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Abstract

The aim of this article is to outline an analytical framework for the educational affordances of Japan-related video 
games—examining how such affordances inform the interpretation of Japan-related signifiers. To lay the 
groundwork, the article builds on Bloom’s revised taxonomy of cognitive learning to provide a multifaceted 
theory through which educational affordances can be identified, effectively appropriating an educational 
framework for the purposes of game analysis. It then seeks to define productive Japan-related learning outcomes 
by aligning them with Japan-related scholarship, which serves to legitimise interpretations based on their
adherence to established knowledge about Japan. As the last step in establishing the framework, the article 
outlines different manifestations of Japan-related signifiers in video games and examines how they can be 
recognised, analysed, and evaluated productively. It then concludes with a brief example of how the framework 
can be applied by analysing Japan’s nuclear discourse in Final Fantasy X. Although limited, the analysis provides
structural evidence to how such video games require a holistic approach for learning to become productive. 
Furthermore, it sheds light on how the limits and allowances of the game’s educational affordances may privilege 
non-Japan-related interpretations. 

Introduction

The aim of this article is to outline an analytical
framework for the educational affordances of Japan-related
video games—examining how such affordances inform the
interpretation of Japan-related signifiers. In other words,
the current study is concerned with how learning 
behaviours can be enacted within the context of Japan-
related video games and how such opportunities, or lack 
thereof, affect the perception of such games; Japan-related 
video games, in this case, encompassing any video game 
that can be said to contribute to, or build on an
understanding of Japan. Such a framework enables analysts 
to discern the internal coherency of Japan-related learning 
opportunities, already present within individual titles, and 
determine to what extent they require a more holistic 
approach—i.e. the incorporation of external knowledge and 
guidance—for players to legitimately make sense of them. 
In this way, a better understanding of the educational 
affordances of Japan-related video games can contribute
not only to an understanding of them as potential 
educational resources, but also—and more importantly to 

the study at hand—to an understanding of how they are
interpreted as cultural artefacts related to Japan.

As par for the course, exploring the educational 
affordances of different media is nothing new; such 
affordances being composed of that which enables learning
in the context of a particular medium (Kirschner 2002, 14). 
On the contrary, as the landscape of modern media 
continues to be proliferated with novelties—which in turn
present unorthodox opportunities for education—scholars 
have felt compelled to address them. Examples of this 
avenue of study might include exploring the educational 
affordances of film for literacy instruction (DeHart 2022), 
examining how blogs may promote self-directed learning 
(Robertson 2011), or inquiring how virtual reality 
technology can be leveraged to support effective learning 
experiences (Natale et al. 2020). Studies of this kind
highlight aspects of different media that often go 
overlooked in their mundane application and demonstrate
how they can be implemented productively as educational 
tools—sometimes even subverting prevalent expectations 
as to their detrimental effects (Johnson 2005).

The educational affordances of video games have 
similarly been studied, as scholars have attempted to 
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ascertain how a medium, typically associated with leisure 
and escapism, might contribute to education in unique and 
worthwhile ways (Gee 2003; Ma, Oikonomou, and Jain 
2011). Although, it must be noted that when it comes to 
discussing the educational affordances of video games, it 
can be easy to get a sense of undue optimism, as various 
commentators have proclaimed how the medium may one 
day revolutionise education. (Squire and Jenkins 2003; 
Collins and Halverson 2018). Therefore, a healthy dose of 
skepticism is appropriate when discussing the 
revolutionary potential of video games for learning (Brown 
2008, xiii).  

However, seeing as the current study is primarily 
concerned with educational affordances as they pertain to 
the interpretation of Japan-related video games—as 
opposed to the efficacy of a specific study method—such 
concerns should be considered secondary, and only 
relevant as far as applied learning becomes a byproduct of 
the proposed framework. This means that instead of being 
concerned with the educational utility of specific tools and 
methods for learning, this article focuses on the theoretical 
underpinnings of how learning takes place, what the 
objectives of such learning should be in relation to Japan, 
and how Japan-related video games can accommodate such 
concerns in ways that enable or hinder players from 
interpreting Japan-related signifiers productively. 

To establish the proposed framework, the article 
begins by outlining and appropriating a theory of learning 
that may serve as a basis for game analysis. Next it seeks to 
define productive learning outcomes in relation to Japan as 
a subject, further expounding on the function of the 
learning behaviours by designating their objectives and 
how they serve to justify the legitimacy of certain 
interpretations. The last step in establishing the framework 
is then to examine in what way Japan-related signifiers may 
be said to manifest in video games, and how they present 
opportunities in terms of productive learning outcomes.  

After establishing the framework, the article concludes 
by tentatively analysing the educational affordances related 
to Japan’s nuclear discourse in Final Fantasy X (Square 
2001). As will be seen, the internal coherency of the game’s 
educational affordances is limited, implying that 
interpreting its Japan-related signifiers requires a more 
holistic approach than simply playing the game. 
Considering that Final Fantasy X was not developed as an 
educational resource, this is to be expected, but the 
framework allows analysists to theorise with added 
precision as to what exactly needs to be supplemented. 

