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Abstract 

My thesis focuses on the popularity of otome games in Japan and mainland 

China. During the time of COVID-19, people have to stay at home and be isolated from 

their families and friends. Thus, playing video games, individually or collectively, has 

become a way to relax and socialize. I noticed that information about different otome 

games can be easily seen online, and some players have spent a great amount of money 

on them. As a female in my twenties, I myself am a target player of this game genre. 

Thus, I became interested in the popularity of this genre of game.  

My thesis has two chapters. After the Introduction, Chapter 1 discusses otome 

games from the cultural perspective, and I argue that this game genre today is popular 

in both locations after it is introduced from Japan to mainland China in the early 2000s. 

Furthermore, I explore otome game’s “queer potential” to suggest that the game goes 

beyond its intended player demographics, young heteronormative women. Chapter 2 

analyzes the sociological implications beyond gameplay itself and onto the social 

relationship fostered by otome game culture. I argue that, as one of the manifestations of 

the popularity of this game genre, otome dream has been brought from the virtual world 

to the real world, but this digital intimacy has caused certain problems that may limit 

otome games’ possibilities to be enjoyed and further developed.  
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Introduction  

I believe there are times in our lives that we suddenly have the urge to find a 

video game to play in order to relax ourselves. However, if we went to some specific 

websites such as Steam for video games or just wanted to find a mobile game in the App 

Store, then we would be exposed to a large list of games and various genres such as 

fighting games, card games, role playing games, etc. We can always narrow our search 

down to the type of game that we are interested in and exclude the ones that we are not. 

As the number of video games proliferate, efficient ways of classification have become 

more important to save time. A game can have several labels on it or be put in different 

categories to let the players know its important characteristics before actually immersing 

themselves in it. Speaking of these labels, one such label called “otome games” 

originated in Japan, and it will be the main subject of my thesis.  

I have the experience of playing otome games when I just graduated from high 

school. At that time, games on the gaming platform Orange Light were really popular. 

Some of the intellectual properties (IPs) have been adapted into TV dramas in recent 

years. However, when I recall the past memory, I realized that those games I played in 

2015 were not well polished. They simply showed static pictures moving on the screen 

and let the players read the narratives and make corresponding choices. However, 

despite this underdevelopment, I still had pleasant experiences. There were usually 

several male characters provided by each game and I could choose to enjoy romances 
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with any of them. Generally, they all had handsome appearances and attractive 

personalities, so it could be really difficult to make a choice among them. Different 

decisions made by players would lead to different plots and even different endings, so 

the deepest memory I have is saving my progress was a really important thing to me 

during this process, because it was very easy for me to make inappropriate decisions, so 

I had to go back for one step or two in order to avoid the undesirable outcomes. In this 

sense, it seemed that every choice was so important that could cause an impact, but 

repeatability in game mechanics did release some worries.  

According to Leticia Andlauer, otome in Japanese culture “traditionally refers to 

an unmarried young girl”, but its meaning has become different as time goes by.1 Toshi 

Nakamura defines otome games as “neo-romance games” or “maiden games” in English 

and indicates that this is a kind of game that identifies a female demographic as its 

target audience.2 However, this does not mean the whole demographic of otome fans is 

merely occupied by the anticipated target players. As I will argue in Chapter 1, there can 

always be other possibilities.  

Regardless of what kind of game it is, the importance of otome games in Japan 

and mainland China is worth noticing. Based on Huang Lu’s report on otome game 

published in 2019, it is stated by a forecast report about Chinese game industry that the 

 

1 Leticia Andlauer, “Pursuing One’s Own Prince, Love’s Fantasy in Otome Game Contents and Fan 

Practice”. Mechademia: Second Arc, Vol. 11, No. 1 (University of Minnesota Press, 2018), 166-67.  
2 Toshi Nakamura, “How Japan Began Making otome Games”, Kotaku, 12 Jun, 2015.  
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market of mobile otome games from 2018 to 2020 will become more than 70 billion RMB 

(about ten million USD based on current exchange rate).3 Also, in Japan, the origin of 

this game category, the market sales volume of the top ten console otome games 

together is more than 1 million, and market value of Japanese otome game had reached 

16.3 billion Yen in 2015 (about 138 million USD based on current exchange rate).4 Female 

players in the game industry nowadays are worth the publics’ attention. In order to 

understand this emerging popularity and how otome games were designed by the 

developers to attract more players, my thesis takes this game genre as my main focus.  

In the following two chapters, I will analyze otome games from cultural and 

social perspectives, respectively. Chapter 1 has four sections. In the first section, I will 

introduce the history of otome games in both Japan and mainland China, and how 

otome games gained traction in the Chinese market. In Section 2, I will first analyze the 

formal aspects of otome games, including its common mechanics, dynamics, aesthetics, 

and attractive points. It is necessary to understand clearly about what constitutes an 

otome game and how to distinguish it from other kinds of games. I will proceed to 

provide some working definitions of otome games and offer examples. In Section 3, I 

will analyze the players of otome games including the reasons why they are so 

 

3 Lu Huang, “Fantasy and Identification: Psychological Analyses of Players of otome Game (幻想与认同：女

性向游戏中玩家的心理分析)”, Today’s Massmedia (今传媒), Issue 5 (Shanxi University, 2019), 70.  
4 Pei Pei, “Frog to Prince: Going into Market of Mainstream Women-Targeted Games (青蛙变王子：走进主流

的女性游戏市场)”, Sinolink Securities (2018), 12-13.  
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immersed. I will then discuss the possibilities of queer play of otome games.  In Section 

4, another possibility of queer playing will be analyzed from a feminist’s point of view to 

examine certain features of otome game.  

In Chapter 2, I discuss the sociological implications of otome games. In other 

words, after analyzing otome games from a cultural perspective, I will now investigate 

social phenomena that have been created through the process of otome games becoming 

more popular in both Japan and mainland China. Unlike some famous online fighting 

games, playing otome games usually does not need companions or competition, but the 

network is still constructed or being constructed by its fans with time going by, but the 

ways players in Japan and mainland China interact with other players are somewhat 

different, as I would argue. In this chapter, one important idea is the shift of otome game 

experiences from the virtual world back to the real one. I discuss how this move is made 

possible.  

In my research process, I have read works written by a wide range of authors, 

some of them are academic professionals, and some are simply fans of otome culture. 

There are works that analyze the popularity of otome games while introducing its 

development history in Japan and mainland China. Some works psychoanalyze the 

players in order to understand the pleasure and desire through the process of gaming. 

Interestingly, almost all of these works automatically assume the players as heterosexual 

women, despite some of them come from other groups even if they only occupy a small 
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portion of the otome game player demographic. Some scholars are more interested in 

the future development of the otome game industry, such as the issues related to 

marketing strategies.  

I hope my work can contribute to the study of otome games and otome culture. I 

chose Japan as the starting point of my research because it is the origin of otome games. 

Mainland China plays the role of consumer of many Japanese popular cultural products, 

including otome games, which have also gained noteworthy popularity in a new 

location. Some otome games made by local Chinese game companies have emerged in 

the whole game market with their own attractiveness during recent years as well. Thus, 

I take mainland China as another location for my research. I hope I can point to otome 

games’ attractiveness but also its limitations that might have been overlooked. There are 

also many online articles on different aspects of this game genre, but they are not 

academic enough, in my opinion. My goal is collecting them together and using the 

actual otome fans’ experiences and perspectives to make more formal analyses. In my 

thesis, I will argue that despite the prosperity of otome games in both Japan and 

mainland China, there are actually some problems hidden beneath the beautiful images 

in the otome world and they are created by certain cultural and social limitations that 

have been put on this game genre.  
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1. Otome Games: An Introduction  

1.1 History of Otome Game: From Japan to Mainland China  

When it comes to popular cultural products, what comes to mind may include 

TV drama, movie, or music. If we narrow down the scope and focus on Japan, then it 

will be more likely that anime and manga will also emerge as well-known cultural 

products with special Japanese characteristics. Further, among all these products, it is 

plausible to say that video games, with their enduring popularity, also draw our 

attention. Many researchers and scholars in game studies have underscored that this 

field is no longer male-centered. That is to say, the surge of female game players is a 

noticeable phenomenon and the role that is being played by this group deserves analysis 

as the important role of male players in the development history of games.  

The advent of games that specifically take women as their target audience 

occurred in 1994, through the efforts of female staff in a Japanese video game company 

called Koei.1 According to Keiko Erikawa, one of the contributors of this focus on female 

players, she had spent decades making male-targeted games in this company, and this 

experience led to her willingness of making a change even if this change might be 

considered as unconventional due to the hegemony of male players in the game market 

 

1 Yunrong Han and Xingyu Wang, “History, Type, and Mode Analysis of Female-Targeted Game (女性向游

戏的溯源、类型及模式解析)”, New Media Research (新媒体研究) (2020), 142.  
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at that time.2 Ever since the release of this game series Angelique, female-targeted game 

genre has gradually gained its popularity during recent decades. For instance, in Japan 

2021, the market of mobile otome games “is valued at approximately 80 billion yen ($733 

million)”.3 This may not be seen as a striking figure in consideration of the very small 

proportion otome game constitutes in the whole Japanese mobile game market (only 

6%), but its industry is financially promising due to its high profitability.4 For example, 

in 2015, the chief editor of a well-known Japanese video game magazine Famitsu stated 

that the development cost of mobile games in Japan was soaring, and a mobile game of 

good quality required 300-500 million yen ($2,500,000-4,200,000).5 However, in 2016, the 

development expense of an otome game in Japan was only about 1-5 million yen 

(approximately $8,500-42,000), and Arithmetic, a famous Japanese game company, had 6 

mobile otome games brought more than 100 million yen (more than $850,000) this year 

and one of them had more than 600 million yen (more than $5,100,000) as its 

accumulated revenue for three years. Hence, the development process of otome games 

does not require a great amount of money as other kinds of games, but it can bring back 

 

2 Nakamura, 2015; Han and Wang, 142.  
3 Mazin Hussain, “The Women and Games Behind Japan’s Hottest IPO of 2021”, Superjump, 15 Mar, 2021. 
4 Zhe Liu, “Analysis on the Development of the Otome Game Industry in China from the Perspective of 

China and Japan (中日对比角度下中国乙女向游戏产业发展探析)”. Chinese University Humanities and Social 

Sciences Network (中国高校人文社会科学信息网) (Hunan University), 4; Hussain, 2021. 
5 Acg gouwu, “Japanese Mobile Game Industry is Facing Soaring Development Expenses (日本手游行业正遭

遇开发成本飙涨问题)”, Sina Game, 21 Oct, 2015.  
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significant profit.6 The industry of otome games in Japan has already become mature 

after decades.7 Starting from the next paragraph, I will switch my focus to mainland 

China.  

(1) Definitions  

ACGN, consisting of “anime, comic, game and novel”,8 was introduced to 

mainland China in the late 1990s. As part of it, this gender-based categorization label 

that was used to point to ACGN cultural products targeting women entered this location 

as well.9 At this point, it is necessary to make two terms clear and understand their 

meanings and the distinction between them, namely, “otome (乙女)” and “female-

targeted (女性向け)”. In Japanese, the word “otome” basically has the same meaning as 

“shoujo”, which is referring to young girls who are no longer children but have not 

become adults yet.10 Thus, “otome games” originated in Japan decades ago is the kind of 

game that considers this group of girls as the target audience, and romance is important 

and essential in most of otome games, based on the idea that girls at this life stage are 

having and enjoying beautiful expectation and fantasy towards heterosexual love.11 

 

6 Zhe Liu, 4; Pei, 12.  
7 Zhe Liu, 3.  
8 Zhen Troy Chen, “Slice of life in a live and wired masquerade: Playful presumption as identity work and 

performance in an identity college Bilibili”, Global Media and China, Vol. 5 (3) (2020), 320.  
9 Xiqing Zheng, Yingxuan Xiao, and Pin Lin, “Women Targeted and BL Culture (“女性向·耽美”文化)”. 

Internet Blog Dictionary Column (“网络部落词典”专栏) hosted by Shao Yanjun, Frontiers (天涯), Issue 3 

(2016), 174.  
10 Jisho, Kim Ahlstrom, Miwa Ahlstrom, and Andrew Plummer, “乙女”, Search Result 1, Meaning 1, 

Accessed Dec 15, 2021.  
11 Zhe Liu, 1.  
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“Female-targeted (女性向け)” has a broader scope than “otome” as another 

categorization label. In short, my understanding is, all otome games are female-targeted, 

but it is not the case that all female-targeted games are otome games.  

