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introduction: towards manifesto
For many years there has been a lot of debate about the impact of videogame violence
on the minds and souls of gamers. Positions vary wildly and emotions run high. Data
is ambiguous, or is rendered ambiguous by the interest groups seeking to interpret it.
On the one hand, we have the ‘scaremongering’ position, which declares that playing
Call of Duty or Killzone or Streetfighter IV will transform even the meekest and most compassionate of people into gun-toting maniacs, ready to storm into their local school,
shopping mall, or post office and kill everyone they see. They suggest that anyone
seeking to maintain the opposite is simply an apologist for morally defunct commercial
interests. On the other hand, we have the ‘pacification’ position, which declares that the
scaremongers are simply scaremongering: they argue that the evidence shows no causal
connection between playing violent games and becoming more violent in everyday life,
and that anyone who claims otherwise is simply trying to cover up deep-rooted problems
in society by scapegoating an innocuous toy. Every few months, new studies of varying
quality from all over the world supply ammunition for both camps. This research field
has become a commercial interest in itself.
To some extent, this debate echoes a much earlier one about the impact of training in
the martial arts. For a long time, it was maintained that training in the techniques of
violence was psychologically transformative, enabling people (physically and mentally) to commit appalling acts against their fellow men (or women). Indeed, addressing
this fear was one of the principle reasons for the (re)development of the ideology of the
so-called Way of the martial arts in modern Japan: the postwar Japanese had to convince
their American benefactors that engaging in Karate or Ninjutsu was not going to resurrect
a militarist polity. Their argument was that Karate-dō, Ju-dō, and Aiki-dō etc. were not
really about violence at all, but rather they were ‘dō’ (Paths or Ways). This meant that they
were inextricably tied to a Zen-derived model of spiritual cultivation that emphasized
the therapeutic and developmental power of mindful repetition of specific action-sets
until those actions eventually fell out of mind into the realm of sublimated perfection.
The purpose of the martial arts qua Ways was to transform people into superior sages,
not to mould them into thugs bent on anti-social behaviour and violence.
In practical terms, the idea that the martial arts could be Ways of spiritual development
was far from simple, not least because it remained patently clear to everyone that
(whatever else they might be) experts in the martial arts were expert fighters. They were
good at hurting other people, and they earnestly practiced doing it until it was second
nature. In some parts of the USA, martial artists even had to declare their skills to local
authorities as dangerous weapons.
The conceptual problem was that even though the discourse of ‘dō’ established the
possibility that a martial artist was following an elevated spiritual path derived from Zen
Buddhism, this did not mean that everyone who trained to kick, punch, lock, break, and
throw were actually following this path. It wasn’t a necessary feature of the martial arts,
it was a choice. And a rather momentous choice at that. We’ve all seen The Karate Kid;

i

we know that the good guys make this choice (eventually) but the bad guys just train to
get good at violence. We’ve seen Anakin Skywalker (sometimes as Darth Vader) struggle
with the choice in Star Wars. We’ve seen Po transformed in Kung Fu Panda.
One of the ways that students of the martial arts were encouraged to make this choice
was through the elaboration of a story about what it means to progress in the martial
arts. And one of the foundational texts in this regard was the Zen text known as Jūgyūzu
(The Ten Ox-Herding Pictures) – a series of images originally attributed to Kakuan Shion
Zenji, a 12th Century Chinese Buddhist priest. This seminal pictographic essay elaborates
the path from ignorance to enlightenment via the mastery of an ox (which stands in for
the mastery of a particular skill set, drawn from a context appropriate to 12th Century
China). Its structure is mirrored in the classics of the bushidō (Warrior Way) tradition in
Japan, such as in the influential work of Takuan Sōhō (whose 17th Century Unfettered Mind
is close to being a bible for martial artists). In short, the Jūgyūzu has come to serve as a
form of manifesto for the morally upright martial artist and for the Zen arts more widely.
It is in this context that we return to the question of violence in videogames. Rather
than attempting to resolve the question of whether there is some necessary causal
connection between virtual violence and actual, fleshware violence in everyday life,
the Virtual Ninja Project seeks to explore the kinds of choices gamers make about the
signification of their gameplay. In terms of their impact on people, surely it matters why
people play these games? Is it the case, for instance, that some gamers identify their
gameplay with a developmental or even spiritual agenda, echoing the choice made
by some martial artists? If Kakuan Shion Zenji or Takuan Sōhō were writing today, in
contemporary societies saturated with digital technology, cyberpunk ideologies, and
virtual worlds in which people spend increasingly significant proportions of their time,
would they have been writing about avatars rather than oxen?
In 2010 Asiascape.org conducted an international survey of gamers through the influential gaming-culture magazine, Edge. The results suggested that a significant proportion
of gamers (especially those playing fighting games with a martial arts theme) already
viewed their gaming experience as a form of cultivation (although some were not even
aware of this themselves). Indeed, some of their responses about videogames were
very close to the phrases used by Takuan Sōhō and others to describe the spiritualized
practice of the martial arts.