Regardless, when it comes to the question of interpretation, 
this higher barrier for entry effectively privileges non-
Japan-related interpretations in so far as players do not 
already possess the knowledge necessary to make sense of 
them. 

Appropriating Education for Game Analysis 

To lay the groundwork for the proposed framework, 
this article builds on Bloom’s revised taxonomy of 
cognitive learning. By doing so, it hopes to provide a 
multifaceted theory of learning, through which various 
educational affordances can be identified. It is worth noting 
that aside from the cognitive domain, which involves 
knowledge acquisition and the development of intellectual 
skills, Bloom’s taxonomy also includes the affective 
domain, targeting attitudes and emotions (Krathwohl, 
Bloom and Masia 1999), and the psychomotor domain, 
dealing with the development of motor-skills (Simpson 
1972). However, as the current study is primarily 
concerned with interpretation as a cognitive process, this 
article will focus solely on the cognitive domain—hereafter 
referred to simply as Bloom’s taxonomy. 

In addition to these separate domains, there are also 
alternative taxonomies (Biggs and Collins 1982; Fink 
2013; Wiggins and McTighe 2011). In fact, the 
introduction of Bloom’s taxonomy inspired the 
development of several competitors vying to take its place 
(Seaman 2012, 35). What such taxonomies have in 
common is an attempt to establish guidelines to help 
navigate the teacher-student dynamic productively, 
establishing criteria to help structure learning objectives 
and assessment. Therefore, with no shortage of viable 
alternatives, the prevailing legacy of Bloom’s taxonomy 
should be considered a testament to its enduring centrality 
to learning classification—as it has been used prominently 
to structure curricula, learning objectives and assessment 
around the world since 1956 (Lee et al. 2017). This 
centrality is part of the reason for its application here, as it 
aligns most strongly with a theory of learning as it is 
generally applied. 

Unsurprisingly, considering its influence, Bloom’s 
taxonomy has also been applied to the study of video games 
and education. The difference between prior efforts and the 
present article, however, is that whereas Bloom’s 
taxonomy has previously been employed to associate video 
games with conventional learning practices (Lameras et al. 
2016), or to improve the design of educational games 
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(Chavez 2019), the current study seeks to appropriate the 
model for textual game analysis and the study of 
hermeneutics. In this sense, the categories of Bloom’s 
taxonomy, as presented in this article, are ultimately 
intended to help identify educational affordances, as they 
can be said to be embedded in Japan-related video games, 
and to examine how the interpretation of such games may 
be informed by them. 

 

Figure 1. Bloom’s taxonomy has popularly been depicted 
as a pyramid, featuring key learning behaviours arranged 

from top to bottom in a hierarchical formation  
 

Consisting of six major categories, Bloom’s taxonomy 
was revised and expanded upon in 2001, the most 
noticeable difference being the conversion of the categories 
from nouns to verbs. At present, the key components of the 
taxonomy are therefore: to remember, understand, apply, 
analyse, evaluate, and create. Furthermore, each category 
contains subcategories which expand on what sort of skills 
are to be associated with each category. For example, when 
examining the act of remembering, it can be broken down 
into the act of recognising, i.e., to identify what has been 
learned, and recalling, i.e., to retrieve relevant knowledge 
(Anderson and Krathwohl 2001, 67).  

The reason for the shift from nouns to verbs was to 
properly illustrate the duality of learning in terms of the 
cognitive processes at work and their objectives regarding 
what type of knowledge is being acquired (Krathwohl 
2002). Adding to this, the revised taxonomy further breaks 
down the knowledge dimension of learning into factual 
knowledge, conceptual knowledge, procedural knowledge, 
and metacognitive knowledge, i.e., knowledge of facts, 
knowledge of categories and classifications, knowledge of 
“how” to do something, and knowledge about cognition in 
general (Anderson and Krathwohl 2001, 63). In doing so, 
the taxonomy clarifies how learning is not limited to factual 
knowledge, instead embodying a wider array of objectives 
for cognitive processes to aspire to (see figure 2). 

 

 
Figure 2. The interplay between cognitive processes 

and the knowledge dimension has been illustrated in this 
way (Anderson and Krathwohl 2001, 28) 

 
For the purposes of game analysis, the combination of 

these categories can serve as a roadmap to identify 
structural prompts within video games which enable certain 
learning behaviors. For example, a game might feature 
notable Japan-related terminology which players can 
memorise. It can also provide opportunities for players to 
apply their knowledge about Japan, analyse the constituents 
of how Japan is mediated, and evaluate the material they 
are presented with. As such, the job of the analysist is to 
examine to what extent a particular video game can be said 
to align with Bloom’s taxonomy—or an alternative 
taxonomy—and discern the internal coherency of Japan-
related learning opportunities as they can be said to affect 
the interpretation of Japan-related signifiers. 

