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to the identity of its cultural producer {Japan making it in a market wﬂ%mﬂm
dominated by the United States: global kids’ trends). In the next nrmwﬂmym
move to another Bandai toy property, tamagotchi, that sold profitably mnm
popularly around the world in the late 1990s. Similarly no:mﬂwwﬁmm maoﬂwﬂ )
a principle of transformation, this one mmmﬁ.ﬁmm rot humans, owever, |
virtual pets that engender a play of interaction mn.m_ mﬁmmmwz@ .ﬁmm in BGEM
a pet) rather than identification. How, why, and with what Hﬁv_ﬂnmﬁwowm mnw-
a fantasy construction from Japan became a global fad on the eve of the mi
jennium are the questions I ask there.

6 Tamagotchi

The Prosthetics of Presence

Congratulations! This is a very special day for you because you now
have your very own Tamagotchi! And just like you, your
Tamagotchi needs some very special care to grow up irto something
you can be proud of-—something that’s nice and well behaved and
won't embarrass you in front of your friends. That would be
terrible. . .

One thing to remember, more than anything else, is to pay close,
close attention to your Tamagotchi. The more you do what’s right
for it, the better it will grow up and the longer it will stay with you.
Being a caretaker to your Tamagotchi is an adventure you're going
to remember for the rest of your life.

From Tamagotchi: The Official Care Guide and Record Book
(Betz 29977, 8)

: _,..,H.Q: Heroes to Pets:
‘Raising a Portable Plaything

% the peak of its popularity in the late 1990s, the tamagotchi was called

i

the world’s most popular toy” (Berfield 1997:33), a “sensation around the
~world” (WuDunn 1997:17), the “current craze” (Clyde 1998:34), and the
..w.zmuz Japanese gadget to sweep the continent” (Pollack 1997:37)." An egg-
‘shaped device that hangs on a key holder, the tamagotchiis a portable game
vith a liquid crystal screen whose purpose is to raise virtual pets, Targeted
first to eight-year-olds, the electronic play pal took off with teenage girls
ﬂm adults when it was launched in Japan in December 1996, With its
‘crossover appeal and muitiple functions—a toy that is simultaneously pet,
adget, game, fashion accessory, and virtual reality—the tamagotchi sold
utin Japanese stores only days after hitting the market. Saving Bandai, its
manufacturer, from a slump in toy sales, the product became a hit both at
ome and abroad, where it was exported much more quickly than earlier

ves of Japanese kid properties had been.? (The lag time was only five
months for its debut in the United States, for example, in contrast to three
15 for Sailor Moon and eight vears for Power Rangers.) Hitting the U.S.
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marketplace at FAQ Schwartz in May 1997, thirty thousand tamagotchi As Mitsuf and Hosolawa
{1998) have written about ka
raoke, one of the

items were sold in three days, and three million were sold in three months.® . greatest innovations in what they call the cyl
. . . e e cu
By May of the following year, the game was selling in more than eighty - - Postwar Japan is its (re)organizati tural technology produced by
ganization of space and body. Blurring the distine

countries and had produced revenues of more than $160 million. : tion often made between technolo and cul ;

The tamagotchi also generated a craze of virtual spin-offs: “pets” ina. . of karaoke a mechanical system ﬁrmm%ﬂ als nr: ture, they see in the invention
range of shapes—from dinosaurs, gods, and babies to fish, chimps, and ~ production. As a technology, it allows fo 0 becomes the conduit for cultural
dogs—marketed by a host of companies (Fujitsu, Tiger Electronics, Sega,: ~ but also the (re)stagine of ot only the reproduction of music

. ging of songs popularized by well-known stars, whose

ONMH.O\ H wmm%:wm.ﬂmm~ zmo u Tm v . i
a
umu ( » mu t1m 73 MA ra Hﬂmw s AV E Z _U | O

toys, digital petdom spread to computer software, television games, and ce
phones (the tamapitchi, for example, is a cross between a PHS cell phone 10 Italy and the United States (where even a M
. n s .
and a regular tamagotchi that, for 45,000 yen, or $500, allows catlers to send karaoke). Given its interactivity, karaoke i a McDonald's in Ohie features
.. . . . . Qi 4 €15 : : .
digital images of their virtual pets over the phone to friends). In what be- ‘places, often incorporating {and remaki : m:mwmmmw&mmamnﬁ% in different
: e @ g} very local traditi i
Tory sinein . . aditions of participa-
¥ sin8ing. In this sense, the globalized practice of karaoke mommmmom 8
pro-

SBmmmwowm_mmmoz%mm<mom%mﬂmEE%mﬁHmB}rmgﬁa%&&ﬁ.mmﬁ-.

garded as the ur-form. If not the first virtual pet of all time, it is the formin duce a homogeneous culture, and neither Japa ]
(i ) ’ It 1Or japanese rmusj

xplicitly referenced in wmwmowm&cwwozﬂmﬂm w%mm ’ e may be

which this cyborgian fantasy was popularized and (re}produced as mass cui-
St ; .
- Stll, karaoke s far more than a “hard” technology. It is not onl
. v a

medi i
.mmmwwww MMMWMMHOMM:.G% (the personal and interpersonal staging of
per Yo ﬂww«mmmmm this euloare 1 gical advance that enacts, embodies, and spatially
. i ough o - The s‘o.& means empty (kara) orchestra (oke). In
. . ) o . o feues, though, aoke empties the “orchestra” of cortai bodi
ing to go away on vacation, puts his pet turtle in the suitcase. As an anis it fills this space up with new ones. Givi ] ertain bodies as much
lover hirnself (with an apartment and office stocked with “real” pets}, M.aw musical performer/ performance rmwm,.owm. hmmm an eiasticity to the borders of
says two aspects of the scene touched him: the boy’s attachment to his he stage to be a restaurant, _umm or fami]  roo ayone to be a siager and
and the limited mobility of flesh-and-blood animals. Yokoi’s story of cre: leable, reshaping the @%mﬁ.ﬁwnm and H,M maoom.s. Body and space are both
ing a “pet” that could travel everywhere with kids is reminiscent of M & same is true of the Walkman s;,m.ﬁmw Iownwmpoz o wmamoa.ﬁmﬁ?m smging,
Akio’s reputed inspiration for the Sony Walkman. Walking the streets e everyday “walk act” e mﬂm\ﬁmmn coﬁvm m Wa, as music becomes part
New York and wishing he could listen to music the way he could at home nasound comes from a system wired ﬂomr M mS.Iomomem 1984:175~76)
a radio, record player, or hi-fi, Morita was possessed by a vision of H.owr : ..%m Walkman moves m?,o:mr the nomwmmm Mm WMMmMm >M%m person hold-
: eryaay rout
al decontextualizes the om%&%éoﬂ&o“%wwww”w
T OWn customized tastes. The mnmigmmwo%

1

fure.
Sirmulating petdom-—sprouting a lifelike image of a pet that users inter:

act with as if it were alive—was Yokoi Akihiro’s aim in creating the tan

gotchi* As he relates in his book (1997) on “birthing” the virtual
was inspired by a television commercial he saw in which a young boy,