Following on from this survey, it became clear that it was not only the case that virtual
violence was a controversial topic in contemporary societies, but also that gamers were
making clear choices about how to internalise and interact with this violence. The Virtual
Ninja Manifesto that you are reading today is a first attempt to call on gamers to reclaim
their medium as a progressive and positive force in society. Moving beyond vulgar
binaries about whether or not videogames make people violent, this manifesto takes
seriously the idea that videogames can change people but also takes people seriously
as agents of their own transformation. People give objects and activities meaning;
meanings do not spring fully formed from the void. Since it is inconceivable that videogames (or the virtual violence within them) will vanish, the real question for the socially,
ethically, and politically minded critic is how we can make use of them in progressive
and positive ways.
Over the next twenty pages, you will see a (post)modernization of the Jūgyūzu, refashioned as a contemporary manifesto for the virtual martial artist. Illustrated by the
fantastic Siku, this text translates the cultivation agenda through the digital revolution
and into the present-day; it seeks to enable gamers to make a choice about how they
draw meaning from their gaming experiences. The format of the text might strike some
readers as a little unusual: it follows the traditional form of the Jūgyūzu, with a verse
(deploying the conventions of waka, with a 5-7-5-7-7 syllable pattern) and then a short
piece of prose that explains, elaborates, or creatively obfuscates the verse; the text is
supposed to combine with the images to provoke an active response from readers.
Following this manifesto, there is a short ‘afterword’ in which some of the details of the
2010 Asiascape survey are explained.
I’d like to thank the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO) for supporting my research at various stages. In the first instance, they awarded me a grant to
work on philosophy and the modern invention of the bushidō tradition. Subsequently,
they made an award to support the creation of Asiascape.org, an international research
coalition focussed on technoculture in East Asia. And finally, I was honoured to receive
their large ‘VICI’ award for a 5-year project entitled Beyond Utopia: New Politics, the
Politics of Knowledge and the Science Fictional Field of Japan. This manifesto owes much
to each of these stages, but any and all nonsense is entirely my fault.



Chris Goto-Jones
Leiden, November 2014

Of course, not everyone responded in this way. Indeed, a large number of respondents
expressed a simple and rather brutal pleasure in being able to do dramatic and spectacular
violence in videogames, simply because they found this satisfying or cathartic (or funny)
in itself. Interestingly, these different orientations had an impact on the types of
avatars players chose to adopt in the games: the ‘sage’ players tended to pick the more
traditional Asian ‘martial arts’ characters (such as Ryū in Streetfighter) while the ‘brutes’
tended to choose the more robust and straightforward Western fighters (such as Guile
in Streetfighter).

ii

iii

1

seeking without knowing
the streets churn and burn
riddles of faces and flame
hearts race, breath catches
and roads run ever deeper
cicadas shrill, thrill, elsewhere
Until now, you have never been lost, and so why do you feel lost today?
By turning away from your own awakening you have become lost to
it, estranged from it, enwrapped in grime and buried in the dirt of the
city. The quiet sounds of home are drowned in neon, while thousands
of streets present indistinguishable choices that mean nothing. Yet you
are consumed with the lust for right and the fear of wrong, driven to
win while fleeing from loss. No wonder you are dizzy.