Despite being widely embraced and applied, Bloom’s 
taxonomy has had its fair share of criticism, although much 
of it could be said to be superficial. In this regard, Benjamin 
Bloom—who led the development of the original 
taxonomy—has been quoted as saying that the handbook 
which detailed the taxonomy has been “one of the most 
widely cited yet least read books in American education” 
(Anderson and Sosniak 1994, 9). As such, a significant 
portion of the criticism has been levied against a series of 
popular pyramid illustrations, intended to convey the 
taxonomy visually (as seen in figure 1).  

This has led to prevailing misconceptions about the 
taxonomy, such as that its hierarchical structure is designed 
to devalue the lower tiers, effectively undermining the 
importance of certain skills. (Booker 2008; Lemov 2017). 
However, rather than being a hierarchy of importance, 
Bloom’s taxonomy is more accurately described as a 
hierarchy of complexity, wherein the categories generally 
depict a spectrum of tasks ranging from simple to complex 
(Anderson and Krathwohl 2001, 5). Therefore, rather than 

123



REPLAYING JAPAN Vol. 5 

viewing advanced learning as a way of distancing the 
learner from simpler cognitive tasks, comprehensive 
learning should aim to embody the whole spectrum. 

Another major point of criticism has been directed at 
the cumulative and sequential structure of the taxonomy, 
which has been assumed to imply that learning is to be 
understood as a strictly linear process (Berger 2018). It is 
true that the original taxonomy assumed a cumulative 
hierarchy, wherein each tier in the structure was to be 
considered dependent on the others (Bloom 1956). 
However, the revised edition only assumes such a hierarchy 
insofar as it can be supported by empirical evidence 
(Anderson and Krathwohl 2001, 267). In addition to this, 
the revised hierarchy assumes a level of overlap between 
the different categories, meaning that the cognitive 
hierarchy is not as rigid as it may originally appear  

Although much of the criticism directed at Bloom’s 
taxonomy appears to stem from its misrepresentation, it 
should not be considered infallible. In fact, adopting 
different models would no-doubt highlight different 
educational affordances. Accordingly, the privileging of 
Bloom’s taxonomy should not be conflated with a 
totalizing view of how video games might be analysed as 
cultural artefacts from an educational perspective. 
However, as the basis for an educationally informed game 
analysis, the taxonomy represents a widely accepted 
spectrum of learning capable of informing such an analysis. 

More so than its alleged flaws, it might nevertheless be 
prudent to keep in mind that the underlying assumptions 
inherent to the taxonomy—as to what constitutes cognitive 
learning—may reflect certain values inherited from its 
association with traditional school-based learning, or a set 
of philosophical presuppositions that favour an 
academically inclined epistemology (Bertucio 2017). This 
becomes especially relevant in relation to the definition of 
productive learning outcomes in the next section, as its 
appeal to Japan-related scholarship might be considered an 
extension of this bias.  

Defining Productive Japan-Related Learning 
Outcomes 

Having established a theory of learning applicable to 
game analysis, the next step toward establishing the 
proposed framework is to define productive Japan-related 
learning outcomes. This is imperative since a well-rounded 
understanding of learning behaviours also requires an 
understanding of the content through which they operate 

(Tyler 1949, 30), not to mention what sort of knowledge 
they should yield. In general, it could be argued that a 
definition of such outcomes should consider learners 
holistically; for example, by including metrics to gauge 
their affective dispositions or their ability to collaborate 
(Yang, Tai and Lim 2016, 1276). However, as the current 
study is primarily concerned with learning as a facilitator 
for interpretation, the scope of the definition will be limited 
to the ability to make productive and legitimate sense of 
Japan-related signifiers; legitimacy being dependent on 
adherence to the taxonomy as a guideline for the 
development of justified knowledge that can serve as a 
basis for interpretation. 

Some might hope to define productive learning 
outcomes by invoking the subjective aspirations of learners, 
making the definition synonymous with their self-imposed 
goals—learners in this case being players who encounter 
in-game educational affordances. For instance, learners 
might assume they have gained some insight into the 
culture of Japan by playing a video game like Persona 5 
(Atlus 2016), which features thinly veiled allusions to 
contemporary events and politics in the country (Gay 2017). 
Subsequently, some might even consider themselves 
content with their understanding of Japan, as the video 
game depicts a dramatically compelling version of societal 
issues currently in vogue in the country. As a result, such 
learners could be said to have fulfilled their own goals. 

Regardless of learners’ personal metric for success, 
however, the legitimacy of such unscrupulous formulations 
remains highly suspect and unlikely to engender an 
interpretation rooted in a thorough understanding of the 
subject. In fact, some might even take issue with the 
premise of basing a general understanding of Japan on a 
game like Persona 5, since the game could be said to have 
more to do with how Japan is popularly imagined—and its 
identity produced—as opposed to representing a critical 
breakdown of Japanese society (Herfs 2021). In this way, 
self-imposed goals run the risk of failing to properly 
evaluate what has been learned up against a backdrop of 
established knowledge and practices, especially since video 
games do not generally equip players with the intellectual 
theory necessary to do so (Rath 2015, 3). As such it is 
inadvisable to base a definition of productive learning 
outcomes solely on the subjective experiences of learners, 
at least in so far as learning is intended to foster legitimate 
interpretations. 

