




 

Abstract 

 Approximately one million people in Japan are currently hiding in their rooms, 

rejecting human contact; they are known as hikikomori. Since these recluses lack jobs and 

children, they are accused of selfishly dodging traditional duties to family and nation. But 

in many ways “upright,” traditional society not only created these “inverted” social 

misfits, it also encourages their existence. That is, the hikikomori phenomenon is an 

inversion within the norm. In this paper, I argue that outdated Japanese ideals 

emphasizing “‘harmony’ and social cohesion” perpetuate the upside-down world of 

social rejects like hikikomori. I examine this inversion of ideals via an analysis of popular 

culture, namely a recent otome game DIABOLIK LOVERS ~Haunted Dark Bridal~ 

(hereafter DiaLover). Like hikikomori, DiaLover appears to diverge from tradition, 

rejecting otome tropes of innocent love for a perverted world of abuse and lust. Yet upon 

closer examination, we find that the twisted plot ironically fits into the mold of Japan’s 

conventional ideals. Thus, the moral panic produced by the upside-down worlds of 

DiaLover and hikikomori is perhaps not simply the result of a lazy and apathetic 

generation failing to fit in but rather a natural response to the shattered remnants of 

Japan’s own treasured traditions. 
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Introduction 

    This is the way the world ends 
    Not with a bang but a whimper. 
      (T. S. Eliot, “The Hollow Men,” 1925)  

 In recent years, Japanese video games, animation, and manga – in particular – 

have featured countless apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic settings. Examples range from 

the explosive obliteration of Tokyo in the iconic Akira (1988) to the destruction brought 

on by human beings upsetting the balance of nature in Princess Mononoke (1997) to a 

despairing world ravaged by Chaos and doomed to end in thirteen days in Lightning 

Returns: Final Fantasy XIII (2013). Fear of the end of all that is familiar – and the rise of 

a hero fighting to see a new day – has provided both a cathartic and dramatic backdrop 

for discussion to a nation haunted by memories of the atomic bomb.1 Although popular 

culture continues to toy with images of violent destruction, the nation remains far more 

anxious about an apocalypse closer to home. As the already low birth rate continues to 

decline and the economy weakens, Japan has turned its attention towards the social 

misfits who threaten to overturn the conventional ideals upholding Japanese society. One 

of the more recent names given to some of these misfits – young adults who, rather than 

prepare for jobs and marriage, lock themselves up in their rooms – is “hikikomori.” 

 These social recluses are castigated for fearfully rejecting the overly strict and 

competitive “outside world” and retreating to safety inside their homes. Yet, this apparent 

dodging of responsibility garners only shame, not pity, from the nation, and the situation 

continues to spiral downward.2 As families attempt to hide the perceived shortcomings of 

their children, they impose an unbearable amount of pressure that in turn strengthens the 

fear, binding children to the sanctuary of their rooms. This cycle fuels the destructive and 
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sometimes violent outbursts from the hikikomori that threaten to tear the idealistic hopes 

of the family and nation apart from the inside. Contemporary Japanese society is ill 

equipped to confront the growing hikikomori issue due to little common ground between 

parents and children who grew up in strikingly different economic and social situations.3  

 As with all apocalyptic stories, the “old world” – in this case, synonymous to the 

conventional “outside world” and symbolized by parents who grew up expecting to land 

successful jobs so long as they tried their best in school – must end to allow the “new 

world” – the “inside,” younger generations who are at risk of being crushed by 

unreasonable expectations – to flourish.4 Yet, the “old world” lingers in the pride, 

stubbornness, and ignorance of families refusing to seek help for children who struggle 

under the idealistic educational system while knowing that their best efforts cannot 

guarantee a secure future. This is the heart of the younger generation’s suffering, and this 

is why an apocalyptic end is necessary: to free the new generation from now poisonous 

ideals that are no longer as relevant as they once were.  

 In this vein, I aim to explore how the “upright,” traditional society not only gave 

birth to these “inverted” social misfits but also ironically stimulates the very apocalypse it 

is striving to avoid. Specifically, this paper will focus on the hikikomori phenomenon for 

both its growing presence in Japan as well as the absence it creates, since total self-

removal is one of the most extreme and easily observable responses against contemporary 

Japanese society. To closely examine this inversion within the norm, I will analyze 

Rejet’s otome game, DIABOLIK LOVERS ~Haunted Dark Bridal~ (2012), hereafter 

referred to as DiaLover.  
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 Otome games are known for their similarities to shōjo manga; they are games that 

cater to women and generally revolve around romance. However, DiaLover inverts this 

expectation with its cast of sadistic and abusive vampires who hardly seem to care for 

love. On the surface, though the player must still win the heart of one of these vampires, 

the world of DiaLover does not appear to fit within general otome themes at all. However, 

through this analysis, I will illustrate how DiaLover is itself an inversion built from the 

traditional. The game’s psychologically disturbed characters, who share many similarities 

with hikikomori, all embody an inversion of Japanese gender role ideals. On a grander 

scale, this inversion illuminates the possibility that Japan’s outdated beliefs will soon 

collapse on themselves. Thus, hikikomori should perhaps not be considered the 

problematic product of a lazy and apathetic generation but rather a warning that the end is 

approaching. As noted by Eliot above, the world will end “[not] with a bang but a 

whimper,” and the stifled suffering and suppressed shame behind closed doors of these 

“hollow children” will herald in a new world released from damaging, outdated, and 

unrealistic ideals. 

The Otome Genre and DiaLover 

 
Figure 1: Furyu’s Hatsukare: Ren’ai Debut Sengen (left) is the typical image associated with the 

otome genre, unlike Rejet’s DiaLover (right).5 
 

Yui… With this… you are mine forever.6 
     (Ayato Sakamaki: Rejet, Diabolik Lovers, 2012) 



We are the Hollow Children Chen 4 

 Generally speaking, otome (“maiden”) games are interactive shōjo manga (girls’ 

comics) centered on romance; they are often visual novel or dating sim style role-playing 

games. In most cases, the main cast consists of a teenage, female protagonist, who is 

plain in personality since she is a stand-in for the player, and approximately six attractive 

young men whose character archetypes can be anything from the effortlessly popular 

upperclassman to the adoring childhood friend. Shōjo manga tend to promote the idea 

that “love triumphs all” and depict the fulfillment of girls’ dreams and wishes.7 These 

“dreams and wishes” include finding true love and happiness in spite of great hardship 

and becoming “independent and pure,” free from patriarchal society where they were 

considered mere possessions.8 In shōjo manga, stories of romance and a girl’s coming-of-

age are specifically described as “otometic.”9 As such, it is not surprising that otome 

games feature a girl’s journey to obtain true love.10  

 DiaLover is a perverted reflection of that. Rather than focus on tender and pure-

hearted romance, DiaLover’s story revolves around themes of violence and rape, lust, 

incest, sadomasochism, child abuse, and mental instability. “Independence” and “purity” 

are obscured by subservience and sexual desire. Indeed, love hardly holds a place in the 

plot since the protagonist’s undying devotion to her abusers in the “happy” endings of the 

game resonates with Stockholm syndrome more than the conventional storylines of shōjo 

manga.  
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Figure 2: The men of Idea Factory’s Hakuōki ~Demon of the Fleeting Blossom~ (below) who 

rush in to protect the protagonist contrasts greatly from the DiaLover men who take pleasure in 
terrorizing the protagonist.11 

 
 In the average otome game, each of the suitors would be ready to protect the 

protagonist and go to great lengths solely for the sake of her happiness, but the boys of 

DiaLover enjoy physically and psychologically attacking her. In fact, one of the game’s 

most distinctive features and major selling points is its extremely sadistic and unstable 

characters.12 In DiaLover, you have no happy-go-lucky childhood friend or scholarly 

upperclassman. Instead, you have a sickly looking boy who delights in turning human 

beings into wax dolls and a man who zealously experiments with potions in order to 

resurrect his mother so that he can kill her again. In the game, players control Yui, the 

female protagonist, and attempt to win the heart of one of the six vampire brothers she is 

forced to reside with. As the story unfolds, the players experience, via Yui, many 

sickeningly pleasurable forms of humiliation and torture. 

 Despite the game’s initially discomfiting – and possibly repulsive – surface, 

DiaLover is quite popular in Japan and well known in the otome community abroad.13 In 

addition to the first game, the DiaLover franchise includes a fan disc sequel (Diabolik 
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Lovers More, Blood) and a third game (Diabolik Lovers Dark Fate) scheduled to be 

released later in 2014; a twelve-episode anime series and a possible sequel; well over 

twenty character song, situation, and drama CDs; a manga portraying events that 

occurred before and in between events of the first game; and several short live web radio 

specials hosted by the voice actors of the vampire brothers.14 Far from the kawaii world 

of mainstream Japanese popular culture, it is curious how this game has reached so far 

beyond the realm of video games. Perhaps it is the novelty of catering to the 

sadomasochistic underworld, rather than focusing on old-fashioned ideas of innocent love, 

that inspires such fascination. Perhaps it is the promise of heart pounding scenes with 

attractive men that entices customers. Or perhaps it is the players’ subconscious affinity 

with the game’s many warped characters that draws them back for more. In any case, 

before introducing ideas that will frame the game analysis, I will first explain the game’s 

mechanics. 