2

hints and shadows
right in front of you
obscured, hidden in plain sight
is it there or not?
but even within the gyre
where can the obvious hide?
Did somebody point or was it simply an accident? Although you walk
past it every day, today it looks different. With the aid of something or
someone or nothing or nobody, a breeze cools your brow and whispers about home. Yet, fevered in the streets, you cannot tell truth from
dreams or nightmares. Tethered to the labyrinth, a tantalizing zephyr
seems only to infuriate. Before you make the journey home, how can
you know where home is? Have you ever been there before?

3

seeing without knowing
a life sparks within
an awoken memory
exposed and revealed
is the ninja alien?
where is the roiling city?
Your senses tell you that the streets are on fire. There is shouting and
there are screams. The scent of ash and burning paint waft into your
mind. Your skin is torn and blistered and bruised; you feel pain. And
yet what do your senses tell you about you? Clouded by the smoke
and intoxicated by the fumes, what can you know about the world
beyond the window or the screen? You are there, present, in each daily
deed. Why not raise your eyebrows and see yourself? Press ‘start’ to
start.

4

grasping the unknown
fatigue overcomes
even the stubborn and strong
some foes will not break
mists dance around every blow
but breath moves the air: inhale!
You have never seen it before, this ninja in its virtual lair. You have found
it, as though stumbling across a new world. But so long hidden in the
wilds, its spirits are high and its will unbroken. It is master of its world,
devoted, untiring, and unflinching. You throw yourself at it, clumsy and
pathetic, unable even to feel its resistance. The stink of the city lingers
in your brain and you don’t know how to touch this immaterial creature.
Wild and disciplined as it is, you must breathe its airlessness.

5

taming the unruly
the screen burns your eyes
as your fingers crack and click
not for a moment
can you give quarter or rest
its devotion is complete
Time passes unchecked. You can see this fighter move and glimpse its
form of freedom, and as these thoughts arise others will follow. Be true
to them and adhere to this awakening; should you ignore this reality,
you will be left only with dreams. You are not betrayed by the world
– actual or virtual – but only by your mind. Your senses are your instruments, not your masters. Keep focussed on the screen and never look
away; hold fast to the joystick and do not set it down until it vanishes
by itself.

6

mastering the tamed
tired fingers dance
a nomad’s flute or joystick
sudden twists of calm
spark thoughtless motions, notions
of nothingness whisper death
Are they hours or days? You can see the movement and feel your
fingers burn. But are these really two? Thoughts of digits, digital
thoughts. In fatigue you lose your fingers, numb or aflame. They are
free of you and act by themselves. Without your thoughts to cramp
them, your movements assure victory. The riots in the street call, but
you do not turn around. The scent of fire catches at you, but you will
not be tethered. From nowhere, the voice of nobody whispers victory.

7

at peace with mastery
conquest fades like flame
leaving the glow of sunset
or perhaps sunrise
the screen blank and forgotten
and your dreams flying freely
Were they days or nights? As the moon emerges from clouds, so you
emerge from the game. A shaft of silver light more ancient than iron.
As the fish and the net are not the same, so you are not the web in
which you were caught. Victory and defeat blend and fade, no longer
striving for duality, forgotten, futile, and without relevance. Your foe
has vanished, your avatar gone. What were they to begin with? Your
fingers are unbound and your dreams untethered. The city breathes.