(2) Popular Piracy  

During the first few years after the introduction of otome game, it was merely an 

immature enjoyment in a grey zone. In other words, in mainland China in the 2000s, 

there was not merely Shanzhaiji (bandit cell phones)12 that could be used as an example 

to discuss copycat culture, general pirate games actually had a longer history. Piracy in 

the Chinese video game market can be traced back to the 1980s on three platforms that 

will be discussed one after another: arcade, game console, and Personal Computer 

(PC).13 To begin with, Arcades were introduced from Hong Kong to mainland China in 

the 1980s and gained their popularity, but this good situation did not last long. Due to 

the high expense of importation, pirated arcades and games started to occur throughout 

the market.14 In 1983, Family Computer was released by Nintendo, which advertised 

that it allows “enjoying arcade at home”, but most people in mainland China did not 

 

12 Yang Fan, “From Bandit Cell Phones to Branding the Nation: Three Moments of Shanzhai”, Faked in China: 

Nation Branding, Counterfeit Culture, and Globalization (Indiana University Press, 2015), 66.  
13 Yong Cao and John D. H. Downing, “The realities of virtual play: video games and their industry in 

China”, Media Culture and Society, Vol. 30 (4) (SAGE Publications (Los Angeles, London, New Delhi and 

Singapore), 2008), 516.  
14 Game Heaven (游天堂街机门户), “What Path Should be Followed by Chinese Game Industry that Is 

Destroyed by Piracy and Prohibition? (被盗版与禁令所毁掉的中国游戏业将何去何从？)”. Sohu, 23 Dec, 2017.  
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have access to this console due to economic hardship.15 Thus, consoles made by local 

companies such as Xiao Ba Wang (小霸王) occurred in response, and they were 

compatible with pirated game cartridges that could be seen as the copycat version of 

games produced by Japanese companies, so both sides worked together in 1990s and 

created a console trend in game market.16 Lastly, during almost the same period of time, 

PC games were introduced to mainland China as well in the early 1980s, and pirated 

versions of games developed in Japan and Taiwan almost filled this sphere. The 

popularity of this game category is closely associated with the spread of PC, so there 

was a rising moment of it during the transitional period from the late 1990s to the early 

2000s, when various pirated games that existed as the copycat version of games from 

both Eastern and Western regions reached a common prosperity together (not merely 

from Japan and Taiwan, but also from North America and Europe).17  

The spread of pirated games in mainland China can be attributed to two reasons: 

the legal prohibition of game consoles, and insufficient regulation on piracy. For the 

former one, in June 2000, an official document called “Opinions Concerning Launching a 

Special Campaign to Bring Electronic Gaming Business Venues Under Control” was 

authorized by the State Council in order to protect the whole society especially teenagers 

 

15 Shizhi TV, “The History of Pirated Games in China has Started since the Occurrence of Xiao Ba Wang in 

Our Childhood (中国的盗版游戏之路，从小时候的“小霸王”就开始了)”, Zhihu, 28 Sep, 2018.  
16 Cao and Downing, 516-517; Shizhi TV, 2018; Game Heaven, 2017.  
17 Cao and Downing, 517.  
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from the harmfulness of video games. This document legally prohibited the production 

and sale of video game machines, including arcade and console. This prohibition did not 

be removed until 2014, and with its enforcement, two outcomes occurred: illegal console 

market and the prosperity of other game platforms such as PC.18 That is, there was no 

legal method to purchase electronic game machines or game cartridges when the 

prohibition was enforced, but the rise of PC games soon led to serious piracy in this 

sphere as well because of players’ failure in the cultivation of copyright awareness.19  

As for the latter reason of pirated games in mainland China, piracy in electronic 

publications did not receive sufficient attention at the legal level in the 1990s, according 

to the fact that “domestic companies were allowed to do business in electronic 

publishing, copying, importing, and distributing” at that time.20 This situation started to 

be improved since China became a member of the WTO, but positive changes could not 

be made immediately. Thus, when otome games were introduced to mainland China, 

piracy was still a common phenomenon.21  

On this basis, online otome forums played an important role during the 

emerging stage of otome games in mainland China. For example, a famous otome forum 

called Otomedream (翼梦舞城) is where players could download the translated version 

 

18 Sara X. T. Liao, “Japanese Console Games Popularization in China: Governance, Copycats, and Gamers”, 

Games and Culture, Vol. 11 (3) (2016), 281-82; Game Heaven, 2017.  
19 Game Heaven, 2017.  
20 Liao, 281.  
21 See note 20 above.  
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of Japanese otome games that were uploaded by other players. However, these 

downloaded games were mostly PC or console games, which were not the mainstream 

development direction of the Chinese game industry at that time, and female players 

were not considered as a targeted group by game developers either.22 From this series of 

phenomena, we can realize that, even if there were a small group of otome players in 

China, their attention was mainly occupied by Japanese games because there were 

almost no otome games made by local companies in the 2000s, let alone the 

attractiveness of otome market in mainland China (game mechanics, plots, audio-visual 

effects, etc). However, the spread of Japanese otome games was not legalized 

considering the copyright of these games and the way they were shared online by 

people who bought the original games and did the translations then uploaded to online 

places like otome forums. The lack of copyright awareness needed our attention, but 

certain limitations should also not be neglected. For example, language barrier, difficulty 

of buying legal games from another country…all these elements worked together and 

led to this situation. This phenomenon led to the development of the online game 

industry. However, most of the online games at that time did not have sufficient features 

 

22 Yini Tan, “Chinese Mobile Otome Game: There is No Other Extremely Popular Game after Love and 

Producer (中国女性向恋爱手游：恋与之后再无爆款)”, ed. Feng Cheng, Jiemian News, 14 Apr, 2021; Pei, 9.  



 

13 

to attract female players, so this area was still dominated by men, just like the situation 

of the game industry in Japan before the rise of female-targeted games.23  

(3) Development  

Otome games have come to mainland China since 2001 but did not become 

particularly popular. At that time, this game category circulated in a non-mainstream 

world and most of the players were huge fans of the 2-D world, or to say, people who 

were enthusiastic about the ACGN culture.24 Thus, it can be said that otome games were 

not attractive enough to catch the public’s attention nor attract many players who were 

not in the world of ACGN before. If ACGN culture represents a kind of subculture, then 

otome game culture can be considered an even smaller subgroup under it.   

In mainland China, the first well-made otome game is called Development Plan of 

Empress (皇后成长计划) made by 4399 in 2012, but the turning point of Chinese otome 

games is 2013, with the establishment of a game platform called Orange Light Game. 

Many PC otome games with Chinese characteristics (“ancient palace, rivers and lakes (江

湖), or potent boss (霸道总裁)”) were released in succession and soon gained significant 

popularity.25 By December 2016, there were almost 30 million registered players on this 

platform, and the total dividend and income of game authors was nearly 20 million 

 

23 Mysterious History of Games, “Development History of Female-Targeted Games in China: We Need 

Virtual Husbands (中国女性向游戏的发展史：我们需要纸片人老公)”, Sina, 30 May, 2019.  
24 Pei, 9; Chen, Zhen Troy, 320.  
25 Tan, 2021; Pei, 9-10.  
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RMB (about more than 3 million USD based on current exchange rate). However, even 

so, Orange Light was not a professional game production company. There were truly 

many very successful games on that platform and some of them had even entered the 

mobile market,26 but it is also undeniable that most of its games were more like 

interactive visual novels so certain limitations in game-playing did exist. However, on 

the positive side, its success had triggered some game companies’ attention on female 

players and the subsequent benefits.27  

Riding on the success of Orange Light, since 2015, Chinese game companies 

started to bring in well-made Japanese otome games and do the localization to break the 

language barrier.28 In other words, local game companies noticed the significant 

popularity of Japanese mobile otome games from its prosperous market in 2014 to 2015 

and the local consumer demand, so legally translated otome mobile games started to 

occur in mainland China. However, certain problems such as social and cultural 

differences between Japan and mainland China were realized during this cultural flow, 

so some game companies were also attempting to make their own otome games while 

localizing the Japanese ones.29  

 

26 Pei, 10.  
27 Tan, 2021.  
28 See note 27 above.  
29 Pei, 9-10.  
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Finally, in 2017, an otome mobile game called Love and Producer was released by 

Papergames. This is an important game in the history of otome games in mainland 

China because of its remarkable success. The game itself can be downloaded for free, but 

there can be in-game purchases for Gacha (getting cards randomly) in order to unlock 

more stories. Cards have different levels with different probabilities to get (for instance, 

R level card: 88.8%, SR: 9.2%, SSR: about 2%). That is, there are some cards that are 

particularly rare and difficult to get, so players need to spend money to have better 

game experience (making payments for more chances to get random cards, purchasing 

special cards in activities, etc).30 The monthly revenue after the release of this game was 

almost 300 million RMB and every monthly revenue for the first five months was more 

than 100 million RMB (about more than 47 million and more than 15 million USD based 

on current exchange rate). After 4 years, in 2021, from Dec 05 to Dec 11, Love and 

Producer still had its anticipated total income of 396,510 USD.31 These data can prove the 

persistence of players and their willingness to spend money on this game. Besides, on 

the Chinese social platform called Weibo, by February 2022, the topic of Love and 

Producer still occupies No. 11 on the list of games with its almost 1 million posts and 

more than 14 billion pageviews, and this game itself is No. 8 on Weibo’s list of popular 

 

30 Shenran, “Young People Nowadays Cannot Even Afford Love in Games (这届年轻人，游戏里的恋爱也谈

不起了)”, Sina Special Column, 19 Jun, 2021.  
31 Jian Guo, “The Fourth Anniversary of Chinese Otome Games: Why Hasn’t There Been Another Love and 

Producer? (国产乙女游戏四周年：第二个《恋与制作人》为什么还没出现？)”, Jiemian News, 20 Dec, 2021.  
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games. Meanwhile, on a Chinese mini-blog platform called LOFTER, by Feb 27, 2022, 

Love and Producer occupies No. 6 on the total list of popular games and is the only otome 

game made the top 10.  As a game released in 2017, almost 5 years ago, it has maintained 

its status in the Chinese game market.  

Love and Producer is about a female program producer of an entertainment 

company and her romantic stories with five perfect men (four at the beginning, one new 

male character was added in 2019). These potential partners are  brilliant professor Xu 

Mo, gentle policeman Bai Qi, lively star Zhou Qiluo, powerful boss Li Zeyan, and 

rebellious bandsman Ling Xiao, respectively.32 Figure 1 is a screenshot from its official 

website showing these men’s appearances. They all have their own attractiveness and 

characteristics so the players can choose whoever they prefer to develop a virtual 

 

32 Guo, 2021; Liu Zhe, 2.  

Figure 1: Five male characters of Love and Producer 
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relationship in the game. The beautiful paintings and sophisticated design are also key 

components of this game because its high production value can easily differentiate this 

game from others. For example, Figure 2 shows a scene from Development Plan of 

Empress, a game that could be considered as high-quality during the early stage of the 

local development of otome games.33 Despite its high status in the old days, its 

underdevelopment can still be easily found when comparing these two figures. The 

painting style of Figure 2 is relatively rougher and does not show a very beautiful and 

romantic atmosphere as the first one does. In addition, Love and Producer invited several 

famous voice actors to do fantastic voice acting for the male characters. Their voices also 

play an important role in the operation of the chatting function involved in this game. 

 

33 Tan, 2021.  

Figure 2: Game Scene of Development Plan of Empress 
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That is, the players not merely can have message communication with their romantic 

partners, but also can receive phone calls from them with real-person voices.34 These 

kinds of measures can significantly increase the sense of reality and provide the players 

a sensory enjoyment. Overall, the success of Love and Producer can be attributed to its 

distinctive game experience that is missing in many underdeveloped otome games, such 

as Development Plan of Empress.  

Love and Producer is undoubtedly a phenomenal game in the market of otome 

games in mainland China.35 The Chinese market value of otome games increased to 7.8 

billion RMB in 2017 from 4.8 billion RMB in 2016 (increased to more than 1 billion from 

more than 768 million USD based on current exchange rate). The annual growth rate 

reached 61.2%. After 2017, the year of the release of the first version of Love and Producer, 

female players in the Chinese game market occupied nearly half of the whole player 

group.36 Thus, it can be said that the dominant position of male players in the gaming 

world has been significantly changed. Admittedly, we cannot say that this change 

should completely be attributed to the success of this single game in 2017, but its 

contribution is still noticeable. It may be seen as the starting point of the maturation of 

the Chinese otome game market. Since its success, many game companies started to 

develop otome games and value female players as potential consumers. In 2020, there 

 

34 Mr. Anime, “Why Is Love and Producer So Popular (《恋与制作人》为何如此火爆？)”, Sina. 25 Jan, 2022.  
35 Liu Zhe, 3.  
36 Tan, 2021.  
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were 19 otome games among 23 upcoming female-targeted games, but Love and Producer 

still occupies the top position in this market.37  

On the whole, the Chinese market of female-targeted games has become and is 

still becoming more and more prosperous during recent years. Figure 3 shows its market 

value as well as its annual growth rate from 2015 to 2019 (bar graphs showing the 

former and line graph showing the later). From this chart, we can observe that, even if 

the annual growth rate is decreasing since 2016, this phenomenon can be explained by 

the significant overall increase of the market value from about 21 billion RMB in 2015 to 

 

37 Tan, 2021.  

Figure 3: Market values and annual growth rates of Chinese 

female-targeted games from 2015 to 2019  
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about 52 billion RMB in 2019 (approximately 3 billion to 8 billion USD based on current 

exchange rate).38 Obviously, the amount has more than doubled over these five years. 

This increase is remarkable, and it is understandable that the growth rate decreased 

especially during the last three years: the market value has reached a significant high-

level so the pace of following increases can be slowed down.39  

After more than a decade, otome games have gained mainstream acceptance and 

achieved popularity in mainland China. However, does that mean its popularity will 

endure? The answer is unknown right now. Otome game in Japan has established its 

position, but it is still an immature industry in mainland China.40 For starters, state 

censorship prevents the introduction or production of many games. The game rating 

system also plays an important role. In 2020, for the benefits of both minors and the 

whole game market, a standard based on age was published. All games need to display 

a green icon showing 8+, a blue icon showing 12+, or a yellow icon showing 16+, for age-

appropriate consumers. The notable absence of the controversial age 18+ in this standard 

is one obvious distinction between the Chinese and overseas rating standards.41  

 

38 Fen Liu, “Analysis of Current Game Market and Development Tendency of otome Game in China in 2020: 

The Tendency of Mobile otome Game Gaining High Quality is Significant (2020 年中国女性向游戏行业市场

现状与发展趋势分析 女性向手游精品化趋势显著)”, Forward-The Economist (前瞻经济学人), 28 Jan, 2021.  
39 Liu Fen, 2021.  
40 Liu Zhe, 3.  
41 CNMO, “This is The Chinese Rating Standards of Game! Three Levels But No 18+ (中国式游戏分级标准来

了！分了三个等级但没有 18+)”, Sina Science and Technology, 16 Dec, 2020.  
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However, in 2021, the first 18+ mobile game Light and Night was released for 

public testing in June. It is also an otome game that has some sexually explicit scenes. 

