Buried masterpiece

137 | COF v SV —HBFHR (FFFEMIC, SHEL) Bad Offensive Character
139 | #EK I ZDEA FLEZT-D ! Outlandish title

143 | BEHLEHH Jealousy

144 | &5— Spring

145 | 45— Autumn

146 | &45— Winter

148 | HFKR - ARTLHIZRECZAHY Sex with Clothes

150 | Y 7ILIERERE Near Future

151 | &1 HE Countryside

152 | ThFEYIZH) CHEXTHRLER Too Convenient Situations
155 | EET LA 55— L Painful to play
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156 | B&=5E& Villain

157 | BE#EE (o—V) HHIRM Combat

163 | T4 J7 | HEY! Academy

167 | TRBHAICFRSFv5F Mysterious World

169 | ZA4OFE Strange habit

172 | AifEE o TH DS Better played after prequel
174 | EEMZ ., EROFH Four Seasons

176 | BR! #EERRLELE (W XT—) Landmine work

177 | DISEBAY FIUF (R4 LEB+HESRPESEELES) Memorable bad ending
180 | £EP—UhRWL Long common scenes
182 | AFHEE# /S — L Difficult distribution
185 | BK(sLoI) Pissing

190 | BET 1+ RV HWME Disk required

192 | BAMLKEBERAT X+ 59 5 — Attractive but unconquerable
193 | EALHYN MILIZERLN ! Strong

194 | BEREREDEWNT—L Heavy foreshadowing
198 | #&A N@X] Fairy Tale

200 | 3PRLENVHA Threesome

205 | v 55— Yarige

211 | EmohEM Cuckold

214 | BAIZBEN IS4 CH Childhood friend

216 | 7HILSEXDH B 47— L Anal

219 | "Hhy TR Idiot Couple

225 | BEELILX L2 DHBT—L Masturbation

226 | BEBSA.. Nurse

229 | ®EEFTY LR (ES-) Princess

235 | FAEN - WRGEX Y SI2—DBIET DT —L Freak

236 | BEifEE. REALDHLHET—L Married/Widow

238 | SMDH BT —L SM

240 | VA o T—IHER Twin-tail

244 | IR4E.. BRER... Glasses Girl

245 | SFEIITOS—L Science Fiction

250 | =, LA T Humiliation

253 | KD HDRHE I Strong girl/Tsundere
254 | #EY UTIEH BT —L(FF/NLEE) Best played in a certain order
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258 | Bh¥yyaz 1 {OT 4 R4AEALT Parody

261 | BT BH2HE. SABL. FUET Miscellaneous

262 | EIRBHEIRK Impressive choices

263 | FIHEEAE 1Y Twins

270 | BE2ELEIXRDH BT —L Secret Extra

276 | MEWEE Pure love

279 | BRBEDORWNT—LA Semen

287 | ZABGROME (FITBH) OHHEHR Love triangle

298 | BARHEMNRES LL! Feelies included

309 | 72F U TTESRBKLL Futanari

310 | ik Sisters

311 | e BOBEFR Treats protagonist like little brother
314 | Bo>&DFE Fighting Girls

317 | ¥ E/ SBEX ! Kemonomusume

318 | FUADER (FERFIFIVFOEZE) Easy to understand

343 | 1XFELDRDF Comics

346 | BELER Stores

350 | —#HIzEREAS Bath together

356 | Yy EVY - RILFHA b - EHES Multiple points of view
359 | AL T FE—O— Anti-hero

362 | FUOR - RAFYIHA Dumb girl/Naive character
363 | HOMEEOSI D DWEYT—L Pampering

367 | R4 A LUR-RTFvE— Violence/Splatter

369 | ZELD (KESRF) Cross-dressing

377 | 1 *Fxzv¥dE0qY Makeover

379 | EAREFETET! Irresistible/Has Harem
399 | BR7zF (BD Foot Fetish

402 | BARIREmLK ! Cousin

412 | EBA D E—HOEFNELL Everyday Life with Heroine
415 | ERELGREX Y SINESTEHT5— L4 Expressionless

416 | EBA D DO—AFRH T T1FELLD TR Bokko Daughter

420 | A=V U TICEESHY Requires All Routes Cleared
424 | BRoR-BEiEd & Magical Girl

426 | TEREED) AENREGIES Club Activities

441 | TETLA - FETHDH BT —L Molestation
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459 | "RV ITDHBT—L Silly Song

465 | X%k Female Teacher

468 | Fv THESENRMAIEAT Special Place

470 | B - ERT LI DHBT—L Exposure play

476 | RERTETE From Friends To Lovers
486 | a8, LERFYS Shota

493 | AR -EROMEH S L FUF (rasvze-meEsmsm) | Game should be read with attention
501 | S RTL - HHELTE (3 A MER) System is Bad

502 | CGh. ENAHD (T AL Fisiw) CG is messy

503 | #£A2B - B&BLLEDS UANE S —L Low-key

504 | RVY VI BREADGHBR b—1)— Thrilling

505 | HHERATS EQA UHNBAK Yandere Mental Breakdown
506 | 35 EOA UABAK Singing heroine

507 | "% - HEEEQA Y Sickly weak

508 | KELTEEER B AHEQIY Misfortunate

509 | A&k HERQT Y Prostitution

510 | miEAGZER A > Sisterly

511 | XD EHE Servant

512 | COF - COEIAERLN ! Hot Song/Tune

513 | /RBLD Yy YR, O - DRk Nostalgic

514 | F% (ob#%) OHWEAL! (ABCREITEE ) Good After Sex Scenes
515 | B¥dseOq Y Cross-dressing

516 | #Y - MRDH BT —L Bondage/Restraint
517 | KADTE T LA Toy Play

518 | ¥5FN - RT R Scantily Clad

519 | BENOXDTF Bronze Suntan

520 | FOULHYAXDEDS Y Tiny (Fairy-like)

521 | MM RVIZRECHHY Tittyfuck

522 | #BR - YA Fav hA—LTERA V&R Hypnosis

523 | BOEN 2 BB (25 E—BER) Young Lady

524 | KBEIZTEDYDHZT —L Swimsuit

525 | 7o RAA F - RLAVILRGANED R Artificial Girl

526 | ZERIZBNII! Committee Chairman
527 | RO U HhBAM Black Hair

528 | ERIL— FAYH A One Route is Bad
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529 | BEAEL Lots of Profanities

530 | HEELVWEE@EAERSA Y Strict Heroine

531 | FELEHFYILEOHI—URH BT —L Explicit content involving gross men
532 | BEbLYHOf Y Heroine becomes evil

533 | RI-BITFH(RAN). ZBERIEKA(FHE) Character older than appearance suggests
534 | TOHEMNRL! Good Erotic Cutscenes

559 | EHY Cuckolding

618 | A% Small breasts
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Al.3. Table of Evaluation descriptions