Ty

B;mwn.EWmM\ororrmémm&?mw8QmmﬁmmanTSm%mﬁaOc&Bo«.w
with its owner. Portability was key in both cases, as reflected in the produ

names that resulted: “walk” in Walkman and “watch” in E%mwoww_: ting it ambiguoue]

original idea was that the pets would hatch from eggs, tamago, that: sm (Chambers 1690:2). ﬂ.:..w effect @Mm om_w ¥ between autonomy and
be carried on watches = tamagotchi}. But movement, in this age of flux Ining the music-listening experience and Mw 5 <“:mﬁ also wwﬁmm.mm the body,
mobility, was only one concern. Equaily important to both men.w, hesis. “Whether it js the Walkman that M o ekt intoa bodily
their nomadic machines would do for their users: namely, expand pers body that charges the Walkman, it i mn mw. rges the body or, inversely,
access to something—music, pets, intimate attachments—that would ks notas a prolongation of the woﬁw\ i b Hhicule to say. The Walkman
wise be limited to specific places and times. In the case of virtual petdon s intimacy, as an intrusion-like Eﬂwﬂ.mm o mHMm vmw:;: part oz, because
cess moves out of the home into a space that is more fluid yet; co usic and listens to the sound come f . Walkman holder plays
taily, more grounded as well—a handheld egg with a digital screen ; ¢ trom his own body” (Hosokawa
carried in the pocket or backpack or on the key chain of its owner.

‘realign intimaci
calignment of the intimacies of music onto the geography of body
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out 8. design a new kind of toy, and, indeed, the corporeality of the tama-
gotchi characters is different altogether from the mecha (malej Ran mum.,. and
.mmmr% (female) Scouts. After an initial empty screen, the ?::am ot %\
image fills in gradually, as in karaoke, in response to a Wm%m}. in wﬁ mﬂﬂw
likeness is sketchy even, when the pet has fully matured: a smilin MBmmv )
- ahead on two feet, a flower, with eyes and beak, in a pot.§ The Smﬁa ot M\.
- are neither humans nor heroes, and the shapes they assume are Bmmbwﬂow H
- weird. This makes them more interesting to children, according to u\owow
- {1997:83), who aimed to design “strange fiving beings” (henna ikimono): M
- queer (and postgender) subset, as it were, of phenomenal life. ‘ a
.,Emm 1s the cyborgian frontier that we have encountered already in mor-
phing superheroes who shift from human to machine mode with _uw&mm %Mm
transform and translate into weapons/vehicles/robots/jewels. With the ¢
magotchi, though, the interface has shifted, Because the nu\moHQm here ma-
 pets rather than heroic humans, they invite an imaginary Hmwmmommf owrﬂm
than &m.wamnmmo:. Further, the materiality of the image is different Wﬂmﬁrww
than being pregiven forms projected onto a television screen or noﬁ.? book
-page, the tamagotchi result from an interactive game held and mnw.c.ﬂmm b
.ﬁrm player herself (who has various options, inctuding “killing” wrum et) HM
.ﬂwmﬂ cyborgs are both tools and myths, the Bﬁwiom% given their cwwém.wsm
. Mrmm.a w.mam as well. Superheroes are cyberweapons programmed to serve col-
: WMMMQM hﬁ“aa%ﬂ defending the homeland (and friends) by destroying aliens
e nquest and change. Tamagotchi, by contrast, are a strange new
.:m;moH.B designed to be the virtual pets of their owners, The mytho-pla
.”mmvﬁwﬁﬂnm move here from the grandiose {saving others} to the wmwmwsmum
Araising cute pets), and from humanism (protecting earth and humanit ) to
the posthuman (suturing attachments to digital icons). A different Hoqumn
”.mmm mwmmrmmmzobllom bodies, powers, and the human-nonhuman noMBJnM
zone is at work in the tamagotchi, reflecting, and refracting, something
different in the world, the imagination (with which to play mbm\ escape “ 0
mm&\.@ and global marketability. For the child player, the characters %S.MM
lationship not of mimesis {rnimicking the morphin stances and performa-

w._.\
E,.wﬂ SEX1Ness Om Hm—m mgmumHm—mH _Umwmu TCM O* OF(H_,GHM.N,T:U caregivin a 2
/3 UH W\ 5& .mw t

and place is the great innovation of the Walkman and karaoke. It suggests a
reconfiguration of not only body and space but also subjectivity: what :
Deleuze has called the “singularity” of the postmodern subject that, distinct
from the individual, is “anonymous, impersonal, pre-individual, and no- :
madic.” Plugged into technology like the Walkman, “singular” subjects con-
nect to their environment (and others) in a relationship at once distant and
intimate, akin to the “intimate alienation” I discussed in chapter 3 and whart.
Deleuze labels “positive distance” (Hosokawa 1984:166~70).
The same is true of the tamagotchi, though a different aspect of life is re-
aligned here. Whereas music is an experience or performance, a pet, at least.
as it is conventionally conceived, is a living organism-—usually an animal;’
One of the most noted characteristics of the tamagotchi, however, and one.
that contributes to its popular and global appeal, is the uncanny sense of
presence it generates in players. Owners repeatedly comment on how their
tamagotchi feel “real” and how they interact with these pixilated images as
if they were “actual pets.” Much like music, in fact, it is the experience fin:’
this case, of having a pet) that Yokoi Aki emphasizes in his descriptions of
crafting tamagotchi. The physical appearance of the pet is less important.
than the personal relationship one forms with it. As Yokoi claims from his
own experience, cuteness matters most when a person first buys a pet. After
that, a bond is formed mainly by taking care of the organism: endless chores:
and duties (mends) that Yokoi implanted in a game sequence meant. to
mimic those involved in the raising of a flesh-and-blood pet Qowm .
1997:70}. By manipulating buttons on the toy and icons on the screen;
player attends to her tamagotchi’s needs and desires (for food, play, disci
pline, medicine, attention, and poop cleanup}. According to how attentivel
the player follows this script, the tamagotchi “grows up,” assuming one of
several possible forms (some more desirable than others, according t¢ the:
information that accompanies the toy). But the player needs to be. con
stantly vigilant. And these menial labors constitute play in the context:
the tamagotchi: what gives “life” to the virtual per and intimacy to-the.
bonds formed between people and their machines/tamagotchi.
This playscape differs from the imaginary realms I have been explorin
in the two previous chapters: stories of superheroes who look human an
fight as moral warriors against evil that are enscripted in mass-media pro
ductions (television shows, children’s magazines, comic books). With tama
gotchi, we are dealing with a toy whose characters are not recycled from
popular kids” show or comic—what Bandai exploited with such success
kid hits like the Power Ranger series and Sailor Moon, and a marketin
strategy whose payoff was beginning to diminish by 1996. Yokoi Akihiro'se