After about 2 months of its public test, on Aug 25, 2021, it made an announcement 

saying that since Sep 2nd, players younger than 18 years old would not be allowed to 

log in this game. This action made Light and Night the first mobile game that completely 

forbids minors,42 but is also considered by many players as the beginning of the 

implementation of rating standards and a big step in Chinese game industry.43 If state 

regulations lessen, we can also anticipate the prospect of more otome games developing 

and flourishing in mainland China.  

1.2 Otome Game: Formal Analysis   

Taking the prosperous market in both Japan and mainland China into 

consideration, I wonder what kind of game is able to catch female’s attention and bring 

them into a game space previously dominated by male players. This might be a tricky 

question because the answers can be various, and it may be plausible to say that the key 

point is simply the players’ individual preferences. On this basis, to the game 

developers, what can they do during the process of production to attract more female 

players? At this point, I am going to introduce otome game as a game genre that is 

 

42 Southern Urban Daily, “The First One! Tencent Mobile Game Light and Night Forbids Login of Minors, 

Here Are Professional’s Opinions (首家！腾讯手游《光与夜之恋》禁未成年人登录，专家如是说)”, Sohu, 26 

Aug, 2021.  
43 Yunyouji, “As The First 18+ Game in China, Can Light and Night Bring Game Ratings to Players (国内首款

18+游戏《光与夜之恋》，会为玩家带来想要的游戏分级吗)”, 3DM Game, 30 Aug, 2021.  



 

22 

targeting female players as the major consumers, including the three essential elements 

in this game genre, its mechanics, dynamics, and aesthetics (MDA). In the following 

paragraphs, I will first make a distinction between otome games and other game genres 

that share similar mechanics and themes in order to have a clearer and deeper 

understanding.  

According to Kumiko Saito, otome games may be considered as a derivative of 

bishōjo games and the main distinction between them is the reversal of gender roles.44 In 

Japanese, “bishōjo” means “young and pretty girls” and ‘otome” means “maiden”.45 It 

seems that there is a certain similarity between these two terms, but the games they are 

referring to are different. While both of them are mainly focusing on the element of love 

simulation in gameplay, the former uses a male avatar to develop romantic relationships 

with female characters in the game, but the latter is the opposite.46 That is to say, it is 

possible that one important characteristic of otome game and one of its attractiveness to 

female players is the bestowal of ability to actively enjoy romantic love with attractive 

virtual male characters during the process of playing.  

As I mentioned in the previous section, when talking about this field, there are 

two terms are usually used in Chinese scholars’ works: 女性向游戏 and 乙女游戏. In 

 

44 Kumiko Saito, “From Novels to Video Games: Romantic Love and Narrative Form in Japanese Visual 

Novels and Romance Adventure Games”, Arts, 10, 42 (2021), 7.  
45 Jisho, Kim Ahlstrom, Miwa Ahlstrom, and Andrew Plummer, “美少女”, Search Result 1, Wikipedia 

Definition, Accessed Dec 16th, 2021; Jisho, “乙女”.  
46 Saito, 3 and 7.  
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some cases, they can both be translated as otome games in English, but there is a 

distinction between them. In my opinion, I prefer to translate the former as female-

targeted game and the latter as otome game. Han Yunrong and Wang Xingyu define 

otome game as one subcategory under female-targeted game, and the core of it is 

heterosexual love relationship.47 Together with otome game, there are two other 

subcategories, Boys Love game (BL game) and simulation game, under the category of 

game that takes women as its target players. Both otome game and BL game have love 

simulation element, and the key distinction is whether the relationship is heterosexual or 

homosexual. Further, the key point to distinguish these two love simulation games from 

general simulation games, the third subcategory, is the existence of romance. To be more 

specific, the main missions of the latter can include operating a virtual store, having a 

pet, and cultivating a character, but enjoying a romantic relationship is not the central 

theme, so the existence of narrative is not as important as in the other two 

subcategories.48  

It is true that this categorization method is from only one paper and scholars 

who have engaged in the study of otome game usually have their own definitions of 

otome game. Despite the possible distinctions on what kind of game can be classified as 

otome games, the overlapping part in their definitions, in my opinion, is love-simulation 

 

47 Han and Wang, 142.  
48 See note 47 above.  



 

24 

games. That is to say, the love-simulation game is not absent from any of the analyses I 

have read so far on otome games (admittedly, I still cannot guarantee that its existence is 

absolute because I have not been exposed to all the work people have done on otome 

games). In addition, in an online article introducing otome game, it is stated that this 

category represents “a series of story-based games that are specifically targeted towards 

women and girls”.49 Two important pieces of information can be gleaned from the short 

definition: the importance of narrative in otome games and the idea of considering 

women as the target audience. Thus, I conclude there are three essential elements of an 

otome game: love simulation, narratives (plots, conversations, etc), and female avatar. 

Now that I have provisionally defined what constitutes an otome game, in the following 

paragraphs, I will examine its key play mechanics.  

Andlauer makes it clear that successfully developing a romantic relationship 

with one male character in the game-playing process is the main mission of otome game, 

so it is necessary to make appropriate choices when the players need to decide on what 

“actions or dialogue responses” they should make in order to reach the desirable finale.50 

As for the characteristics of the female avatar who plays the role of a pursuer of a 

specific male character, she can be different in terms of features like appearance, 

personality, and background in different games, but in general she represents “young 

 

49 B Naja, “Everything You Need To Know About Otome Games”, Manga Tokyo, 2019.  
50 Andlauer, 173.  
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girls and modern women with a particular feminine style” in order to accord with the 

preferred aesthetics of the otome group.51 Thus, this kind of game is basically about how 

a girl pursues a young male, instead of the relatively more normative style in patriarchal 

society, which is boy-after-girl. In other words, reversely, girls are able to make choices 

and take corresponding actions based on their preferences (or to say, the players’ 

preferences) in order to enjoy a romantic relationship with male characters.  

Based on the MDA framework proposed by Robin Hunicke, Marc LeBlanc, and 

Robert Zubek, the main and most important mechanics in otome game is choice-making, 

in game and out of game. On the one hand, by im-game choice-making, I mean making 

decisions along with the narratives, so the heroine will gradually have better or worse 

relationships with different male characters through the increase or decrease of 

favorability. On the basis that these potential partners may have different personalities 

and preferences in a relationship or further in their life, the choices made by the players 

can either correspond or not correspond with their dispositions. Here is one simple 

example: if a male character is designed as a person prefers a considerate girl because he 

thinks this personality can show a female’s amiability, then the decisions can 

demonstrate a girl’s thoughtfulness are more likely to lead to a huge increase in 

favorability. On the contrary, unreasonable reactions may easily cause a decrease in 

 

51 Andlauer, 166-167.  
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scores. On the other side, by out-of-game choice-making, I mean decisions that are not 

so related to the direction of narrative but more related to game experiences. For 

example, decisions on whether or not making in-game purchases are closely associated 

with whether or not the following stories can be unlocked or the speed of its unlocking. 

That is, some plots may not be shown to the players who have not paid for them, and 

players who have paid a lot of money may be exposed to more new narratives at a faster 

pace. These details depend on the specific game designs, and they may vary in different 

games, so players need to make appropriate out-of-game decisions, like making a 

purchase or not. However, decision-making may not be the only influencing factor, and 

there can be other factors that are able to positively or negatively change the relationship 

between players and virtual characters. It depends on the complexity of this game. What 

is clear however, is that a small number of choices and decisions usually will not 

contribute much to the progress nor play a key role, because otome game often provides 

a long journey, so players are gradually moving towards the subsequent plots until 

reaching one of the endings if there were any. This is how the dynamic works; finally, 

when a desirable relationship is successfully developed by the end of this game, the 

aesthetic value can be achieved during this process as well.52 Common examples may 

include the sense of achievement, emotional satisfaction, or audio-visual enjoyment. 

 

52 Robin Hunicke, Marc LeBlanc, and Robert Zubek, “MDA: A Formal Approach to Game Design and Game 

Research”, Proceedings of the AAAI Workshop on Challenges in Game AI, Vol. 4. No. 1 (2004).  
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Also, otome games usually have several potential partners waiting to be chosen by the 

players. Thus, even if a player has successfully completed one romantic relationship 

with one of these characters, there are always opportunities to pursue another character 

and then enjoy the game again in a different way. However, it may not always be the 

case that an officially finished love relationship can eventually be achieved. For example, 

till now, Love and Producer does not have specific endings, and the narratives are 

continually being updated, so the players are simply enjoying the process of 

romantically interacting with different male characters. Thus, I think it is plausible to say 

Figure 4: Screenshot of game interface of Building Up My Virgin Boy  
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that, in otome games, reaching an ending is not the only way or the most important 

factor to achieve the aesthetic value, but enjoying the romance is.  

I will introduce some otome games as examples to demonstrate the basic 

mechanics of these games. There are two screenshots: Figure 4 is from a game called 

Building Up My Virgin Boy, and Figure 5 is from a game called Dangerous Fellows.53 In 

Figure 4, the potential male partner is asking the heroine what she is thinking about 

now, and the players are given three choices to make, as we can see. By selecting 

different options, they will be able to gain different experience points. There are three 

measuring standards: Excellent, Good and Bad. Obviously, one of the three options is 

Excellent, and players will obtain the most experience points by successfully picking it 

out, and the other two options are either Good or Bad, with corresponding less and 

lesser experience points. Experience point is related to the feeling of the targeted boy, so 

it is crucial to the development of their relationship. In this situation, the Excellent 

option is the first one.54 I assume the reason is her honesty, because she is actually 

thinking about her birthday and whether this boy has forgotten this big day, so the first 

option is her true feeling, but the other two seem to be pretending that everything is fine 

and she does not have any worries. I think this may be considered as a common 

situation in a relationship: someone has something on his/her mind, but it may be a 

 

53 Building Up My Virgin Boy, Septeni Crossgate, 2017; Dangerous Fellows, Lucydream, Storytaco.inc 

Corporation, 2018.  
54 Building Up My Virgin Boy, 2017.  
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sensitive topic to talk about with his/her partner, so usually people will just pretend that 

there is nothing instead of directly saying it out loud. Obviously, developers of this 

game do not consider pretense as something good to a relationship. This game is made 

by a company in Japan called Septeni Crossgate. It is argued by Yan Ping and Pan Lili 

that Chinese Confucianism is localized in Japan and “truth” is emphasized in this 

localized Confucianism. Hence, Japanese people think highly of “the true feelings of 

Figure 5: Screenshot of game interface of Dangerous Fellows  
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human being”.55 I think this point can be adopted in the analysis of Virgin Boy. In other 

words, in the mind of game developers in a Japanese company, a person should express 

his/her real feelings and this action is seen as culturally recommendable.  

Figure 5 shows a conversation between the heroine and one of the potential 

partners. They just escaped from a dangerous situation, and he is asking whether she is 

alright. By selecting the last option, which is also the longest one that has the most 

complicated meaning compared with the first two, players will be able to gain the 

highest degree of affection from this character,56 and I think the reason is she expresses 

concerns towards him before answering about her own wellness, and this action may be 

seen as something benefits their relationship. This is a simple example of choices in this 

game, and there are also more complicated ones with options that will contribute to the 

affection levels of several different characters instead of merely one of them.  

These two games, even if they are both love-simulation games, do have 

differences. For example, in the first one, the players can only love one male character, 

so it is a one-on-one relationship, and the process of playing this game is cultivating 

their love from the beginning. In contrast, the second game provides us a one-to-many 

situation because there are totally five potential partners that can be chosen by the 

players, but the final relationship will still be one-on-one for each attempt of this game, 

 

55 Ping Yan and Lili Pan, “From “Goodness” in Chinese Confucianism to “Truth” in Japanese 

Confucianism”, Asian Social Science, Vol. 6, No. 3 (2010), 111.  
56 Dangerous Fellows, 2018.  
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if the players could successfully develop one. In other words, if I chose Character A as 

my target partner this round, then I can choose Character B as my new target partner 

next time when I want to have a new game experience, but this change of virtual 

boyfriend is not possible in Virgin Boy. However, this does not mean Virgin Boy should 

not be considered as an otome game, because it still has the three key elements: love-

simulation, narratives, and female avatar. Also, as more and more stories are unlocked, 

more personalities and appearances of the male character will be shown to the players. 

These changes are designed as the reinventions of him during the process of dating the 

heroine. Thus, to the players, in a sense, they can still enjoy the experiences of dating 

“various people” with different characteristics, but actually there is only one partner. I 

assume this situation is related to the phenomenon that women who have had romantic 

interactions with several partners may experience slut-shaming,57 so the design of 

having one single male character in the game can avoid this kind of controversy from 

the beginning. However, in this way of thinking, it seems that the game developers are 

still dominated by certain conservative ideologies, even if they are making an otome 

game that takes women as the subject and bestows women the ability to choose partners 

they like.  

 

57 Youmu, “It Is Time to Talk About “Sex Shame” (是时候谈论一下“性羞耻“了)”, ed. Boluo, Netease, 14 Oct, 

2021.  
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Also, as we can see from the colors on these two figures, the overall atmospheres 

of these games are quite different. In Virgin Boy, the hero and the heroine are university 

students, and they just started their relationship as a new couple. Basically, their life is 

composed of sweet dates, university life and daily routines. That is to say, they are living 

a “normal” life in the conventional sense. In contrast, in Dangerous Fellows, there is an 

outbreak of zombies and humans are seriously threatened, so the first and the most 

important mission to the players should be considered as survival, because love or 

romance will be moot if there is no life. Thus, the main atmosphere is terrifying and 

suspenseful, but the story is still progressing with the development of the heroine’s 

relationship with her potential love interests.  

Difference in out-of-game choices between these two games is also interesting. 