ID Description (Japanese)
1 | TOw, 0EF5IaL, ChESHTIELTLTHALT D, LV F—LEEHTHELT,
IVTFAVTEDRTHRBE LK BOMUTHIC WABL Aotz MBALDEN S, ANLI YL E -1
2 | EESLET LA BOBRNEN S EREBRLTESL, THAZRATFEZISVWS30LE B ER,
IOF—RARETE, BREZENTHESFES—LHAEAEL, RLEBETLA LTLTHREDI AL, &Y
3 RBLILAICTHZ ENB4D,
PYFLDHEFEDWA, BABNEDSEL, 2TLI3A. LWOBHLIDEZDY —LlL, BROZLHEAIC
F. BEBELVAL»HEVD? >TRIS—L4L, TENFEIADMIA—LIITHIWVETILIADTETD
4 | TLABBLREERNICELEBRZEO TV EEFELS8EICLRZOTHYH-1TT,
COF—LDOBGM [FEITMLAA4 1 EWVWS LD, BERMICR—AILHIEIBREETS, HR—HI/ILEOFFEIE T3
6 RULWF—L] DEFES TH-)/
T2 DEFE, RBFE. HELLE, MR EEEOHIANE-IOS—DEFESBEOLET., LGH. ZHME. &
7 | RISESEHMBAECONTIE POV BT 3245, SABL. FJET | OESITBELLET
AT —ORES =D TEDLLS —L] TIEEW! BIZIEY —IL&N— FEEIZEAMMNERET 5/\— KR
AN RGERLBISIIRVEDTE, Yv—THUNKZRLSE L TAEN—FRSIL FERBEHLGERE
9 | BRLTHTESL,
LN F UL EBRT IRAERO—D (hELhGL.) FZI¥r T, ARy Yyyas, LlTh
KKADT—LOEFEBBLLET, Eo6IT. AATAERICES>TIUFIVANRZEZNIA D BT
HLELANDERVERBVES, AZVHLHEAELTEYECSA BBLYE, BRICEETRLARVNER
10 | 5 cAZESHD LALGL, BAMICEZEZ20
PYIZLHEELLD, H2oEVSEIZBDOTLE 2Tz, 2 TWIA, BATRY 2—ADNSSHAEZD
F—LlE, BRDZVHEATH, bEMBTERVALPEVD? 2TRSF—L, - TLERANRI YT
F(Y TENREIADMIA=LI IV THIWETILIDTETO T LA BEGEEEKRNICELZHEEED
12 | TWREFEL8EIZELZDTHY BV TT,
13 | BASHTEBRTLENES A, LA AYIVNERLEZPDERD ! !
14 | 2708 —EREBRLTESL, A~CHEI7UVES—EROEAVTRY ST TIESL,
ZOSLHEMEDEAS LB THATIN, —AIZORENELD T TERE0A] RUZAIZET S
16 | EETHATNEF v S EERICHTES T—LRE. BRICAVDT—LZZHFLTTELY,
COBEBIDETL L, N—VaVERBLTIESD, CHABEVLET. A BEI7AILRE (B
ARE. YVTRAZETLAIZEENHSERGLD) B BEI7AIIDBALHEREORHE (DRTLHEE
17 | %) C:BEI7AILHER BRFERFETLAIIEBENGVERELIO) XEBUTEELHE, LIEE
22 | EEMICIENG 21 E. BB —L)EMS oK HED, IRLENKSIT, EHRBHEDL CICERBVET
MBETLA LIS —LDFTHINEFFRMICHE] EBSF—LERFTIESL, ZOPOV RS —L4
23 | NERICEREHETERES VIMTTEIOMENTT ., ERERMEC THEYBVEGTEFOALITE,
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—RIFHEDSLMER L Y BN KELFEELEBADMERLEVITYTLTELZNEERVET, HRD
BULMEREANICKELGEEESZAONDEREERLINESLS EVWSIEZAMNBERLEL-, SV ERERIT-FE
DRESE, WOERTHELL ZOEGTHRINFLESEASFEVSHBEREZFELTIFELLTY, ASVIE
ZOHER>TLEEL,

Nyr—URT, #EOFHEZRT. OHP 2R T, bFE-OHMEEFVTHFEL TEOIZE>THE=L TA
&, Sh~) EBofF—L, F [RY] ARBIZEFT—LORTRESh TGN -7 — L, %E

24 | OXINTA~CEAALTLLEEL,

PLABTOR) v IBHY EZLTRET IBEBOEERTORBELOLETTEL, EEDERTOIRT —2f%
EHESEVSDNZDPOVDEETY, BL. BREZOMTEDORIBRL TS ENBROEHT

27 | T. BRLTLWEVLLDICELTRARS— 0T 7 U8 S—RPOVEERLTWEE TS EHEYHNTT,
MLDESADBIZ, STOMEHNSHELDTILIEOHZIEEL LTORBELEEITFTEVEZVLERVET,
RA Y MME, EZBEOTHEOBVMEREREINTE2OTHEL, HLETLHALEDORRTHERZETESRE S ITDA
FTELWERBVEYT, HEEBE. codE#, 41U SUMER. BRZEDILTHITLEAEL, MLE

28 | BRIZTLA LTEM 2= (FLA L=hof) ERGE, @M FRVERA,

29 | FEOXVYR T4 VvIRERASVNIOS—
AR—Y—ZBLTEAR, EOA VEEFZAPHAVERHTFTTHEL TOSKHELNRICELER. HDHL
FRAANERRE LTV BEOTTEROCEREOMENSNRICEIEREBRLTIESL, ABCRERRK

30 | RLTWK ZENDRVENIREEZXRATEREEZSELLET,

BWAHEADERA UHBYEL SALGEREND THAS—] EVS00. BREAZEQS DOV F AP
RS VEBENYRICIFFEYELYBERELDS TBHRT—1 BOM, EnK THRY—1 ELWbnBEICIEE
DEEFREETLATIATAEINTHRLE Y LET, &W52ET, SCTRECIEhofEEIZC

33 | b, [TNTESLLHAT—) &BEAT—ELTHHOGEREHFTATLESL,

A=) —DENRITHEDEESILYH, ZORRISEO TV EVEBRZI DL I U —LEBRLTIESL,

34 | IAVMCZE, BHEAPERYECEHRE, TR, REORSZRABLTLES,

35 | EEFE o AKER, EYhE. ABORIE, BE. HRGEE A VIR T — L,
T—LOBADEETIEIRMELL, BEFT For V=25 HFEARZEAS VHBELIEC LTS MAGEICS
VIR PDHBEREBRATLEZEL, ERICES>TELLIZ?ADI(HENHIN L LIFEEAN. Thi

36 | FLBBERBREWVNSIZETTYITLET
CCEZARTNIEAE! BAMCEKEREFERLEIZTANISEVGHEZ LTWADETFE, COBMASZIS5H-T
WHIEE S EFHAN B o =DIZ - « - EVS LS BBE—SFRIOELIMERZRETFTT S, HXEAE

38 | IAVFTEORABH EMEAMBRLENERA TV EETFLEHYENTT,

NIDNRE, TOFEETIE, FolF—LILELT, BEI7ALELTTERELoHL, HESAITA

39 | —H—DREARTENET—L,

40 | A—TZo9F—<. TUTA VT T3, BARSRES LUV —L4

42 | ELEOBBTHYBT A F—)—ICE>TAEZZRSIE D —L, AAVEY,

43 | BEMR. EEOREBREL. £ RENSEHELTVE S —LA
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44

ETY, BEVLWRIEEHKTT, RUS—OFHIL MG —LEEDHTHELELS, (COPOVIFEIZHELNT
LDTY, )

45

FARDRAPRE., FRBEADOY TXv5F BRTHYGHNSFHFICFIERLEOS VULED FRBERET
CNEBBEANMDNST—L%E

46

BITEVADRVWWERSI R A MLOT =LY, JUTLERIC [COTF—LIZIEIORA MLLAGEWN &
BABLSBT—L%E

47

OPTEL—E—- ADV//NA—F - NILI—UHE, FHI—VDL—E—NLLLTETVDT—LERRFL
TLEZWL, SUI2TE TROBEOHBES] NRHORE) TERLORN FORETHEBELLET.
(EE] HO— U 2EHET 215&1E TTOFHELARWN ! ] CERLTIEIL, 72 ADKESOHHHNRY
Tn [PZARRWD ! (TOBERKRC) EHFITERLTIEE,

48

RONTRBEPRRICIE>B YRR, HBHIFE. T5VST L0 ERBLTMELTLES. TALY
— L,

50

ZDSBHEMNITEHESS ER>TVNEDICHIILITEL. B, #AH, BAOREICFEEIZAZALSE-
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Al.4. Table of translated evaluation descriptions