Inner Workings: DiaLover Game Mechanics 

 In otome games, each potential romantic interest’s story is generally referred to as 

a “route.” In DiaLover, there are six routes, one for each of the brothers. The route is 

divided up into three scenarios, each made up of twelve scenes that are labeled Prologue, 

01-10, and Epilogue. The scenarios are respectively titled “Dark,” “Maniac,” and 

“Ecstasy,” corresponding to the intensity of the brothers’ obsession with Yui as the game 

progresses. In all scenes excluding prologues and epilogues, players make decisions that 

affect the chosen brother’s interest in Yui. In parts 01-06, players boost the brother’s love 

meter by picking the correct response out of two choices. If done properly, this unlocks 

scenes 07-10, which present situations where players can give either a “sadistic” response 
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or a “masochistic” response. Depending on the option the player chooses, the sadist meter 

or the masochist meter will increase. These two meters will then determine which ending 

the player unlocks. 

 There are typically three endings for every route in otome games; these are 

commonly referred to as the bad ending, the normal ending, and the good ending.15 For 

DiaLover, if players did not achieve a high enough score for either the masochist or sadist 

meter, they unlock the bad endings, which feature the chosen brother killing Yui. If 

players mostly fill the sadist meter, they unlock the normal endings, which generally 

feature a broken (and unmarried) Yui conceding to whatever the chosen brother wishes. 

If players mostly fill the masochist meter, they unlock the good endings, which feature 

Yui happily marrying the chosen brother (the new Vampire King) and transforming into a 

vampire.16 Additionally, if players chose all of the correct responses along the way, they 

will unlock a bonus epilogue, called the “Heaven” scenario.17 The Heaven scenario 

consists of five scenes: Prologue, 01-03, and Epilogue. These scenes depict Yui, after she 

obtains her “happy” ending, as a shell of her former self.18 Such an ending seems hardly 

representative of the otome genre. However, Yui’s stagnant “hollowness” correlates with 

something beyond the narrow walls of the game: the hikikomori phenomenon. 

The History of the Hikikomori Phenomenon 

I want to be a regular person, the person who can go out with friends and be a normal 
guy…. [But] I feel the outside world is very severe, and I don’t have the guts to face it. 

     (Taka: Zielenziger, Shutting Out the Sun, 2006) 
 

 What is the essence behind the word, hikikomori? The Oxford English dictionary 

provides a simple definition: “In Japan: abnormal avoidance of social contact; acute 

social withdrawal; (also) a person, typically an adolescent male, engaging in this; a 
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recluse, a shut-in.” The term is comprised of the nominalized stems of hiku, meaning “to 

pull, draw, or retreat,” and komoru, meaning “to shut oneself up or stay inside.”19 While 

this concisely summarizes the actions of those labeled hikikomori, the definition provides 

no context for its many possible causes. It also fails to address the severity of the internal 

strife that regularly torments a hikikomori, as expressed by Taka above. 

 Hikikomori tend to be middle to upper class young adults who have either 

finished or dropped out of school; they not only refuse to search for jobs but oftentimes 

also refuse to leave the sanctuary of their rooms.20 Estimates of how many are currently 

living in Japan range anywhere from a few hundred thousand to a million.21 Despite 

sharing similarities with schizophrenia and agoraphobia, hikikomori is widely considered 

a “social disorder” unique to Japan, with approximately 80% of hikikomori being male.22 

Yet even these percentages are disputed, for reasons to be discussed later, since nearly 

half of the hikikomori in Japan may actually be female.23 Despite the infamy of these 

recluses inside and beyond the borders of the nation, why does so much uncertainty 

continue to surround the facts? The answer can be found in the evolution of the 

hikikomori concept within the public sphere. 

The Early Days: Predecessors and the Public Eye 

 Because being a hikikomori means to internalize everything and hide oneself 

away from others, it is difficult to estimate their numbers. Although the phenomenon was 

not recognized until the 1990s – correlating with the onset of recession – academics have 

suggested that concepts related to hikikomori were well acknowledged long before then. 

Among these are futōkō (children who do not attend school) as early as the 1950s, 

kateinai bōryoku (violence in the home) since the 1970s, and taijinkyōfu (a phobia of 
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interpersonal relations).24 Withdrawal from society was not recognized in the public 

sphere as a unique issue in itself. It was merely considered a symptom of some other 

behavioral problem until worried parents consulted Tamaki Saitō about their children. He 

then began conducting studies inspired by these children who had quit school and locked 

themselves away for months and even years.25 In 1998, Saitō termed the condition, 

shakaiteki hikikomori, translated directly from “social withdrawal” as “[a] condition 

where a youth withdraws into the home and does not participate in society for a period of 

over six months, of which a mental illness is not likely to be the primary cause.”26 Saitō’s 

findings, especially his estimate of one million hikikomori living in Japan, were the 

sparks that ignited the public’s interest in this seemingly new social problem.27 

 After Saitō defined shakaiteki hikikomori, the number of hikikomori increased and 

began to attract attention from those outside psychiatric and governmental spheres.28 At 

this time, crimes with perpetrators suspected of being hikikomori raised even greater 

concern, and hikikomori youth were no longer just secrets within the home. In December 

1999, a young, unemployed man fatally stabbed a little boy and later committed suicide; 

in January 2000, police discovered a 19-year-old girl who had been trapped for nine years 

in the home of a middle-aged man and his mother; and in May 2000, a 17-year-old high 

school dropout and shut-in hijacked a bus and fatally stabbed a passenger.29 In 2004, a 

28-year-old man, Masaru Iijima, murdered his parents and older sister after his father told 

him to go find a job; when Iijima was interviewed by the police, he told them, “‘My 

father and my sister robbed me of my space to live in… [Unless I got rid of them, I’d 

have] no where to stay… I thought I’d kill them before they killed me.’”30 Thus, 
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hikikomori who had initially been quiet concerns within the family were brought out into 

the spotlight as potentially violent threats.31  

 With this increase of attention and apprehension, however, came an added level of 

shame to the shut-ins.32 Now that social withdrawal became a part of public knowledge, 

neighbors naturally began scrutinizing each other for any hints of such behavior. In turn, 

families buried their secrets even further than before, which only increased the stress 

placed on hikikomori. Furthermore, as the media dove for this new topic of interest, 

hikikomori became a “buzzword” on par with parasaito shinguru (“parasite single”), 

furītā (“freeters”), nīto (“NEETs” or “not in education, employment, or training”), and 

sōshoku(kei) danshi (“herbivore men”), which have all had their time in the media 

spotlight in recent decades.33 The uniting theme between these issues is divergence from 

the expected norm, namely from employment and marriage; and this concern has long 

since been in the forefront of the public’s mind before hikikomori began to take center 

stage. Although “hikikomori” has proved to be a serious (or perhaps merely intriguing) 

enough issue to outlive the average lifespan of a buzzword, the association with so-called 

“lazy” and “parasitic” adults already took its toll.34 

 None of the aforementioned terms encompass the same severity of emotional and 

mental conflict as “hikikomori” does, but they do provide insight into the way Japan 

tends to shun and ridicule those who exist outside of mainstream roles. As can be guessed 

by the unappealing name, parasaito shinguru are single adults who choose to “leech” off 

of others – generally their parents – rather than find a job or spouse.35 Some, like Yuji 

Genda, believe that the poor economy inhibits young adults from surviving outside of 

their parents’ homes. Most of Japan, however, sees them as selfish and privileged good-
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for-nothings who avoid responsibilities and do as they wish.36 They are frowned upon for 

the way they consume their parents’ resources without producing children or goods. 

From the economic standpoint, fur!t"  (1980s) and n!to (2003) – members of the younger 

generations who are part-time job-hoppers or who are not on the path to employment at 

all – are subsets of parasaito shinguru.37 However, this term more commonly functions 

as a verbal attack on women who choose more fun and laidback lifestyles, far from the 

traditional role of caretaker for her husband and children.38 By 2006, there was an 

estimated 13.8 million parasaito shinguru in Japan so it is unsurprising that they are 

often blamed for Japan’s weakening economy and declining birth rate.39 

 If parasaito shinguru is a term used to attack women who have no interest in 

starting a family, s#shoku danshi is the male equivalent ten years later.40 In the public eye, 

s#shoku danshi are men who have little to no desire for sex and prefer keeping to 

themselves.41 Since men are traditionally expected to pursue women and compete against 

other men in areas of work and love, the media often calls s#shoku danshi “weak” and 

“effeminate.”42 These men are known for being less aggressive than the stereotypical 

man and are thus mocked for their apparent lack of “manliness.”43 As a result, s#shoku 

danshi have received just as much criticism as parasaito shinguru for their consumption 

of the nation’s resources without producing anything in return.  