Players of Virgin Boy can unlock more opportunities to interact with the virtual 

boyfriend by watching advertisements, and Dangerous Fellows requires the players to 

make certain purchases to unlock important tools and secret stories with their beloved 

characters. What is interesting is, in my first time playing Dangerous Fellows, I simply 

wanted to have a testing play, so did not make any payments. Thus, the heroine avatar 

controlled by me did not successfully survive in this disaster, let alone any romantic 

relationship. These are the out-of-game decisions that need to be made. Therefore, 

perhaps we can conclude that despite the differences among various otome games, the 

main mechanics and dynamics of this kind of game are basically the same: players are 
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asked to make many decisions during the process of playing in order to virtually enjoy a 

romantic relationship with a male character. However, despite the importance of choice-

making in most otome games, the degree of this importance still depends on the game 

settings.  

Another example of otome game, Ken ga kimi（剣が君）, is developed by a 

Japanese company called Rejet and the first version is released in 2013, but is being 

updated until recently, including new versions with new computer graphics (CGs) and 

supplementary narratives and newly-translated versions for its spread in the 

international market. The world of this game is set in the past, namely, the Edo period of 

Japan, but the worldview is fictitious. The heroine, who is also the avatar of the players, 

is an ordinary young girl who lives in Edo. However, one day, she is asked to pretend to 

be the princess because of their similar looks, in order to accomplish an important 

mission and the six guards with her during this journey are the main male characters, or 

the potential romantic partners of the players. They have distinctive stories and different 

personalities, so the players can choose the one that they find the most attractive to 

develop a romantic relationship in this game.  



 

34 

Like many other otome games, Ken ga kimi also has very impressive aesthetic 

elements such as good-looking characters, beautiful backgrounds and melodious music. 

On this basis, what might differentiate it from other otome games, especially the ones 

that are set in modern times, is the special worldview of the Edo period. Given that the 

worldview is fictitious, it does not necessarily have so many connections with the real 

history. However, I would argue the fictitious world provides more space for 

imagination because there will be fewer limitations for narrative construction and 

gameplay. Thus, even if the main characters are samurais, their appearances are not the 

images of conventional samurais in Japanese history. As we can see from Figure 6, Ken 

ga kimi provides beautiful characters with sophisticated hairstyles and outfits. They even 

have various hair colors. Thus, the characteristic of being fictitious is obviously shown 

by the colorful character designs. Additionally, this characteristic can be found not 

Figure 6: Characters in Ken ga kimi  
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merely from the characters’ looks but also from their settings and the narratives (for 

example, the ability of talking to the spirit of their katana, which is a supernatural 

element that does not exist in real history of samurais). Thus, other than game-playing 

itself, the players can also enjoy the impressive aesthetic elements of this game during 

the process of playing it. Thus, by the end, what they can obtain is not merely an ending 

of narrative (hopefully with a successfully developed romantic relationship), but also an 

overall sensory enjoyment in a safe place with free fantasies.  

The original version of this game is Japanese, but the official Chinese translation 

was released in 2019 on the platform called Tencent 1001 Stories in mainland China. 

When doing research on this game, one interesting fact I found is the distinction 

between the original Japanese version and the legal Chinese version in mainland China. 

On Bilibili, a well-known multimedia platform in China, there is an article written by a 

fan as a brief introduction and also an advertisement for this game. By the end of this 

article, the author makes a table to compare the different versions of Ken ga kimi. When 

talking about the differences between the Chinese translated version on Tencent 1001 

from the Japanese original, the author indicates that some of the bloody scenes are 

deleted in this version.58 On the official website of the original version of this game, it is 

clearly stated at the end of the webpage that “this work contains manifestations of 

 

58 Zaichifengyu (载驰风雨), “Introduction and Advertising of All Series of Ken ga kimi”, Bilibili, 15 May, 2020.  
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violence, bleeding, and cruelty”59; given that the storyline is about the world of samurais 

in Edo Japan, it is imaginable that there might be fights and even killing scenes. 

However, I do not find that it is labeled as R-rated, and similarly, on Tencent 1001, 

instead of using an R rating label to limit the players, the platform simply and directly 

deleted certain scenes that may be seen as “inappropriate” by the censors. This fact is 

interesting to me. However, it is plausible to say that this kind of distinction can only be 

found by very observant players of both the original and the Chinese version. 

Admittedly, the essence of otome games is the development of romantic relationships 

and the worldviews and narratives may be considered as merely the supplementary 

elements to distinguish one game from another. However, even if on this basis, it still 

cannot be said for absolutely sure that the deleted scenes will not influence the effects of 

this game and the players’ experience at all, because I believe every element exists in the 

gameplay for a reason. Then this may be a controversial issue.  

Nevertheless, actually, deletion as a way of localization of a game does not really 

influence its whole popularity. When talking about the prohibition of Japanese console 

games in mainland China from 2000-2014, Sara Liao argues that “the ban was not 

actually a ban” because there were still illegal methods to purchase what people want, 

and this illegal exposure on the contrary aroused more interests of people on those 

 

59 Ken ga kimi（剣が君）, Rejet, 2013. <https://rejetweb.jp/kengakimi/switch/>  
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prohibited cultural products from foreign markets.60 I think this point can also be 

applied when analyzing imported otome games nowadays like Ken ga kimi. Even if 

censorship plays a crucial role in the localization of Japanese games and people who are 

in charge can choose to keep or delete certain elements based on their censorship 

standards, players still cannot be completely prevented from the original version but on 

the contrary are made more curious about the distinctions. This phenomenon may be 

considered as a reverse advertisement. Certainly, the situation will be better if games 

can have more clear rating labels, because this kind of limitation may become less.  

 

60 Liao, 282.  

Figure 7: Characters in Chou no doku, hana no kusari  
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1.3 Queer Playing 

Several scholars have analyzed the attractiveness of otome games in order to 

understand its popularity. In this section, I will first briefly summarize some of their 

analyses.  

Beautiful characters may be considered as one characteristic that can be seen in 

almost all of the otome games. Figure 7 shows a Japanese otome game called Chou no 

doku, hana no kusari (Poison of Butterfly, Chain of Flowers). As we can see, both the heroine 

and her potential partners have very beautiful appearances, and men have different 

characteristics respectively to show the differences among them. For example, the man 

with red hair (on the top right corner) has obvious masculinity and resolute expression 

in his eyes. In contrast, the man with grey hair (on the top left corner) shows apparent 

gentle character. It is not the case that men can only be strong and rough to be attractive 

to women. In some other otome games, there are even male characters who are so 

beautiful that it is hard to determine his gender before being told. Andlauer attributes 

the establishment of otome dreamworld to the shōjo aesthetic and it plays the role as “a 

safe place ‘for girls to fantasize about their own sexuality and sexual and social agency 

through the use of same-sex romance’ and also fantasies on men as well as heterosexual 

love”.61 We can see the close connection between otome aesthetics and shōjo aesthetics, 

 

61 Andlauer, 166-67.  
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because characters in most otome games are portrayed like protagonists of shōjo comics, 

and the beautiful love stories are moved from comic books to screens of game platforms 

in otome world. For example, in otome games like Chou no doku, hana no kusari (Figure 

7), both the male characters and the female avatar are showing their beautiful 

appearances and the female character is not overlooked simply because her appearance 

is not usually shown on the screen. Inspired by Andlauer’s discussion on otome 

culture’s compliance and incompliance with conventional ideologies on masculinity, 

femininity and heteronormative world through emphasizing on specific gender features 

and love between heterosexual couples but also encouraging female players to bravely 

pursue their dream love,62 I think the particular beauty of both female avatar and some 

male characters also contribute to the obedience and nonobedience of these conventional 

standards. Conventionally, women should be the more feminine and beautiful people, 

and they are in otome games. Surprisingly, masculinity does not occur in all of the 

appearances of male characters. Some of them are gentle and pretty. Probably this is the 

in-between place where female players can escape from conventional gender rules and 

enjoy a kind of fantasy that they usually cannot enjoy in the real world.  

Visual fantasy is important, mental satisfaction is also noteworthy. Huang argues 

that female players’ lack of feelings of being loved by a perfect boy is satisfied by 
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playing otome games and their affection needs are met by interacting with these virtual 

boyfriends.63 The reason is these characters always have attractive characteristics, 

including beautiful looks, successful social identities, and various personalities such as 

gentleness, liveliness, and confidence.64 It is understandable that virtual characters that 

are particularly designed for the players’ interests can be more perfect than men in 

reality and they are more easily accessible. Also, in otome games, it is supposed that the 

story is told from the perspective of the female avatar. That is, she is taking control and 

exerting agency in the game-playing process. This fact subverts the traditional 

relationship between a heteronormative couple. Hence, female players are very likely to 

feel elated.65 Thus, psychologically speaking, the love-simulation element and girl-

pursuing-boy relationship in otome games can bring their female players a kind of 

mental satisfaction which is otherwise unlikely to have. On this level, this kind of 

satisfaction is similar to the pleasure players can obtain from BL games. It is argued that 

BL games stand for players’ desire for both eros and pure love that are basically 

impossible to be achieved in their real life.66 Thus, even if BL games are about a love 

 

63 Huang, 71.  
64 Caiyun Wen and Xuanren Zhou, “Love, Game, and Daydream: Analysis of Psychological Mechanism in 

Otome Love Game (恋爱·游戏·白日梦·：女性向恋爱类游戏的心理作用机制分析)”, Art Criticism (China 

Academic Journal Electronic Publishing House, 2018), 45.  
65 Yuxin Xie, “Analysis on Female Players in Development History of Chinese Female-Targeted Mobile 

Games (对中国女性向手机游戏发展历程中女性用户群体的解读)”, Radio and TV Journal (2018), 152.  
66 Han and Wang, 144.  
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relationship between two homosexual men, they still have gained significant popularity 

in female players because of the fantasy that can be provided by them.   

Common assumptions about otome game that this genre is only for heterosexual 

women may have the tendency to overlook other possible groups of players of it. Now 

that I have finished discussing analyses that are made about the players with this 

common assumption, in the following paragraphs, I want to explore the notion of 

“queer potential” in otome games and reexamine possible players of otome game. In the 

introduction chapter of Video Games Have Always Been Queer, Bonnie Ruberg provides 

two meanings for the word “queer”. On the one hand, it refers to “people and 

experiences that do not conform to mainstream norms of gender and sexuality”, and on 

the other hand, it can also mean “a way of being, doing, and desiring differently as 

much as a specific marker of identity”.67 I think both meanings can be respectively 

applied to different situations of playing otome games when exploring and analyzing 

their queer potential that is involved in the games themselves and that can be endowed 

to otome games by “queer play and queer players” through the process of gaming.68  

BL games seem to have more obvious queer representations in the sense of 

Ruberg’s first meaning of queerness, but otome games indeed have more complicated 

queer potential considering both meanings. One of the representations of queer potential 

 

67 Bonnie Ruberg, Video Games Have Always Been Queer, Kindle Edition (New York University Press, 2019), 7.  
68 Ruberg, 1.  
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in otome game can be the popularity of writing BL fan fictions, or to say, imagining and 

enjoying the romantic relationship between male characters in the game rather than the 

one with the female avatar controlled by the players. This phenomenon is called “乙女

腐” in Chinese, which means “being a BL fan in otome culture”. This is a relatively 

controversial phenomenon because of the inappropriateness, but its existence should not 

be overlooked.69 According to statistics by February 2022, on Archive of Our Own, for a 

male character called Li Zeyan in Love and Producer, there are 357 fanfictions about his 

relationship with “you” (or to say, the female avatar), but also 195 works about his 

relationship with Bai Qi, another male character in this game (meanwhile, 136 between 

him and Xu Mo, and 22 with Zhou Qiluo). I think we can say that these BL fans have 

discovered the queer potential that was not realized by other players. At least we can 

understand that sometimes people do have the tendency to perform matchmaking 

between perfect characters especially when they have beautiful appearances. However, I 

do not think this is something negative or harmful, because a game can be enjoyed in 

various ways. Playing queerly does not mean these BL fans cannot enjoy an otome game 

as other players. Speaking of BL fans, even if this group is usually considered as female-

dominated, the existence of male fans still cannot be neglected. These fans are called 

“fudanshi (rotten boys)” and are very likely to be seen as non-heterosexual group. 

 

69 Jing Chen, “Starting From Female-targeted Games: The Fight Between “Otome” and “Fujoshi (从女性向游
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However, actually, in the group of BL fans regardless of their biological sex, people can 

have different genders and sexual orientations individually. There is no unified 

situation.70 If this diversity exists in the BL fan group, then I think it can also exist in the 

group of otome game players, considering the classification that BL game is another 

subcategory under female-targeted games.71  

Thus, heterosexual women may be the target audience of otome games, but they 

cannot represent the whole fan group. During the initial phase of my research, I was 

interested in the possible responses of playing otome games from players from different 

groups and the existing analyses on them provided by scholars in different fields. 

However, it is not difficult to realize that when studying players of otome game, both 

the researchers and the readers of their research results have a very high possibility of 

presupposing that the players are heterosexual women. For example, Huang provides a 

psychoanalysis of female players on the basis of increasing popularity of otome games. 

Even if it is stated in the title that the focus will be on the “players of otome game”, 

Huang obviously concentrates merely on women who have heterosexual tendency 

throughout the paper. However, I think some of her analyses can be applied to players 

from other groups as well. For instance, she considers the satisfied affective needs in 

fantasy created by the virtual world as one of the reasons to explain otome game’s 
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popularity.72 Or to say, having a romantic relationship with virtual male characters is 

able to offset the players’ disappointment of not having a favored male partner in 

reality. At this point, for example, can we also put this analysis on male players who 

have non-heterosexual tendency?  Since the love simulation element is crucial in otome 

games, the process of playing it is akin to role-playing. Thus, I think it is safe to say that 

every player is being a person that is not him/herself, even the female player, because a 

female avatar is not equal to herself. At this point, probably we can think in this way: BL 

game that has male avatar is also one subcategory under female-targeted game,73 then if 

women can play BL games and put themselves on male’s position, why cannot men do 

the analogous thing in otome games?  