ID POV Description (Translated)
1 | Porn, just porn. What we’d do without it (nukige)?
Use this to register works that not only did not end well, but also left you with a bad aftertaste, a sense of
2 regret. Maybe those games aren’t that bad, right?
It’s a porn game, but playing it makes you forget about time. You can play it for a long time and never
3 | gettired of it, it can withstand repeat playthroughs.
A good game but it seems to never end. Not good for people with a job which do not have a lot of time.
If possible, it would be helpful if you could include in the comments the specific time it took you to
4 complete the game or the time it took you to complete the whole game.
The background music in this game is great! Vocal songs are excluded, those should be rated under
6 | “Good Songs”
Catalogs games with intellectual themes such as philosophy, psychology, folklore, science. For trivia and
hobbyist knowledge use the ‘miscellaneous’ POV. Use the miscellaneous field to register the kind of
7 knowledge that may be gained and how it is delivered to you.
‘Bishojo games’ are not exclusively comprised of moe games and crying games! Sometimes there are
hard-boiled works with cool & hard characters which might be good every once in a while.
Use the POV to record these hard-boiled works filled to the brim of hard-boiled elements that give them
9 | their sharp edge.
Laughter is one of the basic ingredients that make up a scenario (I suppose). Use this to record games
with funny gags, exquisite bokke/tsukkomi routines, or that are just plain funny. It would also be good if
you can write in the comments whenever the scenario is good because of its comedic elements. A: Lots
of laughter through the entire game. B: More quality funnies than quantity and not necessarily through
10 | the game, but they are funny. C: Your mileage may vary, depends on the person.
Games that start nicely but are over in a flash. This game’s just small. Even people with a job with not a
lot of free time to play it may not be satisfied with it. Sorry, just copying from the original. If you can, it
12 | would be great if you register the specific time it took you to reach full completion
13 | Games which are cool even from a man’s point of view
14 | Fantasy works go under this. Sort A-C according to how many fantasy elements are present.
I thought someone would make it but it doesn’t seem so * . Register games you like where you can
16 | have sex with a character who calls you ‘big brother’ [oniisan] or similar terms.
Vital information — check the game’s version, please. A: patched files required due to issues (unstable
operation, not clearable, etc.) B: Patched files are between required and recommended (system
improvement, etc.) C: Patched files are recommended (typos and other minor things that do not interfere
17 | with play). If multiple items apply, priority is given to the highest priority.
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22

It is immoral, but it’s ok because it’s fiction (a game). Do not imitate (incest goes here as well).

23

Register games you think are exceptional. This POV is to grade works based on the impact they had on
you. Hopefully, you’ll also pick works which are less complete and cannot be highly rated, but you
nevertheless think are better than highly acclaimed works. This POV is based on the idea that a high-
scoring work and a work capable of impact people are two different things. Don’t go overboard with A-

ranks, however.

24

Games giving high expectations after looking at packages, magazine ratings, OHP and hearing
impressions from the streets, but then become a disappointment after buying. Also includes video games
whose selling point was not fully demonstrated within the game. Use A to C depending on how much it

disappointed you.

27

The purpose of this POV is to record mysteries in the broad sense of the word, not just the focus on
catching a culprit or solving a puzzle. For mysteries remaining unsolved at the end of the game, please

use the ‘horror’ or ‘fantasy’ POVs.

28

Please record your recommendations as veteran gamers. The point is not to just list the best or highly
rated works, but to make a list of games for newcomers. Reasons may range from being an origin work,
a work that cannot not be discussed when talking about the era, the beginning of a creator’s good streak,

a work you were happy to play (I wish you did) when you were a beginner and so on.

29

Erotic games with good voice performances by well casted voice actors

30

Record works which leave a lasting impression of the character growing and developing through the
story, or games which leave a lasting impression by depicting the anguish and conflict of reaching

adulthood. Use the ABC criteria including the degree of pleasant impression left by the coming of age.

33

Is this a ‘moe game’ because it has many heroines with moe elements, or is it one because scenarios and
traits are everywhere? Without privileging one criterion over the other, record games which are ‘true

moe games’ and would recommend as such.

34

Record games that make you want to immerse within their world instead of only wondering where the
story is going. Describe the world around the characters, the background and the setting in the

comments.

35

Games that deal mainly with human experimentation involving drugs, drug addiction, destruction of

personality, hypnosis, insanity, etc.

36

Record games where the scene where the sleepy/goofy protagonist is waken up gently by the heroine.
Depending on the work, waking up might not be so gently, but we’ll accept that as an expression of

affection.

38

If it only was good in that aspect, this game would be a masterpiece! Record games that you personally
rate as a good work or close to being one, but could have been rated higher if one part had been better. If

possible, register the flawed portion or your personal recommendation in the comments.
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39

Bugs are the worst. As it stands, the game doesn’t work, or does not function appropriately even if

patched. Games that clearly shows the negligence of the manufacturer.

40

A game with great vocal performances (opening theme, ending theme, and insert songs).

42

A game that makes you think about life through a story oscillating between life and death. Memento

mori.

43

A game that makes full use of screen effects and sound effects, and is full of sense in its presentation.

44

Summer. Summer means ghost stories. Record games with thriller and occult themes/plots. (This POV

was created in the summer.)

45

Games with supporting characters such as friends and family of the main character, non-capturable sub-

characters, etc.

46

Games with cool titles, or games which make you think that ‘there can be no other title’ after

completion.

47

Record games with well made movies of non-erotic scenes, such as OP trailers, ADV segments, battle
scenes etc. Evaluate games based on the overall quality of the game, following criteria such as ‘quality
of animation’, ‘quality of direction’, ‘tempo of music’ etc.

Note: Erotic scenes should be evaluated with the ‘Good Erotic Cutscenes’ POV. If it’s only animation

that impresses you, record the game under ‘Good animation (non-H)’.

48

Foreshadowing is perfectly resolved at the game’s end. You’ll be convinced by the resolution.

50

We hoped someone would bring this up eventually, but no one did. C’mon guys, let’s be honest about
our desires (lol). Regarding ranks: A is a main loli character. B. Loli main character but worse than A. C.
No loli main character but there’s this something worth seeing. It’s up to you to decide how loli the

character is.

51

Record games whose setting/worldview makes us want a sequel, games that makes us want to play the
full version, and games that makes us want the remake of an old work. Regardless of whenever sequels
or expansion packs are actually there, record games that you’d like to play. Award A to C on the basis of

how much you want to play such a game.

52

Games with voices that ruin a scenario or the whole game. Examples include voices that make you

wince at first listen, voice actors with no acting skills or laughable insert songs.

54

Being spoiled by a cute older sister, wanting to be lead gently, wanting to be toyed with by an adult’s sex

appeal, etc. A game with a lovely and naughty older sister.

55

Record games that do not spare expenses in areas outside the main story and possess a full range of
quality-of-life functions for your erotic game experience. Examples include full environment settings
(e.g., speed setting in auto mode, speed of skipping, etc.), complete recollection mode, a functional but

nice text box, some interesting bit during installation, startup and shut down, etc.
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Good games with nice blowjob scenes (because it’s the default these days) A: I can’t think of this game

without the blowjob scenes. B: Plenty of erotic and nice blowjob scenes!! C: There are blowjob scenes

56 | with potential, worth taking a look at.
57 | Record games with cool scenarios!
59 | Record porn games with BL elements, A for full porn CG, B for ED only, and C for atmosphere only.
60 | Record games with heroines which are not human according to the game’s setting.
61 | Games with great scenes and dialogues, Worth seeing, regardless of the game’s quality.
Record games where you can see a heroine change through erotic training. It involves well defined
processes of disgust, embarrassment, shame before a final confession of being actually a whore, slut,
slave, and a collapse of her personality. The process is very important. If the change is sudden, or there is
a contradiction in the process, such as the heroine being disgusted at times and lewd at other times, it
62 | will be marked as X. The heroine’s psychological change and the consistency of it are important.
Record games with attractive heroines who are foreigners. Half/Quarter are also acceptable if they come
63 | off as foreign. Use ABC criteria on the basis of how likeable the heroine is.
Record games which come off as gross, or popular only with one group of people. These games are too
64 | difficult.
65 | Games that soothe the heart in terms of story, world view, characters, etc.
Recently, I thought suddenly about who might be the maid character that is stealing everyone’s
popularity? Rank games by how wonderful the maids are. Please comment which character if possible.
66 | A.Best! | fell in love! B. Recommended. C. ...some people might like it.
67 | Record games that moved you or made you cry (nukigé).
Minako Saito’s novel, Ninshin shosetsu [A novel of pregnancy] inspired me. While porn games are
68 | based on having sex, some might consider the pregnancy afterwards. Love live babymaking!
While it’s hard for lay people to evaluate how advanced technology might be, record games that you feel
70 | are highly advanced. Don’t compare them with generalist games though (* ;.
A game with good heroines and scenario, but the protagonist character is bad enough to lower the
game’s rating. Examples include characters who might be too arrogant or too timid, or a personality that
72 | does not fit in the story.
75 | Record games with niche, trash situations such as outdoor play with bugs, bestiality, and tentacles.
78 | Record games with excellent written prose. Prose, not the scenario. Works with excellent prose.
Please register the works that have a lot of heroines with H-scenes without worrying about the possibility
of winning them over or their scenarios. ABC criteria marks the number of girls who appear in the game
80 | and how much they leave an impression.
Record games with beautiful CG. It doesn’t matter if it’s the character illustrations or the background,
81 | butit’s helpful if you could write whenever it’s one or another in the comments. Also, in the past many
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games had a resolution of 640x480, but recently this has risen to 800x600, and it should also be

included. Even if you haven't played the full game, rate the trial version if you think the CG is beautiful.