.w_.,”n:mmamm Borders:
Widening the Fan Base

_?w.. .stmw.ﬁn? isa mﬁabm toy for the post—cold war era of the new millesi-
:EH. This is a world in which clear-cut divisions between friend and enemy
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no longer exist. Borders are more permeable than permanent, and identity
—whether of nation, gender, or race-—is difficult to anchor in any one spot.
As reflected in the tamagotchi game, forging alliances between self and
other is emphasized over distinguishing (and defending) these as bounded
entities. And this interface becomes a play zone: one that represents postin-
dustrial confusion as much as fusion in connections between organism and -
machine, human and pet, labor and leisure. Accordingly, the tamagotchiare .
represented according to the rules of fantasy, not realism. Drawn as ironic, -
iconic sketches, the lines are recognizable but assembled with a syntax that.
is both disorienting and enchanting-~a rose with eyes and feet, 2 head with
poachy lips and a tail. As Haraway (1991) has writren about cyborgs, there:
is a progressive potential to liberating bodies from nature when nature is'
used ideologically to assign power and privilege to bodies of only certain
types (white and male, for example). As if trying to assure such Jiberation
in a global marketplace long dominated by the United States, Bandai came:
up with a toy that featured neither humans nor the realistic style long hel
to be Hollywood’s cachet in entertainment {particularly fiim, but also teles
vision). =
As will be recalied, Bandai’s experiences with marketing Power Rangers :
and Sailor Moon in the United States were fraught with difficulties. Net-
works refused to take on Jyif Renjd for eight years, and when Fox Network
did make an alliance with Toei Studios, the condition for acceptance was rads
ical reconstruction. Only after all the sequences of the Rangers in their
human, premorphed forms had been reshot with American actors in Calis
fornia (and then spliced together with the action footage from Japan) was
Power Rangers reborn in hybrid form. The assumption, by the American
managing the property, was that American children would not identify wit
Asian heroes on-screen. Any sign of cultural difference, including th
show's origins in Japan, was effaced for U.S. transmission. As we have se¢
this remade version—with its American rather than Japanese identity and
actors—is the form in which Power Rangers traveled around the world as
global hit. Sailor Meon was a somewhar different case, given that i
medium was animation rather than live action, a fact that made alteration;
the images more difficult even though, in appearance at least, the carmoon
characters could pass as Anglo-Americans. But in the portrayal of lifesty
and dramatic intrigue, the show—as is commonly assessed by those in th
business —was too little altered for American audiences to succeed inth
channels of mainstream kids’ TV, though it did fine in other countries:
France, Spain, and Hong Kong and generated plenty of American fans v
it was broadcast on Cartoon Network. (This discrepancy is an issue L retur

to in the following chapters on Pokémon.) In either case, launchine these
waowmaamm in a global marketplace has been dictated by American Mwomwsn-
tons and tastes and involves major issues around cultaral translation/
transformation.

. Such has not been the case, however, with the tamagotchi, a toy that con-
figures body and place very differently, Tamagotchi are not only something
other than humar; they grow up in a world deterritorialized from any .wmoﬁw
graphic place. The only context here is that of cyber interactions ﬁrmﬁ,mdgwn
&:.w biological rhythms involved in the care of a flesh-and-blood pet. This
..tw:o_ow%: is itself a (cultural) construction, of course, since cleaning Eu. poo

or turning off lights is hardly hardwired into the care of animals around WTM
world. Yet whatever of “culture” is at work here is far less overt than it is in
the case of morphing superheroes. Virtually biologic (or biclogically vir-
wal), the tamagotchi realizes Bandai’s corporate policy for the wmﬂm 1G90s:
¢reating toy merchandise that “transcends time and space, and goes vmdozm.
national boundaries” (Bandai Kabushikigaisha 1998:5). The no%mmz%\m\mwa
.woﬂm_ in the products it sells and in the markets it sells to, is to stretch wcu.‘

) . .

; WMM%HmHMnMWMMMmmm of nrm.amﬂma H,mmanwmsnmmﬁm “depends on knowing
10wk groups a particular character is likely to appeal” (4), the
..m.o.m_ is to make characters that will appeal to as broad a consumer base as
possible. In its corporate guide for 1997, Bandai uses the tamacoichi as an
& mple of this very principle. Targeted first to senior high manoH girls in
wm.wm? it attracted a much wider fan base in both the domestic mnmo&ommm
: arketplace than previous products. As Bandai says proudly: :ﬁrmmmcnwmm-
acters have now become the close friends of many, many people” (4)

In the form of this virtual “friend,” Bandai has come up with a ﬁow comm-
m &Q that has transcended national boundaries with remarkable ease. In
doing so, the tamagotchi reflects shifts in the way place both figures in wmm
o.nmmﬁmm as entertainment in global kids’ trends. The Emnmwm Japan has
ater prestige in the economy of the imagination these days, challengin
wmm..ﬁrmw countries have) the hegemony once held by U.S. culture m:m MM
tultural industries. Yet the construction of place itself as it is imaged and
ﬁ%ﬁmm in commedified play is changing as well. In an era of space-time
waﬁmwosf&nmgmmmmm speed, movement between borders of various
ds, communication and travel across time—the parameters of place be-
‘tuzzy. But this does not mean that place no longer matters in how
J.momm.m”. experience the world. Rather, homes and Eﬂﬁmﬂmm remain impor-
even when their mapping and mooring shift. The proposal by cultural
mmwmmmmwﬁ Doreen Massey to redefine place in terms other than rigid
baundaries or unique identities is relevant here: “What gives place m@mo&-

rae)

il
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ficity is not some long internalized history but the fact that it is constructed
out of a particular constellation of social relations, meeting and weaving to-
gether at a particular locus” (1994:154). Place is both fluid and anchored,
held together at both junctures by what Massey calls social relations.

The idea of petdom, even when it amounts to a virtual creation, engen-
ders relations and interactions. In Massey’s sense, then, the tamaogotchiisa -
new kind of place that produces new sets of relationships—global commod-
ity flows, postindustrial kids’ trends, mobile and imaginary attachments.’
Both its power and its appeal come from combining movement with the .
groundedness of relationship——a convenient pal, portable intimacy, travel-
ing pet. How does this contradictory mix work in practice?

The Discipline of Play . :

SELECT  cyecure CANCEL

OR SWITCH 1o
TIMER MODE

The tamagotchi (or tamagotch, as itis also cailed in Japanese) sold for abou
eighteen dollars in stores and came in various colors and styles. These in-
clizded a proliferation of species—angels, dinosaurs, chickens, ocean and for-
est creatures—and, to tweak this nurturing toy more toward boys, the Digi
mon version, featuring monsters that can be hooked up to a budd
digimonchi {what the Digimon tamagotchi is called) to fight in whati
called the “dock ‘n rock” function’ To start the tamagotchi, the playe
presses the reset button on the back, adjusts the time, and pushes the middls
one of three buttons on the botrom (figure 28). Immediately a pulsating egg
appears on the liquid crystal screen, which hatches five minutes later as:2
smiling face, in white or black, named Bebitchi (Baby-tchi) or Shirobebitch
(white Baby-tchi). Significantly, these Japanese names remain on the toy;
worldwide. In the English-language official Bandai guide, they are giv
phonetic rendering in parentheses—for example, takotchi (taco-tchee
tamatchi (tame-tchee), and kuchitamachi (koo-chee-ta-ma-tchee).® Li
on the screen now are the all-important caretaking icons: symbols 't
standing for the pet’s needs, the player must attend o in order to.r ..m
happy and healthy famagotchi. A fork and knife signifies food, for exampl
and a rubber ducky stands for cleaning up poop. Altogether the playe