8

game over?
all come to nothing
the game cycles to zero
but the screen flickers
a snowflake in the flamepit
melts like masters of the past
Isn’t it confusing to forget why you were striving? The passion of
fighting gives way to the tranquillity of mastery or boredom. It no
longer matters whether you win or lose. But you cannot lounge and
linger in this place; it is like death. And yet you cannot rush past it
as though it is nothing. Your fingers have shredded worldly feelings
and conquered worlds; your mind has traversed universes and erased
elevated thoughts. You have overcome yourself, but if you ordered
pizza now, would you eat it?

9

respawn at the start
the city persists
concrete, neon, gravity
you hide in your hut
while your fingers waste away
the city goes on breathing
You have played and practiced and become disciplined, but was this
just a waste of time? Click, click, click. You found your home and
untethered your soul, freeing your dreams, living in peace. But is this
the same as becoming blind and deaf? When you are at home, you’re
not outside your home. In the city, rivers flow and flowers bloom red
even amidst the bloodshed. The streets twist with torture and life.
Can you deny this as delusion while residing in another dream? Is your
home so divided?

10

living with magic
the streets churn and burn
but a cool breeze makes you smile
the city hustles
withered trees burst into flower
with no display of magic
Sitting alone in the middle of the city, a thousand strangers are unaware of your power. You are a secret legend, an unknown immortal.
There’s no need to parade the tracks of the sages – you have followed
them to this seat. Here. Now. Your hands and mind are at rest, poised
with delicacy and precision. Your breath breathes the city itself, as a
breeze cools the turmoil around you. There is no need to run for home,
because you have brought your home with you. Open your eyes: the
street is full of you.

afterword: the virtual ninja project
In October 2010, Asiascape.org launched an online survey called ‘The Virtual Ninja
Project.’ The call for submissions was placed in the gaming-culture magazine, Edge.
Slightly more than 300 people responded to the call, with 239 fully completing the
survey, 88% of whom were based in Europe or the USA, with the remainder in Asia.
82% were male. The majority were in the age group 24-39 (61%), with the smallest
minority older than 40 (11%). Participants were asked a series of questions about their
game-playing patterns, focussing on their feelings about how (and why) they play
videogames. Although this was a very small sample, the quality of the responses was
high and the statistical ambitions of the project were not great. Rather, the purpose
of the survey was simply to ascertain whether it was the case that gamers varied in
the way they signified gaming and, crucially, whether a proportion of them saw the
activity of gaming as a form of self-cultivation.
The results showed that a minority of gamers (23%) explicitly identified gaming as a way
to improve themselves. Many of those were principally interested in strategy games,
identifying the improvement of their capacity for strategic thought as one of the developmental benefits of playing. However, some were interested in First Person Shooters
(FPS) and other types of fighting games, including martial arts games. Strategic gamers
were much more likely to see gaming as a form of cultivation than players of any other
genre. There was no significant difference between sexes or nationalities; age did not
seem to be a meaningful factor, although players in the 40+ group were most likely to
be strategic gamers.
Most interesting, however, were the open-ended questions in which gamers were asked
to explain themselves in their own words. It quickly became apparent that there was
a significant group of gamers who expressed their sense of the meaning of their play
in progressive and developmental ways, but that only a minority of these gamers had
previously identified gaming as a mode of self-cultivation. That is, the respondents
to the survey did not always recognise their approach to games as oriented towards
self-cultivation even when, from a particular analytical standpoint, their orientation
was clearly towards their own development and cultivation. Indeed, in general, those
respondents who self-identified as interested in cultivation tended to elaborate this
interest exclusively in terms of enhancing strategic thinking through iterative competition. Only a small minority (7%) self-identified as interested in self-cultivation and then
articulated this in terms unrelated to strategic thought.
This data is rather thin, but it suggests a number of possibilities. First, it indicates that
gamers have a particular, pre-established sense of the meaning of ‘self-cultivation’ that is
focussed on the rational development of strategic skills (that might be transferable out
of the virtual realm and into the actual). Second, it indicates that some gamers might be
involved in gaming as a form of (non-strategic) self-cultivation without even being aware
of it. In both cases, following the logic of the Jūgyūzu (The Ten Ox-Herding Pictures), it
seems that gaming-culture is not yet awake to the potentials of its medium, or perhaps