83

Record games featuring kimono fetishes, in which kimonos, miko costumes, or hakama are the main

items

84

Record games where heroines are played around with. Rate on the basis of eroticism or how disgusting it

is.

86

This is a POV to rate the game balance of RPG-like games and games where you can raise and lower
parameters. If you give a ‘C’ rating and write whenever the game is too easy or too difficult you’ll make

a lot of people happy.

88

As the name suggests, record games that make you feel depressed during or after playing. Depression

can be simply a feeling of sadness or loneliness, don't take it too seriously (utsuge).

89

Moe in a heartwarming is good, but we also look for games featuring an ‘hot-blooded’ worldview,
scenarios and scenes showing ‘hot’ blood and spirit. Examples include burning battles with rivals and
unbreakable determination to carry out justice. Some might feature hot-blooded battles, but those should
be recorded as "impressive battle descriptions (scenes)". Record works that are "hot-blooded" in terms of

scenario, scenes, characters, etc. ABC is for that passion!

91

Record games with scatological depictions.

96

Record games with well-done animated sequences that are not H-scenes. Full animation is rare in porn
games, and even OP movies and small cut-ins are valuable. Evaluate games based on picture quality,
smoothness of movement etc. We are mainly interested in 2D animations.

Note: If you would like to rate H scenes, please register under ‘Good Erotic Cutscenes’! If the movie is
comprehensively excellent as a movie, please register it in "Good Movies (except porn scenes)’ if the

video is great overall.

97

A game whose ‘twist’ and ‘conclusion’ do not serve their purpose. They are either too hasty, puzzle
solving is shoddy, and it is, in general, an unconvincing substation for the missing parts. A game that

fails to impress, not what | expected

98

Record games where you cannot feel originality in the scenario or its development, or games which are
derivative or patchworks. In this case, a comment on the original story is helpful. Rate the game with an

A if you think the game is very similar to other games, and C if it is somewhat similar to other games.

99

Record games with diskless booting. Works with some restrictions are also acceptable but the ABC are
meaningless if you cannot play the game satisfactorily. The ABC criteria are as follows:

A: No effect on music, voice, etc.

B: Some functions such as music, voice, etc. are missing, but the game is playable (CD-DA, etc.)

C: Other limitations that detract significantly from the game’s enjoyment.
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The game should meet the recommended specs from the manufacturer, be fully installed and require no
special operations. If patches are needed, please state it in the comments. (By the way, | think the

information will be more reliable when used in conjunction with the attribute "diskless bootable™).

100

A domineering mistress, you got me. It fires me up! (It’s not moe). It’s that feeling of splashing someone
with your paint, if you know what I mean. It’s the pleasure and sense of accomplishment when you win
her over. (It’s also cute when she becomes strangely obedient after). Tell me which games have these

characters

103

Although sex scenes are a common feature in 18-restricted games, these games do not seem to require
them. In fact, the presence of sex scenes seems unnatural. These are games that could have been

developed for the general public.

105

While stories full of young adults are good, it is also nice to enjoy stories depicting characters acting and
thinking like mature adults. Record games with many mature characters or games where their deep

knowledge and insight adds depth to the overall scenario in a positive sense.

106

Ideally, scenarios should immerse the reader and possess a good narrative tempo. Unfortunately there are
games that may lose this tempo due to monotonous, repetitive, or redundant descriptions, or due to
broken development, dull patterns, or inadequate game systems or design. These may make us feel
negatively about such works. Use this POV to record games that you could not get through in terms of
reading the scenario, or were rather painful due to the sluggishness of the game. Rate them using ABC

criteria based on the negative impression that poor narrative tempo extends to the whole work.

108

I"d like to see situations where heroines sucks milk coming out of her breast. This might come from
pregnancy, medicine, magic, etc. BISHOP’s pseudo milk is a way to make the screen flashy and is not
treated as milk, so it’s not ok. High school girls and adult women are ok, but if there are elementary
school girls lactating or getting pregnant that’s...ultra-okay. I’d like to drink some good milk from a

healthy girl.

109

Please record any characters whose actions or words or the world of the story make seem crazy or
mentally ruined, or themes dealing with insanity. Record games only when the author clearly wants to

express insanity.

110

I believe that scenario and eroticism are essential for porn games. This POV stems from the idea that,
while it is good to focus on either of those, it is only when both are present that a game can be
considered a ‘porn game’. Record games with good eroticism and a good scenario. I’d like to see games

featuring both a pure love and a humiliation story path.

112

If T have to play a gal game, I’d like to be able to communicate with the girls. One heroine might be
beautiful, but if she’s like a cardboard cutout it’s just not worth it, so I’d like to know if she acts like a
human being. This POV evaluates character sprites. Evaluate games with good visual models and
originality. Register what you notice about the variations of the standing pictures, their quality, and if

they are consistent with the prose.
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113

Record games that are difficult to complete without the help of strategy guides, such as games with strict

conditions to enable choices and script triggers.

114

Record games that require a certain level of specs to run. A somewhat old personal computer is not
enough. Required installation space might be huge, or the requirements for CPU power and memory are

high.

116

Record games whose scenario, characters, setting, and humor are so silly that you can’t resist laughing

(in more ways than one).

117

Feeble protagonists are rife nowadays. Please record games featuring characters who are manly men, and
it has been clearly stated to the audience. All kinds of characters are eligible, including protagonists, sub-
characters, and even minor roles. Record real men: cool dudes with smarts, sweltering hot-blooded

bastards, and those fathers oozing adult charm.

120

There are quite a few good works where the main theme or setting is the ‘family’, where their
amicableness and the strength of their bonds enhance the scenario. Record games with impressive family
ties. Patterns may vary and range from living to together due to actual in-laws or complicated

circumstances. As long as the impression of family is strong, I don’t care about what shape it takes.

121

Who needs men? Anything is possible as long as there’s lesbian play. That’s what I’m talking about.

Rate A and B as you see fit. Use C if the girls do not get too involved with each other.

122

Record games that depict slave training, that kind of games. To that effect, SSD is the ultimate slave
training game. The essential part is the process, and must be depicted in painstaking fashion. A game
where you rape a girl and then just play with her a little bit and she submits is not enough. Drugs are
boring because there is no tension. The prey must be defiant, she must cry and not wanting to play along.
If she gives in easily there’s no fun. The steeper the path is, the more difficult it is, the more satisfying
the sense of accomplishment and satisfaction when you reach the end is. Yeah, that’s right. Also, I think
that the believability of it is one of the most important point, slave training is peculiar, and almost
impossible for it happen in real life. The process is enjoyed differently when the process is believable or
not. Of course it’s much more fun and rewarding when it’s believable. If the partner is positive about the
training from the beginning, you can use whether the situation is intriguing or not as a criterion for

evaluation. Aaalso, there’s the other way around, of being trained rather than train, yes.

124

Record games in which you may enjoy female-led H. Examples include cute older women hunting for

cherry boys, a dominatrix training her underling, and younger men forced to ejaculate.

126

Dazzling sunlight, cicadas chirping, lush green landscapes, wind chimes, going to the seaside,
watermelons, fireworks... Record games set in summer which stir the Japanese’s sense of nostalgia.
Criteria are as follows.

A: The game features summer skillfully in both scenario and direction. The game would not be possible
in any other setting B: The game features summer into the scenario and direction to some extent.

Without summer, the game’s appeal is somewhat diminished. C: it’s set in summer and that’s it.
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127

This POV records games based on the idea that erotic games allow to depict forms of love that generalist
games do not allow. ABC criteria are up to those who record but giving a C for a game that is highly

erotic or features succubae is against the spirit of this POV, use another POV for that.