Figure 28. Prosthetic presence: the tamagoichi as
egg. Q.MS & © 1997 Bandai Company, Ttd. Tama-
moﬁn? and all related logos, names, mmm distinctive
likeniesses herein are the exclusive property of
Bandai Corpany; Led. and Bandai America
Incorporated. Licensed by Bandai Entertainment
Incorporated. All rights reserved.)

ma vm.mm_m from the tamagotchi indicating th
Bandai guide suggests, is just being bratry)
As a game,

at it needs something or, as the
phe Mrm basic routine is as follows. After the tamagotchi hatches
o A mmvwm%ww needs to interact regularly with the roy by keeping the
¢t happy and healthy. How well the tamg { is doi

¢ hapy gotchi is doing can be d i
¥ reading the health meter, which di i . o npe (o

4 alt , isplays its current weight and ae

In famagotchi time equals one year of earth time), as Sm N,

itering how happy, [ as three scaies

well fed, and disciplined the pet is. Each scal

sponds to eight icons by working the buttons at the bottom. These are fo the screen as four h e e appears
(dispensed in both meals and snacks); lights (that must be turned om..m._ .mm....m:m meOmnTmnquMM mmgwﬁ :w&nmﬁwmz optimal situation when they are
the tamagotchi is sleeping); play (transacted through games); med filled; 4 player fecds ﬁMm ger when they are empty. To keep the hearts

pet by doling out meals or snacks; disciplines ;
ok fe pet by s; disciplines it b
aw@ Emmmm:c the discipline icon; and gives love and mzmﬁ&mawm by Hmm V.\
8 M..Bmm wﬁ e player guesses whether the tamagotchi is going to turn ww Mﬂ
at the play mode and must win three out of five mmmmmmo :

tor: playti s $ 0 earn cred-
% playtime). In addition to these regular interactions, there are also

ﬁ?mbs%muﬁrmSﬁn%oﬁ?mmamwnE“&mmmEmEﬂm mo:oé‘smno..
which appears as a Hershey chocolate kiss on the screen); the health mi
(a scale that registers how happy and healthy the tamagotchi is at any o

time); discipline (administered by pushing a button); and attention
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more intermittent demands. These include remembering to turn off the
lights when the famagotchi falls asleep, administering medicine if the sick
sign shows up on the screen, cleaning up at the sight of a Hershey poop, and -
figuring out what the tamagotchi needs when it beeps for attention. As Fou-
cault would note, play here is a disciplinary regime in which players become

disciplined into assuming the subject position of (virtual) caregiver. ;

The overall objective, at least if one plays according to the official direc--
tions, is to keep the tamagoichi alive as long as possible and to raise a pet
with socially desirable characteristics. To achieve these goals, 2 player must:
constantly interact with the tamagotchi: giving it food and love, keeping an
eye out for sickness and mess, and being as mindful about discipiine and
moderation as kindness and devotion. As the instructions on the package for
the tamagotchi angel clearly state: “It’s up to you o raise your Tamagotchi |
Angel with just the right measure of love and attention. If you're successful,

your Tamagotchi Angel will fiy home to be rewarded with its wings. If not;
well . .. you can always try again!” =

In the case of the original tamagotchi, successtul parenting is measured
by the personality the pet assumes in developing through different stages
growth. The infant phase, which occurs about one hour after hatching;:
said to be the crucial time for determining a famagotchi’s adult personality.
As it says in the English-language version of Bandai’s tamagotchi offici
guide that sold in U.S. bookstores for $5.95, “Honey or brat? Nice or nas
What you do at this stage makes a big difference in how your Tamagotehi
purns out” (Betz 1997:35). By the childhood stage (figure 2g),three 10 ¢
years old (tamagotchi time), differences are aiready apparent; the fris
tamatchi and the energetic tongaritchi bear the signs of great caretakin
but the sluggish hashitamachi and the happy-go-lucky but Unattractiv
chitamatchi suggest lax parenting. By the adult phase of middle ag
pearing after about six or seven days), the range of personality types-—fo
teen in total—has broadened further. Masukutchi is quiet and.

everyane; ginjirotchi is empathetic and independens; kusatchi lo

Figure 29. The tamagotchi grows

ages. (Courtesy of Bandai Qs%w a range of childhood and

any, Ltd.) adulthood

orotchi

- nw&hm mmm_..ma zﬂoa ﬁ\eao.mow SqUIrtming; is a sperrnlike bloh with a wi
clubs and heavy metal; mametchi is mannered and brilliant; hash 78 ps and an eye; Bill is a human head with : m @ma
y \ . 2 pair of legs, astylish beret sitting

disgusting food habits and little energy; kuchipatchi is laid-back an The general wisdom i ;
2 in famag

witted; zukitchi tends toward meanness and hyperactivity; and minifce . ctter than others. For play ~09,D_2 culture is that certain adult forms are
S - ers I s

Mm better “behaved,”
Bill and Zachi are “ o eramele
g 1o e s o paracte l&w appear as the last, rare mEM&.
s apo il i guide, mmm.ﬁm?.:@ stems from behavi
g Tpcaran m.:mwwmoﬁbw of certain characteristics (intej
L erfalne , n mwm.smm:amv it disapproves of others (lazine

, ness, and weirdness). And, consistent with the mmEMM

witty, charming, and a math wizard. The shapes, too, now come i
esting assortment. Each is an assemblage of physical traits—ears lip
tentacles, leaves, feet, eyes, legs, masks—that, familiar on a dog, bac
rose, come together here in a grammar that remixes the virtualar dith
These pets are, at once, both naturalistic and strange. Takotchi is 2
(tako in Japanese) with a rounded beak, one eye, anda periscope on it

poke with, these superior forms were ysu-

more active, or rarer tamagotchi |

or
ligence,
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play logic, a direct correlation is made berween “good” caretaking and wo.&.m
tive traits in tamagotchi. The guide applauds, for example, the wmuwgmmﬂnm wmr
Maretchi, who boasts an IQ of 250, saying it “shows that you've really pai
a lot of attention to your Tamagotchi” (Betz 1997:417)- wﬁw for Hmewoﬁnwml
with smelly feet and a mysterious Humamobm:@!n ﬁﬁwwmm\ If you have been
neglecting your Tamagotchi, it may turn out like this” (38}.