In fact, delegating the scope of inquiry to learners 
themselves can be detrimental to their learning; the reason 
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being that learners often harbour preconceptions that can 
interfere with their development (Donovan, Bransford and 
Pellegrino 1999, 2). Aside from this being a general 
concern when it comes to learning, it has also been 
documented specifically in relation to video games, as José 
P. Zagal has pointed out how extensive personal experience 
with video games can be unconducive to developing a 
sophisticated understanding of the medium—contrary to 
what one might expect. According to Zagal, prior 
experience, although also an asset, can at times interfere 
with the ability to reason critically and analytically about 
games, resulting in a naïve understanding (Zagal 2010, 3). 

Looking to Japanese studies, as a set of formal 
educational programs tasked with educating students about 
Japan, it is similarly possible to discern how prior 
engagement can negatively affect the ability of learners to 
think critically. As interest in Japanese culture has grown 
and Japanese media has become more accessible, students 
have increasingly started to bring a wealth of knowledge to 
the table at the outset of their studies (McLelland 2018). In 
general, this may be a positive development, but it has also 
been observed to make learners susceptible to rigid ways of 
thinking. As such, learners’ prior investment in Japan-
related materials can lead to narrow-minded assumptions 
about what their studies should entail, or even a reluctance 
to critically analyse the object of their studies (Miller 2017, 
55).  

Just like with video games, such an approach is likely 
to result in a naïve understanding—whether in a formal 
educational setting or not—as learners may fail to consider 
the intricacies of what they are learning about. Navigating 
such intricacies is nevertheless paramount to the pursuit of 
productive learning outcomes, as it is necessary to 
accommodate the full spectrum of learning previously 
outlined, which in turn legitimises interpretations on the 
basis of justified knowledge. Therefore, to ensure that such 
intricacies are properly represented, as a part of a definition 
of productive Japan-related learning, it is appropriate to 
distance the definition from the subjective concerns of 
learners. 

Instead, a definition of productive learning outcomes 
might seek to align itself with the corpus of Japan-related 
scholarship, which in theory represents the most pioneering 
work related to the study of Japan. It should of course not 
exclude insights not currently represented by the field, but 
instead aim to adopt the implicit mission and methods of 
such studies, i.e., developing a deeper understanding of 
Japan by methodically generating and vigorously 

scrutinising knowledge about the subject. Such an 
understanding must take note of the complexities of the 
field and require learners to situate what they learn by 
analysing and evaluating their findings—analysing and 
evaluating representing two of the higher-order thinking 
skills inherent to Bloom’s taxonomy. In general, navigating 
an academic field will always require such skills, but it is 
nevertheless important to examine how the particularities 
of the field in question may affect their concrete 
manifestation.  

When reviewing the corpus of Japan-related 
scholarship, it becomes apparent it constitutes fertile 
ground for the development of such skills, as it 
encompasses differing, and to some extent even 
contentious theories about Japan. A part of the reason for 
this diversity is that Japan-related scholarship has been in 
the process of a paradigm shift, moving from an 
understanding of Japan as a unique and monocultural 
society, to characterising the country as a more diverse 
aggregation of subcultures and societal stratifications 
(Sugimoto 2009, 1). This shift is partly a response to a 
history of prevailing essentialist claims and generalisations 
about the national character of Japan and its people, which 
constituted the previous dominant model of understanding.  

Among such essentialist theories—propounding that 
Japanese people are fundamentally different from other 
nationalities—it has been stated that the Japanese are 
inherently group-oriented (Nakane 1970), that Japanese 
society is predominantly shame-based (Benedict 1946), 
and that Japanese people share distinct psychological traits 
that are reflected in their language (Doi 1981)—although 
these are just a few notable contributions to this type of 
scholarship which rose to prominence in the latter half of 
the 20th century (Yoshino 2019, 16). As for examples of 
generalisations, it is still common for Japan to be portrayed 
as a decidedly homogenous nation, wherein the dominant 
culture is made to exemplify Japan as a whole; one 
common generalisation being the claim that Japan is a 
predominantly homogenous country in terms of ethnicity, 
despite evidence to the contrary (Saito 2015). Such 
portrayals effectively mask the apparent diversity of the 
country in terms of its culture, geography, language, and 
ethnic variances (Befu 2009), to name but a few concerns. 
Even though such essentialist claims and generalisations 
are not as academically viable as they once were, they are 
still a part of the prevailing discourse surrounding Japan 
(Kowner and Befu 2015, 390).  
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As a multifaceted subject, Japan embodies a myriad of 
topics to be interpreted in a myriad of different ways. What 
concretely constitutes a productive learning outcome will 
therefore differ significantly depending on what part of 
Japan is being studied, and for what purpose. For instance, 
a learner who primarily engages with Japan via an interest 
in classical literature can be expected to develop a vastly 
different set of expertise compared to someone whose main 
interest stems from the country’s more recent cultural 
offerings, even though they are not mutually exclusive. 
Similarly, the study of Japan can manifest in contentious 
theories with varying degrees of legitimacy and cultural 
implications. 