128

Multiple scenarios have full of drawbacks like being cumbersome to play multiple times and the lack of
overall coherence. This POV record games that have only one final goal. Rating criteria are: A: Games
with only one ending. B: Games with one basic plot, albeit with minor branches. C: multiple endings but

one True End. Up to you!

131

All games use similar systems (like with ADV), however there are games which use a different system.

Record games with unique systems here.

132

Record games with connected works not part of the main title such as post-completion extras, manuals,
fan disks, anthology books, novels, drama CDs, soundtrack, animation etc. ABC evaluation is up to you,
but it should be based on how interesting they are and much they complete the game. Please elaborate

what you’ve liked in the comments section.

133

Record games in which all or most heroines have big breast/tis. Even if they are not realistic, it’s still
romantic and people who don’t like big titties don’t understand that. The conditions don’t matter as long
as there is a world full of busty heroines. ABC criteria rate how much big breast are attractive and how

much you recommend it.

134

Record your favorite heroines and why!

135

Record games that you think are buried masterpieces, games not well know to the public but which

should be appreciated more!

137

Record games with a good scenario or which you’ve enjoyed with a character that you just don’t like.
We don't care about the character's personality, behavior, or thoughts, so if there is a character that you
just can't accept, please rate and comment. ABC criteria are related to how much that character is

damaging your enjoyment of the game.

139

Record games whose title makes you spew what you are eating the moment you hear it. The title is so

outlandish that you hesitate to mention it when making you are making a restaurant reservation.

143

An heroine just steams with jealousy — cute, isn’t it?. Record games with an impressive heroine which

burns with jealousy. ABC criteria relate to how much the heroine’s jealously make you feel moe.

144

Record games with a seasonal feel, which should be played during that season. Record games set in
spring. The criteria are A: The game features spring skillfully in both scenario and direction. The game
would not be possible in any other setting B: The game features spring into the scenario and direction to
some extent. Without spring, the game’s appeal is somewhat diminished. C: it’s set in spring and that’s

it. (It’s the same as summer games).

145

Record games with a seasonal feel, which should be played during that season. Record games set in
autumn. The criteria are A: The game features autumn skillfully in both scenario and direction. The

game would not be possible in any other setting B: The game features autumn into the scenario and
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direction to some extent. Without spring, the game’s appeal is somewhat diminished. C: it’s set in

autumn and that’s it. (It’s the same as summer games).

146

Record games with a seasonal feel, which should be played during that season. Record games set in
winter. The criteria are A: The game features winter skillfully in both scenario and direction. The game
would not be possible in any other setting B: The game features winter into the scenario and direction to
some extent. Without spring, the game’s appeal is somewhat diminished. C: it’s set in winter and that’s

it. (It’s the same as summer games).

148

Uniforms, plain clothes, cosplay, mimic tails, miko uniforms, maid uniforms... Anyway, record games
that it’s worth looking at due to clothed (semi-undressed) sex-scenes. Passionate comments on content

and costumes in H-scenes are enthusiastically welcome.

150

Although they say it’s the future there’s no cellphones, no internet, at best there might be a robot. This is
not the future, is a parallel world. This POVs records games dealing with future connected to the present.

There should be only A ratings, but if you say that’s the future setting feels wrong, give them a C.

151

Students walk to school through footpaths between their homes and everyone knows each other. There
are festival in the fall at the village’s only shrine, and legends and local customs are still there. Record

games set in the countryside, the original place of the Japanese people.

152

Not to be overly critical, but settings, development and situations in this work are so convenient that it
feels wrong. Some is ok, but honestly, it’s not that good, and too much of this degrades the quality of the
scenario, running the whole game. Record games which are so conveniently set that you end up feeling

disgusted, dismayed, or negatively affected by it.

155

Record games that you feel painful to play, as if playing it is almost a chore.

156

Porn games almost always feature villains. Record games with villains that are cold-hearted and ruthless,

the ones that make us think ‘this one’s a real bad guy’.

157

There are many porn games with plenty of impressive battle scenes set in everyday settings, but some of
them are set in an unique world of were fighting is common instead of the rare thing that it is in modern
Japan. | think there are some games that have memorable scenes in those setting. Era, size and the
fictional nature of combatants are all acceptable. Anyway, record games which impressed you for their

‘world of battles’ and its scenes.

163

Porn games set in school are foundational to the porn game genre. Please record works with good
descriptions of school events and slapstick episodes which can only take place at school, from nostalgic
sweet and sour romances to those full of adolescence. (It doesn’t matter if the school is fictional or not,

the ABC criteria are about how much the story was enjoyable as a story set in school).

167

Time loops, incapable of returning to one’s timeline, parallel worlds, shifting personalities, reality and
hallucination. The are many facets to the ‘mysterious world’ setting. However, you’re not supposed to be

familiar with it from the beginning. Better to start with a setting that says "Why is this happening, and
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what's going on? We place particular emphasis on the reality of the psychological descriptions of the

characters who have wandered into the mysterious world.

169

Record games featuring characters with unusual way of speaking, habits or cliches.

172

There are few games which requiring playing the previous titles in the series to fully understand the
story, but there are some where you can get a better understanding of the world if you have played the
previous game or give you some laughs. If playing previous titles make these games more enjoyable,

record them with this POV!

174

Record games spanning multiple seasons. Rate them with an A if you think those are well represented.
Use this as a general reference:

- seasonal clothes such as summer and winter clothes are featured.

- There are events such as New Year’s, the beach, Christmas etc.

- There are seasonal weather conditions such as rainy season, typhoon, snow, etc.

- There are hot and cold seasons.

- Simulation of strategy and management for more than one year (seasonal)

- School life for almost one year.

176

A game that makes you intensively regret buying it. Include everything from blatant traps to cleverly
camouflaged one. Give an A rating with nuclear mines, a B for anti-personnel mines and C for

unexploded ordnance.

177

My secret suspicion is that ratings within this POVs are heavily influenced by good or true endings.
However that are bad endings that are better than good and true endings. Record games that have tasteful
bad endings. A : Exceeds True(Good) End B : Like True(Good) End C : Not as good as True(Good)

End, but still worth a look. Do not spoil the true or normal endings.

180

Record games with extensive common routes before one can enter a character’s route and that have few

segments that change after repeated play.

182

Games that cannot be purchased at ordinary stores due to special distribution channels, such as ddjinshi
games, games distributed as gifts, and games sold exclusively through mail order. The harder the game is
to obtain, the higher the rank should be. Comments on how to get the game and its nature (doujinshi, not

for sale, expensive software, limited edition, etc.) are welcome.

185

This is about pissing (LOL...couldn’t find it in my POVs so I made one). There are many variants, so

it’s useful to know what kind of play is. Record those games here.

190

While there’s a POV for games that are ok without CD, if this is not recorded, we do not know if the CD
is required or if it’s simply checked for. Also, there might be installation options and we would not know
which is best (especially when using an ISO on a laptop). So, use the following criteria for games

requiring a disk to boot. A: games requiring a disc even after full install (if you forgot the general details,
use this rating). B: Games with an installation option that install the whole game instead of reading from

the disk. C: Games where full installation is not possible (must read data from disk).
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192

Record games with characters that are attractive but cannot be won over.

193

The protagonist fistfights! Fights, to the death. Fighting to kill. Games where the protagonist is good at
this! Do not record games where the protagonist is mentally strong, rate games where the protagonist is

strong in physique and instinct.

194

Games with deep foreshadowing and lore. Record games in which such foreshadowing and well-

developed worldbuilding enhance the quality of the scenario.

198

Record games that depict a past era, such as works in which the story itself takes place in the past, or

works in which past remembrances or sequences in the past have a significant impact on the story itself.

200

Record games with threesomes (or more). If you do, write a brief description of the situation, as in ‘Two

sisters’, ‘mother and daughter’, ‘best friends’ etc.

205

Games where the setting and events are all just for the purpose of getting to the sex. Record games that

have only H-scenes, and have nothing left once the H-scenes are removed.

211

Record games that arouse jealousy in the players, although the porn game industry has become split in
games about pure love and games about deviant love, and the number of other games has decreased. The
heroine may be unfaithful or swaps partners. The games are very intense, with female characters having
sex with people other than the protagonist, such as a rival or a different girl. Rate games using the ABC

criteria depending on how much they turn you on.