 In short, parasaito shinguru, fur!t" , n!to, and s#shoku danshi are all different 

windows into the same concern: inversion of social norms and the collapse of traditional 

rules. This concern pervaded the public’s perception of hikikomori from the beginning 

and unfortunately served as a distraction from the important differences between 

hikikomori and the aforementioned phenomena. They are two sides of a coin. Though 
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they all yearn to lead their own lives free from the burden of responsibilities placed on 

them, parasaito shinguru and sōshoku danshi remain in control of their own life choices. 

Hikikomori are controlled by fear and despair. The shaming of hikikomori – which echoes 

the mocking of parasaito shinguru and sōshoku danshi – serves to aggravate the issue far 

more than the general public seems to realize or care. 

 Discussion throughout the 2000s further revealed the public’s limited 

understanding of how to confront hikikomori. Due to the early cases linking violence to 

social withdrawal, hikikomori were frequently perceived as worrisome threats to be dealt 

with.44 Thus, many groups focused on rehabilitating social recluses. Among these was 

Osada-juku, led by Yuriko Osada; this group was well known for their disciplinary 

tactics, which ranged from screaming at hikikomori – telling them to not depend on their 

parents – to slapping and pouring water over them.45 Other organizations preferred 

nonviolent methods and created clinics where hikikomori could converse and connect 

with others who were suffering like they were.46 A few people, like the psychiatrist Ken 

Takaoka or the social critic Shunsuke Serizawa, argue that social withdrawal may be a 

natural process for some individuals. They believe that recluses will return to the outside 

world when ready, without any psychiatric intervention.47 Unfortunately, all of this 

indicates that Japan has been far more concerned with drawing hikikomori out of their 

rooms than with correcting the broken system that drove them inwards to begin with. 

Nonetheless, this discussion also provided valuable insight into the hikikomori psyche. 

The Vicious Cycle: Causes and Consequences 

 Although the reasons a youth becomes a hikikomori vary between cases, there are 

several common triggers embedded within Japanese culture. Starting at a young age, 
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children are pushed to study hard in order to pass tests and eventually find a well paying, 

stable job. The statistics indicating that the majority of hikikomori are men are 

unsurprising since Japanese boys, much more than girls, have historically been forced 

into the “outside” world of companies and providing for the family.48 While women are 

encouraged to stay inside to take care of the home and their families, men are pushed 

outwards into the spotlight. In the outside world of school and work, men must compete 

against each other for the best positions and are always being scrutinized in comparison 

to others. In hopes of escaping society’s ever-watchful eyes, they literally hide away from 

the outside world.49  

 On top of stress from the obligation to work hard, the thought that success 

depends on luck rather than hard work drives youth back into their homes: “‘Japanese 

adults used to be able to say to their children that if you try very hard at school or at work, 

you’ll see the reward. But adults can no longer say that, because in many ways it is no 

longer true.’”50 With Japan feeling the effects of the recession, jobs have become scarce 

compared to the days of the bubble economy, and with it, the confidence that hard work 

will pay off in the end disintegrated.   

 Another possible point of concern is one’s aptitude as a good caretaker, a duty 

that falls only on Japanese women by default.51 This suggests that women are 

traditionally afflicted by an even greater range of social anxieties than men are. Why, 

then, do most surveys indicate that women are a clear minority among hikikomori? Andy 

Furlong suggests that female cases of hikikomori are often overlooked and unreported 

due to “female withdrawal into the home [seeming] so natural to Japanese society.”52 

Women are raised with expectations that they will become mothers who must take care of 



We are the Hollow Children Chen 14 

their children and home while their husbands are busy at work. A woman’s choice to 

retreat back into her home is seen as a normal part of her coming of age.  

  As the hikikomori phenomenon received more attention, surveys and studies 

unraveled further specifics behind this mass social withdrawal. As mentioned before, the 

overly competitive educational system is extremely detrimental to the mental health of 

Japanese youth, and the stress of entrance exams has driven many to escape via 

withdrawal and even suicide. However, the educational system affects more than just 

students. This can be seen in the overbearing and “burdensome” ky! iku mama 

(“education mother”), who forces her way into her child’s life and drives him or her to be 

the best in school.53 In doing so, children have few opportunities to play and behave like 

children. The ky! iku mama’s expectations for her child are excessively high, which only 

adds to the pressure already exerted by schools.54 The ky! iku mama needs to maintain 

discipline in order to encourage her child’s studies; this makes it difficult for her to 

emotionally connect with her children and create a safe environment where children can 

relax from the rigors of school.55 In short, the ky! iku mama underlines the 

competitiveness of Japanese society that exists not only in the “outside” world of schools 

and companies but that has also seeped into the supposed “warm and comfortable” inside 

world of the home.56 As a result, children relentlessly suffer under reminders that they 

need to be better than everyone else and are thus pushed to grow up too quickly. 

 Even when a child receives a miraculous respite from studying, they remain at 

risk for further social trauma in the form of bullying. The Japanese educational system 

quite freely permits harassment due to the cultural importance of fitting in with the 

group.57 Repeated bullying is a strong factor leading to school refusal and fut! k! , which 
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in turn, frequently leads to total withdrawal from society.58 Victims of bullying become 

paranoid of being judged not only by their peers but also by society as a whole; this 

paranoia urges them to lock themselves away in their rooms, where judging eyes cannot 

reach them.  

 It is important to note, however, not all causes of social withdrawal originate from 

outside stress. Japanese youth have been conditioned to heavily rely on their parents, and 

Japanese parents are accustomed to taking care of all of their children’s needs; this 

exchange of “indulgent dependence” is known as amae.59 Takeo Doi introduced this 

concept in 1973 as the relationship between a mother and child; it is the child’s desire and 

expectation of being looked after and the mother’s satisfaction in indulging her child.60 

As such, it is not unnatural for parents to fully support their children for decades until 

they are capable of supporting themselves financially.61 However, as children approach 

the age when they are supposed to leave the home and establish an existence independent 

of their parents, children actually find themselves being tempted to stay for a while 

longer. Parents are reportedly “happy to allow their children to remain at home and to 

live from their parents’ income until their thirties.”62 Thus, the Japanese childrearing 

system encourages the hikikomori transformation, as well. The longer a child lingers in 

his or her parent’s home, the less appealing it becomes to move out as an independent 

member of a brand new world.63 

 From this small sampling of causes, it is easy to see that the heart of the 

hikikomori problem lies in outdated Japanese beliefs and customs, where a mother’s love 

robs children of the strength to stand on their own, the need for unity permits ruthless 

bullying, and the quest for success inspires despair over never-ending thoughts of 
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inadequacy. Japan’s traditional ideals shaped and perpetuate the upside-down world of 

social rejects like the hikikomori. Despite this, the nation’s focus on “‘harmony’ and 

social cohesion” prevents it from adapting to newer generations; and the nation insists 

instead on pulling those outside of the expected norm back into its broken system.64  

 Over time, the average age of a hikikomori has increased from 21 to 32, 

suggesting that the chances of a social recluse returning to normal society are quite 

slim.65 While older hikikomori remain as they are, the young adults who are just now 

starting to come of age continue to join their ranks. At this rate, the number of hikikomori 

will keep increasing in spite of Japan’s frantic efforts to reassimilate them into normal 

daily life. As more youth separate themselves from normal society, other problems will 

arise. For one, the already low birth rate will continue to suffer as men and women lock 

themselves away in their rooms. Kindergartens, schools, and such will close when they 

do not receive enough children to justify the funds it takes to keep them open. As a result, 

more people – for instance, teachers, principals, and janitors – will be out of a job, and 

the economy will take another hard hit. 

 Another issue is that the parents of hikikomori are also aging and cannot support 

their children forever. At that time, what will become of the hikikomori? Will he or she 

be forced to bite the bullet and search for a job despite the terror of being out in the 

public sphere yet again? In such a situation, it is unlikely that any company will be eager 

to hire someone so inexperienced and unfamiliar with interacting with others. This will 

only further fuel the fear of scrutiny hikikomori have lived with for decades, which makes 

this a generally unviable option. Although shut-ins may find aid at the many support 

centers throughout Japan, government aid and private funding are limited. Especially if 
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the hikikomori population continues growing, the resources required to keep support 

centers open will run out. If  hikikomori cannot suddenly find the strength to survive at the 

time of their parentsÕ passing, are they forced to resign themselves to death? If they show 

no signs of returning to society after all of these years, are they just no longer the nationÕs 

concern? 