This script is most apparent in the Japanese edition of ﬂrw Bandal m&mﬂ..
book. Entitled Tamagotchi Boshitechd, it is designed ‘E»m :%m rmm:. .
records—distributed by the ward offices and called boshitech—used by -

i i ies.? In the tamagotchi
Japanese women for charting the growth of their babies. g

. : i o

edition, advice for raising the pet is clearly articulated in terms of becoming,

' - it z :

a mother and keeping a “bright [akarui] family. These suggestions range.
i i =

from the basics in toy maintenance (feed, play with, and attend to your -

magotchi promptly) to the ideological in imaginary family making mb:W
tain your own health as a mother, never intentionally kill your pet no mat-

ter how it develops, remember that all tamagotchi are brothers and Emﬂmwmﬁ.

so never mistreat one). The guidebook concludes with a list of parenta

ideals whose scope has been broadened even further: raising Eﬁnw&hﬁ

: . o
with a social consciousness. As the guide recommends, bring tamagoichi v

as “members of society” to be individualistic but also cooperative, with 2

keen appreciation of nature, science, the arts, and H..Dn.ﬁm:&m The r.wmm :m.s.wo
this list sums it 21l up: “If tamagotchi is raised by joining woe.\m.sﬁ goals;
will be able to contribute to human culture and peace as a national citizen
i Kabushikigaisha 1997:1-6). o
ﬁwmm,w.wﬂmwmrﬁ Eosﬂma to %%mﬁ “nation” the S§n%o?f w.m to be mMWMMR w
citizenship, given the very global ﬂmam:o@ Bandai Eﬁmnmm. Mﬂmn. v_
playscape. The suggestion seems parodically (if playfully) excessive. Inc

=)

I have never encountered a player of any nationality who conceived the vir-

tual identity of a tamagotchi to be anything approaching that of .ﬁmmﬁﬁw&m
citizen. Yet the fantasy of a bond developing between tamagotchi and pla

that feels humanlike even if it fails to mimic human life completely-is ndt

Bandai’s alone. One commentator reporting on the Sﬂnmownrm craze fg
AsiaWeelk attributed some of the intensity Sﬁm,mown__: owners %mﬂmw

feeling for their pets to the fact they serve as substitutes m.oH real pets; 2 ﬁ
few families in crowded living conditions can mmo&. (Berfield Hmwwv..”ww ¢
lated vein, Nagao Takeshi, a Japanese journalist, linked the mcwmpwmm
toys like famagotchi and games like Pokémon to nosﬂmﬁmoﬂﬁwmwf wm..mﬁ
Japanese children, who are lonely, busy, and pressured by m.n ool. A toy.
can interact with when they are alone, and one from which ﬁrmu._...nmm
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some measure of feedback, response, and—in these senses—life, is highly
appealing (Nagao 1998).

A number of psychologists in the United States claimed instead that the
popularity of tamagotchi arose from the sense of empowerment they gave
children in being responsible for the care and fate of their virtual pets
(Bertield 1997). This perception also led to a debate about whether these
positive feelings outweigh the sense of loss experienced by some children
when the tamagotchi dies (Lee 1997:264). On both scores the psychologist
Andrew Cohen described the tamagotchi as “the most powerful product I've
ever heard of in terms of what it demands from a child” {cited in Lawson
1997:A18). Others also viewed the tamagotchi as a type of breakthrough

- product that builds on old play forms of mimesis and pretense but propels

these kinds of experience into the new dimension of cyberspace. Here the

‘refationship with a virtual pet can be, in some ways, more interactive and
more continuous than with flesh-and-blood pets that szay, for the most part,
at home. Tamagotchi accompanied their owners everywhere—a fact much
‘reported on because of the disruptions caused in the classroom, where the
beeps and demands of needy tamagotchi led to a widespread ban (in Japan,
_the United States, and many countries where the toy was a fad) on their
presence in school. Even here, though, a number of teachers and parents

found the caretaking demanded of the tamagotchi and the nurturing it
herefore elicits to be positive play qualities encouraged by the toy.

‘The type of intimacy children formed with a tamagotchi was healthy in
nother way, according to Heather Kelley (1598), director of online devel-

opment for GirlGames (a company that makes video games for girls). The

are taken by children in raising their digital pets encouraged a degree of

personalization and emotional closeness with cybertechnology previously
unseen with kids. Here the mode of operation is nurturance, in contrast to

he:more competitive stance demanded by fighting and action that is the
evailing motif in the bulk of video games even today. This focus draws in
ore girls to an electronic game field still dominated (in the United States,
tleast) by males.)® The tamagotchi is also a toy that not only stands in for
it also bleeds into other social relationships. In the voluminous response
elley received to a posting about the tamagotchi on her Web site for girls,
any spoke of the toy in terms of relationships with parents or friends.
hether they were leaving a pet in the care of friend or family, swapping

advice, or sharing pet-raising experiences, there were numerous stories

tamagotchi as a medium for interpersonal relations between humans.
n the end, no matter how diligent a player has been or what kind of re-
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gotchi, of course, the images formed are digital rather than mental, but the
game plays with the same borders as does the imagination itself: between an
image, not in and of irself materially “alive,” and a phenomenal existence
that is read into and out of the Imagistic form.

The way in which the tamagotchi plays with the boundaries of the imag-
inary is symptomatic of the social reality we inhabit: one in which virtual-
ity is becoming increasingly integrated into everyday life and movement, of
both people and things, is rapid and intense. The anthropologist Arjun Ap-
padura has argued that conditions of deterritorialization and media prolif-
eration have changed, and heightened, the work of the imagination today. |
apply this thesis here to the tamagotchi. How does a virtual pet both reflect

-and shape an imagination that not only fits these postindustrial times bug ‘
. 2lso helps kids adjust to a world where the border between the imaginary
.and the real is shifting so quickly? Because I find Appadurai’s argument so
Luseful (though not without its limitations), I take the liberty of laying it out
-in some detail. Afterward, | apply this model to the tarmagotchi and its play
‘logic of imaginary life that effects a reimagination of sociality; subjectivity,
_and space.

“In Modernity at Large (1 996), Arjun Appadurai argues that the world we
live in today is characterized by the new role thas imagination plays in so-
cial life. This state of affairs has been brought about, he says, by a historical
upture in recent times triggered by two separate but interrelated develop-
ments. These are the rise of electronic media {technologies that represent
and reproduce the world by stories and images) and the increase in migra-
tions (the movement and displacement of people away from “home” to
someplace else). Linked together, these changes have produced a new order
amsmﬁmvm:a\ in the world today because images as well as people are in con-
stant, though not necessarily overlapping, circulation. As Appadurai de-
ribes it, the work of the imagination inheres in the social condition itself;
cieties have always transcended and reframed ordinary Jife by recourse to
mythologies of various kinds. The effect of this work is to Imaginatively de-
form: and reform social life, or what Fmile Durkheim analyzed in his Ele-
sintary Forms of the Religious Life {1961)—the rituals that ritualistically
rehearse, or perform, to use Judith Butler’s word (1990), social norms, tight-
ng the social in the minds and lives of individuals. In the format of a rain
¢ or initiation ceremony, a community is physically brought together
nd also symbolicaily expressed. The expression is less literal than symbolic
d articulates the logic of a place in highly Imaginative terms: shaved hair,
-red tattoos, immersion in water. While the meaning is abstract (ab-
acung society into ritual), the experience is emotionally and sensually in-

