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Isolated Connectedness - Fiadotau 

approach there? In the section below, I will selectively 
outline a number of features of Japan’s videogame history 
that, in my view, the concept of transinsularity resonates 
with. 

Tracing Transinsularity in Japan’s Game 
History 

There are multiple levels at which transinsular 
dynamics can traced in Japanese gaming. One of these is 
the level of skill and capital flows. It may be generally 
uncontroversial to assume that Japanese games are 
produced by the Japanese and in Japan, yet a closer look 
reveals a somewhat more complex picture. Consider how 
Taito, the corporation that effectively put Japanese games 
on the map with Western Gun (1975) and Space Invaders 
(1978), was founded by Ukrainian-Jewish refugee Michael 
Kogan. (The circumstances under which Kogan, and 
thousands of other Jews, ended up in Japan are themselves 
fascinating; see Tokayer and Swartz 2004.) 

Foreign talent, while accounting for only a small part 
of the game industry in Japan—a nation not historically 
known for embracing internationalization—has still made 
a significant contribution to the country’s game history. A 
prominent example is Henk Rogers, a Dutch-Indonesian, 
American-educated game designer known for designing 
The Black Onyx (1984), one of the first commercially 
successful role-playing videogames released in Japan. 
Several years later, when role-playing games had begun to 
establish themselves as a genre in Japan and the 
conventions of what is now known as “Japanese-style” 
RPGs were forming, another foreigner, Iranian-American 
programmer Nasir Gebelli was a core member of the 
Squaresoft team that developed the first three installments 
in the globally popular Final Fantasy series. Gebelli was 
later involved in developing Secret of Mana (1993) and a 
number of other titles by Square. 

Neither is Japanese videogame production 
geopolitically limited to Japan. Large Japanese videogame 
corporations, such as Nintendo, Bandai Namco, Konami, 
Square Enix, Sony Interactive Entertainment, and Capcom, 
all have overseas offices, mainly (but not exclusively) in 
North America and Europe. Minako O’Hagan (2012) has 
written about these foreign offices’ responsibility as co-
creators, rather than merely translators, of localized game 
content aimed at their respective markets, adapting it to 
local preferences and sensibilities in a process she referred 
to as transcreation. But overseas offices’ role is not limited 

to localizing titles developed in Japan. Consider, for 
example, Nintendo’s overseas branches. Nintendo 
Software Technology, based in the US, has developed 
numerous original titles, including for the Japanese market, 
most notably the Mario vs Donkey Kong series. These 
games would be recognized by many as “Japanese”—yet 
they were produced outside of the country, mainly by non-
Japanese talent. Then there is Nintendo European Research 
& Development, located in Paris, which has been behind 
some of the technology employed in Nintendo games, 
including the Mobiclip video codec used by most in-game 
cinematics on the Nintendo Wii, DS, and 3DS. 

Similar observations can, of course, be made of most 
transnational entertainment companies, including those 
outside of both gaming and Japan. Yet, to reiterate, it is the 
persistent discursive essentialization of “Japanese games” 
as a category that accounts for the “insular” part of 
“transinsular” here, making for a curious case study. 

Transinsular dynamics in Japanese gaming are 
certainly not limited to skill and capital flows either. They 
also extend to game content and the creative processes 
behind it. Many of these can be difficult to pinpoint: as 
Consalvo (2016, 180) noted, creative influences and 
inspirations in gaming are often elusive due to the complex, 
interpersonal, and multifaceted nature of game 
development. Yet some transinsular dynamics are plain to 
see. McKenzie Wark (1994), for example, discusses how 
the iconic Mario character—initially named Jumpman—
got his eventual name in the US when Nintendo of America 
was working on localizing Donkey Kong (1981); it was 
only then that he became known as Mario in his “native” 
Japan with the release of Mario Bros (1983). At the more 
elusive level of creative influence, both Hideo Kojima, 
known for the Metal Gear Solid series and Death Stranding 
(2019), and Fumito Ueda, the designer behind Ico (2001) 
and Shadow of the Colossus (2005), have cited French 
game designer’s Eric Chahi 1992 game Another World as 
an influence and inspiration. Twenty years later, Western 
game designers such as Ricky Cambier, who worked on 
The Last of Us (2013), would in turn cite Japanese games 
such as Ico and Resident Evil 4 (2005) among their 
inspirations. Upon reflection, there is, again, nothing 
unusual about this constant flow of ideas—that is how 
creativity generally works, as it recognizes no national or 
ethnic bounds. That, however, is easy to overlook when 
discussing Japanese games in terms of their perceived 
Japaneseness. 
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h�JR� 	

]�>NA	IK���y�� 	1::g 	EZL�	G�X��	?���	�R	��	

W��>@���	I�X��	t�>� !	�����	��̀�#b�����	~���#����	

71	3156	419fD 	

]�=X�A	M�>R	X�A	��X	k��\	OJQ�>R 	4D4D 	EWK=�K��K	S�=�@���6	

ZL�	t=�������@	�\	S�=�@��JR	sJ=�J>�=	h�>���@�	��	

G�X��@���R !	����#��������	_��#���	�̀	l�#���$�	

w������	3�XV��K�	��=���	QĴ=�K�����5 	
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