 Yet another problem will occur in the workplace. If fewer young adults enter 

companies, there will be fewer people to train, meaning that companies will weaken as 

older, experienced employees leave. Of course, this may slightly lessen the competition 

in schools, but this may also be enough to shut down companies before the educational 

system has a chance to reform. The economy will suffer if this comes to pass. 

Furthermore, these three problems (and many others like them) will all circle back to 

affect the roughly 1.55 million young adults who are already fighting the urge to 

withdraw into the home.66 If permitted to continue on its natural course, this vicious cycle 

will only serve to breed more hikikomori; thus, change is absolutely necessary. 

DiaLover and Hikikomori 

I enjoy watching human beings who futilely resist.  
It’s so very sweet because I get to see that they look even more pathetic than me.67 

     (Kanato Sakamaki: Rejet, Diabolik Lovers, 2012) 

 Now I must explain DiaLoverÕs role in all of this. In the previous section, I gave a 

brief synopsis of the hikikomori debate starting from the 1990s. Yet Japanese society is 

constantly morphing, making it difficult to provide more than just generalizations about 

the causes and consequences of social recluses. As such, scholars like Sait!  and 

Zielenziger based their research on the lives of actual hikikomori. This certainly yields 

more precise observations, but their subjects are not anonymous individuals who can 



We are the Hollow Children Chen 18 

represent any one of a million. Therefore, I have chosen to step back one level and 

examine characters of DiaLover. Despite being fictional characters, they were built by 

many who witnessed the evolution of the hikikomori phenomenon firsthand. Their words 

and actions do not belong to a single person. Thus, DiaLover is a panoramic snapshot in 

time of contemporary Japanese society. In other words, this game offers a condensed 

version of Japan for analysis. 

 Furthermore, the game is important for both its status in pop culture and its irony 

with respect to contemporary Japan. DiaLover is a video game. Its parallels to hikikomori 

have not been sterilized by academia; they come directly from the public sphere. It was 

created for entertainment and commercial purposes rather than as social commentary. 

The developers attract customers through seductive vampires who put players in exciting 

situations they do not experience in real life. Furthermore, these exciting situations seem 

to challenge the very definition of an otome game and, by extension, the traditional roles 

of men and women. 

 Yet upon closer examination, we find that the twisted plot and setting ironically 

fit into the mold of Japan’s conventional ideals. The protagonist who transforms into an 

unthinking doll in the good and normal endings is the epitome of the devoted and 

subservient wife. Each of the hikikomori brothers who aggressively pursues the 

protagonist in spite of her protests embodies the “manliness” that the nation bemoans has 

been lost among the sōshoku danshi. And the child who kills his competing kin to claim 

the title of Vampire King exemplifies the drive to succeed so admired in the educational 

system. These parallels seem to simultaneously support and counter longstanding 
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Japanese customs, and they provide an interesting frame in which to analyze how the 

growing presence of hikikomori tears at JapanÕs ideology from the inside. 

 To set up the analogy between the main cast of DiaLover and the hikikomori 

phenomenon, I will first establish the more obvious symbols, the first of which are the 

ÒoutsideÓ or Òold worldÓ and the ÒinsideÓ or Ònew world.Ó On the outside are the 

Sakamaki parents and YuiÕs father, along with everything that exists beyond the grounds 

of the Sakamaki mansion. Besides literally being outside the primary setting, the old 

world is comprised of the puppet masters who seek to use their children for personal gain 

and of a father who carelessly sent his only daughter into the lionÕs den. In contrast to 

that, the six vampire brothers and the Sakamaki grounds make up the inside Ð the private 

domain of the hikikomori children. Interestingly enough, YuiÕs fatherÕs role as a member 

of the old world was further cemented when he forced his daughter into the Sakamaki 

household instead of taking her along for his work overseas. This translates to him 

pushing his daughter back into the home, the traditional sphere for women, and thus 

establishes him as a culprit in his daughterÕs conversion into a hikikomori.68  

 Next is the link between hikikomori and the younger vampires. The image of a 

vampire is associated with infertility, stagnation between life and death, and eternal youth. 

In terms of hikikomori, a vampireÕs infertility is synonymous with a shut-inÕs refusal to 

interact with others, thus rendering it impossible for him or her to meet a potential partner 

and have children. The hollow stagnation symbolizes the way that a recluseÕs mind 

hovers between dreams of a normal life outside and the reality of a sterilized existence 

inside. And eternal youth represents the inability for hikikomori to mature into full -

fledged adults since they remain dependent on others for survival.  
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 Moreover, vampires are leeches; they drink the blood of others to gain power and 

survive. Likewise, hikikomori do not make a living and so are forced to leech off of their 

parents’ constant support. As for their personalities, the Sakamaki children are social 

recluses in their own way. Although they are not like typical hikikomori since they still 

go outside and attend school, they also cannot and have no desire to function in a socially 

acceptable manner. For instance, their sadism, masochism, overall depravity, tendency 

for violence, and desire to kill prevent them from “healthily” interacting with those in 

normal society. At school, they are hardly studious and tend to saunter out of their classes 

with hopes of playing with Yui or finding an empty bed in the infirmary to sleep in.69 

Though they do travel beyond the boundaries of their home, the Sakamaki children are 

far from active participants in the outside world, which further emphasizes their existence 

as hikikomori.  

 Now I will examine three specific cases of hikikomori in the game and how they 

comment on the current state of being for shut-ins. The first of these cases represents the 

typical hikikomori, one who actively hides away from others for fear of being bullied and 

is exceedingly dependent on his mother. The second case represents a hikikomori created 

by the demonic ky! iku mama, whose poisonous and egocentric ways cultivated her son’s 

narcissism and obsessive drive to become the best. The last case is a girl transitioning 

from an average member of normal society to a full-fledged hikikomori lacking any 

desire to act according to her own free will. Alone, each case presents a unique 

dimension of the hikikomori identity, with different events triggering their desires to shut 

themselves away from the outside world. However, these three cases all share the same 

desperate yearning to free themselves from the “old world” that stands in the way of their 
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happiness. The game presents the journey each character takes to soothe the pain in their 

heart and their resultant descent into madness. In spite of their insanity, these characters 

all embody extreme cases of their expected gender roles by the end, underlining that 

outdated Japanese ideals not only gave rise to hikikomori but also perpetuated the 

problem. DiaLover’s “condensed Japan” is a miniature version of the hikikomori 

phenomenon, thus observations made in the game are extendible to contemporary 

Japanese society. 

Hikikomori Case 1: Kanato Sakamaki 

 
Figure 3: Kanato with Yui after she has killed all of his brothers to prove her devotion to him.70 
 

Do you love me? Hate me? Find me annoying? Think it’s best if I just die?71 
     (Kanato Sakamaki: Rejet, Diabolik Lovers, 2012) 

 Kanato Sakamaki is the fourth child of the Sakamaki household and one of the 

triplets. Although he is 17-years-old, he looks like the youngest among the Sakamakis, 

perhaps because of his childish personality. He is always seen carrying a teddy bear – 

appropriately named Teddy – with whom he converses as though it were alive. Since the 

ashes of his mother, Cordelia, are stuffed inside Teddy, Teddy functions as both his 

companion and surrogate mother. When he does not have his way, he is quick to throw 
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tantrums and burst into tears until others give him what he wants. Even his brothers 

cannot stand his sudden crying and screaming and will relent to avoid further conflict. 

 Overall, he is a textbook case of Saitō’s shakeiteki hikikomori, who exhibits 

symptoms such as sudden violent outbursts and childish behavior to paranoia and 

depression.72 His paranoia is evident near the beginning of his route, when he brings Yui 

to his playroom filled with realistic wax dolls. Seeing her discomfort around the 

unsettling dolls, he asks if she doesn’t like the place. Yui has no desire to hurt his feelings 

so she tells him that she likes the room and finds it interesting. In response, Kanato 

becomes furious and hysterically accuses her of lying to him, “You want me to believe in 

your lies, and when you see that I’m hurt, you’re planning on laughing at me, aren’t 

you?!”73 Even though Yui has not given him any reason to believe that she will make fun 

of him, he immediately assumes that she intends to bully him. His paranoia is again 

suggested later in this scene when he suddenly observes out loud that Yui would make a 

lovely doll and that she would be beautiful as a corpse that cannot speak, “I’ll neatly sew 

up that noisy mouth of yours for you.”74 His fixation on sewing up her mouth, coupled 

with his earlier assumption that she intended to laugh at him, suggests his desire to 

prevent people from talking badly about him and mocking him. This paranoia likely 

resulted from getting bullied by his brothers for being the smallest and from his mother 

who always taunted him for his affections while offering no love in return. 