When I was attempting to find responses to playing otome games from male 

players, I realized that simple pleasure was not the only reason for choosing to play a 

game. Based on their responses, it was possible for a player to merely want to know 

more about the current situation of game world, so he would play various kinds of 

games, regardless of whether he was considered as a target player or not (according to 

the responders of a question titled “Where is the fun of playing otome games to male 

players?” on a Chinese social platform Zhihu and the responses are posted from the 

period from 2015 to 2021 (this Question and Answer page will be shortened as “Where is 
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Fun, 2015-2021” in the following citations).74 That is to say, their choice of game is not 

completely based on their own preference or interest. This kind of response is provided 

by some male players, but it is very plausible to say that women can also play otome 

games for reasons other than simple game pleasure, such as study or research. Thus, in 

the following paragraphs, I hope we will be able to get out of the limited sphere created 

by certain conventional rules telling players how to play otome games, especially those 

rules associated with gender-related characteristics like sexual preference or gender 

expectation in order to figure out how can we find out queer potential in the world of 

otome game.  

There can be queer players of otome game, and male players could be one 

subgroup of them and good examples to show otome games’ queer potential. To begin 

with, even if men are hardly seen as targeted players by the production side like game 

developers of otome games, I still found some positive responses from male players. 

First, they can play otome games simply for fun and pleasure. For example, according to 

one of the responders of “Where is Fun”, he mentions that playing female-targeted 

games is like trying a different and new taste after playing so many male-targeted 

games, because of the differences in game productions. He cites the use of color as one 

instance to discuss the differences between male and female games and indicates that it 

 

74 “Where Is The Fun Of Playing otome Games To Male Players (男性玩家玩乙女向游戏的乐趣在哪里)?” 
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is more likely to find a game with vivid colors and fantastic style of painting in the 

world of otome game rather than male-targeted games.75 I think we can understand this 

distinction as a reflection of the aesthetic value of otome games, which is also one of its 

main characteristics, as we discussed in the last section.  

Second, men can play for their interests in the female avatars in otome games. It 

is also mentioned by some of the responders under the same question on Zhihu that 

they care about the cute girls in otome games. It is not merely about how cute their 

appearances are, but also about the attractiveness that is shown by their personalities.76 

Thus, I think it can be understood that these players would like to see how the narrative 

will develop and what scenarios the cute girls will meet. Thus, in summary, being 

exposed to cute girls can be seen as another reason why men play otome games. Also, in 

one of the responses, the male player states that liking these pretty girls will not give 

him any moral pressure, which is the similar reason why he enjoys playing violence 

games.77 The world of game is virtual, so what people cannot do in the real world and 

their fantasies may all be possible to be put in there, and players do not have to worry 

about whether something is morally right or wrong to do when playing a game. That is 

why the virtuality of otome games is important.  

 

75 “Where is Fun”, 2015-2021.  
76 See note 75 above.  
77 See note 75 above.  
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Third, men may play for the consequences that can be brought by otome games. 

One of the responders on Zhihu briefly mentions a subsequent benefit of playing otome 

games, which is the possibility of making female friends. He indicates that he is able to 

contact cute girls who also play this game/these games through social media platforms 

such as Twitter.78 My understanding is male players can be friends with female players 

because they are playing the same game, or similar games, so they will have a shared 

topic to develop conversations online or offline and further build a good friendship with 

each other (social activities in otome fan community will be discussed in more details in 

the next chapter). I think this benefit is one of the consequences of playing otome games, 

maybe not the pleasure of playing the game itself, but its existence is undeniable.  

Now that I have listed three reasons why men play otome games, but they are 

merely a tip of the iceberg; there can always be other different reasons and interests. In 

general, to me, some of the responses from male players have a very obvious 

heterosexual tendency, which is male will always be attracted by female, no matter in 

game or in reality. Also, this is probably one of the acceptable reasons to explain male 

players’ interest in otome game under the influences of heterosexual hegemony. 

Nevertheless, as mentioned by one of the responders, playing games frees him from the 

moral pressure in reality,79 then we should not neglect the possibility of being interested 
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in and even attracted by characters who have the same gender as the players. In other 

words, male players can enjoy interacting with male characters and female players can 

be fascinated by the female avatar because there should be no pre-existing limitations on 

how to play a game before it is actually exposed to the players.  

Beauty is not related to gender, so is not the appreciation of beauty. Figure 8 is 

one of the pictures a male player uses to show the attractive aesthetic value of an otome 

game. This picture shows a game called Queen of Flowers (レンドフルール) and the story 

is mainly about a princess and her four knights, a classic setting of otome game.80 Only 

from this picture, it is not difficult to notice the “beauty” that is shown by the illustration 

 

80 Queen of Flowers (レンドフルール), Idea Factory, 2015.  

Figure 8: Characters in Queen of Flowers  
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style and the use of colors is truly remarkable. This does not merely mean the fact that a 

lot of colors have been used in the production process, but also means that they are used 

in a way that makes the players feel the aesthetic value of this game; for example, the 

use of color gradient when painting flowers and the exquisite patterns that are drawn by 

different colors to show the sophisticated dressings of different characters to give an 

overall ambience and aesthetics for the game. From online comments about this game, 

there are many players emphasize the attractiveness of its artwork while severely 

criticizing the narrative, but still indicated that they would play it just for “a feast to their 

eyes”.81 On this basis, at least when we discuss this kind of otome game (that is, games 

that have significant artwork but not so good narrative), aesthetic value is particularly 

important. I believe that aesthetics is not gender-orientated, so fabulous aesthetic value 

can surely also be appreciated by players from all groups as one of the reasons why they 

play an otome game.  

As I mentioned, aesthetic value is remarkably high in otome games and one of 

the main characteristics is the particularly beautiful images of various characters. As we 

can see from Figure 8, the main characters, regardless of gender, can be considered as 

good-looking and even beautiful. In normal sense, words like “beautiful” is usually used 

to describe women, or to say, this word has relatively more feminine tendency, but my 

 

81 Comments on Queen of Flowers (关于花之女王レンドフルール的评论), Douban, 2015-2021; Comments on レ
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point is the fabulous aesthetics in this game have brought a kind of beauty beyond the 

predefined gender so it can be appreciated by all the players who love this game. (Also, 

in chapter 4 of her book, Ruberg talks about the gender-ambiguity in Realistic Kissing 

Simulator,82 so I am thinking that whether the beyond-gender-beauty is another kind of 

gender-ambiguity, which is different from the one she talks about).  

Admittedly, I am aware of the fact that gender ambiguity is rarely considered as 

something good, especially in societies that have been dominated by Confucius 

ideologies. When Jennifer Robertson writes about the distinctions among sex, gender, 

and sexuality in her book Takarazuka, she indicates that “‘gender’ refers to sociocultural 

and historical conventions of deportment, costume, voice, gesture and so on, attributed 

and ascribed to females and males”.83 Thus, this term is closely connected to certain 

stereotypes that are usually imposed on both men and women to construct certain 

images of them respectively based on gender dichotomy. On this basis, there appears a 

set of enduring guidelines telling people in society how to behave in the light of their 

gender. The image of “Good Wife, Wise Mother” is a good example.84 Due to this reason, 

it is understandable that when these expectations are broken by gender ambiguity, there 

will be a “social disorder”.85 This issue is referred as androgyny in chapter 2 of her book 
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when she discusses Takarazuka Revue especially the performers who have their 

biological sex as female but play male roles (otokoyaku). These actors are attractive to 

their fans as sexless figures. To be more specific, their attractiveness is constructed by 

the fantasy created by their gender as male even with their biological sex as female, or to 

say, through “negotiat[ing] successfully both genders” on the in-between position.86 We 

can make an analogy between otokoyakus in Takarazuka and male characters with 

beyond-gender-beauty in otome game (or maybe we should call this phase “beyond-sex-

beauty” if we want to conform the distinction made by Robertson between sex and 

gender on page 17 of her book87). If Takarazuka is an artificial dream made by those 

actors to their fans, then I think we can consider otome games in this way as well.  

However, what is important is, otome games create a virtual world, so usually 

players do not need to worry about whether their real life will be negatively influenced 

or not when playing them. Robertson cites Joanne Roberts’ points on crossdressing in 

chapter 1 of Takarazuka. In this short paragraph, Roberts indicates that people’s inner 

image is as important as their outer one in crossdressing. That is to say, these people 

should believe from their heart that they are the gender that they are showing to others. 

Otherwise, they will look unnatural in details.88 I can understand these delicate nuances, 

so I also wonder whether this kind of firm belief is crucial as well in game-playing. By 
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contrast, crossdressing seems to be a relatively more public thing, but playing games is 

not. I believe if a player intends to conceal, then it is possible that no one will know what 

kind of game he/she is playing actually. In other words, on the one hand, the players of 

otome game do not have to identify themselves as female even if their avatar in game is 

female; on the other hand, even if they do, this mentality or internal identification does 

not have to be exposed to the public if they do not want to. Thus, other than the 

decreased moral pressure in playing games, the requirement on the players’ inner side is 

not as strict either. On this basis, it is necessary to take queer potential of otome game 

into consideration, because its occurrence does not have so many limitations.  

After discussing how otome games can be appreciated by queer players, starting 

from this paragraph, I argue that the fantasies provided by the MDA of otome games 

actually can be enjoyed by people from all groups, regardless of their gender and sexual 

orientation. Wen Caiyun and Zhou Xuanren point out that “the nature and purpose of 

love simulation game is exactly daydreaming” and this dream is realized by the 

“romantic narrative and real-time interactions” between the real players and the virtual 

characters.89 Thus, it is imaginable that the more details an otome game has, the more 

sense of reality the players can feel through playing it. This paper summarizes three 

kinds of fantasies that can be satisfied in the world of otome games. The first one is the 

 

89 Wen and Zhou, 42-43.  



 

53 

players’ sense of identity when they are controlling the avatar in game to represent 

themselves; the second one is their fantasies of ideal romantic partners that can be met 

by various perfect characters as the potential partners in this virtual world; the last one 

is the ideal setting or worldview as the foundation and background of this kind of 

game.90 These three fantasies will be interpreted one after another in the following 

paragraphs.  

As introduced, the avatar in otome game is basically a young and beautiful girl 

(but there can be exceptions). Thus, I think female players can very easily have the sense 

of identification during the process of playing. Saito states that otome games often have 

an explicit face designed for the avatar, unlike bishōjo games that show “a faceless 

character to invite the player’s identification”.91 However, I think this phenomenon is 

not true in all otome games. For example, in Virgin Boy, an otome game about 

developing a one-on-one relationship between the avatar and one single male character, 

I have never seen any pictures of the avatar. Thus, probably this setting will create more 

space for the sense of identification regardless of the biological sex of the players.  

Expectations for ideal partners, similarly, are not sex-orientated either. Virtual 

characters in otome games that can be seen as perfect usually possess impressive 

characteristics, including beautiful looks, attractive personalities (liveliness, confidence, 
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or gentleness, etc), and successful social statuses.92 These traits, given that their beauty is 

beyond sex as we discussed before, can attract different kinds of players. Like 

enthusiastic fans of Takarazuka Revue, the players of otome game can also be fascinated 

by the appealing characters, and I think their sex and gender are not so important in 

playing games because of its virtuality.  

In otome games, given that the main thing to do is enjoying romance with virtual 

characters, it is imaginable that other conditions in the game setting and the worldview 

can contribute to the achievement of this mission. Or to say, game settings need to 

provide sufficient help in order to create an ideal environment to support the players. 

Thus, as Wen and Zhou explain in their paper, lives in otome games can be much easier 

than our reality. The heroine’s problems can be simply solved, and their possessions are 

remarkable as well (for example, having a lot of money, or having super abilities).93 

Since this is a game, then there can always be the possibility of starting again. Even if the 

players have made wrong decisions that lead to an undesirable ending, they can still 

choose to come back to the beginning of this game and play it again, and this time they 

will be aware of the advantages and disadvantages of certain choices because of the 

previous experiences. Thus, failures have their own values in games that can be played 

repeatedly. However, reality usually does not give us so many opportunities. Therefore, 
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otome game constructs an ideal and desirable world to its players, and I believe a 

smooth and successful life can be appreciated by all the gender groups (admittedly, 

there can be people who prefer hardships in order to improve themselves, but this is 

more related to personality rather than biological sex or gender).  

There are different kinds of otome games with their own individual 

characteristics and merits, so players will be able to choose whichever they like, rather 

than being restricted by possible stereotypes such as “otome game is about a girl having 

romantic relationships with male characters so only female players will be attracted”. If 

female players can put their fantasies in otome games and realize them through playing 

it, then players from other groups certainly can do that as well. Some otome games may 

have very obvious LGBTQ elements, and some of them can be played or interpreted 

queerly in different ways by different players. I think queerness is not one crucial factor 

to the mechanics of otome game (for example, if there is one or two female characters are 

added as the new characters that can be chosen to have a romantic relationship with the 

female avatar, the mechanics of this game will not be significantly changed), but it 

should be considered as something that is able to increase the fun of playing this kind of 

game by increasing the possibility of enjoying a game in various ways.  