lationship has been formed, the Sﬁamow.nrm is mmHBEmﬂ&lnﬁmEmMM;HM
the life conceit fostered by the game, it dies. In the early %mzo 0 . ow e
can oceur in less than an hour if a pet is left mﬁwmaw unhappy, mwn \ms%a
cleaned. As the tamagotchi matures, however, it becomes more indep e
and can be left unattended for longer stretches. m%zz.wm_g Mﬂégmm,wwem%mmm
will ignore their tamagotchi long enough that M..Wm% m.:w. ) e mM(. 0 Mmm e
span is about fifteen days; the record, reputedly wmﬂrm:mm ﬂe«m\ms o> msm.
an eleven-year-old schoolboy in England ?.uw&m 1998). e
comes, it is signaled by a gravestone and cross in .ﬁrm ?wmwﬁmmm Mmﬁmmmman ow.. |
Western symbols that may serve to mark the virtual, playtul re Bm&nomon.
“death” here).!! Because virtua! death was ﬁrwgmrﬁ to be too mﬁm:wr. ath H.n.a. .
American kids, however, this m:m_mrémm wmmw%uﬂmm moﬂoﬁww Mm.mwmmﬂ \ e“ oaﬁﬁlu
assing from life, tamagotchi are said to pass toad : -
MMMWMM M_mwmﬁmludmwrmm on the screen by an m:m& SW? S_smmrm”wo“%m“m, :
ing comfortable allusions Swrmwmi.‘bm%zm MMM M Mwwmw Mmﬂm mnwo,mm .“_:m
ise is interpreted, even by Americans, a .
MWMMHMQTWMWWEM%&: with this loss in a variety of ways. Mrmaw WMM%MMM..W
host of virtual memorials—obituaries, mamﬁ%mﬂm\ m:wmam m\«u w.ﬂr s "
als—yprinted mainly over the Web but even in o_u::mdmmrwm is MEQ no.m .
lar newspapers. There are reports, as «me.Om tamagotchi 305ﬂ om& v
selors. Another twist to the death routine is that some mwmﬂ, purp mm\ ;
to kill off their tamagotchi, a practice thar has .mmaos”mmrn at aooﬁmwmmﬂ&
sites, and user groups devoted (both for and against) to the issue o o
i goichi (Berfield 1997). o
meWMMH«MW m&% ﬁrmm age of replaceable parts m«& flexible mwnﬁgcwmwwﬂmmm
tamagotchi can also be restarted after it has died. If the M mwm_a.%mn e
reset button on the back, another egg appears, and 54.” w M eli M mem?
gins again. Until the battery runs out, the Sﬁamﬂmrm can be mww e :
born, though most users I have m@owg.ﬁo say their interest msm © mﬁu...m
ally runs out first. Then the tamagotchi becomes Mmmm mw %Q W a ﬁ“H 2 mn:m,
plastic egg on a key chain that decorates a backpack, holds a key, i

shoved to the back of a drawer. .

Sociality and the New Work of the Imagination :
i in visua
The tamagotchi is a toy that produces a pet whose mwwmmmbom.\ M,,: v
1 i with the res
i i he screen. In this sense, it deals > red
at least, is contained on t ~ he
the imagination when we define that term, as does the WaanWﬁ L ﬁ
iy i 1 Srl
tionary, as forming mental images of something not MnEm y mwmm !
\ i i i ing’ 15 . In the case of the:r
believing or conjecturing this thing’s existence o
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tense. Beating drums, chanting cheers, ingesting intoxicants——ceremonies
are special, in both time and space, creating an atmosphere dislocated from
everyday routines. Given that the ceremonial is also social, carried out by
and for members of the community, the feeling of hyperativeness it triggers -
helps connect individuals to their society. These flights of the imagination,
in fact, are as important for sustaining the social as is the materiality of pro-
duction, reproduction, and cohabitation as a group. Durkheim’s great in-
sight, adopted by Appadurai, was that sociality depends on the imagination -
as much as it does on anything “real.” o
For Appadurai, the operation of imagination today is distinguished by:
the condigions that David Harvey (1989) and Fredric Jameson (1984) attrib-
ute to late capitalism and its cultural state of postmodernism. In an economy
of continual downsizing, outsourcing, roboticization, and flexible accumuld-
tion, people are constantly driven, out of need or desire, to move and remak
their jobs, identities, relationships, and communities. Ruptures to self and
social networks occur frequently, and distance and alienation are common
places of everyday life. Technology, too, is continually altering and reorder-
ing the dimensions of human existence, remaking bodies and remapping the
ways in which people make a living and experience the world. As machir
become embedded ever more deeply into life and even flesh, the line-be-
tween human and nonhuman increasingly blurs. So does that between ma
terial reality and the image making we rely upon to see, know, and inter
with our world(s)—cameras, video players, televisions, computers, ulty
sound, game systems, movies. It is in the electronic production and.repro
duction of materiality—what I call virtualicy—where Appadurai locazés th
role played by imagination today. Just as the print media were a prerequisit
for imagining the nation at the moment of modernity, as Benedict Anders is what captures and re-
(2983) has argued, electronic media produce the images that imagin th di Socialityo. dispersal and encounters
munity, reality, and self in today’s postmodern era. Appadurai gives tt your sense of connectedness to people, communi-
ample of diasporic migrations—how people, displaced from thei
communities, will hold on to these places through the imaginaries n
available by CNN, photographs, movies, and videotapes. As he points Gt
these images—of the world, homeland, place, and m%i&@lw%.wr
much by desire and longing as they are by anything real. What Appa
means by imagination, then, is a vision of a life-form—a communi
human, a pet—that feels real and is related to, but is not the equiva

and space via images that stand (

. A ._H& M_”,OH ﬁT@ Tm /" e
padurai’s mind, a historical shift has indeed OWEMMM_MM%W real” In A
- e

imagination is now part and parc
of ivi
play, performance, creativity, and myth, but now th
3
 tered throughout the everyday, y
- attached to (diasporic communi

: se impulses are scat-
Just as the collectives imagination i
that the imagination is

ties, for example) are scattered as wel}
aglnation are directly related; it is the deter-

tighter, the
Hgater, co i
S the m% « Mm to rely more on images of place, Identity, and socialit
o bec _ 3 c.a 5@ their experience of the world, Bur the relatio r.w

) place and imagination is limjted neither to 1 i vt
Brate nor to images of places th identi e corally mi-
S oo images w_ s that people identify, in whatever sense, as the

. - Deterritorialization ref . : .
o o : ers 10 a much broader sl

o D ! ippage of the

A in which people are encountering difference msw disl

on ¢amore frequently than ever befo aton
mw F\.@ play, and work and the constructe
ining life both feature people
orlds.

o d spheres Tepresenting and imag-
ldeas, and things from different, shifting

The imagination, in my reading of Appaduraj

manm : Y. sociality s in
. m:%%d m:m. nrm.smm\. uprootedness from bonds that cop.-
ot new kind and belonging is 2 commonplace, Byt opportuniti