214

Little sisters, maids, and witches are fine, but this is the one. A childhood friend! ! How wonderful of her
to follow me since | was little! Record games that have characters exuding that childhood friend charm.
Heroines ranging from the strong-willed class chairperson type to those who have only single-minded

feelings for you, all are GOOD!

216

Record games with anal sex. A. lots of anal sex. B. A little bit of anal sex.

219

Record games where protagonist and the heroine start dating and then become a couple that is so

ridiculously stupid in public that they are embarrassing to watch.

225

Games with scenes where the heroine masturbates. Write whenever it was spontaneous, by the

protagonist’s coercion, and what happened after that.

226

Maidens and maids are good, but in porn games there are a lot of characters who are nurses. Record
games that take us into the wonderful world of ‘devotion’. Plenty of deviant love around there, or is it

just my imagination?

229

Record works where the heroine is a princess or a queen (literally). Do not record games where
‘princess’ is a mere nickname for one of the heroines. ABC criteria are based on how much heroines

impress you and how much they are likeable.

235

Those eccentric misfits populating the world of porn games. Record games where you can see such
lovable guys, don’t hesitate. An A is interesting and truly lovable eccentric, a C is one who is not that
good, and B is somewhere in between. Send us your funny stories, I’m sure we’ll get some interesting

data.
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236

Record games where there are sex scenes with married women. Widows also acceptable. Rate games

from A to C depending on how much those situations are immoral and other things.

238

Record games featuring sadomasochism.

240

Twintail hairstyle is typical of Lolita and tsundere characters, but here you record games where you have
attractive characters with twintails regardless of personality or archetypes. As long as it matches the
character, any condition is ok. ABC criteria rate how much of impression the heroines make and how

much they are likeable.

244

Record games where there are girl with glasses (if there’s even just one scene where she wears glasses,
she’s considered to be a girl with glasses). For more detailed criteri, I recommend the following:

A: Superior (e.g., glasses function effectively as a character's charm, cute heroine)

B: Good (e.g., Just wearing glasses, no particular situation, average heroine).

C: Poor (e.g.) The character with glasses is annoying, the glasses are counterproductive, and it would be

better if the character did not wear glasses.

245

Record games featuring science fiction-like material, such as space fiction, time travel, depictions of

future worlds, etc. Please rate the game based on the sci-fi feel of the content.

250

I added this because we had no POVs on games featuring molestation. This is different than rape or
savagery (savagery is about playing around with the character, rape is violence). No love or consent, just
animalistic pleasure-seeking regardless of the other’s consent. A game that would land you in jail if you
did that stuff in real life. Games with such situations, even if it’s not the main focus, are also very

welcome. Enjoy them, they have been said to be the flower of porn games.

253

Isn’t it funny when a heroine loves someone but she’s so strong that she cannot express them honestly?
When such a girl opens her body and heart, we delight in her showing us a different side. Record games
that feature heroines who are very stubbord, ‘tsundere’ etc., attractive but a little clumsy in their love

lives.

254

Enjoying bishdjo games to the fullest require attention to the order of game completion. So, let us know
the recommended order of play. ABC mark recommended play orders. Comments are semi-mandatory
due to the nature of this POV. Feel free to write in the first person when recording, but be careful to keep

spoilers to a minimum.

258

Record games that reference material from manga, games, anime, current events, etc. ABC criteria are

left to users, so comments are very appreciated.

261

Ever played a porn game and found yourself saying ‘I never thought I could learn that?” Record games
which feature information such as trivia good only for shitty stories, or silly anecdotes or tales from the

industry that do not make feel like an academic or a lofty intellectual.

262

In porn games, especially in ADVs, choices are an indispensable element creating a sense of interaction.
On top of that, evaluating the ‘choices’ might be useful to know if the game is balanced and the

scenario’s composition as an ADV game. This POVs dares to evaluate how games present their choices,
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something that is not often done. Record games which left you an impression, good or bad, of the
choices (I think it is difficult to understand only this, so | have registered some POVs and comments as

concrete examples. If possible, please use "excellent, good, or poor" as criteria.

263

Record games featuring twin heroines. Evaluation criteria are based on how much the two are attractive.
For those wanting more detailed standards, choose as follows: A:Superior (e.g.) There are scenarios
unique to twins, threesomes, twin endings, B:Good (e.g.) There are twin heroines for the time being,
there are no twin endings, but both can be won over, C:Possible (e.g.) Only one of the twin heroines has
an H ending, the other appears as a secondary character, they do not look alike or are not actual twins
(Sorry, but please refrain from submitting twins of both genders, double personalities, etc., which may

spoil the story.

270

The screen changes depending on the date and time of the system clock, there was an unexpected effect
when | clicked on the screen. Record games with these little ingenuities, which do not go as far as

making the whole system around them.

276

Record games featuring pure love stories, those that seem to flood the screen with hearts, or those with a

dignified, mature atmosphere, or anything in between.

279

If there are variations in erotic illustrations, there is usually a post-ejaculation image. | am of the idea
that the most useful moment in a porn scene is right after ejaculation, so | made a POV to record games

which depict sperm.

287

Record games featuring impressive love triangles, defined as complicated relationships between multiple

men and women. ABC criteria is for games that are serious and heavy in their portrayal of love triangles.

298

Something else than the main story is attractive, a purchase bonus which may change your evaluation of
the game. Please include only items part of the original package, limited editions are fine to. Telecards
and other items that are not included in the package and that are handed in at the store are not eligible.
A: It’s so great that I’'m buying it for the feelies alone B: The feelies are good enough to make you feel

like you're getting something for it. C: its feelies might be useful for one reason or the other.

309

Record games featuring futanari, or hermaphrodites, whenever they are congenital or acquired. As for

the ABC criteria, rate them based on how good the sex scenes are.

310

Record games with two or more sister characters, each of whom has her sex scene. Sisters-in-law,
neighborhood ‘sisters’, older or younger, etc., are all acceptable. All subtleties unique to sisters such as
the subtleties of their relationship with the protagonist, their anguish and jealousies, threesomes, and so
on. However, these all must be a ‘sisters’ scenario or some kind of sexual interaction with sisters. ABC
will be evaluated based on the quality of the character being a ‘sister’. (Sisters" = setting, scenario,

design, attractiveness of the sisters, sex scenes, etc.)

311

Record games featuring characters that give a strong impression of them being real siblings or

stepsiblings. ‘Neighborhood sisters’ are no acceptable. Cousins are ok, as long as they make the
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protagonist feel like their younger brother. ABCs should rate the older sister element rather than the fun

factor.

314

Record games featuring heroines fighting against the enemy (or the protagonist) using weapons, magic,
martial arts, special abilities, etc. Since we’re going to have a lot of entries, descriptions of the heroine's

specific charms, sexuality, temperament, occupation, etc. are greatly appreciated.

317

If you like kemono musume, record more and more games to improve authoritativeness. Descriptions of
race, moe attributes etc. are appreciated. A: Characters with sex scenes that fully utilize the
characteristics of the kemonomusume. B: characters with some of the characteristics (such as "nyan" at
the end of a word). C: Obviously, it only has ear tails (potential characteristics such as having animal

blood or other unusual abilities are excluded.)

318

Record works which are very focused on the scenario and are easy to understand. With that assumption,
works which do not require reading or understanding the scenario, such as yarigg, as well as works that
are unintelligible, poorly explained, or easily misunderstood are not eligible for registration. The ABC

criteria are based on how easy it is to understand the scenario.

343

Record works which depicts continuous orgasms, one after the other. ABC criteria are related to your

impression of the sex scene.

346

Record games set in stores. ABC should be based on how important the store is to the game’s plot.

Also, comments on the store's characteristics are greatly appreciated.

350

Bathing with the heroine! Rate games based on how much they satisfy you. It is highly appreciated If

you can also write a brief introduction to the scene, so please, do it.

356

Record works where the story is depicted not only from the protagonist’s point of view, but from the
perspective of multiple characters, maybe to clarify the case or to more deeply describe a character’s
emotion. Rate A to C based on how effectively these multiple points of view are employed within the

game.

359

Record games featuring a protagonist which can be described as an evil person devoid of moral and
acting anti-socially. For example, a demon who draws pleasure in the misfortune of others, a delinquent
hurting everyone they meet, a perverted demon king with no regard for women, a criminal pursued by
police etc. ABC criteria should be how much of an anti-hero doing ‘evil’ the character is. If you feel that

the protagonist is cool even if they are an anti-hero, also record that the protagonist is beautiful.