i

that it is on the cusp of awakening to them – like the little boy who has never seen an
ox but who comes across some intriguing footprints in the mud – or like a young girl in
a street war who sees an unarticulated hope in the form of a games-console in a shop
window. Such circumstances provide fertile ground for a manifesto!
A number of respondents, clearly influenced by cyberpunk classics such as Neuromancer
(William Gibson, 1984) or The Matrix (Wachowski Bros, 1999), showed some spiritual
imagination regarding the meaning of their interactions in virtual space. Nascent ideas
about spiritual cultivation through videogames can be found in the words of gamers
like raiden_nut7 (from Colorado, USA) while discussing his penchant for the 1997 classic
Bushidō Blade:
It’s difficult to explain. I don’t really think about what I’m doing, you know?
I just sort of do it. I watch the other guy’s sword and his stance and then it’s
like … phssssht, you know? Sometimes he’s dead even before he’s even
finished his cut. And I’m just standing there, sword already back in its
sheath. It’s awesome. I guess I’ve been practicing for so long that it just kind
of happens by itself … I don’t need to think about it, and certainly not about
my thumbs – if you’re worried about your thumbs it’s all already over.
If anything, it’s just his sword in my mind, and as soon as it’s about to move
I just kill him. That’s it.
Raiden_nut7, who has presumably named himself after the cyborg ninja from the
epic franchise Metal Gear Solid, did not identify himself as someone who views games
as opportunities for self-cultivation, so presumably he did not recognise his words as
expressing a form of cultivation. And yet, his text is significantly similar in spirit to the
words of the great Japanese swordsman-philosopher Musashi Miyamoto, who wrote
in 1645:
The most important strike of no-thought is when, facing off against your
opponent ... your body becomes the striking body, your mind the striking
mind, and a powerful strike of your hand emerges from nothing and leaves
no trace.
Both raiden_nut7 and Musashi Miyamoto appear to be talking about the classic idea
in the bushidō tradition that you should cultivate your martial techniques until they
become completely sublimated and automatic. This idea is often elaborated into a
discussion of the ‘arrested mind,’ which describes the way in which our mind stops or
stalls when it is forced to concentrate on a particular action. For Musashi, if you have to
think about how to make your cut, then your mind will stop in your sword for a fraction
of a moment, and in that moment you will be killed. Rather than arising from thought,
then, your victory must arise from nothing, without thought. Constant training is a way
of cultivating yourself to move without allowing your mind to be arrested by any of your
actions. Musashi worried about his mind stalling in his sword, and raiden_nut7 worries
about his being arrested by his thumbs.
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Very similar sentiments are expressed by Goku123 (from London, UK) when he discusses
his favourite moment from the notoriously difficult Ninja Gaiden 2 (2008):
There’s this famous moment in Ninja Gaiden, right, when there are so many
enemies that the console almost gives up, like it can’t cope with the action,
like the fight is making the whole world fall apart. It’s cool because you just
don’t have time to think, you just move. You’ve got to deal with one then the
next, jumping and spinning between all of the bad guys, right? You can’t just
focus on one of them, like in a normal fight. You’ve got to be fluid and let
your mind go. Don’t fixate, move! Like Brucie said: be like water! Then you
have a chance, otherwise you’ve had it. Of course, some guys just mash the
buttons2 and hope, not thinking at all …
Goku123, who has presumably drawn his name from the character in the long-running
anime/manga/game series Dragon Ball, makes a direct reference to the philosophy
of martial arts legend Bruce Lee, who himself was a scholar of the interrelationships
between Zen, Taoism, and the martial arts. Brucie’s famous quotation (which appeared
in various forms in different places) was this: ‘Don’t get set into one form, adapt it and
build your own, and let it grow, be like water. Empty your mind, be formless, shapeless
— like water. Now you put water in a cup, it becomes the cup; You put water into a bottle
it becomes the bottle; You put it in a teapot it becomes the teapot. Now water can flow
or it can crash. Be water, my friend.’ (Bruce Lee: A Warrior’s Journey, 2000).
In fact, Bruce Lee was building on a long tradition of thinking along these lines about
martial arts. The need to keep a fluid mind that cannot be arrested by a particular