 Even as his interest in Yui grows, his paranoia and insecurity remain, indicating 

that Yui’s presence – still as a member of normal society in comparison to the Sakamaki 

brothers – has little to no effect in easing his hikikomori tendencies. This is especially 

evident when he suddenly loses Teddy and bursts into Yui’s room, accusing her of hiding 
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him. Although Yui asserts her innocence in the matter, Kanato begins hyperventilating 

and screaming, “WHATEVER, HURRY UP AND GIVE HIM BACK! If I don’t have 

Teddy… If I don’t have that, I’ll…!!”75 His hysteria illustrates his dependence on Teddy 

and on his mother’s ashes in order to function. When he had burnt his mother’s corpse, he 

took her ashes so that she would belong only to him for all eternity. Since he never 

received her love when she was alive – her “affections” had been divided up among her 

many lovers – he sought comfort in believing that he was now the only one who could be 

with her. As such, much like a young child, he experiences strong bouts of separation 

anxiety when he is not holding onto Teddy.  

 Mirroring his possessiveness of his mother, he eventually becomes very 

possessive of Yui. When he encounters her in a school hallway and sees her talking with 

one of his brothers, he snarls, “…It’s always, always… like this. Every time I see you, 

you’re with a different man…”76 Even though Kanato’s brothers had been the ones to 

approach Yui – and she is clearly far from eager to interact with them – Kanato furiously 

pulls her away from them, claiming her as his own. Whenever he is confronted by the 

slightest threat of losing Yui to someone else, he recalls his feelings of inadequacy in the 

days that he competed with his two brothers for his mother’s love. 

 Out of the triplets, Kanato was the most neglected by his mother. Cordelia 

sexually abused her eldest son, Raito, to the point where he eventually considered her a 

lover rather than a mother. On the other hand, Cordelia’s egocentricity motivated her 

extreme preoccupation with Ayato’s life, always forcing him back indoors to study and 

become the best.77 Despite seeing Cordelia using his brothers for her own benefit, Kanato 

still worshipped his mother and yearned for her attention. Even though he tried to win her 
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affections, he remained nothing more than a pet to her. She acknowledged him only as a 

source of amusement, calling him, Òmy canary,Ó and ordering him to sing for her.78 

Repeatedly seeing his mother pay more attention to other men, in spite of his many 

attempts to please her, led to his severe paranoia.79 This likely also inspired his 

exceedingly childish behavior since he discovered that those around him were only 

attentive when he started acting up. In other words, the realization that he was unable to 

please anybody, especially his mother, triggered his hikikomori-like behavior 

 His fixation on his mother binds him to the past and prevents him from moving on. 

Kanato is regularly struck by bouts of depression where heÕll hide in his room and refuse 

to speak to anyone. As he slowly opens up to Yui, however, he eventually lets her in and 

clings to her, sobbing, ÒNo, donÕt goÉ donÕt leave me aloneÉÓ80 Given KanatoÕs shaken 

state of mind, it is unclear whether this plea is directed to Yui or to Cordelia, which 

underlines the ambiguous role that Yui has as both lover and mother to him. Except for a 

few cursory glances from Kanato between sobs that none of this is enough, Teddy now 

lays mostly forgotten on the floor. With Yui here as a living being who can reciprocate 

his actions, heÕs starting to transfer his dependence on Teddy to Yui. That is, his willful 

separation from Teddy symbolizes his attempt to detach himself from memories of his 

mother and, by extension, the Òold world.Ó However, his cursory glances indicate that he 

is not yet free, of which he is fully aware since he suddenly asks, ÒWhen will I finally be 

releasedÉ?Ó81 Despite his efforts to separate from the past, he keeps getting pulled 

backwards, and this inner conflict is driving him mad.82 Nonetheless, he has finally begun 

taking steps towards attaining his own happiness as he slowly removes himself from the 

outside world, symbolized by Teddy and his mother. 
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Figure 4: Kanato burning Teddy as a sign of his affections for Yui.83 

 
 Near the end of the story, when he and Yui have grown closer, he decides to 

prove his love to Yui by burning Teddy.84 When the two of them confess that neither can 

live without the other, Kanato does not hesitate to dispose of Teddy, saying that he no 

longer needs it. All he needs is Yui by his side. He wonders whether the feelings he has 

now, knowing that she will stay with him, could be described as Òhappiness.Ó KanatoÕs 

uncertainty signifies that, by severing the strongest bond between him and his mother, he 

finally experiences his first semblance of joy. However, it is important to note that he still 

remains his usual (hikikomori) self rather than an active member of normal society. In the 

last scene before the ending, he whispers to YuiÕs sleeping form that he will always love 

her and will always break her, for he still cannot help his urge to break beautiful things.85 

And to further protect their bliss in the good ending, Kanato kills everyone that could 

have hindered their relationship, including the remainder of his family. Thus, he still 

believes in the necessity of severing all ties to the time before he met Yui and tearing 

apart any hints of the world outside. Even after receiving all of YuiÕs love and devotion, 

his nature remains unchanged; that part of him remains beyond saving. 
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Figure 5: Kanato and Yui rejoicing in the good ending at the thought of their new life together.86 
 
Hikikomori  Case 2: Ayato Sakamaki 

 
Figure 6: Ayato holding a shocked Yui after  she learns that Ayato killed his brothers to ensure 

that she will belong only to him.87 
 

If youÕre not the best, then you are worthless to me.88 
       (Cordelia Sakamaki: ÒEpisode 7Ó, Diabolik Lovers, 2013) 

 Ayato Sakamaki is the fifth child of the Sakamaki household. Despite being the 

youngest of the triplets, Cordelia grooms him to become the proper Sakamaki heir in the 

hopes of winning the love of her husband, AyatoÕs father. In this case, Ayato represents 

the extreme consequences of being raised by a self-interested and abusive ky! iku mama. 

Under CordeliaÕs control, Ayato develops an obsessive drive to be number one, which 

also manifests itself in his exceedingly narcissistic personality.89 Even after killing 
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Cordelia, he is so focused on the goal and values she had beaten into him that he has 

absolutely no qualms in using others to reach that goal. In comparison to Kanato, Ayato 

seems nearly incapable of love and may perceive Yui strictly as a means to become the 

next Vampire King; this way of thinking reflects the depth of CordeliaÕs influence.90 

 AyatoÕs narcissism and drive to be the best are easily seen throughout the game. 

From the way that heÕll address himself as���8�I�D�r�� or���U�r�� to the way that he 

looks down on, not only Yui, but his family as well. Early in his route, he informs Yui 

that he intends to steal her firsts for everything and claim her in every way possible.91 

Soon after, Ayato finds her when she is praying in church and threatens to make it so that 

she will never be able to face God again. As he holds her down, he simply laughs when 

she struggles against him. Not only does he have to be the best among the living, he aims 

to eliminate even God as competition, which is further suggested when he tells her, 

ÒRemember this: the only one you should lean on isnÕt God; itÕs me.Ó92  

 Up until now, his possessiveness seems to simply be his way of toying with Yui 

and amusing himself. However, he soon reveals another motive behind his desire. Having 

drunk CordeliaÕs blood when he killed her, he recognizes its taste in YuiÕs blood.93 Thus, 

he is certainly aware of YuiÕs connection to Cordelia and the power housed within her. 

While drinking YuiÕs blood he expresses his desires, ÒIf I have your bloodÉ If I have 

you, IÕll be the strongestÉ I can be the bestÉ HurryÉ Hurry and awaken.Ó94 He takes 

greater interest in YuiÕs blood and Cordelia than in Yui, which emphasizes the deep 

impression his mother had left on him.  
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Figure 7: Cordelia and one of her lovers (AyatoÕs uncle) ignoring AyatoÕs pleas for help.95 

 
 In the following scene, Ayato awakens from yet another nightmare of Cordelia 

throwing him into the lake as punishment. While he screams in rage, he begins smashing 

objects in the house. Yui again approaches him out of concern, but Ayato viciously pins 

her down and drinks her blood with more force than usual. AyatoÕs mind seems to be 

elsewhere as he murmurs, ÒI will exceed everything. That guyÉ IÕll kill him.Ó96 YuiÕs 

presence has probably reawakened his latent memories of Cordelia. Years after 

CordeliaÕs death, Ayato continues to obsess over the goals she had instilled in him. Like 

with Kanato, her resilient and poisonous grip on Ayato is the root of his suffering. 

 AyatoÕs fixation on Cordelia never wavers, even as Ayato appears to reciprocate 

YuiÕs deepening feelings for him. Because of this, he is very much a prisoner of the Òold 

world.Ó As a child, he was never allowed to think and act for himself since his mother 

dictated all of his actions. Thus, he believes that the only path to happiness is to obey his 

motherÕs demands. Therefore, AyatoÕs methods of finding solace are the opposite of 

KanatoÕs. Rather than cutting himself off from the outside world, he pushes himself 

onward to achieve what his parents wanted from him. The result, however, remains quite 

similar. In the good ending, Ayato bites into CordeliaÕs heart and finally becomes 
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powerful enough to dethrone his father, declaring that, ÒThis personÉ is mine. This 

blood, heart, body, É spirit, everything.Ó97 Since he thinks first of the blood and heart, 

both of which are associated with Cordelia, it remains ambiguous whether he is thinking 

of Yui or of Cordelia. Thus, Ayato may still care more for possessing Cordelia and her 

powers than for Yui, suggesting that he, too, remains unchanged.  