362

Their actions, words, unconscious, unintentional deeds are out of touch with the world. Or what they do
at the best of their intentions are annoying or laughable. Or they fall down in the middle of nowhere or
make mistakes in everything they do, but they bring ease with their presence...and so on. This POV

records these characters. Do not record characters who are sick in mind or body.

363

Heroines who just pour endless sweetness and soothing comfort upon the world, those who go far
beyond affection and just pamper you without limits. Record games with heroines which bring you into a

super-sweet world. Use ABC criteria based on how much they pamper you.
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367

Record games featuring violence and splatter descriptions. Number of scenes, presence or absence of
event illustrations and whenever they are important to the story’s main themes are not important. We are

looking for games that leave a mark, even if it’s only once scene.

369

Record games featuring cross-dressing. Criteria are as follows. A: Games with cross-dressing and
interesting situations and/or events. B: The game has a cross-dressing story and is interesting in its own

way. C: There is a cross-dressing story, but it’s like there isn’t one.

377

Record games where the heroine’s appearance changes — changes in hairstyle, growing older, wearing
men’s clothes, glasses, etc. (Please refrain from internal changes, such as tsundere, etc.) (Including from
the prologue and epilogue.). ABC are based on how much she changes. Note that due to the nature of

this POV, there might be spoilers.

379

Record games in which the protagonist is clearly more popular with the ladies than average. Minimum
requirements is having more than one heroine liking the protagonist at the same time. If the relationship
goes beyond that (lovers) then it’s OK. A. How the heroines fall in love is described and at least
somewhat understandable. B. The heroine has fallen in love already or close to it at the beginning, but
her reasons are explained in a convincing manner. C. The reasons for the protagonist being popular are

not explained at all or are incomprehensible.

399

This POV is really only for those who are really into foot fetishes. The AB criteria based on how foot
play, foot jobs, licking, sniffing, stepping on are all welcome. Record elements which are not directly
related but are hot nevertheless in C, such as the character's style (legs) is good, the slightest movement
of the legs during the act, etc. is hot, the luso is hot, the knee-socks are hot, pantyhose are hot, garter is

hot... etc. write them freely.

402

Neither strangers nor family to the protagonist. Record games featuring cousins who have a delicate
relationship with the protagonist, which seems both close and distant. Rate A to C based on how much

the cousin is attractive.

412

Record works featuring a situation where there is a sudden start of a life with a girl, as in “protagonist is
suddenly a housemate’ or ‘A girl comes to live in the house’. The most important criterion is whenever
you enjoyed depictions of the heroine’s daily (sexual) life. Don’t register games where the heroine is
already living together with her partner (especially in the immediate family) before the game starts,
works that only describe one scene or the ending, or clearly different stuff such as imprisonment and

sexual training.

415

Record games featuring female characters with limited facial expressions (taciturn doll-like characters,
cold-hearted dominant characters, etc.). ‘Ice queen characters who never changes through the game is
numbing’ and ‘The gap between her expressionless appearance and her radical personality is moe! and
so on as a guide’ are good references. Write the character’s name and moe attributes in the comment

box.
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416

Record games in which the heroine which refers to themselves in masculine fashion (boku), regardless
of whether she is the main or sub heroine. Describe the heroine's name, charm, personality, appearance,
and other moe attributes in the comment section. Use the following as a guideline:

A: Bravo! B: Well, I guess I like her somewhat. C: She's a normal bokko (meek girl).

420

Record games where viewing all or specific story paths allows you to understand the core and the
background of the plot, something that you didn’t know before, and this completely changes how you

view the game and its evaluation.

424

Record games featuring witches wearing a dainty (and slightly embarrassing) costume that should not be
conspicuous, but you cannot help but love. Games which also depict witches in a magical land. For
convenience’s sake, the term is used to refer to a magical world, a different world, a planet that is

infinitely similar to Earth, or whatever else you wish to describe it.

426

Please record games featuring impressive after school club activities. Any club or circle or activity is ok,
or even an event on which students are working together. Rate the game A to C based on how much of a

lasting impression this activity left you with.

441

Record games featuring molestations on public transportation (train, buses etc.) Realistic depiction not
required. It’s ok if all the game is about molestation, but also include games that may include
molestations within sex scenes such as rape, humiliation, and training. Rate A to C based on how much

you recommend certain scenes and how intense they are.

459

Record games with interesting songs that make you say “this is denpa [annoying earworm] (Erotic songs
full of profanity, tone-deaf songs that are originally like this, etc.)! Rank A to C based on how much

annoying they are.

465

Record games featuring female teachers (as in female faculty members). Games featuring a female
teacher as the main character, or even as one of the heroines, are acceptable. Rate ABC based on how

well the character is integrated within the scenario.

468

Record games featuring a special place where characters gather, a place special for everyone, dear to
their hearts. Please give your impressions as spoiler-free as possible and rate A to C based on how

memorable the place was in the story.

470

Record game with exposure/humiliation play. I think there are a quite few games like that around. ABC
mark the degree of exposure/shame. Criteria include the intensity of the description, the heroine's

reaction, the presence or absence of an image gallery, etc.

476

They’re used to be in close contact all the time, and they thought this would last forever, but before they
knew it, we fell in love. Please record games where there are such scenarios. Criteria for A to C are
based on how much the scenario moves player emotionally. Descriptions of your passion for the

heroines is appreciated.
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486

Record games featuring characters who are boys rather than men, cute rather than handsome, the so
called ‘shota’ characters. Classify characters with ABC criteria based on how much the shota element is
pronounced. We’ll leave it up to you to determine what that means, but some criteria may include:

- appearance (childish face, short stature)

- speech and behavior (use of ‘boku’, female voice)

- other characteristics (attends elementary or middle school, virginity, whether the character is the main

character or not, and whether or not there are any sex scenes).

493

This POV is for games whose scenario which are initially not good but whose impression may change
down the line, or for those who want to steer clear of such stuff and prefer a more straightforward
scenario. Record games that are at high risk of being evaluated as bad if read without attention, or where
repeated reading changes the initial impression. There are also many cases in which a game might be
called unfinished but it is done intentionally, with enough material for players to imagine upon. ABC

criteria are left to the user’s judgement, and should be based on how much the feature is not a bug.

501

Record games that dissatisfy you due to systems or specifications, although not necessarily because of
bugs. This is for games that lack features available in other games released around the same time or have
issues handling media and save data. It doesn’t matter if the game doesn’t have enough save slots or does

not feature voices. Comments are welcome. ABC mark your level of dissatisfaction.

502

The CGs are unnaturally drawn and have unnatural perspective. Position of faces and bodies are not
correct, image balance is not correct. Joints do not move correctly, and limbs are drawn in unnatural
positions. The cover image and those on the official website differ greatly from what’s in the game. Sprites
and CGs are too different even though they are the same person. Lack of coherence. Painting is too crude.
Original drawings do not match the style. Backgrounds are cluttered, regardless of setting. Projections are
strange and distorted. If the game has these kinds of issues, use ABC to rate them depending on how much

you are dissatisfied or how crude the images are.

503

Record games featuring heroines who are quite and/or reserved. A heroine who blushes and turns her head
down in front of the person she loves, is unable to speak, or stammers, this makes us want to root for her.

Registering the character’s name in the comments is appreciated.

504

Sweet moe games are great, but a thriller leaves an unforgettable mark. Suspense is not only mystery, but
also means science fiction, fantasy, horror, psycho, or any other genre. Record games with a story that
makes you tense up as you read it, one that keeps you on the edge of your seat with the choices you must

make, and that makes the click of the button a thrilling development.

505

Record games with a mentally ‘ill” heroine with appealing abnormal words and conduct. This is not
limited to ‘yandere’ characters obsessed with the protagonist. It also includes severely traumatized or
mentally disordered heroines. Those who are only physically sick, evil or co-dependent should not be

registered here. Use ABC to rate how ‘appealing’ is the sickness.
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506

Record games featuring attractive heroines singing. Include not only heroines who are actually singers,
but also characters who sing entertaining impromptu songs, as well as those who sing in hard in street
live, karaoke, theatrical performances, etc. Heroines distinguishing themselves through singing and who

have singing scenes are also included.