Despite this variety, a comprehensive definition of 
productive learning outcomes, as guided by an appeal to the 
mission of Japan-related scholarship, must include the 
ability to analyse, evaluate, and even generate knowledge 
about Japan—in addition to the less complex learning 
behaviours outlined in Bloom’s taxonomy. As such, 
learners should strive to acquire the factual knowledge 
necessary to solve problems in the field, including 
familiarity with facts and relative terminology; the 
conceptual knowledge needed to understand Japan as a 
multifaceted subject, building on theories and concepts that 
explain the elements that make up Japan; the procedural 
knowledge required to know when and how to put those 
theories into practice; and the metacognitive knowledge 
that facilitates the capacity of learners to contextualise their 
knowledge and understand its underlying conditions.  

Productive Japan-related learning outcomes, aimed at 
making legitimate sense of Japan-related signifiers, should 
in this sense result in the expertise necessary to navigate 
and contribute to the on-going study of Japan—a subject 
which relies on different interpretations to be made sense 
of in meaningful ways. 

Japan-Related Signifiers in Video Games 

Having laid out a theory of learning, as well as 
provided a definition for productive Japan-related learning 
outcomes, the last step in establishing the framework is to 
examine how video games may accommodate such 
concerns. Therefore, it is necessary to outline the cases 
wherein the application of such a framework might be 
deemed appropriate, and in what context video games may 
rightfully serve as targets for this approach. 

Considering that the applicability of the proposed 
framework is dependent on video games featuring 

educational affordances related to Japan, such games must 
include discernable signifiers which demonstrate a 
connection to the subject. These signifiers can vary greatly, 
ranging from seemingly direct representations, such as 
Persona V being set in Tokyo, to abstract concepts, such as 
the parallels between Japanese religious traditions and the 
lore of The Legend of Zelda video game series (Hemmann 
2021). It should also be noted that their discernibility is not 
uniformly apparent, as it is reliant on different sets of 
familiarities with Japan. In fact, all signifiers related to 
Japan must be learned for them to be perceived as such. 
This results in a range of discernibility, wherein learners 
may or may not register different elements as relevant to 
their understanding of Japan—dependence on external 
knowledge implying that no single artefact should be 
considered a fully coherent educational resource, despite 
varying degrees of internal coherency. 

For example, as the symbol of Japan’s national religion, 
Shintoism, as well the symbol for Japan itself in some cases 
(Ding et al. 2021), red torii gates are generally considered 
an obvious Japan-related signifier. When encountered in a 
game like Dragon Quest III (Chunsoft 1988), however, 
there is nothing inherent to the symbol itself which conveys 
its “Japaneseness” to the player. Therefore, for a player 
unfamiliar with the symbol of the torii gate, its 
conventional relationship with Japan must go unrecognised. 
If such players are to become familiar with torii gates by 
playing Dragon Quest III, they must therefore rely on 
alternative cues, such as that the gates are found in a 
country called Jipang—a name evocative of “Japan”—
located roughly where Japan would be on a map imitating 
real world geography. By doing so they may tentatively 
incorporate torii gates as a signifier for Japan, thereby 
establishing familiarity with a well-known Japan-related 
signifier based on prior learning and the internal coherency 
of the presentation.  

Although featured in Dragon Quest III, the inclusion 
of well-known signifiers in Japanese video games cannot 
be taken for granted. This is especially true considering 
how often their origins have gone unrecognised (Consalvo 
2016, 4) despite the instrumental role of Japan in the 
development of the game industry on a global scale (Picard 
2013). This apparent paradox has often been explained by 
alluding to the fact that Japanese exports have not always 
featured recognisable Japan-related signifiers. Such exports 
have been influentially described as culturally “odorless”, 
as they lack elements that might help trace them back to 
their culture of origin, or “nationless”, implying a lack, or 
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even deliberate erasure of a national character (Iwabuchi 
2002, 24, 28).  

A classic example might be that the Japanese character 
of Mario—who is diegetically an Italian plumber in the 
hugely popular Mario franchise—was generally not 
thought to signify the nation of Japan upon his debut in the 
1980s. In fact, many in the West failed to recognise him as 
a Japanese construct, especially since the Nintendo 
Entertainment System, the platform which brought the 
character to prominence, had not been marketed as an 
explicitly Japanese piece of hardware—at least not in 
America (Alt 2020). Nowadays, it is relatively common 
knowledge that Mario and the video games which feature 
him are from Japan. Capitalising on this awareness, Japan’s 
former prime minister, Shinzo Abe, even dressed up as the 
character as he emerged from a large green pipe, 
announcing to the world that Japan would host the 
Olympics in 2020 (Watson 2016; Hutchingson 2019, 1) — 
effectively endorsing Mario as a recognisable signifier for 
Japan worldwide. 