 After he successfully kills his father and finds happiness with Yui as his new 

vampire bride, he informs her that he believes a vampire bride to be nothing more than a 

sacrifice. He continues to value her for her blood above all else, ÒIf I have your bloodÉ 

As long as I have you, I will always be the strongestÉ and I can be the best.Ó98 Therefore, 

Ayato is an example of a hikikomori who forces himself to satisfy the demands of the 

outside world. Most importantly, though he fulfilled their wishes, he did not naturally 

reassimilate into normal society. In fact, since Ayato became the new Vampire King, he 

literally tore down the Òold worldÓ and established the Ònew worldÓ in its place. 

 
Figure 8: Ayato with Yui right before their wedding.99 
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Hikikomori Case 3: Yui Komori  

 
Figure 9: As the story approaches the end, Yui is often seen enjoying the blood-sucking 

sessions.100 
 

It became so easy when I stopped doubting and thinking.101 
     (Yui Komori: Rejet, Diabolik Lovers, 2012) 
 
 Yui Komori is different from the Sakamaki brothers. They have been hikikomori 

for years, but she begins the game as a participant of normal society. She is described as 

being feminine and kind, traits that are highly valued in the traditional image of a 

Japanese woman. Only when her father forces her to reside in the Sakamaki mansion 

does she begin to shut herself away from the outside world, under the influence of the 

Sakamakis. She is a symbol that no young adults in Japan Ð once thrust into a conflicted 

world that drives people to become hikikomori Ð are immune from the desire to withdraw 

from that world. Additionally, since the story is told from her perspective, the primary 

sources of her internal anguish are easier to observe. Yui is destroyed by her guilt and 

fear as she loses control of herself for the sake of pleasure. 

 For Yui, the outside world consists not only of her father, but also of the church 

and God. Since her father is a priest, Yui was raised to be pious. She always carries a 

rosary that she even likens to Teddy. That is, like Teddy is for Kanato, the rosary is her 
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bridge to the outside world. She affirms this when she tells Kanato, ÒWhen I have this 

rosary, I can feel that father and God are with me.Ó102 Moreover, the Sakamaki brothers 

find her rosary extremely unpleasant, though this is not because it has any genuine power 

against vampires.103 They initially  laugh at her for holding it up to protect herself, but 

they later growl out whenever she simply reveals it before them. The unpleasant aura 

they feel is not from any holy power, but rather from its symbolism as an object from the 

outside world. The realm of the Sakamaki mansion is quite clearly the realm of sin; one 

can easily find evidence of all capital vices within those walls.104 Thus, the cross of 

Christ is a totally foreign object that has penetrated the sanctuary of their home. Its role 

as a physical manifestation of YuiÕs connection to the outside world disturbs their sense 

of security.  

 Such reminders of the outside world are meant to bring her comfort. Yet they only 

bring her despair within the grounds of the Sakamaki mansion. The eyes of God represent 

the eyes of normal society, judging all of her actions. When her heart stirs from thoughts 

of the chosen Sakamaki brother and she begins to lose herself to the pleasure inflicted by 

him, she cannot help but feel that everything is wrong. She tells herself that she does not 

enjoy their advances and that she should feel pain rather than satisfaction from their harsh 

bites, but she knows that this is not entirely true. Her guilt begins to drive her mad.105 

Though she is aware that the longer she stays with the Sakamakis the further she falls into 

sin, she cannot bring herself to leave them.106 Her desire to save them further underlines 

her inner conflict with her upbringing, her father, and God. Even though her staying there 

tears her away from the Òold worldÓ she clings to, she cannot abandon the Sakamaki 
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family; she forces herself into martyrdom for their sakes. Yet, this sacrifice is more than 

she can take, and this triggers her transformation into a true hikikomori. 

 As the end of the story approaches, she gradually forgets her past, and as seen in 

her quotation at the beginning of this section, she eventually forsakes her free will. When 

she just proceeds quietly as an unthinking sacrifice, she realizes that she no longer suffers. 

By letting go of her bonds with the living and accepting a deathlike state among the 

Sakamaki brothers, she finds her happiness. For example, in Kanato’s good ending, Yui 

is locked away in his room for days on end. She has no memory of her life before she met 

him and expresses only brief bouts of curiosity regarding what lies beyond the door of his 

room. During this time, she slowly transforms into a vampire, further signifying that she 

is now a full-fledged hikikomori in both body and spirit. Furthermore, this twistedly 

echoes the traditional Japanese sentiment that women belong in the home and that they 

should put their duties within the home above all else. To Yui, the outside world doesn’t 

even exist anymore. 

 In the Heaven scenario following Yui’s transformation, under Kanato’s coaxing, 

she not only forgets why her precious rosary was important to her, but she also forgets 

her father.107 She simply obeys Kanato when he orders her to kill an unfamiliar man who 

poses a threat to their happiness together. Yui has become nothing more than a doll, but 

she joyfully assures Kanato, with her hands and face still stained with her father’s blood, 

“If I can be together with you like this, I’m so very happy…”108 She has gone beyond the 

point of being a hikikomori and is now no better than a puppet or a corpse. Yet, in spite of 

being far from whole, she is also happier than she was at any other point of the game, 

suggesting that even death is preferable to her life as a hikikomori. 
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Conclusion 

 Together, Kanato, Ayato, and Yui symbolize the members of the younger 

generations who fell through the cracks produced by society’s extreme standards. They 

are the youth smothered by their parents, the ones unable to fit in, the children drowning 

in exams, and those losing hope for the future. Within the upside down world of 

DiaLover lie shattered remnants of traditional Japan. In the young woman who forsakes 

herself for pleasure and kills without hesitation just to please her lover, there exists the 

submissive and dutiful wife. In the young man who proved his superiority by surpassing 

and murdering his brothers, there exists the obedient and studious son. And in the young 

man who desired a woman so passionately that he convinced her to devour her own 

father, there exists Japan’s ideal of “manliness.” In a twisted way, these disturbed 

characters were all acting along the lines of what Japanese society would have dictated 

for them. This begs the question, who then is the inverted one? Is it truly the youth who 

struggle to do everything they’re told until they cannot bear it anymore? Or is it the 

idealistic society that ridicules them after driving them past the breaking point? 

 The Sakamaki brothers’ unchanging behavior in spite of Yui’s presence 

underlines the irreversibility of the damage done to hikikomori so long as they live in a 

world where outdated beliefs define much of daily life. That is, hikikomori cannot be 

“fixed” when they are expected to function in a broken society. The nation should first 

revise the educational and childrearing systems in order to save the 1.55 million people 

teetering on the edge of becoming social recluses. Only then will there be hope for 

existing recluses to return to the outside. Until such a time, communication between 

hikikomori – those who mutually understand the anguish of always being the ones to 
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blame – is vital to the healing process. Once the nation stops reproaching the victim and 

confronts the attacker, the “quiet and meaningless” voices of the hikikomori will be heard, 