action or opponent is a common theme of philosophical and spiritual writing about
the martial arts. Zen master Takuan Sōhō, for instance, seems to pre-empt Goku123 by
400 years when he writes:
For example, it happens that ten enemies each with a sword come at you
hurling abuse; at that point, if you fend off each sword without leaving your
mind behind as it was in those actions, while you fend off in the same way
each sword as it strikes at you, you should be able to fight back splendidly
against each and every one of the ten. Although you move your mind ten
times to confront ten people, if you don’t stop your mind on any single one
of them, you will be able to respond to whichever enemy. But if it’s the case
that your mind is brought to a halt before one of the enemies, even if it’s
possible to fend off that person’s sword, when the next enemy confronts you
it will transpire that the appropriate response is completely lost to you.
Other gamers seem to share these sentiments, and many talk about them in similar
terms. Zang1ef from Singapore is a fan of Street Fighter IV – indeed, I assume his name
is derived from Zangief (the Red Cyclone from Street Fighter II):
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It’s partly about being cool. You’ve got to keep your head. When all hell
breaks loose and you’re totally surrounded, the last thing you want to do is
look down at your fingers and try to find the X button. You just have to know
where it is. It’s got to be automatic, without thinking. Instant. Wham, cut,
kill! Dead. Move on. But you have to get it right, right? I really hate those
gamers who just mash. Their reflexes might be great, but they’re playing
like nubes or idiots, just mashing randomly and hoping. You’ve got to train
your reflexes so you win on purpose. It’s not just winning, it’s winning with
Shoryuken! 1
At the same time, in New York City, Arm0ur3d contemplates the role of practice and the
internalization of the movements required to master fighting techniques:
It takes a long time. I don’t think I’m a natural, so I have to practice a lot,
but I can feel when things start to click, you know. There’s this moment
when I suddenly realise that I’m not thinking about my thumbs anymore
and that I’m just doing it. When I come across the bad guys, I don’t have to
think what to do, it’s just automatic. It’s usually at about this point that the
game suddenly gets much harder, or there’s a boss battle or something, which
means I get crushed because I need new moves that I haven’t learned yet.
So, I practice those until they’re automatic too. And so it goes on. By the
time I complete a game, I’ve usually mastered all the skills of that world.
But then it’s over. That’s life, I guess.
What Zang1ef, Arm0ur3d and others seem to be grappling with is the process of
transforming principles into techniques. In the classical literature of the martial arts, this
process is often explicitly linked to the Zen Buddhist concept of no-mind (jp. mushin).
The developmental dilemma is familiar: how to transform theoretical knowledge (principle) about what one should do in certain circumstances (such as when confronted with
someone trying to cut your head off with a sword) into efficacious practice (technique).
In the martial arts literature, the answer is usually a variation on the position articulated
by Takuan Sōhō, who called on swordsmen to practice and practice until actions became
automatic and unthinking – only in that moment of ‘no-mind’ is principle and technique
fully unified:
The ignorance and afflictions of the beginner’s mind are unified into
immovable wisdom through cultivation/training (shugyō), and so we can
inhabit no-mind-no-thought. If we attain to the highest point, in whatever
they do our arms and legs act by themselves, and it transpires that our mind
is not troubled in the slightest.
Importantly, for Takuan and the bushidō tradition that follows him, the accomplishment
of no-mind through repeated practice of martial techniques (be those the flourishing
of a sword or a joystick) is not only the secret to lethal skills but, more importantly, it
is also the secret to spiritual awakening and emancipation. The condition of ‘no-mind’
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represents the accomplishment of a form of everyday enlightenment – it is not only a
technical but also a moral and existential accomplishment. Indeed, this condition is the
goal of all spiritual practice – it makes people into better people, free from the petty
concerns of mundane life and liberated into a realm of authentic freedom. This is why
the bushidō literature is full of apparent paradoxes about how winning and losing are