1.4 Queer Playing and Feminist View  

An article on Tumblr titled “How to make your Otome Game more Feminist-

Friendly” attracted my attention although there is no actual game in it. The interesting 
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point is the author provides a list talking about what should be paid attention to when 

making an otome game and also explains why she thinks certain settings in existing 

otome games are unacceptable from a feminist’s view. She writes that developers need 

to be vigilant in the message the game is trying to convey to the players. For example, it 

is good to convey ideas like “Love isn’t perfect, and that’s what makes it beautiful” or 

“You don’t have to be flawless to be loved”.94 In contrast, it may be wrong to say 

something like “You are not complete until you’re married” or “You need men to save 

you”.95 Overall, I think she is trying to let the developers understand that girls occupy an 

important position in otome game and there are many old ideas should be eliminated 

(for example, they need to  know that girls who have many love histories should not be 

judged, girls can wear whatever they want, and heterosexuality is not the only option in 

a relationship).96 I know this article is full of conjectures and ideas and we cannot 

guarantee the day will come when an otome game can respond to the article’s ambition, 

but I consider it as a good starting point to think about the diversity and more 

possibilities of otome game because personally, I did have some not-so-pleasant 

experiences.  

Admittedly, it is not guaranteed that all the players can absolutely have certain 

game pleasures from playing, but as Ahmed’s discussion of happy objects in The Promise 
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of Happiness, I think otome game is an object provides its players the tendency towards 

the affective form of orientation, which is happiness.97 In other words, it is true that the 

developers of a game cannot ensure that players can always find their desirable 

boyfriends among the provided male characters, because people can have totally 

different preferences and requirements, but when I decided to play an otome game, I 

will have and maintain an expectation that someone in this game will make me obsessed 

and there will be an enjoyable journey during the process of playing it. The reason is I 

cannot imagine there will be anyone who chooses to play a game because he/she 

believes the process will be boring or painful, so they want to suffer from playing it. To 

say the least, even if there are some unpleasant moments during the process (as I said, 

the developers cannot know everyone’s interests), the players will still have certain 

positive expectations if they decide to continue playing. According to Ahmed, “A happy 

object accumulates positive value even in situations of unhappiness: we can live with 

disappointment by imagining the promise of happiness will be given to those who 

follow us”.98 Even though players of a game will not think that the possible happiness 

can be given to their offspring, they can expect that it will be given to the future self, so 

they choose to continue playing it.  

 

97 Sara Ahmed, The Promise Of Happiness (Duke University Press, 2010), 26 and 54.  
98 Ahmed, 33.  



 

58 

Honestly, I played otome games in high school and also attempted to play some 

this time for my research, but I cannot say that all of my experiences in this field are very 

pleasant. There can always be moments that make me uncomfortable. Andlauer 

discusses an otome game called Utapuri in her paper, and suggests that the heroine is 

“naïve, innocent” and her characteristics have constituted her image as a “perfect 

girlfriend”.99 Also, the contrast between images of men and women are noticeable: 

heroines are “helpless, beautiful, young girls who need to be saved”, and male 

characters are “heroic, brave, and handsome” as the saviors.100 To me, this kind of 

romantic story is like Snow White or Sleeping Beauty, and it truly corresponds with many 

people’s expectations on boys and girls as well as their relationships especially in 

patriarchal societies. This is what is called Cinderella Complex showing women’s fear 

and rejection of facing the world by themselves independently, so they have to meekly 

rely on men’s support and help.101 I am not saying this kind of romance is completely 

unacceptable, but there can be some moments that make me uncomfortable when 

heroines are made much weaker than their partners and unable to do anything by 

themselves. I do not despise weak women, but if the game goes too far towards this 

direction, then I do not want to imagine what kind of ideology is constructed in the 

players’ mind. Huang talks about the sense of identity between players and their avatars 
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as well as the projection of players’ feelings on their avatars. She indicates that the avatar 

can become the virtual self of players.102 I understand this point as the possibility of 

changing the players’ personalities more or less consciously or unconsciously during the 

process of playing otome games. Thus, I do not think excessive but unnecessary gender 

differences are something good, given that the target audience is the female group 

(certainly, male players can also be influenced by the ideology involved in games and 

the effects may be found when they think about a relationship in the real world). I am 

not sure whether my experience can be considered as one example of feminist killjoys, 

but Ahmed’s discussion on good women103 did remind me of these thoughts I have 

when playing some otome games, because I realized that there are always stereotypes or 

predesigned ideologies about what is “good” for men and women respectively merely 

due to their gender.  

As I mentioned, the main mechanics of otome game, making choices and 

decisions, is important because these choices will lead to different branches and endings. 

However, in the two examples of choice-making in Section 2, players are only given 

three options in each scene and these options are preestablished with different effects by 

the developers (for example, being Excellent, Good, or Bad). Why is being candid and 

considerate always the best option for the female avatar? Why are the players not given 
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the option to directly ask the virtual boyfriend: “Do you forget my birthday?” Is it 

because of the idea that women should be subtle in speech? I know it might be boring to 

think about these issues and simply playing a game can be more relaxing, but I cannot 

help myself. Ahmed states that joy can be easily killed by feminists through realizing the 

“deceptive” nature of alleged happy objects because they are not so promising.104 I think 

my situation is somewhat similar. I believe it is safe to say getting pleasure is at least one 

of the reasons of playing a game, so many people may consider my thoughts in playing 

otome game as troublemaking and may think that “Why cannot you just simply enjoy 

the game without overthinking?” However, I believe I can have pleasure; the only thing 

is this may not be the pleasure that the developers expected at first when they made an 

otome game. My pleasure is related to how many uncomfortable places I can find in a 

game. It is not that I want to be picky, but attempting to uncover what is under the 

surface of otome game is more interesting to me. This may be considered as my way of 

enjoying a game.  

Ahmed discusses the history of feminism and “feminist critique of happiness as a 

human right”, as well as corresponding political meaning in society.105 I agree with her 

point that feminism may be seemingly related to unhappiness historically, but I believe 

the promising happiness is in the future, and we should look at the orientation of it. The 

 

104 Ahmed, 65.  
105 Ahmed, 87.  
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appearance of otome games decades ago is closely connected to the idea of taking girls 

as target players in video games,106 this is a good sign because the game industry is no 

longer dominated by boys. Female group was at the margin of this industry, but the 

situation has changed in both Japan and mainland China.107 Another example can be 

shown by Chou no doku, hana no kusari mentioned earlier. This is an R-rated game, 

because some of the CGs can be sexually explicit. Figure 9 is a relatively subtle one.108 

This kind of game lets me know that girls nowadays can also be exposed to games with 

sexual elements, even in Japanese patriarchal society under the influence of Confucius 

ideologies. I think this is another positive change in game industry and also will 

 

106 Nakamura, 2015.  
107 Huang, 70.  
108 Chou no doku, hana no kusari (Poison of Butterfly, Chain of Flowers), Aromarie, 2011-2020 (different versions).  

Figure 9: CG of Chou no doku, hana no kusari  
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contribute to the progress of feminism. Sadly, probably just due to these sexually explicit 

elements, this game still has not been legally introduced to mainland China even if its 

narratives and aesthetics values have been significantly praised by Chinese players.  

Despite the popularity of otome games in mainland China now, games with R-

rated labels are still in the grey zone. Light and Night is a Chinese otome game and is 

released by Tencent in 2021. On Weibo, the topic of it occupies No. 5 on the list of mobile 

games in February 2022, and this game itself is No. 2 on the list of popular games. Both 

of them are higher than the rankings of the previous number one otome game Love and 

Producer, so it may be considered as an up-and-coming game. However, during the 

process of playing it, some players reported that they feel uncomfortable when there are 

inexplicable and unnecessary body contacts made by a male character to the female 

avatar when they hardly know each other. An online article observes that some existing 

otome games clearly have some misunderstandings about women and their interests, so 

stereotypes are everywhere.109 Admittedly, this kind of thoughts now can only occupy a 

tip of the iceberg, and it is true that there can still be a lot of players enjoying this game 

(and it is imaginable that most of them would be women). However, at least there are 

some players of otome games looking forward to positive changes that could make this 

kind of game more female-friendly. I believe this is a good sign. Overall, this is another 

 

109 Duyu, “There Is Depiction Showing Stereotype Towards Women Again in Light and Night, It Is Not That 

Easy to Occupy Otome Market (《光与夜之恋》再次上演对女性刻板印象的描绘，乙女市场没那么好拿下)”, 

Jiemian News, 08 Jul, 2021.  
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kind of queer playing I am interested in. We can use female or even feminists’ view to 

look at otome games and see what we can find or realize during this process.  

Otome games are supposed to be games designed for women, but it is still 

possible for a feminist to feel uncomfortable. This is an interesting fact to me. What can 

feminists do when they think they found problems in an otome game? Certainly, they 

can manage to develop one on their own and make it to be more feminist-friendly, just 

like the developers of the first otome game in Japan did. They found a problem, then 

attempted to solve it, and finally succeeded. In addition, feminists can also take a try to 

see whether they can play feminist-unfriendly in a queer way. For example, certain 

choices are seen as appropriate to make because they will show the female’s spirit of 

devotion or willingness of being a good wife and a kind mother. I know this kind of 

options can make feminist unhappy. If so, why not discard them and see what happens? 

Admittedly, it is possible that this thinking mode will lead to a failure in the game, but 

at least we tried to disagree with the ideologies we consider as traditional or not-so-

good.  

Therefore, otome games can be diverse because of their own individual features, 

so players can enjoy different pleasures while trying different games. Similarly, playing 

can also be various and queer. Certain limitations may have been made in the game 

itself, but this does not mean no one can break them. Thus, after the discussions in 
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Section 3 and 4, my conclusion at this point is, otome game, as with all videogames, has 

significant queer potential.  
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2. From Past to Present: Virtual Relationship in The Real 
World  

Now that I have discussed otome game as a genre in game industry including its 

MDA, queer potential, and various players that can be attracted by it due to different 

reasons. In this chapter, I will move my focus from the virtual world to the real world by 

analyzing the current situation of otome games in societies of Japan and mainland China 

with the help of some important social phenomena caused by this game genre. Also, 

after the discussion of players’ game experiences and the reasons why they love otome 

games in the previous chapter, on the level of people who are involved (for example, 

game developers and players) when looking at this game category, I intend to shift from 

the individual to the collective, or to say, from individual player to the fan group and 

then to the whole society. In this chapter, I will argue that otome game is no longer 

confined to a game machine or mobile phone as before and it has been brought from the 

virtual world to the real one during recent years in both Japan and mainland China, but 

in different ways: the former is more private, and the latter is more public.  

2.1 Japan: Embodying Dream in Real World 

The meaning of otome is not limited to its literal definition, “an unmarried 

young girl”,1 but has been extended to different levels of meanings. On the narrower 

level, otome refers to certain popular products that are enjoyed by fans of otome culture, 

 

1 Andlauer, 166.  
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and they may include otome games as well as the media mix that is derived from this 

game category. The fans of otome culture, additionally, are what are being referred to by 

the relatively broader meaning of otome.2 At this point, we need to also bring otaku 

culture into our discussion. I think it may be considered as common knowledge, 

especially to people who are interested in Japanese popular culture, that otaku is usually 

used to refer to people who are fascinated by popular cultural products such as anime, 

manga, and video games. Andlauer makes a clear indication on gender when talking 

about the relatively broader meaning of otome by stating that this word is used to point 

at “a female otaku”.3 Thus, otome culture may be seen as part of otaku culture and takes 

otome games and the related media mix (comics, anime, etc) as the main categories, and 

fans of this culture are people who love these popular cultural products.4 However, it is 

true that otome game has the reversal of gender roles in a romantic relationship in the 

conventional sense (that is, man as the pursuer and woman as the pursued) as one of its 

characteristics and women as its target players, so it seems that there is an implication 

on gender tendency when talking about this game category. However, as discussed in 

the previous chapter, there can be various kinds of players in the area of otome game, so 

gender is not a limiting condition of it, even if the avatar is normally female and women 

of all ages may occupy a significant part of the demographic. That is to say, otome 

 

2 Andlauer, 166-167.  
3 Andlauer, 167.  
4 See note 3 above.  
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culture can still have fans from various groups, instead of merely from heterosexual 

women (in other words, I do not completely agree with Andlauer’s use of gender-

related words).  

As an example of otome fan culture, Andlauer introduces “Otome Road” as an 

interesting landmark in Tokyo. It is a gathering place of otome cultural products, such as 

video games and comics to satisfy the recreational needs of fans of otome culture in 

Ikebukuro.5 This is a place where can provide enjoyments to the fans, and also bring the 

transition from the virtual world to the real world, allowing the embodiment of fantasies 

in people’s real life. Just as Andlauer’s explanation of otome culture, this place is “the 

realm […] which is woven through virtual, digital, and real-world sites of fantasy, 

consumption, and embodiment”6 and there are various places with different functions in 

 

5 Andlauer, 170.  
6 Andlauer, 167.  

Figure 10: Butler servants in SWALLOWTAIL  
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Otome Road, such as goods-selling stores, cosplay shops, and game centers.7 Other than 

these, the Butlers Café here is also interesting. In an online article introducing Otome 

Road as a tourist attraction in Ikebukuro, one Butler Café called SWALLOWTAIL is 

introduced as one example with the most popularity and also as one of the 5 “must visit 

places” in Otome Road. The article compares Butler Café with Maid Café and argues 

that the main and only distinction between these two types of cafés is shown by the 

servants. As their names imply, Maid Café has maids as its servants and Butler Café has 

butlers doing this job. With normal understanding, maids usually are girls and butlers 

are usually men (and most of them are considered as having various attractive points 

such as good-looking appearances and lovely personality). Figure 10 shows some 

butlers in SWALLOWTAIL and they call the customers お嬢様 (which means “young 

lady (of pampered upbringing)”8).9  

This kind of café reminds me of the settings of otome game, which means the 

female avatar is treated as the center of the world (or to say, the heroine) and is 

surrounded by different male characters who can be chosen by the heroine. Thus, I think 

it is plausible to say that Butler Café is an embodiment of the fantasy involved in otome 

games. One of the reasons why fantasy is fantasy is the difficulty of realizing it in reality, 

 

7 Andlauer, 170.  
8 Jisho, Kim Ahlstrom, Miwa Ahlstrom, and Andrew Plummer, “お嬢様”, Search Result 1, Meaning 2, 

Accessed Mar 16, 2022.  
9 “Otome Road- 5 Must-Visit Places in the Paradise for Otaku: Ikubukuro”, Japan Info, 16 Jan, 2019.  
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so otome games make it possible in the virtual world, and further, places like Butler 

Café manage to make otome’s dream come true in the real world, as long as the 

customers pay for the services. In a Butler Café, customers can see luxurious and elegant 

decorations everywhere and are surrounded by good looking butlers who are wearing 

handsome suits or tailcoats. Thus, it can be said that customers are treated as nobles, 

especially women who are treated as aristocratic ladies or princesses. Thus, the fantasy 

is about both the romantic interaction and also the slight hierarchical difference, which 

means the butlers will put the customers on a relatively higher level and make them feel 

that they are valued. In this sense, Maid Café has similar functions but therein it is the 

pretty girls wearing cute costumes and attending to customers (especially otaku).10 This 

is the kind of experience that cannot be enjoyed by everyone in their real life, so it is also 

the reason why I think Butler Café allows the realization of people’s fantasy.  