However, even though Mario himself has become a 
recognisable signifier for Japan, many might still consider 
the character odorless, or nationless, as his alleged 
Japaneseness is not readily discernable. A discerning eye 
might nevertheless justify relating a figure like Mario to a 
broader culture of mascots in Japan (Iwabuchi 2010) or 
view his design as an extension of Japan’s “kawaii”, or 
“cute” culture (Lieber-Milo and Nittono 2019). Such 
approaches establish Mario not only as a Japanese construct, 
but rather as an abstract manifestation of Japanese culture, 
effectively attaching cultural odor to him by relating him to 
an understanding of Japan in a compelling way. 

In her book titled Japanese Culture Through 
Videogames (2019), the Japanese- and game studies scholar 
Rachael Hutchinson makes the case that Japanese video 
games are a form of artistic and cultural expression, which 
by extension have something to say about their place of 
origin (1). In doing so, she echoes a multitude of 
comparable studies, arguing that video games can be 
meaningfully understood in relation to their national and 
cultural milieu (McAllister 2004; Cassar 2013; Wolf 2015). 
As such, practically any Japanese video game may be said 
to feature direct or indirect Japan-related signifiers by 
virtue of being Japanese.  

In addition to this, the prominence of recognisable 
Japan-related signifiers has been on the rise to 
accommodate growing interest in explicitly Japanese video 
games. This is demonstrated by the fact that localisation 

efforts have become progressively more prone to preserve 
the sociocultural content of such video games as they are 
made available globally. (Mangiron 2021). This means that 
the discernibility of Japan-related signifiers in video games 
is increasing, both due to growing familiarity with Japan, 
and an increase in the way video games are presented as 
explicitly Japanese. 

However, such signifiers are not limited to Japanese 
games, since even video games produced outside Japan 
may feature meaningful Japan-related signifiers. For 
example, the video game Ghost of Tsushima (Sucker Punch 
2020)—which was developed in America—is set during 
the Mongol invasion of Japan in the 12th century, thereby 
directly representing a part of Japan’s past. Some might 
question the validity of such signifiers, as the game’s 
appeal to historical accuracy is debatable. In fact, by the 
developers own admission, the development of the game 
took deliberate creative liberties. An example of this is the 
inclusion of katanas as weapons, even though the invasion 
predates their actual usage (Takahashi 2020); this only 
being an instance of how the game’s historical accuracy is 
compromised. 

Regarding the depiction of history in video games, 
there has been a debate about how historically accurate 
such depictions can ultimately be. On the one hand, some 
contend that even allegedly historically inspired video 
games like Assassin’s Creed II (Ubisoft 2009) should be 
considered unproductive historical exercises, as they 
portray an anachronistic and misleading version of their 
supposed historical settings (Dow 2013). Conversely, it has 
also been argued that even though commercial historical 
video games might not be vehicles for true historical 
representations, they nevertheless provide valuable tools 
for the acquisition and production of historical knowledge 
(Peterson, Miller and Fedorko 2013). Instead of appealing 
to the concept of accuracy, such studies may invoke the 
notion of “authenticity” (Wolterink 2017), as video games 
may strive to capture “the spirit of an age” (Fewster 2015, 
169). This is comparable to how indirect Japanese signifiers, 
such as Mario’s Japaneseness, can be seen as a particular 
interpretation of Japanese culture, as opposed to a direct 
representation of it—historical video games similarly 
presenting a particular interpretation of history. 

Furthermore, such interpretations as mediated by video 
games already play a growing role in how an interest in and 
knowledge about the past is generated (Chapman 2016), the 
same applying to the subject of Japan (Consalvo 2016, 213). 
Coupled with the fact that Japanese video games, such as 
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Sekiro: Shadows Die Twice (FromSoftware 2019) are not 
necessarily rooted in historical accuracy (Byrd 2019), it 
becomes apparent that both Japanese and non-Japanese 
video games can participate in the production, maintenance, 
and interpretation of what constitutes Japan. 

It must nevertheless be noted that a video game’s 
nationality is not irrelevant when it comes to the study of 
Japan-related signifiers, as it can drastically impact their 
analysis and evaluation. As Hutchinson has pointed out, 
nearly all Japanese video games can be considered 
gateways into the culture of Japan in one form or another. 
However, for a foreign video game like Ghost of Tsushima, 
justifying it is a manifestation of Japanese culture presents 
added difficulty. It is true that the critical reception of the 
game in Japan made a point of its respectful depiction of 
historical Japan and Japanese culture (Ashcraft 2020a). 
Contrarily, it has also been claimed to be unlikely for such 
a game to be made in Japan, as the main character does not 
fit the mold for Japanese video game protagonists—being 
both older and not as traditionally handsome as his 
counterparts (Ashcraft 2020b). In this way, the 
“Japaneseness” of non-Japanese video games can be more 
easily refuted—meaning they must rely to a larger extent 
on direct representations of Japan—while Japanese games 
can more easily evoke abstract connections by appealing to 
their nationality. 