and the hollow children of Japan may finally start walking the road to recovery.109 
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familiar with DiaLover but who were also fans of the anime. Some even seemed rather excited when they 
heard the mention of DiaLover.  
14 Situation CDs are like drama CDs where a character directly speaks to and interacts with the listener; 
that is, the listener takes on a role in the drama. There are many short pauses throughout the CD where the 
listener’s character is supposed to be responding, but since the listener’s character remains silent, the 
listener can imagine his or her own responses. In the case of DiaLover, a major feature of these CDs is the 
use of the “dummy head mic” when recording them because this produces the illusion that a character is 
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right beside the listener (which is useful in amplifying the pleasurable effects from hearing the vampire 
boy’s moaning and bloodsucking sounds, for instance). 
15 Officially, the game refers to the good, normal, and bad endings as Ending 01, 02, and 03, respectively. 
16 Though it can be said that she is broken in the good endings as well, this is different from how she is in 
the normal endings. That is, in the normal endings, she is not necessarily happy with her situation, but she 
also has no will to fight it. The fact that the normal endings require mostly “sadistic” responses is also 
noteworthy because this suggests that women who are not submissive to others (a sadist is more of a giver 
while a masochist is a receiver) do not see their dreams (of marriage, according to traditional shōjo manga 
ideals) fulfilled. 
17 In addition to the responses, players must also correctly choose two out of three highlighted words in 
Yui’s ending monologues. As far as I could tell, there was no way to know which words to choose; I just 
had to guess. 
18 Players are still presented with situations they must respond to, though they no longer affect how the 
game progresses. 
19 John Simpson, Oxford English Dictionary (2010), Oxford: Oxford University Press. This entry has not 
been updated since the 2010 edition. 
20 Mami Suwa and Koichi Hara, “‘Hikikomori’ among Young Adults in Japan: The Importance of 
Differential Diagnosis between Primary Hikikomori and Hikikomori with High-functioning Pervasive 
Developmental Disorders,” ������ 3, (2007): 94 and Saitō Tamaki, Hikikomori: Adolescence 
without End (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 31. 
21 Early estimates placed the number around 200,000, but this was replaced with 700,000 after a survey in 
Kremer et al, “Hikikomori.”  
22 Michael Zielenziger, Shutting Out the Sun: How Japan Created Its Own Lost Generation (New York: 
Doubleday, 2006), 17; Suwa et al, 95.  
23 An NHK Internet survey has found that only 53% are male in Kremer et al, “Hikikomori.” 
24 From a table that documents hikikomori “predecessors” in Sachiko Horiguchi, “Hikikomori: How 
Private Isolation Caught the Public Eye,” A Sociology of Japanese Youth: From Returnees to NEETs, ed. 
Roger Goodman, Yuki Imoto, and Tuukka Toivonen (New York: Routledge, 2012), 125. 
25 Kremer et al, “Hikikomori.” 
26 Qtd. in Horiguchi, 126. 
27 Most estimates range from 300,000 to 700,000, but Saitō’s is still the most influential in Horiguchi, 126-
127. 
28 Perhaps now that people knew what to look for, they began to spot hints of hikikomori that had long 
been hidden, as suggested in Horiguchi, 125-127 and Kremer et al, “Hikikomori.” 
29 Horiguchi, 127 and Anne Allison, Millennial Monsters: Japanese Toys and the Global Imagination 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 80.  
30 Qtd. in Zielenziger, 43. 
31 Horiguchi, 127-128. Also, in Aya Goto, Seiji Yasumura, Junko Yabe, and Michael R. Reich, 
“Addressing Japan’s Fertility Decline: Influences of Unintended Pregnancy on Child Rearing,” 
Reproductive Health Matters 14.27 (2006): 193. 
32 Horiguchi, 128. 
33 Parasaito shinguru, sōshoku danshi, furītã, and nīto are all very closely related and some are often 
considered subsets of one another. Hikikomori can also be considered a subset of parasaito shinguru 
according to Mariko Tran, “Unable or Unwilling to Leave the Nest? An Analysis and Evaluation of 
Japanese Parasite Single Theories,” Electronic Journal of Contemporary Japanese Studies (2006). 
34 Sōshoku danshi lasted as a buzzword for roughly two years, according to Masahiro Morioka, “A 
Phenomenological Study of ‘Herbivore Men,’” The Review of Life Studies 4 (2013): 1, 16. 
35 The keyword, “choose,” is especially important and distinguishes them from hikikomori. While 
hikikomori sometimes truly want to return to normal society, their fear prevents them from doing so. In 
contrast, some parasaito shinguru are quite capable of independence but instead choose to remain at home. 
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For example, Junya – a 29-year-old with a master’s degree – says, “I could afford to live on my own if I 
wanted to… I just really don’t think there’s any need to,” in Alexandra Harney, “The Rise of the Parasite 
Singles,” Slate (2010). 
36 Genda’s theory insists that young adults have no other option than to stay with their parents, whereas 
Yamada’s theory and the feminist theory consider the parasaito shinguru lifestyle to be a matter of choice 
rather than necessity in Tran, “Unable or Unwilling…?” 
37 Kremer et al, “Hikikomori” and Goodman et al, 175, 180. 
38 According to the “feminist theory,” Japanese women are actively rebelling against patriarchal society by 
avoiding these types of traditional gender roles in Tran, “Unable or Unwilling…?” 
39 Tran, “Unable or Unwilling…?” 
40 Sociologist Masahiro Yamada first used the term parasaito shinguru in 1997 according to Tran, “Unable 
or Unwilling…?” Sōshoku danshi became a buzzword in 2008 according to Morioka, 1. 
41 In addition to lacking interest in sex, sõshoku danshi also tend to be more conservative spenders 
according to Alexandra Harney, “The Herbivore’s Dilemma,” Slate (2009). 
42 Although sōshoku danshi was originally meant to describe men based on their personalities, the term 
gained popularity as something to describe men who looked effeminate, with dyed light brown hair, 
piercings, etc. in Morioka, 1, 3. 
43 It is interesting to note that viewing women as equals is one characteristic of sōshoku danshi according 
to Morioka, 1, 7. 
44 Saitō starts the first chapter of his book with an anecdote about a middle school student beating his 
father to death in Saitō, 17. These cases garnered great attention from the media and the public, thus 
everyone would have been familiar with them. As such, most people judged all hikikomori to be dangerous 
and in need of special attention. 
45 Shōko Sugiura, Yuriko’s sister, was arrested after causing the death of a member in a support institution 
that utilized similar disciplinary measures in Horiguchi, 131-132. 
46 Hikikomori support centers mentioned in Horiguchi, 134, Tamaki 159-163, and Zielenziger, 25. 
47 Horiguchi, 130. 
48 Sekiguchi, 97. 
49 The fear of being seen by others is commonly shared by hikikomori as seen in Bong Joon-ho, Director, 
“Shaking Tokyo,” Tokyo!, 2008; Zielenziger, 16, 27. 
50 Qtd. in Zielenziger, 198. 
51 Zielenziger, 161-162. 
52 Kremer et al, “Hikikomori.” 
53 Mothers are so focused on their children’s success that they are unresponsive to any of their children’s 
protests to stop in Fumie Kumagai, “Filial Violence: A Peculiar Parent-Child Relationship in the Japanese 
Family Today,” Journal of Comparative Family Studies 12.3 (1981): 342-343. 
54 Although some kyōiku mama genuinely want the best for their children, there are also cases where 
children are shown off so that parents can let others know exactly how well they did in raising their child. 
Not only do children compete against each other in education and the workplace, but parents (and 
especially mothers) compete amongst themselves. In effect, a child who attends a top university becomes 
as much a status symbol as a Louis Vuitton purse in Zielenziger, 168. 
55 Kumagai, 342-344. 
56 Allison, 89. 
57 Teachers, and even parents, find bullying to be extremely effective for “behavior modification” so they 
often won’t intervene. Furthermore, bullying is considered a valid tactic to be used on adults as well in 
Zielenziger, 50-53. 
58 Zielenziger, 52. 
59 Amy Borovoy, “Recovering from Codependence in Japan,” American Ethnologist 28.1 (2001): 100. 
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60 Whereas an indulged child would likely be seen as spoiled in the Western world, it is a natural part of 
childrearing in Japanese culture in Herman Smith and Takako Nomi, “Is Amae the Key to Understanding 
Japanese Culture?” Electronic Journal of Sociology (2000). 
61 According to Kremer et al, “Hikikomori,” there is an unspoken contract between parents and children 
that, in return for all of the support, care, and love parents gave to them, children are expected to “show 
respect and fulfill their role in society of getting a job.” 
62 Suwa et al, 94. Amae also supports parasaito shinguru. 
63 Tamaki refers to amae as an “intoxicating poison,” which drives both the mother and child to believe 
that the child cannot live without the mother’s care in Tamaki, 125-126. 
64 Zielenziger argues that Japan is unable to recognize the change in times because the system is unable to 
see its own flaws in Zielenziger, 292. 
65 Though this could also suggest that people are becoming hikikomori at a later age on average, the more 
likely case is that those who became hikikomori at an earlier time still remain and thus affect the average 
presented in Kremer et al, “Hikikomori.” 
66 The Japanese government estimates that 1.55 million people are in danger of becoming hikikomori in 
Michael Hoffman, “Nonprofits in Japan Help ‘Shut-Ins’ Get Out into the Open,” The Japan Times (2011). 
67 The original text is �v�"lk6�2Q�6�2%&b� �/�!�+��0����Y/
1+\_i#�
2�0��from Maniac 04 of Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover. Kanato’s sentiment 
echoes the self-pity and resentment felt by many hikikomori for their own condition and for those who they 
believe are rejecting them. (This is seen throughout Tamaki’s Hikikomori and Zielenziger’s Shutting Out 
the Sun.) It can also be tied to Tamaki’s emphasis on the need for self-love for the sake of recovery by 