Other than Butler Café, Dansō cafes that target the similar group of consumers is 

also a kind of safe place where otome fantasies can be realized. In Dansō cafes, servants 

are girls who wear masculine clothes and play the roles of attractive men to attend to 

mainly female guests.11 That is, dreamlike costume dressing may be one characteristic of 

this kind of café, and women who dress like men is another. It can probably be 

considered as a cafe that has otokoyakus in Takarazuka as servants. A girl posted her 

 

10 Patrick W. Galbraith, “Maid Cafes: The Affect of Fictional Characters in Akihabara, Japan”, Asian 

Anthropology, 12: 2 (2013), 105 and 109.  
11 “Japan’s Dansō (Cross-dressing) Cafes Are More Than Meets The Eye”, Japan Info, 16 Nov, 2015.  
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exciting experience of going to a Dansō café with her friends and indicated that 

“Definitely worth the experience if you wanna get treated by an anime prince for a 

day”.12 Thus, fantasy realization in Dansō cafes can be another kind of otome dream 

came true that proves the queer potential of otome culture. Guests can stay in their 

dreams of meeting princes and enjoy the fantasies provided by these attractive Dansō 

servants.  

When discussing Maid Café, Galbraith quotes Anne Allison’s work on the 

hostess club, “being flattered and attended to by the hostess pumps up the male ego; 

men act lecherously, which is said to be in their nature as men”.13 In contrast, I think 

women have the same or similar feelings when they are surrounded by beautiful men. 

When being asked about the experience of going to a host club, a married and middle-

aged lady confesses that, “It’s a pleasing experience for a woman to have an attractive 

young man look into her eyes and say, ‘You are so beautiful tonight,’ even if she knows 

it is only a performance or a lie. Women pay for it because they want to be allowed to 

dream”.14 They do not really care whether this is a fake thing, or to say, they are clearly 

aware of the fact that this is fake, but it can still bring them enjoyment. At this level, I 

think it is plausible to say that otome culture and its products such as Butler Café or 

 

12 Cathy Cat, “Crossdressing Café Prince”, Café Harajuku, 11 Jun, 2014.  
13 Galbraith, “Maid Cafes”, 112.  
14 Akiko Takeyama, Staged Seduction: Selling Dreams in A Tokyo Host Club (Stanford University Press, 2016), 

104.  
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Dansō Café and otome games have similar functions and effects as Maid Café and 

hostess club. Jane Woo, Lori Brotto, and Boris Gorzalka have  compared sexual desire of 

East Asian Women and Caucasian women, and it is manifested by the results that the 

former group will show more sex guilt than the later one, and “East Asian women [are] 

more sexually conservative”,15 which is consistent with the idea that the requirement of 

being a good wife and a kind mother under the influences of Confucianism created the 

tendency that many women consider sex as something shameful and should not be 

brought to the public. For example, women who imagine romance may be seen as 

inappropriate and who have several ex-boyfriends may face slut-shaming.16 Thus, I 

think otome culture is able to create a sphere where sexually conservative women can 

temporarily escape from all the requirements and limitations in their world and attempt 

romance in a generally harmless way, so their desire can be satisfied during this process. 

The reason is ideally they will not be blamed merely because they went to a café, or at 

least playing some virtual games will not catch other people’s attention if the players do 

not want to. From people who cannot change their real-life situation immediately but 

feel dissatisfied, café or games provide safe spaces for them to play with desires without 

sense of moral degeneration.  

 

15 Jane S. T. Woo, Lori A. Brotto, and Boris B. Gorzalka, “The Role of Sex Guilt in the Relationship Between 

Culture and Women’s Sexual Desire”, Arch Sex Behav, 40 (2011), 390-91.  
16 Youmu, 2021.  
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2.2 China: Virtual Boyfriend or Real Boyfriend  

Things like Butler Café have had a relatively long history in otome culture, and 

nowadays people have come out with more and more new and fancy ideas on bringing 

“otome” into the real world. Otome Road started to be called by this name in 2004 on a 

magazine called Puff,17 about ten years after the advent of the first otome game in Japan. 

When the main atmosphere of this place was established, Japanese otome games had 

already been introduced to mainland China. While otome games in China nowadays 

have also gained significant popularity, I was curious to whether there is otome culture 

being constructed around this kind of game. Thus, in the following paragraphs, I will 

use a famous Chinese otome game called Love and Producer that I mentioned in the 

previous chapter as one example to illustrate my points that otome players in mainland 

China are becoming more and more like fan communities of idols (饭圈) by digital 

intimacy and this change led to the more public exposure of otome culture.  

The more real this relationship is, the more intimate players could be with their 

virtual boyfriends. In an online article analyzing the popularity of Love and Producer in 

mainland China, the author describes the sense of identification that can be brought by 

the mechanics of this game to the players. To be more specific, it provides virtual social 

tools so the players will be able to receive phone calls, text messages, and even 

 

17 Patrick W. Galbraith, “Fujoshi: Fantasy Play and Transgressive Intimacy among “Rotten Girls” in 

Contemporary Japan”, Signs, Vol. 37, No. 1 (The University of Chicago Press, 2011), 219.  
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interactions on WeChat Moments from the male characters. Thus, with these tools, the 

players’ experience will not be limited to going through the plots in game-playing; the 

game simulates “real” life interactions, so the players can enjoy a more real romantic 

relationship with their virtual boyfriends in their familiar environment (for example, the 

use of WeChat element can make Chinese players feel the sense of identification), 

because it is possible that these are the exact interactions that will happen if the players 

had a real boyfriend.18  

For more sense of reality, otome cultural products offline are also paid attention 

to by game companies. In 2021, to celebrate the 4th anniversary, Love and Producer 

cooperated with a famous brand called WECOUTURE and introduced a series of 

wedding dresses as well as corresponding veils and goods for each male character, 

respectively. Each design of the wedding dress is said to have certain special elements 

representing the characters individually, and a whole set (a wedding dress, a veil, and 

goods) will cost about 44,000 RMB (almost 7,000 USD based on current exchange rate).19 

No doubt that this is a costly purchase, even though some players may have paid much 

more than this amount in playing the game. Certainly, in a positive sense, some people 

will prefer this kind of goods. Purchasing this dress or these dresses is not dependent on 

 

18 Qianlongwang, “2-D Mobile Game Love and Producer Gained Significant Popularity and More Than Two 

Million Daily Active Users (二次元手游《恋与制作人》爆红 日活跃用户超 200 万)”, Sohu, 11 Jan, 2018.  
19 Qingfeng Comics, “Love and Producer: Co-branded Wedding Dress for the 4th Anniversary, How Could I 

Bear to Marry Other People if I Put on Your Wedding Dress (恋与制作人：四周年联名婚纱，穿上了你的婚

纱，怎会忍心嫁给别人)”, Tencent, 07 Dec, 2021.  
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the players’ accomplishments in the game. That is to say, even if you are a newcomer or 

did not have so many accomplishments in Love and Producer, you can still buy a dress 

that you like because they are purchase-only to anyone. Hence, some people may 

consider this kind of purchase as more worthy compared with spending time in a virtual 

game to make significant progress because at least the dress is real and touchable. On 

the developer’s side, I can understand from the advertising pictures and videos online as 

well as the introductions of these dresses that the companies are trying to attract players 

and arouse the hearts of young girls. For example, Figure 11 shows the wedding dress 

representing Li Zeyan, one of the male characters. According to the introduction of this 

dress in an online article, the design uses the element of rose, which is the exclusive 

element of Li Zeyan, and the whole dress is made gorgeous and charismatic (I think this 

design is used to correspond with Li Zeyan’s social status as a successful boss). In 

addition, other than the presentation image of the dress on the left side, there is also a 

Figure 11: Wedding dress representing Li Zeyan  
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picture showing the wedding scene of Li Zeyan and the heroine on the right side, which 

makes the existence of this wedding dress much more attractive because the company 

directly made an imaginary scene come true and visual.20 On Weibo, there are players of 

this game posting their photos of them trying on these wedding dresses, and some of 

them stated that the existence of these dresses had seemingly brought their virtual 

boyfriends to the real world (one of them said that she had the sense of reality when she 

called Li Zeyan’s name in the wedding dress store). Also, there are other players 

responding to these posts and praising the posters’ beauty. Furthermore, an online 

article author cites some comments from the players: “How could I bear to marry other 

people if I put on your wedding dress? Maybe what I like is not the wedding dress but 

him, the forever untouchable person”.21 Complicated feelings of these players have been 

well expressed with this kind of comment. However, even if these characters are forever 

untouchable, the game company is trying to create a sense of reality to the players by 

planning such activities. Also, interactions and fan activities online or offline with other 

players are also bringing the fantasy into the real world (I noticed that some players are 

calling each other “Mrs. (夫人)” indicating that they are the wives of these virtual 

characters respectively). Thus, after all these discussions, I argue that otome game is no 

 

20 Qingfeng Comics, 2021.  
21 See note 20 above.  
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longer isolated on game platforms and completely virtual but has become a space with 

more sense of reality and public social interactions.  

2.3 Otome Players and Fan Community  

At this point, it seems that the situations of otome games in Japan and mainland 

China are basically similar with each other. Both of them have been able to enjoy 

fantasies online and offline in their safe spaces created by people in the otome culture 

industry (game developers, activities planners, etc). However, the development of 

otome society in mainland China during recent years has started to differentiate it from 

Japan. Recently, a saying can often be seen online when talking about otome games, 

especially Chinese ones. That is, “the group of otome players is becoming fan 

communities (饭圈)”.22 Up to now, fan communities are mainly referring to fan groups 

of celebrities (stars, idols, singers, etc) and their enthusiasm when pursuing their idols is 

emphasized. This saying is used to describe a peculiar phenomenon in the Chinese circle 

of otome games, that is, players are so devoted that sometimes can be somewhat 

aggressive especially when things are related to their virtual boyfriends or husbands. In 

other words, they are using the style of a star chaser when playing otome games, and 

this kind of thought can cause different issues. For example, I randomly clicked the 

current top weibo in the official Weibo account of Love and Producer and found that fans 

 

22 Guo, 2021.  
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of Xu Mo had expressed their dissatisfactions in the comments. This weibo is about Xu 

Mo’s new images, but instead of being happy and praising the illustrations, his fans 

were being sarcastic and saying something like “Oh, it turned out you know how to 

draw Xu Mo” (the hottest comment with 3583 thumbs up), and “why is a free card so 

beautiful?” (2110 thumbs up).23 From my scan of the comments, it seems that before this 

weibo, there was an image of Xu Mo that was not so good, which triggered his fans’ 

unhappiness. However, even if the developer provides two beautiful images this time, 

they still cannot satisfy all the fans. I assume the reason why they act like that is they are 

afraid that they would be disappointed again so they let the developer know they are 

tough and will not be easily pleased.  

This kind of thinking is related to their perception that their beloved character is 

always being treated unfairly compared with other characters. However, what is 

interesting is there are angry comments from fans of every character in this game. That 

is to say, no one is considered as being treated fairly by his fans. At the beginning when I 

found this phenomenon, I was surprised because I consider all the male characters in an 

otome game as the potential love interests for all players. Admittedly, players can have 

their own preferences, but I do not imagine that a one-to-one relationship will become 

common. In other words, I know players of Love and Producer like to address themselves 

 

23 Weibo Comments of Love and Producer, Sina Weibo, Posted on 20 Feb, 2022, Accessed 28 Feb, 2022.  
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as Mrs. (character’s name) but did not realize that they have chosen this one as the only 

one and become a huge fan of him. Then I intended to analyze this phenomenon, and 

afterwards realized that probably the particularly real experience of having a boyfriend 

may have some side effects. In other words, game companies would like to take every 

measure to make sure players can have better experience in their virtual relationship, so 

they proposed things like “real” social interactions between players and characters and 

exclusive goods like wedding dresses (as I mentioned before). The more “real” the 

experiences are, the more sense of identification the players can have. For example, a 

wedding dress that is that expensive, I assume a player will only purchase one that is 

Figure 12: Poster made by fans of Bai Qi  
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designed for his/her favorite character. After spending so much money on that dress, I 

think it is possible that this person will devote him/herself to this character in the future.  

Thus, fans of the same character are more likely to have more interactions, just 

like fan communities of idols. In addition, when they think that their beloved character 

is being mistreated, they will work together to express their negative opinions online. It 

seems that fans of the first four characters have already had so many online fights. They 

even made posters to show their appeals and dissatisfaction. Figure 12 is one example. 

