Class: Japan 100 Introduction to Japanese Literature
Name: Aragorn Quinn

Assignment Background: In my Introduction to Japanese Literature class (Japan 100), I am
focused on two central questions: 1) what constitutes narrative and 2) what constitutes Japanese
cultural production. In order to probe these seemingly obvious questions, we explore narratives
in a wide range of modes that include the classical narrative The Tale of Genji; medieval and
early modern performance genres; modern novels; and contemporary film and video games.
Students learn to locate the elements of narrative across these modes of storytelling and locate
themes and tropes that reappear across time in this diverse range of times and narrative genres.

With this context, in week 14 of the course I have students read the first two chapters of Jane
McGonigal’s book Reality is Broken and have them play a prescribed section of Kojima Hideo’s
game Death Stranding. This is a game that presents themes of ghosts and the afterlife that are
deeply rooted in Japan’s cultural history even though it is set in a post-apocalyptic United States
and features almost exclusively non-Japanese actors. Key questions encountered beginning in
Genji and revisited throughout Japanese cultural history reappear in Death Stranding.

The assignments around this week’s unit are:

1. After completing the reading and watching a recorded section of the game at home,
students visit the gaming lab in the basement of Curtin Hall in small groups to play the
game from a pre-saved point. The group then conducts an analysis following the CRIT
method (Close Reading Interpretive Tool), which is the same method that they have used
earlier in the course to interrogate written and performative narratives.

2. During the Wednesday meeting of the class, students are tasked with articulating formal
and narrative ways that we can think of this game as consistent with the Japanese cultural
tradition. To do this, students will break inGames and Narrative assignment sheet draft
Death Stranding

3. to their initial groups which met for the gaming sessions. The groups will each receive a
different prompt: ghosts, masks, obligation/emotion, and time. Each group will create a
statement about the ways that these elements in Death Stranding resonate with
performances and texts from earlier in the course. Once students have completed this
task, the groups will be jigsawed, with new groups consisting of one member from a
previous group. Those groups will then create a new statement which articulates how all
four elements resonate with prior narratives engaged with in the class.

Outcomes: This assignment had a quantifiable impact on how students thought about narrative
and Japanese cultural production. This is most clearly shown by a pair of word clouds that are
compiled from responses solicited from the entire class at the beginning and end of the semester.
Students are asked to note three words that they associate with Japan and three words that they
associate with literature. After they organize their responses and present to the class, I compile
their answers in a word cloud. The differences between the beginning and end of the semester
assignments, attached below, were even more striking than in normal years.


https://panthers-my.sharepoint.com/personal/quinna_uwm_edu/Documents/Documents/Japan%20100/Games%20and%20Narrative%20assignment%20sheet%20draft%20Death%20Stranding.pdf
https://panthers-my.sharepoint.com/personal/quinna_uwm_edu/Documents/Documents/Japan%20100/Games%20and%20Narrative%20assignment%20sheet%20draft%20Death%20Stranding.pdf

Before you Start:

1. Get your team members’ contact
info (email, social media, ete)

2. Arrange lab schedule with your
group (we'll do this step in class)

3. Read the McGonigal chapter (link is

on the Canvas page)

Watch the game video on Canvas

Think about what are key criteria

for something to be considered a

game.

In the lab:

'

o

Play from the save point till you have
cremated the body and returned to base.
Make sure everyone in your group has a
chance to “be” Sam. You're all a part of
this, and engaging with the game is very
different than watching from the sidelines.

After the lab, before class:

*  With your team: A commonly held
idea aboutl what makes something a
game is that it must have a win
condition (although McGonigal
disagrees—consider why she doesn’t
think so!). As a team, decide what
you might consider to be a win
condition [or this game. By your
standard, whatever thal might be,
which member of your team won?
Does a win condition change Death
Stranding in any way?

*  On your own (but feel free to
collaborate!): Complete the CRIT
process on the assigned section of
the game. Due on Canvas by 12/7.

In this project, we will be working in
teams to think about what makes
something a game. Is playing a game
different from work? From school? What
differentiates games from other forms of
narrative we have encountered this
semester? 1s a game different from a book,
or theater, or film? If so, how?

We'll be applying the analytical tools and
readings from this week and earlier in the
semester to the game Death Stranding.
You should see connections with concepls
and narrative threads that we have heen
engaged with over Lhe course ol the
semesler. What's old is continually new!

Your team will schedule time in the
gaming lab in the basement of Curtin Hall
to play through the game and think
through some questions together before we ' ' '
convene as a class again to talk about |
what we've learned.

Be ready to think about games like you
probably never have before!

(Games and
Narrative

Responses for what are three words that you associate with Japan? (beginning of semester right,

end of semester left)




Responses for what are three words you associate with literature? (beginning of semester left,
end of semester right)