Ultimately, while questions of accuracy may factor 
into an analysis of educational affordances, such concerns 
should only serve to qualify their utility as opposed to 
represent a fixed set of conditions as to whether such 
affordances are valid. Furthermore, the differences between 
how domestic and foreign Japan-related signifiers can be 
interpreted present further evidence of their educational 
affordances beyond their mere potential to be recognized. 
The reason being that as signifiers can be claimed to denote 
different relationships with the subject they reference—in 
this case Japan—a need arises to properly situate them 
within a broader discourse surrounding that selfsame 
subject. Properly situating such references then requires 
further analysis and evaluation, as the signifiers need to be 
broken down into their component parts and assessed. 

This entails that when learning about Japan through 
video games, it is also necessary to be able to differentiate 
between what constitutes a manifestation of Japan and what 
constitutes a manifestation of Japanese gaming culture, or 
any other notable context. As such, analysing Japan-related 
signifiers in video games requires familiarity with video 
games to some extent, the reason being that the ability to 

differentiate between Japanese elements and game 
elements is imperative when it comes to evaluating the full 
breadth of what they may meaningfully signify.  

For instance, when it comes to Japanese video games, 
and the media ecology of Japan in general, there exists a 
substantial inventory of topics and motifs that can be 
referenced without directly appealing to their origins. 
Bestiaries are a good example of this, as Japanese video 
games have incorporated various mythical beasts from 
around the world. However, as such beasts continue to be 
featured in Japanese video games, their relationship to their 
original incarnations often becomes suspect. This is 
because their depictions can start to become self-referential 
to their portrayal in other video games as opposed to their 
original sources (Escande 2022). There is of course 
significant overlap between Japanese culture and Japanese 
gaming culture—as one could be said to encompass the 
other—but learning to make sense of Japan in video games 
requires an understanding of not only how Japanese culture 
gets filtered through these media artefacts, but also how the 
subculture of gaming, or other subcultures, get filtered 
through themselves, potentially resulting in a less 
meaningful connection to a specific point of origin as their 
genealogy gets altered.  

Concerning the question of how Japan-related video 
games may accommodate the learning behaviours and 
objectives outlined in this article, the answer lies in how 
such behaviours and objectives can be said to operate 
through Japan-related signifiers. As outlined in this section, 
such signifiers are potentially diverse and a part of learning 
entails not only the ability to remember them and recognise 
them, but also to analyse and evaluate how they may be 
relevant to an understanding of Japan. In this way, the 
analysis of educational affordances is not markedly 
concerned with definitive answers to whether something 
should be considered representative of Japan. Instead, it 
constitutes a meta-analysis of how different analyses can 
build on and contribute to an understanding of Japan 
through video games by appealing to an established and 
growing corpus of knowledge. This entails that it is not the 
inherent Japaneseness of someone like Mario which is at 
stake, but rather the way in which the question of his 
Japaneseness can justifiably be related to an understanding 
of Japan, in order to make sense of Japan-related signifiers.  

Making Sense of Japan 
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Having drafted a theory of learning, defined productive
learning outcomes, and outlined how they may operate in 
relation to Japan-related signifiers in video games, the 
framework has finally been established (see figure 3). What 
follows is a short example of how it might be applied in 
practice and some concerns it might raise. As a 
demonstration, the framework will be applied to the 
interpretation and internal coherency of Japan’s nuclear 
discourse in Final Fantasy X, a Japanese video game 
developed by Square—now a part of Square Enix. The 
analysis will focus on the English version of the game to 
limit its scope, and to invoke the hypothetical reception of 
the game as a foreign artefact. However, for the sake of 
brevity, the analysis will be relatively limited, leaving 
ample room for further study, both in terms of such a 
discourse and the application of the framework.

Figure 3. A diagram depicting educational affordances as a 
combination of learning behaviours, learning outcomes, 

and a medium which facilitates learning  

As the name implies, Final Fantasy X is the tenth 
mainline installment in the popular Final Fantasy series of 
video games. Despite being Japanese, however, the game
incorporates a mixture of different cultural elements—
complicating the discernibility of its nationality (Consalvo 
2006, 118). Compared to other titles in the series, Final 
Fantasy X could nevertheless be said to embody a distinctly
Asian aesthetic, as instead of relying on Western fantasy 
tropes like its predecessors, the developers of the game 
opted for something closer to home (Juba 2019). Although 
the game’s Asian inspiration is not limited to Japan, it 
remains a notable part of the game, both in terms of direct 
representations and more abstract cultural manifestations.

An example of direct representation might be the 
design of the heroine Yuna, as her attire constitutes a 
reimagining of the traditional Japanese kimono (Dark 
Horse 2012, 22). Another example might be the character 
design for Auron, one of her guardians, which is 
reminiscent of popular depictions of masterless samurai. 

However, as is to be expected, the more abstract cultural 
manifestations are a bit harder to discern. As pointed out by 
Hutchinson, the issue of Japan’s nuclear discourse might
nevertheless be considered one of them as she argues that
displays of devastating power, by a monster called Sin, are
emblematic of attitudes toward technology and destruction 
relatable to how Japan has dealt with the nuclear 
devastation of the past (Hutchinson 2013). 