On this poster, fans of Bai Qi indicate that this character’s important position in the 

game should be maintained, his images should be novel and creative, the freshness of 

his cards should be guaranteed, etc. Other than protecting their own love, fans of a 

character are very likely to have aggressive thoughts towards another character 

(probably because they think that other characters are occupying limited resources, so 

their love is negatively influenced). When the fifth character Ling Xiao was released in 

2019, fans of the other four characters rejected him altogether.24 Personally, I found this 

kind of phenomenon surprising, because I assume more elements lead to more fun in a 

game. It is true that players can have their own ways of enjoying a game, but in this 

way, I really doubt how much happiness could be left after one after another troubles. In 

summary, when exploring queer potential in otome games in last chapter, I intended to 

 

24 Guo, 2021.  
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uncover more possibilities in this game genre by eliminating certain limitations created 

by heteronormative rules. However, I then realized that some otome players tend to 

place more limitations on game-playing, hence reinforcing the dominant ideology on 

one-to-one relationship in a sense. At this point, I was reminded of my discussion on 

Virgin Boy in Chapter 1, the otome game that simply provides one male character as the 

potential partner. Considering the tendency of slut-shaming women who had several 

boyfriends,25 probably some otome players are still being consciously or unconsciously 

influenced by this kind of ideology, and this phenomenon led to the current situation of 

otome fan community in mainland China. Inspired by Nathan Rambukkana and Keer 

Wang,26 I realize some otome players are showing obvious digital intimacy towards 

certain games, especially their beloved virtual characters. I think this digital intimacy is 

achieved through the more and more sense of reality provided by more developed 

otome games during the process of bringing otome dreams from the virtual world to the 

real one, but probably it turned out to have certain negative outcomes like limitations 

that are put on game-playing by the players themselves and their excessive 

interventions in game development.   

 

25 Amy Chang Chien and Ben Hubley, “Slut-Shaming: Why Is It Okay to Sexually Harass Women Who Had 

More Than One Ex-Boyfriend or Divorced? (荡妇羞辱：男友多、离过婚就活该被性骚扰？)”, The New York 

Times, 26 Jul, 2018.  
26 Nathan Rambukkana and Keer Wang, “Digital Intimacies”, Oxford Bibliographies, Last modified on 24 Sep, 

2020.  
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2.4 Private vs. Public: Current Situation of Otome Culture  

Otome culture in Japan is still something relatively private, but it has become 

more public in mainland China because of two reasons: the different development 

histories of otome games in these two locations and distinction in the mainstream game 

platforms. Japanese otome culture, mainly consisting of otome games and other otome 

cultural products, is well-developed. As far as I know, other than otome game itself, 

now there are things like Otome Road and Butler Café that cannot merely bring otome 

culture from the virtual world to the real one, but also allow otome fans to be exposed to 

what they love in a relatively more real and haptic way. However, despite these, I still 

consider it as “a vague 2.5-dimensional space” in Japan.27 Put differently, I still consider 

them as normal players or otaku, because based on my observation on social media 

platforms, most of their efforts are still put on games, fan creations, or the appreciation 

of related otome cultural products. In contrast, when coming from dream to real life, the 

situation of otome players in mainland China may be more complicated, because there 

are many social communications involved so game-playing is not that simple.  

Compared with Japan, there is no doubt that the otome market in mainland 

China still needs more developments (there is still not a new Chinese otome game that 

can surpass the popularity of Love and Producer). However, despite the relatively short 

 

27 Galbraith, “Maid Cafes”, 106.  
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history of otome games, Chinese players are showing more tendency of playing as a 

social network. Probably this phenomenon is related to the different starting moments of 

otome games in Japan and mainland China. To be more specific, when otome games 

started to be popular in Japan, they were basically console games,28 which means players 

can buy a game they like and play it by themselves. Even nowadays, it is still console 

otome games that are more popular in Japan, rather than mobile games, which is 

mainstream in the otome game industry in mainland China.29 Thus, it is plausible to say 

that otome game-playing in Japan is still relatively individual and private, as this game 

genre itself does not require many social interactions. As for safe places like Otome 

Road, I prefer to consider it as a way of enjoying fantasies in the real world, instead of 

emphasizing on the social communication value, because I do not think this is the key 

point. However, as I mentioned in Chapter 1, otome games in mainland China started 

from the introduction of it from Japan, so online otome forums where players could 

share and download translated games played a crucial role during this process. Thus, I 

think it is reasonable to say that Japanese otome games started from single player mode, 

but Chinese otome games started from the network. Probably this point can be used to 

explain the distinctions between them. Since networks were already formed at the 

 

28 Shilishuo, “Otome Game: Japanese Otome Games Are More Interesting Than Chinese Ones? Netizens: Let’

s Spend Money On Them (乙女游戏：日本的乙女游戏比国产乙女游戏好玩？网友：先氪金再说)”, Tencent, 18 

May, 2021.  
29 Tan, 2021.  
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beginning, otome players are more and more tending to play as a community or several 

communities as time goes by, especially when they think they need to work together to 

achieve their goals. Additionally, console games usually do not require updates very 

frequently, but mobile games are often updated in order to add new elements such as 

cards, characters, and activities in order to keep old players and attract new ones. This 

distinction can easily lead to the different frequencies of players’ dissatisfaction because 

it cannot be guaranteed that every change in each update is able to make every player 

happy. The addition of a new character in Love and Producer and the joint boycott 

conducted by the fans of the first four characters can be a good example.30 Otome culture 

has been made more public by the relatively aggressive fan community in mainland 

China, so certain problems caused by the groups of players are appearing subsequently. 

I do not know whether this kind of problem will continue existing if the playing mode is 

still private and individual, but I think the existence of them can prevent otome games 

from development to some extent.  

  

 

30 Guo, 2021.  
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Conclusion  

Chua Beng Huat states that the circulation of popular cultural products in East 

Asia has “three constitutive elements: production, distribution and consumption” and 

each location takes different roles during this process.31 In his analysis, Japan took the 

leading role and worked for the production of popular culture, but mainland China, 

which was a significant consumer of East Asian popular cultural products, could not 

contribute a lot on the production side.32 This paper was published in 2004, and now 18 

years have passed. In the history of otome games, obviously, Japan still plays the role of 

producer, and at the beginning, mainland China did not even play the role of consumer 

since the games were not available in the Chinese market. However, as I have shown in 

my thesis, things have changed since the early 2000s. Nowadays, the situation and 

circulation mode have been changed. I am not suggesting that Chua’s old model of 

structural positions among East Asian countries is no longer relevant, but at least in 

otome game, mainland China is no longer a simple consumer.  

Love and Producer, a Chinese otome game that has phenomenal influence 

domestically, has been released overseas, including the United States, Japan, and South 

Korea. Although its impact is limited in the U.S. and Japanese markets, the game became 

 

31 Chua Beng Huat, “Conceptualizing an East Asian popular culture”, Inter-Asia Cultural Studies, 5: 2 (Taylor 

and Francis Ltd, 2004), 204.  
32 Chua, 204-05 and 208.  
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very popular in South Korea.33 The situation in Japan is not surprising, because Japan 

already has plenty of sophisticated otome games, so this game may not be that special. 

This is an emerging industry in mainland China, but not in Japan, a market saturated 

with plenty of games and players.34 Nevertheless, the success of this game in South 

Korea can still contribute to the emergent development of mainland China as a producer 

of popular culture in East Asia. The fact that Chinese otome games are able to enter 

overseas markets reflect this change in the geocultural positioning of East Asian popular 

culture. Tears of Themis, developed by a Shanghai game company called miHoYo also 

has its Japanese version. Players of Light and Night can switch the characters’ voices 

between mandarin and Japanese so players can enjoy both audio feeds. Thus, it is safe to 

say that there is a bilateral relationship now between Japan and mainland China, instead 

of a unidirectional one. This is a positive change.  

Therefore, on the first level, otome games are no longer exclusive to Japan, or to 

say, Japan is no longer the only location in East Asia that can produce otome games. 

Hopefully, Chinese game companies can bring out more novel works in the future.  

Stuart Hall has proposed several levels of encoding-and-decoding in 

communication. Hegemonic reception means the receivers can explicitly and completely 

decode the messages encoded in the texts as the producers expected. Negotiated 

 

33 Club of Game Studies, “Love and Producer To Female Players Overseas (国外女玩家眼里的《恋与制作

人》)”, Sohu, 09 Oct, 2019.  
34 Liu Zhe, 3; Club of Game Studies, 2019.  
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reception means understanding the hegemonic rules but merely partly accepting them. 

In other words, receivers will make negotiations and not adhere to the dominant rules 

under the circumstance of having certain “exceptions”.35 Lastly, oppositional reception 

means the receivers decode the messages in a completely subversive way even with an 

understanding of the preferred way of decoding that is expected by the producers.36 

When talking about otome games, I think his reception theory can be used if we 

consider this kind of game as a visual novel. To my understanding, there can be 

different kinds of players corresponding with different codes. First, I believe there exists 

some players will perfectly accept the normative gender and heteronormative roles 

offered by the game in the playing process. This is supposed to be a pleasant journey, so 

it is very likely to have players who only want to have fun instead of thinking about the 

queer potential of otome games. Thus, these people are simply playing in the established 

world created by the developers who set up the hegemony.  

Second, it is also possible for a player to take the negotiated position. In a game, 

the hegemony is owned by the developers, because everything in this virtual world is 

created by them. As I mentioned in previous chapters, for example, players can make 

their own choices, but the options are given by the developers. Thus, the possibilities of 

queer playing can show the negotiated spaces where players understand and accept the 

 

35 Stuart Hall, “Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse”, Essential Essays, Volume 1: 

Foundations of Cultural Studies, ed. David Morley (Duke University Press, 2019), 273.  
36 Hall, 272-74.  
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established rules, but also have their own “exceptions”37 in understanding this game 

genre including its content, target audience, and MDA. For example, even if otome 

games are supposed to have women as its players, there can still be male gamers if they 

would like to enjoy romances in otome culture. Additionally, in another sense, the 

acceptance of pirated games in mainland China may also be a kind of exception. I 

believe many people are aware of the issues of copyright, but when they face certain 

limitations, like the difficulty of buying the original games from Japan, language barrier, 

and expensive costs, it is very likely that they will have the tendency of making an 

exception.  

Third, some players can also have the oppositional reading. For example, it is 

very clear in the definition of otome game that this game is about the relationship 

between the female avatar and the male characters. However, the phenomena of being a 

BL fan imaging love between those male characters in pairs also exists. I think this does 

not mean that these players do not understand what otome is, but means that they 

prefer to enjoy games in their own way. Thus, queer playing can also be instance of 

oppositional code.  

In short, players may have various ways to play a game and derive pleasures 

from their own mode of play. Otome game and its culture has the potential to go beyond 

 

37 Hall, 273.  
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the limitation created by heteronormativity and be enjoyed queerly. I hope the queer 

potential of otome culture can be realized by more and more fans, and the existing 

limitations of gender and sexuality can be transcended.   

Starting at being a single-player game, nowadays playing otome games has 

become a social activity in mainland China, and this change started to differentiate it 

from Japanese otome culture. Otome culture is brought to the real world in both 

locations. The importance of otome games is not merely about what is in the virtual 

world, but also about what is offline. In Japan, people can have various social 

interactions at different places considering Japan’s position as the heaven of 2.5-D 

culture. However, these offline activities are still relatively private in safe spaces, like 

shopping in the Otome Road and going to Butler Café or Dansō Café. In contrast, I feel 

that otome fans’ situations in mainland China are closer to the 3-D world. Female 

players are not willing to find a real boyfriend when they think a virtual one is good 

enough. Some players even spend a great deal of money on a wedding dress designed 

based on a virtual character. Social interactions and aggressive fights can be both online 

on social media and offline (for example, showing a banner expressing their negative 

feelings in the real world).38 They made me feel more real emotions and the situation of 

 

38 Guo, 2021.  



 

89 

them is more like a fan community of an idol rather than a group of game players. Thus, 

these fans have made otome culture more public in mainland China.  

Thus, on the third level of my thesis, with the popularity of networks and the 

development of otome culture in these two locations, otome games are no longer 

something private in safe spaces in mainland China as it is in Japan.  

Overall, it is true that the development of otome game markets in both locations 

has gradually aroused people’s attention because of its progress and its players as an 

emerging power in the game industry, but certain latent problems should also be 

emphasized. There are many challenges in this game genre. Some are involved in these 

games themselves, like certain guidelines telling the players “how to play otome game”, 

“what is the right way of playing”, or “who should be playing” while usually ignoring 

its queer potential; some are put by other factors, such as censorship, the absence of 

rating standards, and players’ personal preferences. If people in the game industry want 

to maintain the prosperity of otome games, then these limitations should be dealt with.  

Personal Reflections  

At the beginning of my research of otome games, I attempted to play many 

newly released and popular otome games, and then realized that the situation has 

completely changed since 2015 when I was first exposed to this game genre. I do not 

have to stay in a room by myself and sit in front of the computer. Mobile games allow 

me to have this experience anytime anywhere. There are also many game strategies 
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posted online by enthusiastic players to guide newcomers. Players can also interact with 

their fellows on social media platforms. Everything has become more interesting but 

also more complicated.  

The existence of COVID-19 has caused many limitations in my research process. 

Ideally, I would have gone to Japan to conduct field research and interview otome game 

players. I want to go to Otome Road, just like Andlauer did, and talk with these otome 

fans and communicate about our game experiences. In this way, I believe I will have a 

deeper understanding of the real-world places I discussed in Chapter 2. However, due 

to travel restrictions, I can only collect information about these places through online 

articles, pictures, videos, etc. Also, since I cannot discuss this topic with players face to 

face, let alone doing interviews, I can only examine their thoughts and feelings on social 

media platforms. These methods are feasible, but I am still looking forward to finally 

going to Japan to do an investigation on otome game and its culture someday in the 

future.     
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