loving and receiving love from others, which he refers to as “the mirror of the other” in Tamaki, 108. 
68 Part of the “good wife wise mother” ideal, which surfaced in the Meiji era and remains a part of 
traditional Japanese culture today, is that women must be skilled in all household matters and take care of 
the private sphere of the home while their husbands worked in the public sphere in Kathryn Ragsdale, 
“Marriage, the Newspaper Business, and the Nation-State: Ideology in the Late Meiji Serialized Katei 
Shosetsu,” Journal of Japanese Studies 24.2 (1998): 236. 
69 In Maniac 06 of Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover, Kanato had found his class to be dull and decided to 
follow Yui to the infirmary when he saw her walking down the hall instead. Shu later joins them because 
he wants a place to sleep. 
70 This image comes from Ending 02 of Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover and Ilinox, “Kanato.” A blood-
drenched Yui smiles happily after Kanato tells her how pleased he is with her and promises that he will 
never leave her. 
71 The original text is�b��c���V����s$'����h��2��from Dark 08 of 
Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover. Kanato is acting strangely due to memories brought up by the rain and, 
in a fit of anger and sorrow, demands to know what Yui thinks of him. 
72 Kremer et al, “Hikikomori.” 
73 The original text is �Y#`6T��)���Y
X��%6���~��+1"7 �.
����from Dark 02 of Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover. Of course, his tears instantly stop once he has 
her apologize and promise never to lie to him again. 
74 The original text is ��%Pp��[&���#��]5����)�.���from Dark 02 of 
Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover. 
75 The original text is ����0�n�����BC9
�"�!NNN�3
"�!�Y
&NNN����from Maniac 01 of Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover. Teddy was later found under the 
sofa, possibly put there by Ayato. 
76 The original text is�NN��+���+NN�����2�(#��y6�3�NNN^
&NNN���from Maniac 03 of Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover. 
77 Further details about Ayato and Cordelia’s relationship will be given in the next section. 
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78 She would refer to Kanato as �}%=FK8�, as can be seen in episode 7 of the anime, Diabolik 
Lovers. Furthermore, sometimes Cordelia would keep Kanato around in her room during her sexual liaisons, 
behaving as though he wasn’t even there in Maniac Prologue of Kanato’s route from Rejet, DiaLover. 
79 In Ecstasy Prologue and Ecstasy 07 of Kanato’s route from Rejet, DiaLover, it’s revealed that Kanato 
would take the bodies of people his mother no longer needed nor wanted around and convert them into 
dolls. Thus, dolls serve as a bond between Cordelia and Kanato and could be interpreted as an attempt to 
win her love by removing the unwanted things from her life and making them “beautiful.” 
80 The original text is �-����"� NNNY6NNNx1#�"� NNN�from Maniac 
07 of Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover. 
81 The original text is �Y&NNN��#"��0�m�32%NNN��from Maniac 07 of 
Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover. He desperately blurts out this question as he’s strangling Yui out of 
despair. 
82 Kanato may not even see that he is strangling Yui since he lets out a gasp of surprise when she finally 
gets him to snap out of it. Again, it is unclear whether he sees Cordelia or Yui at that time, or if he was just 
shocked that he had been strangling Yui without realizing it. 
83 The image comes from Ecstasy 08 of Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover and Ilinox, “Kanato.” 
84 Kanato expresses confusion over his inability to stop thinking of Yui and that he never would have 
believed that there could be someone he would love more than Teddy or “that person” (likely his mother) 
in Ecstasy 08 of Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover. 
85 At the end of Ecstasy Epilogue, he whispers, �j����)��a����)��j����)
��a����)��j����)��a����)����!��!NNNu�#NNN� 
86 This image comes from Ending 01 of Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover and Ilinox, “Kanato.” 
87 This image comes from Ending 02 of Ayato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover and Ilinox, “Ayato.” Yui is 
conflicted since this is no longer the Ayato she loves. She is now like a puppet and emotionlessly tells 
Ayato that she loves him. 
88 The original text is�(���/���d$
�)Oz &"��"�#&"�7%SW+"�
/��from the seventh episode of the Diabolik Lovers anime. In a flashback, Ayato recalls how his 
mother never let him play with his brothers, instead forcing him to study all the time for her own personal 
gain. Cordelia believes that if Ayato becomes the best out of all of the Sakamaki children and proves that 
he is worthy of being the next head of the household, then she will finally win the attention and affections 
of her husband (Ayato’s father). This drive to be the best (along with the idea that he is the best) sticks with 
Ayato long after Cordelia’s death. 
89 His narcissism and overall personality is actually quite similar to Cordelia’s. At times, he will abuse 
others the way that Cordelia abused him, such as throwing Yui into a pool though she cannot swim (he had 
been thrown into a lake by Cordelia, who knew that he could not swim). 
90 Although Kanato’s love may have been a little closer to dependence and love he would’ve had for his 
mother, Ayato displays less affection than that, referring to Yui (his new vampire bride) as a sacrifice.  
91 This happens in Dark 08 of Ayato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover. 
92 The original text is������
!��<G;
�����%&=H?G�,$	��%8I
Dr�����from Dark 10 of Ayato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover.  
93 When Yui was a baby, Ayato’s uncle had taken Cordelia’s heart and put it inside Yui, with the hopes of 
one day resurrecting her. Cordelia’s heart makes Yui’s blood especially potent. 
94 The original text is �<G;%�
�3'NNN��<G;
�3'�<L&of NNNOz
 �032NNNn�NNNn����4��from Dark Epilogue of Ayato’s route in Rejet, 
DiaLover. Yui had just woken Ayato from a nightmare about his past and Cordelia’s treatment of him, and 
after seeing how it had affected him, she offers herself to him. Yet, all Ayato can think of at that moment is 
Cordelia and what she pushed him to do. 
95 The image comes from Maniac Prologue of Ayato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover and Ilinox, “Ayato.” In this 
scene, Cordelia told Ayato that if he cannot be the best, then she would not acknowledge him as her child. 
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96 The original text is �Z�6�
�-2�8:A6NNNt����from Maniac Prologue of 
Ayato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover. According to Cordelia, Ayato’s father longs for death so she’s hoping 
that, by providing an heir who is capable of killing him, she will finally win his love. Thus, Ayato’s goal is 
not only to be the best out of his brothers, but also to one day kill his father, whom he also loathes. 
97 The original text is�>:A&NNN<L%+7���%�+�g�+��R+NNNg+�Z
�NNN���from Ending 01 of Ayato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover.  
98 The original text is �<G;%�
�3'NNN<G;�
�3'�<L&��!of NNN
Oz �032NNN�from Heaven Prologue of Ayato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover. 
99 This image comes from Ending 01 of Ayato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover and Ilinox, “Ayato.” As seen 
from this picture, Yui doesn’t seem to have much of a problem with being called a “sacrifice.” 
100 The image comes from Ecstasy Epilogue of Ayato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover and Ilinox, “Ayato.” 
Although consent is largely dubious at best throughout the game, Yui does eventually accept the sensation 
of pleasure from the brothers’ treatment of her. 
101 The original text is �{��1�
�1�2�!6-*�0!�+q#"��/��from Yui’s 
ending internal monologue in Ecstasy 10 of Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover She has come to realize that 
as long as she fully trusts Kanato’s actions and words without questioning any hidden meaning behind 
them then she is happy.  
102 The original text is ��%M@K<
�2!��w�7!|r
������32��h
2
�0��from Maniac 01 of Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover. Yui attempts to explain to Kanato that she 
would never take Teddy from him because she can understand how much that would hurt. She can imagine 
the pain she’d feel if she lost her rosary and wouldn’t want anyone else to experience such a horrible thing. 
103 When she first meets them and discovers that they are vampires, she attempts to defend herself by 
pulling out her rosary. This only causes them to laugh, however, and wonder what sort of fairytales she was 
told to believe that such things like the cross or garlic would have any affect on vampires. 
104 Their lust for blood, power, and Yui; their tendency to drink more blood from her than they need; their 
desire to possess Yui entirely; Shu’s apathy toward the world to the point where he simply sleeps all the 
time; Reiji’s desire to resurrect his mother to kill her again, along with his jealousy of Shu having their 
mother’s attention; and Ayato’s narcissism are all just a few examples of the seven deadly sins. 
105 In Dark 09 and 10 of Ayato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover, she realizes that his bites don’t hurt like they 
did before. This causes her to feel uneasy, and she goes to the church to pray and seek comfort. However, 
Ayato follows her there and nearly debauches her before the eyes of God, again robbing her of something 
that once brought her solace. 
106 In Dark Epilogue of Kanato’s route in Rejet, DiaLover, Kanato reminds her that – despite their many 
threats to not let her go – she could probably escape if she truly felt like doing so. Yet, Yui feels like she is 
unable to leave him, instead wanting to know more about him and save him.  
107 Kanato convinces her that if she cannot find the words to explain why the rosary was important then it 
must not have been important at all. 
108 The original text is�=FD�7!O�#�����03�����e�NNN�from Heaven 
Epilogue of Kanato’s route in DiaLover. 
109 T.S. Eliot, “The Hollow Men,” 1925. 
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