. nds of ties with distinct, someri nities to

also : . metimes different, sets of ple
%0 present. This duality lends to sociality a sense of what >MMMMMEW
rai

chizophren;

m.ﬁ.:mmﬂw_mm AMHMV MMHMMMOHWMH%%& uses the same word to refer to post-

ool mb. uattari [1977] in reference to the lived ex-

: » fsrm today): locating roots, attachments, and identiry ;
liar and long-standing as wel] as different, mﬁmmﬁmw:uﬂ\mwm

material reality. .
How does this notion of imaginative “realness” tally with the'w

padurai also depicts the more generic processes of imagination funda
to any society—the reframing and transcending of ordinary lifé b
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poxter noted that tamagotchi players are in a s
imagination and reality,
ment media (movies, gn
mobility.

pace hovering between the
and that while this is also true of other entertain-

tme, TV), what distinguishes the famagotchi is its

Imaginary pets go almast everywhere, inserting themselves into a child’s

everyday routines and continually asserting their presence by demanding
over and over, attention and play. This, of course,

some. When it does, however, detachment come
once did. A number of kids I interviewed said the
their pets leave the screen. A few, in fact, said this
Inating a source of work and annoyance even if
they had once been deeply attached. One rowdy t
-went further by announcing, “T love killing off my tamagotchi”—an ad-
mission that seemingly fazed none of the other kids assembled in my inter-
view group.’ In this sense, tamagotchi flucruate between p

can get boring or burden -
s as easily as artachment
y felt litele pain in seeing
was part of the fun: elim-
this was a “pet” to which

en-year-old American boy

Evocative Objects and Labor-Intensive Toys

- . - NH
In the tamagotchi, imaginary petdom is coupled with HWm banality of nwmw_w.
\ 1 i 1t came out,
i i i d, and turning off lights. When i )
ing up poop, dispensing food, : _ : out,
mmwwmwmmnm:mm it a new kind of toy because of its admixiure of virtuality E g M
i i era ok
ivi i cedented, according to some, in an era
a caregiving so intense to be unpre : : b
nw\vm:mmnrwcwom% better known for saving labor and mﬂMmHSDMm rﬂmﬁmm wwn
1 mW‘H r
i i ch work, in fact, that adults have been ty
ers. Tamagotchi require so mu fults have been 001
i bout them at ail. Indeed, Ban ject
cally confused as to what is fun a o
%m%nosnm? initially because the pleasures of the toy seemed too.
whelmed by the menial chores it entailed (WuDunn 1997). L
Yet tamagotchi succeeded and became immensely popular Mm a play:
ibility 1 rai
that transforms duty and responsibility into enchantment mM mmnm..w..mm
i ompetiin
hy is a toy that doubles as work ¢ :
ment. For whom, how, and why : . e
Players were children as young as five (more girls than boys Hrm.?.o”

resence and ab-

and disengaging from it as if it were dead, nothing but a machine, a dis-
<arded plaything to be put aside in a drawer (and retrieved when the urge to
play returns). As Appadurai (1996) has suggested about the schizophrenia
characteristic of the imagination these days, tamagotchi al
different states of being and also between being
pet/machine, virtual/ organic. This intermixture defines the very {promiscu-
ous and flexible) nature of virtual pets that, by name alone, borrow on two
ontological realms—the material world of flesh-and-blood life and the elec-
tronic world of cybernetic irmage making. In shape, tamagotchi are reminis-
cent of, but also riot exactly like, pets (such as cats and dogs) and plants. In
...u.ww..on&:% as well, their traits combine behaviors at once humaniike and

aginatively playful: intelligence coupled with smelly feet, hyperactivity
long with a craving for café mocha. And in terms of [ife cycle, virtual pets

¢ and die like organisms but can be reset and restarted as only machines
1t be.

Significantly, it is human labor of the most mundane and meticalous
ind that grounds the Jife of a virtu

al pet. Or, to be more accurate, an elec-

1onic game set, run by a battery and programmed by digital icons, is wired
interactive. And the maode of interactivity mimics that of raising a
and-blood pet: an Imaginary construction that makes players feel not
aly as if their tamagotchi were alive but also that their caregiving has life-
deach implications. At one lev

ternate berween
different things: alive/ dead,

i ther toys do:it:
feels more serious, meaningful, and 8& to them than A.uz. ; Wm: b
lies on me,” one eleven-year-old American boy told Bmw :Hm as e
(4 ) ’ .
i i id. “ ay literallyict
ally alive,” a ten-year-old American girl said. “This play o

(nochii), ase

T AFE s

a tamagotchi was on Japanese TV, answered that it was “life och
i 1 Hnos

sation that came to her after six straight hours of caregiving
i a

1997:110). In his explanation of the toy’s magically earthy appe:

el, this is nothing more than playing
se by mimicking the duties and responsibilities of adults {particularly
Smmw.& in child rearing. Surely this is the earliest and most universal form
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of children’s play (Goldman 1998; Sutton-Smith 1997). But what is “old-
fashioned” here is propped onto a New Age media technology. This is a
move that resembles what Freud called anaclisis: how one activity turns,
and is a conduit, into another (such as a baby’s nursing on a mother’s breast -
that moves from feeding to also being an interbodily site for pleasure, inti--
macy, and communication). In the case of the tamagotchi, the propping goes
both ways; tending to a machine as if it were a dependent child/pet invests "
it with “life” and warmth but also flavors the latter with hipness and trendy"
cachet. Indeed, in an age when the Japanese state is anxious about its low!
birthrate and the increasing reluctance of japanese women to marry and -
procreate, the tamagotchi could serve as a promotional toy for reproduction’
{an ideological message encoded in Bandai's Tamagotchi Boshitechd). And -
in Japan, the United States, and other marketplaces where it was a fad, the
tamagotchi has been praised for the attentiveness (to a dependent other}it ture” Seill, as Yoko; (1907:6 v

enscripts in the play. The demands it places on players and the fact that nwnm. designed to efface o TOHMN.TE notes in m.:m book, the tamagotchi was
demands cannot be ignored at the risk of “killing” one’s pet have also m id ing “love” as would s o] mﬁémmn.onmEmS and machine by engender-
the tamagotchi a valuable pedagogical tool for birth control {as it has beg loss/death). Indeed his own £ e, va? or dog (and
used in sex education and social science classes in the United States). ~ alongside cats, do mm an antasy is that somed

In Appadurai’s thesis, the imagination always refers to a social bod

imaginary or otherwise. This is true both of the more fundamental type {rit Honing the emotional closeness 1k .
ual enchantments in which a community is reimagined at a symbolic di unlike 2 more passive oy Hm.mm they felr wit
tance from everyday life) and of its newer form {recouping and reinventiz ject like 2 per rock o
signs of sociality in an age where people are physically dispersing from g

Mmm . ir pets} and insisti i
cted, the tamagosch; would soon die.* O both scores mMWoMrMm.Hm zm.w-
, elieved a

would be produced in players that would make them invest i

‘ it were alive produces 5
and social (in the Appaduraian sense
€, an electronic machine). In the case

wM:m Hrm.ﬁ is deeply personal, intimate,
ot attaching to others, albeit, in this cas

