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English Abstract Doctoral Dissertation

The videogame industry has been largely influenced by major companies in Japan and America, dominating
the creation and aesthetics of games. It is important to create a space for small and indie games to thrive,
fostering diversity and innovation in game development. One avenue to help this cause is to draw inspiration
from local cultures. However, asserting a local identity globally and competing with industry giants is
challenging. Therefore, understanding the cultural identity in successful games is crucial for inspiring
alternative and meaningful approaches to game development. That is why in this paper, I'd like to compare
the cultural identity represented in role-playing game (RPG) genre, one in the Final Fantasy game series
(Square Enix, FF) and the other in The Witcher game series (CD Projekt). The Witcher is a Western RPG
(WRPG), while Final Fantasy is a JRPG. While not the most typical WRPG, The Witcher is a notable game
rooted in Eastern Europe, representing the development of RPGs in the West. On the other hand, FF is an
influential early JRPG that shaped subsequent games in the genre. Initially inspired by medieval themes
present in WRPGs, FF diverged from that path in later games, showcasing a distinct approach to the RPG
genre. In order to adapt tabletop RPG into computer RPGs, designers had to employ various approaches.
Some changes were driven by technical limitations, while many others were influenced by the cultural
preferences of the game creators. Consequently, games created in Japan and Europe, can reflect the cultures
in which they were developed. In this study, my goal is to identify these choices that establish patterns, which
in turn evolve into distinct genres such as WRPG and JRPG. To uncover these recurring patterns that shape
a genre, | will focus on two crucial elements in RPGs: the game-world and the player-character (PC). The
game-world establishes the logic of the game, including the thematic elements of the story world, the abilities
and objectives of the PC, and more. The PC, as the player's means of interaction with the game-world,
profoundly influences their experience and understanding of the game. Therefore, by analyzing these
fundamental elements in RPGs I aim to understand the cultural identity presented in WRPG and JRPG.

In order to analyze the games in question, I will first use Mikhail Bakhtin’s theories to identify the repeated
patterns that construct each game. Bakhtin's (1981) concept of chronotope serves as a lens to analyze the
interwoven relationship between time and space in literature, particularly in novels. It highlights how authors
artistically express events within a structured time-space framework. He explains that genres are defined by

their specific time-space characteristics, creating predictable patterns. Bakhtin uses this theory to introduce



various novel genres. However, applying Bakhtin's theory to the medium of game, requires some changes.
In games, the narrative structure is not the sole determining factor. For example, in RPGs, game mechanics,
such as leveling up, acquiring skills, and using different equipment, significantly shape the game. Moreover,
the players are constantly interacting with the game and their actions directly impacting the game. Thus,
Bakhtin's theory requires modification to accommodate the distinct features of games. To adapt Bakhtin's
theories to games, I propose two new chronotopes which include the "Progress Chronotope," focusing on
transformations in the game state through progressing in the game, and the "Historical Chronotope,"
examining how games incorporate historical elements within their fictional worlds.

Once the chronotropic elements within the game have been identified, they can be further analyzed using
theories connect to postmodern popular culture and mass media. First, is Umberto Eco’s theories. Eco (1972)
argues that characters in mass media need to encompass two conflicting aspects: meeting audience
expectations for fresh and thrilling narratives, while also allowing for the consumption of endless stories
revolving around similar characters. Eco explores various strategies used to reconcile these contradictory
features. In this analysis I will try to discover the strategies that WRPGs and JRPGs use in order to address
this contradiction. Secondly, I will analyze the chronotropic elements based on the idea of simulation and
simulacra in postmodern media. Baudrillard distinguishes simulation from representation: while
representation refers to reality, simulation doesn't rely on reality and can persist even after the reality it was
based on vanishes. Simulations exist independently, creating their own distinct reality, blurring the line
between the original and the copy, an idea central to postmodern theories. Baudrillard describes simulation
as reality generated from miniature elements and memory banks, replicable countless times. This notion
echoes in Azuma's examination of otaku culture's relationship with postmodernity. Otakus create derivative
works using a database created from fragmented subculture pieces, blurring the lines between original and
derived content, while placing importance on fiction as a framework to navigate society's norms. Both The
Witcher and Final Fantasy exhibit specific characteristics that align with the perspectives of Baudrillard and
Azuma regarding postmodern media and simulation. However, it is crucial to note that although both games
serve as postmodern simulacra, their approaches to creating this simulacrum differ due to cultural
distinctions. The aim of this research is to understand these differences.

Case studies:

The Witcher: The Witcher games, based on Andrzej Sapkowski's book series, gained worldwide popularity
with the release of the first video game in 2007 by CD Projekt. According to Tomasz Z. Majkowski (2018),
the books draw inspiration from Slavic folk tales, European fairy tales like The Beauty and the Beast, and
Tolkien's work. The game's story is set in a world reminiscent of 13th-century Eastern Europe, aiming to
stay faithful to its Slavic origins. The architectural design in the game takes cues from historical cities in
Croatia, Hungary, and Poland. The overall aesthetic of the game is dark and gloomy, aligning with Helen
Young's (2015) notion of "gritty" and "grimdark" neomedievalism. Players assume the role of Geralt of Rivia,
a witcher who hunts monsters for a living. This game serves as an illustrative example of a western RPG
with a neomedieval theme. It does not claim to represent WRPGs comprehensively, but it does possess a

direct and evident connection to Western culture in terms of its origins.