not the point (or are the same thing), about how being ready for death is better than
craving victory (or is the same thing), and about how completing the perfect technique
is more important than winning the fight.
Interestingly, some of the Virtual Ninja survey respondents seem to have intuited this
transcendental moral stance. When asked how it feels when he fails in a player-vs- player
fighting game, hanzo_24 (who has presumably named himself after the legendary ninja,
Hattori Hanzō) replied:
Well, it’s not great. But we all fail sometimes, right? Otherwise there’d be
no challenge. It does feel good to cut the enemy down, but that’s like the
satisfaction at the end, you know? It’s the cherry on the cake. I don’t mind
losing if I got the technique right, if it felt right. Then that other guy is just
better, right? What I hate is when I fail because I screwed up the moves,
when my fingers trip over each other or the buttons stick or whatever.
Actually, I also hate it when I win after screwing up the moves or just button
mashing. That seems to miss the point. I’d rather just lose and die than
fluke a win.2
Hence, one of the results of the Virtual Ninja Project survey was to suggest that
gamers are already engaging with videogames (especially martial arts games) in ways
that would be familiar to martial artists themselves. The kinds of movements and
techniques that a gamer needs to master may be smaller and more delicate (usually
just involving moving thumbs!), but they are still physical movements being repeated
until the point of their sublimation so that they can be performed instinctively and
perfectly. At stake is the death or mutilation of their avatar, with whom many gamers
establish strong bonds of identity. Of course, it is not the case that all gamers identified their play in these terms, and many of those who observed these tendencies
did not recognise them as evidence of a cultivation practice. Nonetheless, there is
sufficient evidence to suggest that the martial arts-videogame analogy is of potential
significance.
When viewed from a historical perspective, it is interesting to reflect that this spiritualization of the martial arts was relatively new to the samurai in the 17th Century, when
Takuan Sōhō was writing. Indeed, Takuan’s writing was specifically designed to create
a new way for the samurai to engage meaningfully with the technologies of violence
that had suddenly become practically defunct (after the pacification of Japan at the
turn of that century). The idea of the ‘Unfettered Mind’ served as a kind of manifesto,
reclaiming and re-signifying the traditional skills of combat and violence (which
were increasingly seen as anti-social) as aspects of a pathway towards living a spiritually
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edifying and morally upright life. To some extent, this process was repeated in the middle
of the 20th Century when the modern martial arts were re-invented as ‘dō’ (Ways) in the
context of the establishment of Japan as a pacifist state following the calamitous defeat
of imperial Japan in 1945. The founders of Karate-dō and Aiki-dō, Funakoshi Gichin
and Ueshiba Morihei, for instance, wrote clear manifestos about the correct meaning
and practice of their martial arts. Perhaps the most famous text in this tradition might
be the controversial ‘Zen in the Art of Archery’ (1953) by the German orientalist Eugene
Herrigel. The intermingling and mystification of Orientalism in this tradition is significant.
In this historical framework, it seems at least plausible that the techniques of virtual
violence that are prevalent in videogames at the start of the 21st Century can be
re-signified as devices of self-cultivation. Today’s gamers have grown up with Bruce Lee
and the martial arts revolution in Hollywood (and Hong Kong) – the idea of disciplined,
honourable fighting as a semi-religious practice is already part of the cultural mainstream
worldwide. They have also lived through the digital revolution and absorbed the technospiritualism of cyberpunk and the New Wave. Following a period of scaremongering
about violence in the virtual world (and without any realistic possibility that the
techniques of this violence will vanish or be abolished), there seems to be a real need
for a Virtual Ninja Manifesto to re-appropriate these techniques for a more uplifting
purpose. Of course, not all gamers will be willing or able to embrace such a move, but
if gamers are already thinking in this direction (sometimes without even knowing it),
isn’t there a responsibility to capitalise on this opportunity to render virtual violence into
a spiritual Way for the betterment of gamers and society? The Virtual Ninja Manifesto is
a playful first attempt in the direction of game-dō.3