To examine how players can learn to make sense of 
this discourse through play, the first step is to outline how 
it enables certain learning behaviours. Beginning with the 
act of remembering, it quickly becomes apparent that Final 
Fantasy X does not feature a lot of Japan-related facts or 
terminology for players to memorise—despite such 
knowledge being necessary to make sense of Japan, let 
alone its nuclear discourse. Rather, players are required to 
apply their external understanding of Japan to analyse
potential Japan-related signifiers, such as the design of 
Yuna and Auron. Considering that Final Fantasy X was not 
developed as an educational resource, this is to be expected.
This lack of internal coherency nevertheless has
implications for the educational affordances of the game, as 
well as for how it is likely to be interpreted. 

Firstly, it implies that Final Fantasy X—along with
other video games developed for comparable purposes—
are likely to require a more holistic approach for learning 
to become productive, incorporating external knowledge 
and guidance to a more significant degree. Secondly, it 
raises the barrier to entry regarding the discernibility of 
references to Japan, potentially advancing alternative 
interpretations in its stead. For example, even though
Japan-related facts are limited, the English version of Final 
Fantasy X incorporates terms such as “sin,” “crusaders,” 
and “church”, which are all highly evocative of Christianity. 
Instead of interpreting Sin as a manifestation of nuclear 
nostalgia, the discernibility of such signifiers and the way 
they are posited as central to the narrative may therefore 
privilege a Christian inspired reading, especially if players
are unfamiliar with Japan. This might be one of the reasons 
Final Fantasy X’s message is often construed as being a 
critique of organized religion, à la Christianity (Qu 2020, 
McCasker 2021). Such analyses may be valid in and of 
themselves, but the point is that the internal coherency of
educational affordances, in addition to prior learning, can
lead to some interpretations becoming more dominant than 
others.

Building on extensive knowledge of Japan, 
Hutchinson’s interpretation of Sin’s power as a 
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manifestation of Japan’s nuclear discourse nevertheless 
also represents a viable analysis of the subject. In her 
analysis, Hutchinson relates Sin’s vaporizing blast to 
similar visual imagery found in other pieces of Japanese 
media; such imagery echoing cultural anxieties related to 
the impact of the nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki. However, as Hutchinson notes, due to 
generational and cultural differences, even her own 
students may not be as quick to recognise Sin’s blast as an 
allusion to nuclear power in the same way (Hutchinson 
2013, 3). 

Although Hutchinson’s account represents a legitimate 
Japan-focused analysis, an analysis of the educational 
affordances of the game must nevertheless seek to 
understand such efforts as a part of wider range of 
potentialities—as a form of meta-analysis. This could be 
likened to a teacher assigning students an analysis without 
direct concern for the conclusion, as long as it fulfills the 
requirements of productive learning. In this way, players 
are invited to make sense of Japan-related signifiers in 
Final Fantasy X in different ways, provided that their 
analysis is sound. 

In this case, alternative approaches could argue that 
Sin’s blast has more to do with the self-referentiality of 
Japanese media, as opposed to a broader nuclear discourse, 
or that Sin should first and foremost be understood as a 
metaphor for natural disasters in Japan—as expressed by 
the director (Siliconera Staff 2014). Understandably, an 
analysis of educational affordances can not be expected to 
foresee every potential scenario, but it is nevertheless 
important to recognise such affordances as a gateway to 
such potentialities, instead of merely a springboard for 
aquiring preconfigured understandings. 

Ultimately, Final Fantasy X’s Japan-related 
educational affordances lack the structure and internal 
coherency that might otherwise help players learn to make 
sense of Japan-related signifiers in the game.  This is not a 
commentary on the quality of the game but rather on how 
the game is likely to be interpreted based on how the text 
makes itself readily understandable; the result being that 
non-Japan related interpretations may be privileged on 
account of accessibility to learning. 

Conclusion 

This article has attempted to establish an analytical 
framework intended to guide the analysis of educational 
affordances in Japan-related video games, as a way of 

examining how players might make sense of Japan-related 
signifiers during play. In doing so, it has adopted a theory 
of learning, in the way of Bloom’s taxonomy, and defined 
the objectives of such learning via an appeal to the 
established and growing corpus of Japan-related 
scholarship. In addition, it has outlined how Japan-related 
signifiers in video games may be recognised, analysed, and 
evaluated productively, and provided a brief example of 
how the framework can be applied. 

Although limited in scope, the analysis suggests that 
legitimately interpreting Japan-related signifiers, in a game 
like Final Fantasy X, requires a holistic approach which 
incorporates external knowledge and guidance to a 
significant degree. These findings are not surprising, but 
the advantage of the framework is that it allows analysists 
to pinpoint in what way the educational affordances of 
certain games can be said to lack coherency. Furthermore, 
it elucidates how certain non-Japan-related interpretations 
may be privileged as the game does not feature the 
educational affordances necessary to readily prompt a 
Japan-focused interpretation.  
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