Final Fantasy: RPGs gained significant popularity in Japan during the early 1980s, leading to the creation
of numerous RPG titles. Games such as Dragon Quest (Chunsoft, 1986) and Final Fantasy (Square, 1987)
were among the first commercially successful RPGs in Japan. These games played a crucial role in
establishing and the JRPG genre. Among the popular JRPGs, I have chosen FF as my focus because it has
evolved away from traditional JRPG elements, such as anime-style design and turn-based gameplay, while
still maintaining its classification as a JRPG. This suggests that there is a fundamental essence within the
JRPG genre that defines it, and my aim is to uncover this characteristic through an analysis of the FF series.
Since its debut in 1987, the FF series has expanded with multiple distinct universes and storylines, each
installment standing independently. However, there are recurring elements that tie them together as part of
the series, and examining these patterns is a key objective of this article.

The game-world in The Witcher and Final Fantasy: The Witcher aims to depict a medieval past in a manner
that evokes a sense of realism. This emphasis on realism is achieved through the portrayal of a world that
seems to have long history. decaying buildings and grotesque monsters contribute to this depiction while
creating a dark and gloomy atmosphere. As part of the grimdark fantasy genre, The Witcher strives to create
a game-world where players can experience violence and danger in a way that feels real. In contrast, FF
does not prioritize realism to the same extent as The Witcher. The game world of FF is filled with elements
that disrupt immersion, such as graphical interfaces and instances that break the fourth wall. FF' combines
various features from different genres and chronotopes, resulting in a game world that openly embraces its
artificial nature. It is important to highlight that while I am categorizing each game based on their approach
to world-building, the boundaries between these approaches are not rigidly defined. The classification is
meant to illustrate the predominant tendencies within each game, but it is possible for elements from different
approaches to coexist. Ultimately, the games exhibit a combination of features that suggest a stronger
inclination towards one approach rather than the other. John Clammer (1995) suggests that while forms of
postmodernity in the Weste and Japan might seem similar, their underlying epistemologies differ
significantly. Clammer explains that in Japan the simulation itself is not taken seriously and is recognized as
something to be played with and eventually discarded. Similarly, in the case of these two games, both can
be considered as simulacra. However, they differ in their approach to simulation. The Witcher aims to conceal
its artificial nature by simulating a reality that substitutes the actual Middle Ages. On the other hand, FF
does not treat the reality of its game-world with the same seriousness. It is designed to be played with and
discarded. As a result, although both games can be classified as simulations, there are epistemological
differences between them that stem from their respective cultural backgrounds.

Novelty and predictability in player-character: In Eco's essay "The Myth of Superman," he argues that
characters in mass media must embody two contradictory aspects to satisfy audience expectations while also
allowing for the creation of endless stories. These aspects include a consistent and predictable side, often
associated with mythical characters, and an ever-changing and unpredictable side, commonly found in novel
characters. Eco further explores various strategies used to reconcile these contradictory features within a
single character or series. The analysis in this paper highlights that games provide new ways and strategies

to address these contradictions, thanks to the concept of double consciousness of play. The player-character



already represents a fusion of two distinct entities: the player and the in-game character. Players recognize
the difference between themselves and the character, but since they interact with the game-world through
this character, they also develop a sense of identification. As a result, paradoxes and inconsistencies can
naturally arise between the abilities and intentions of the players and those of the characters.

However, there are notable differences in how The Witcher and FF approach this feature. The Witcher focuses
on creating an ideal character, someone for players to aspire to become. Geralt embodies various desirable
traits that players might wish to possess. As a result, Geralt himself does not undergo significant changes
from one game to another; instead, it is the players who need to evolve and transform to become like Geralt.
On the other hand, FF takes a different approach by presenting characters that undergo constant change and
development. At the beginning of the game, these characters are ordinary individuals, not significantly
stronger than others within the game world, and perhaps even weaker. This creates a strong opportunity for
players to identify with these characters, as they can relate to their initial vulnerabilities. However, the game
then offers a journey for both the players and the characters to grow stronger, evolve, and ultimately become
heroes. But players possess a knowledge base that they have acquired through playing multiple games within
the FF series. This knowledge not only creates a sense of familiarity with the game but also enables players
to play more skillfully and expertly. It is important to note that these features are not strictly exclusive to
each game. For instance, The Witcher also incorporates players' knowledge of monster abilities, and FF
occasionally requires fast reactions from players, particularly in later installments. Additionally, both series
have protagonists with constant and evolving characteristics from a narrative standpoint. However, when
considering the overall perspective, it appears that each game places a greater emphasis on one strategy over

the other.
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