Chris Goto-Jones
Leiden, November 2014

Shōryūken is a special punch-attach associated with the character Ryu in the Street Fighter
franchise. In Street Fighter II it was an aspirational technique for being almost unstoppable once
successfully unleashed.

1

The disdain of hanzo_24 about ‘button mashing’ was shared by many of the respondents
in the Virtual Ninja Project. This phrase describes an approach to gaming in which players frantically press random buttons as quickly as they can in the hope that this will fluke a victory.
Sometimes it works. The phrase is also sometimes used to describe those who learn just one
simple technique (which might be disproportionately successful for reasons of a gameplay flaw)
and then just repeat it constantly until they win. This was an early complaint about the shōryūken
in Street Fighter II, for example. In either case, the complaint revolves around engaging with the
game as though it doesn’t require skill, practice or dedication. Some gamers talk about this
as ‘uncool’ and others as ‘dishonorable.’ But the most common phrase is: ‘button mashing sux.’

2

An extended, more academic, and more elaborate version of this afterword appears in the
Brill journal, Asiascape: Digital Asia, 2(1-2): Chris Goto-Jones (2014), ‘Playing with Being in Digital
Asia: Gamic Orientalism and the Virtual Dōjō.’

3

vi

vii

Colofon
author and concept
Chris Goto-Jones is the inaugural chair professor of Comparative Philosophy & Political Thought
at Leiden University, and Professorial Research Associate at SOAS, University of London.
He was previously Professor of Modern Japan Studies, director of the Modern East Asia Research
Centre, Leiden, and founding dean of Leiden University College The Hague. Chris is co-founder
of the Political and Philosophical Arts initiative (www.politicalarts.org) and a ‘VICI’ laureate of the
Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO). He is principal researcher of a 5-year project
to analyze the contributions of visual, interactive, and performance culture to political philosophy in
Japan and East Asia (www.asiascape.org). He has published widely in the fields of political thought
and comparative philosophy; in terms of popularizing publications, he is author of ‘A Very Short
Introduction to Modern Japan’ (Oxford University Press, 2009), which has been translated into many
languages worldwide.

illustrations
Siku
Well-known for his work with 2000AD and Marvel Comics, as well as for concept-driven and
experimental manga, including The Manga Bible, Siku is a narrative designer and dream-weaver:
www.theartofsiku.com

about asiascape.org and the virtual ninja project
Hosted by Leiden University and established in October 2007, Asiascape is an attempt to build an
international research coalition in the rapidly emerging fields of cyberculture (New Media, Convergence
Culture, Video Games and other related media, such as fan-culture) and animanga (Anime and Manga),
especially as they relate to (or originate from) East Asia. In October 2010 Asiascape.org launched the
Virtual Ninja Project to research the ways in which gamers interact with and attribute meaning to
violence in videogames. This project was made possible through the support of Leiden University and
the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO), specifically the VICI grant: Beyond Utopia –
New Politics, the Politics of Knowledge and the Science Fictional Field of Japan (Goto-Jones).

© Chris Goto-Jones, 2014

design
André van de Waal, Remco Mulckhuyse, Joël Comvalius
Coördesign, Leiden

printing
Groen Media, Leiden

binding
Patist, Den Dolder

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by
any means, without the prior permission of the publisher.

.org

the
political arts
initiative

x