507

Heroines who are hospitalized, heroines with physical handicaps etc. Record games featuring such
heroines giving an impression of purity through fragility and bad health. If it’s a mental condition,
register her under [Attractive heroines who are mentally ill]. If the condition is not disclosed on the site,

avoid spoilers.

508

Record heroines who try hard to live in spite of misfortune, unrewarded hardships, and who could have

given up and run away. Register the degree to which you feel like protecting/support her.

509

Record heroines who have or are forced to do H for economic gain, prostitutes or forced into
prostitution, poor girl sold by evil men, evil women after property etc. Women in the sex industry,
cabaret girls, hostesses, geisha, etc., and those who once were so are also acceptable. ABC are based on
how much you favor the girl. Comments introducing the heroine - the type of business of the store, the

heroine's personality, professional awareness, etc.- are welcome.

510

Record heroines who are caring, leads others, and has a good spirit. They can be younger or older than

the protagonist. ABC criteria ranks how much you have fallen in love with her demeanor.

511

Record games featuring characters in a master-servant relationship. Rate ABCs based on how strong is

the connection between the two characters.

512

No need for vocals! Rock, punk, metal, hardcore techno, trance, etc... all genres are fine. As long as it’s

hot, it can even be enka! Record game with music that makes you go ‘this is cool!’

513

Ethnic music that makes you go nostalgic, acoustic guitar evoking a melancholia in tune with the sunset,
classical music with gentle piano tunes etc. Any genre is welcome, record games with music that make

you go nostalgic.

514

Seeing a heroine completely naked, a kind look in her eyes while wrapped in sheets after a sex scene is
nice. This is not limited to ‘pillow talk’ scenes. Record games that feature scenes with impressive
descriptions, deep affection, like the protagonist combing the heroine’s hair while she sleeps beside him
and whispering meaningful words in her ear (or vice versa).

A: Excellent scene with exclusive CG B: Exclusive CG C: No CG but impressive scene

515

Record games featuring a heroine wearing male clothes in the game. Everything from full-fledged cross-
dressing to male costumes used for performance pieces. Rate her based on the male clothing and how

much they leave an impression on you.

516

Record not only hard bondages and the restraints often seen in SM and training, but also those used in
humiliation play and torture, captivity and crucifixion when trapped or defeated, and even soft bondage
play between lovers. Record games with plenty of restraint and bondage play, regardless of the content

being soft or hard.
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517

Record games featuring tools such as vibrators, rotors, electric motors, anal pearls, and even

masturbators and cuspidors. *Comments are encouraged for games with unusual tools.

518

Record games with sprites or illustrations where heroines get soaking wet due to sudden rain, playing

with water, water stains, etc., showing her underwear or nipples through her wet clothes.

519

This POV is for games featuring heroines with brown skin. It doesn’t matter if she’s a foreigner, tanned
or non-human, the skin must be brown. Record more and more games to increase awareness of brown-
skinned girls. ABC marks whenever the girl left an impression or not. If possible, please write in the

comments specific charms, sexuality, temperament, occupation, etc.

520

This POV is for those fans of small fairies, subraces and palmtop-sized girls. The size is meant to be like
‘something that fits into your hand to something that can fit in both hands’. Write the heroine’s name,
race, size, moe elements etc. ABC criteria should rate frequency of appear

In the comments, please write the heroine's name, race, size, moe points, etc. ABC criteria should be
divided by frequency of appearance, importance, and whether there are erotic scenes that make use of

the difference in body size.

521

Record games with nice tittyfuck scenes. Bust size is irrelevant. Do not forget to record games with
characters giving poor tittyfuck because of small brest sizes. ABC marks the number of heroines giving
tittyfucks, the number of times they do it, and how satisfying it is. Write the name of heroines who do

tittyfucks, their bust size etc.

522

Record games featuring pornographic scenes where the heroine is forcibly manipulated. Any method is
acceptable — psychic powers, magic, sorcery, drugs, machines, hypnosis, brainwashing etc. Including the

means of manipulation and how the heroine reacts in the comments is appreciated.

523

This POVs records your favorite mistress. Dignified, demure, mysterious, devilish, all are ok. ABC
criteria mark the charm that comes with these ladies. State the name of the heroine and the mistress type

in the comments. If they are domineering, use the ‘domineering mistress’ POVs.

524

Record games that are particular about featuring the heroine’s in a swimsuit, or games that target
swimsuit fetishists. Assign ABCs according to how much swimsuits appear and how much swimsuits are

relevant in events.

525

Record games featuring attractive heroines who are androids, robot girls, homunculus, dolls, dolls, etc.,
or heroines with machine-like or man-made characteristics.

- Games that feature moe in relation to android girls.

- Games focused on artificial girls coming in contact with people

- Games featuring excellent depictions of conflicts between artificial girl and people, etc.
Specification regarding the heroine’s name and her attributes (robot, automata, etc.) in comments are
appreciated. However, remember that the heroine’s identity as an artificial being might be a spoiler, so

plan accordingly.

379




526

There are many flavors of committee chairpersons, including the honor student types, the mid-mannered
ones, the natural ones, etc. all apply! Rank from A to C based on your preferences (Committee
chairpersons include class chairpersons, committee chairpersons, vice chairpersons, etc.). Please include

the character's name and type in the comments.

527

Record games featuring an attractive heroine with long black hair. Her model sheet is irrelevant, and
minor ornaments and subtle color differences are all acceptable. ABC criteria is based on how much you

like the heroine.

528

Record games featuring interesting moments which however are not expanded upon within individual
routes. Listing the name of the heroine and why it’s a problem is appreciated.

o The actual individual route is boring. Disappointing

o Doing many individual routes would be boring

o The interest developed within the common route has vanished

o The individual route is short and unsatisfying compared to the common route

529

Record games featuring lots of expletives such as ‘manko’ [pussy] or ‘chinpd’ [pussy] in dialogues. If
possible, note if there is voice censoring. ABC criteria are as follows:

A: There are profanities throughout all sex scenes.

B: There are profanities in some, but not all, sex scenes.

C: There are sex scenes with many profanities in some parts of the game.

530

Record heroines who is strict, disciplined and rigid, etc. The point is that she has a high sense of
discipline and observance of rules but, despite her seriousness, is somehow sweet towards the
protagonist, or is clueless when it comes to romance with him. Listing the heroine’s name and her
position and occupation (soldiers, knights, warriors, to public morals commissioners, etc.) in the

comments is appreciated.

531

Record games featuring sex scenes involving creepy characters (otaku, gay guy, fat guy, hobo, etc.).
Combine this POV with ‘cuckold’, ‘humiliation’ to necessity. All kinds of rape or consensual sex, as
long as it’s gross, is acceptable, but please file tentacles, monsters and other fowl under the
‘Trash/ghetto’ POV.

A: the game features outstanding gross characters, not only outwardly but also with a deviant inner life.
B: external features are sufficient, but his interiority is lackluster

C: Creepy is in a minor role and not very memorable.

532

Record games featuring heroines falling to the side of evil during the story. Typical situations include the
evil hero subdues the righteous heroine through training or other means and the heroine's friends are
brainwashed to become her enemies in magical girl or transforming heroine stories.

Rank A: the heroine's shift is impressive because of her depravity is exquisitely depicted.

533

Record heroines with large age gaps. In addition to older loli and lolibabas, heroines who have been

regressed to their child form and loliized (adultized) heroines also apply. If you want to provide more
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information, use this POV together with Loli, Elderly, Female Teacher, Non-human, Hypnosis, etc. Rate

them based on the impression the heroine leaves you with.

Record games with well crafted animation in sex scenes, regardless of them being done in 2D or 3D.
Rate them by cleanness of picture, animation fluidity and amount of movement and perspectives. If you

are able to, note whenever it is cel animation, animation done in after effects 3D etc. Note: when rating

534 | non-H scenes, use ‘Good cutescenes (except porn cutscenes)’.
Record games where the protagonist can sleep with women already in a relationship. For example,
games where you can make a girl your own by winning her heart over. ABC criteria rank how much the
559 | protagonist is obsessed with the heroine.
618 | Record games featuring heroines with small breasts which are neither prepubescent looking nor infants.
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