MMT N..N._.:nu Of .‘Nm o) rse, it can TQ eset HHHEHHHTMQ Hmzwm.mw mw_.mHAHHHm ﬁm—m ume
o) 4 W crii, u.ﬁ ccu 1
? T
Hmzm OW HHM.Q m:._m ﬁmmmﬁr reveyg mH_UHmrlmOH: %.
GHM::UO OWOM M,:anw_m was a

-#gainst precisely because “req] pets” el

cannot be mechanjcally restarted. Be-

“sadness” over jrg
ay tamagotchi will be sold

oy

r action figure, the tamagoichi
demanding a reaction from its owner.
ertechnology (computers, MUD wwoi.
while it can be distinguished as an o

okes something deeply personal in a

herry Turkle (1994) has called cyb
fams} an “evocative object” because
Ject outside the self, it alsg ey \

imagination? Making the toy labor-intensive from the minute :..Tmﬂ es this inner connection the fam . users,”® Be.
was part of Yokoi’s design, intended o make players attach immediate tpersonal relationshipy \moEmﬁr. m%oﬂmm also evokes the sensation of an
’ Mg coliaren told
. a old me Wmm_,um the
m com-

their “pets.” Indeed, the first hour of the toy’s “existence” was mad dodh
) : . i an :
particularly intense, both in the care demanded by the newborn and and alienation HMN M\m qum noted, is an age rife with dislo-
tentativeness of the tamagotchi’s life after birth. In this way thein e, player : cive-year-old American girl
e 1% Players (off and on) of ¢ : h girls—at the
amagotchi for two

between human and machine is modeled after birthing/raising a bio} : I one parent and s lone e ived o
ne pent a great deal of time alone—described the
cem-

{Yokoi 1997:72~73). Speaking from my own experience, | became'emo
ally involved with my tamagotchi immediately and panicked that
kill the thing off before it even grew to childhood. Checking in'ev
minutes to ensure it was well fed, poop-free, and cheerfully ent
became deeply attached to the plastic egg and the constant neediness.
from it to me as its caregiver. o
Yokoi intentionally designed the tamagotchi to foster this very . 1 A virwal companion, the ;
intimacy by refusing to install a pause button (which would allow p . ocia H.&mao:mrﬁl\im EM;H&

1, they said
a7 : gtul, they said,
E&..H: m:.m Way, tamagotchi can fill in for the
or relationships just as do other ¢q

mpensator
ets, for example—or what Winnicott y

calls transi-
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for dependent. Any user will be familiar with this script from, at the very
least, her own experience as a child. With the tamagotchi, however, roles are

reversed; here it is the child doing to another what is usually done to her—

turning off lights, administering discipline, injecting mroﬁm|mmomcw5m an
aura of control kids so often feel deprived of.* This labor of caregiving can
remap other social situations as well. Yokoi, for example, mentions the case

of a Japanese OL who, oppressed by her work situation and particularly an -

overbearing boss, relieves her stress by taking tamagotchi breaks. As she de-

scribes this pattern, periodically throughout the day she will flee her desk.

and run to the toilet; once there, she pulls out her famagotchi and cleans up

its poop. What is metaphorical of her situation at work—feeling like crap—-
is expressed here in an act that conjoins the bodily wastes of woman and fa-.
magotchi. In this ritual—the imaginary limning of the real—the womar

feels both needed and “healed.” Laughing out loud in her toilet stall, nr.m.
woman is reanchored, through a fantasy of banality, in what is at once a
tlight of fancy and a quotidian act of the most basic sort. At the mmam of ﬂrm
day, she goes home on the train with the per riding in her pocket. Kw,. Wm..‘
magotchi is with me all the time,” she gushes. “It relieves my loneliness
1997:141). :
QOMWMM@@%ME% WEEEQ&% here; the imagination is routed %nosmr mow .
ily intimacies—of the tamagotchi accompanying the woman even into-the
toilet and of the woman cleaning up the poop of her pet. All m:m. is Bm.mzm ed
of course, through a technology of disembodiment in which digital images
are reproduced on the screen {with a tactility limited to ﬁwm. &mnﬂ,obﬁ..ww.
virtual reality is an evocative medium, producing the .?Emmﬁmac sensatior
of being elsewhere even as a person stays, physically, in Emn.m..wm:ma m.ﬁ.m..o,.i
for transporting players to vistas less earthy than earthily &Sw@:;m.w:m@
the Swiss Alps, deep-sea diving on the Great Barrier %mm.m|<:,ﬁmmwg g
in the other direction here. Rather than traversing imaginary %mﬁmﬁmﬁw
what is (physically and experientially) sublime, the E.S_.uwamru retreats.
what is most carnally elemental inside the body—sleeping, eating, .n..w%
nating. These rudiments of bodily upkeep, though, om.mw mogm%ﬁ.@ Mo..
forting, familiar, and (seemingly) universal that in turn is noggo&m..m
a global playtoy that anyone, anywhere “can get.” This returns us/to' A
padurai’s observation about the schizophrenia .0m the postmodern:ix
nary. In a world that-because of movement, &%mmmmr mzm.ﬁm%wowow .
tion—is or feels increasingly groundless, there is a desire to find grounding
in some semblance of place, community, and relationships. i
Walter Benjamin made a similar observation about ﬂrm. nrmmmw.mﬂ.(.ﬁ i
by modernity; even as we turn to new media and machines to H.wwﬁmmm

I

morphs back into a human again. What is ironic or
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shifting universe, there is a tendency to return to (or take along with us) the
stodgingly familiar in bodies, places, and myths. Thus, in the “attempt to
master the new experiences of the city in the frame of the old ones of tradi-
tional nature,” the first railroad cars were shaped like stagecoaches, and the
first electric light bulbs, like gas flames (cited in Buck-Morss 1997:110). In-
deed, in the case of the tamagotchi, it is almost as if the t0y is a reminder of
the most basic biology of bodily maintenance: the very needs and demands
that, as Freud told us long ago, make us human and represent the juncture
between our bodies and the world, and ourselves and others with whom we
have relations.” And this is at a moment at the cyberfrontier when technol-

0gy is increasingly liberating humans from the constraints of biological life.

Sandy Storie (1995) has coined the word tokens to refer to a similar pro-

cess in the practice of phone sex, in which workers try to reproduce the sen-
sation of bodily sex acts through the very disembodied medium of the tefe-
phone. As she notes, phone
“because there is a total absence of otker bodily props. Bodies are thus imag-

inatively evoked—described, visualized, narrativized, fantasized——all
~through tokens that stand in for, but also differ from (because of the very

medium in which they are enacted), embodied sexuality. They adhere, in
other words, to an embodied construction of sexuality despite the fact that
the condition for phone sex is the material absence of bodies altogether. To-
kens, then, like fetishes, operate as both an absence and a presence, referring

sex tends to be intensely graphic precisely

o:what is (not) there by imaginary devices that evoke (or construct) the

: wm&.a This intermingling is what Appadurai would call schizophrenia and
vhat Sherry Turkle (1998), borrowing from Donna Haraway, has labeled
‘irony”—the holding together of incompatible efements, real and imagi-

ary, that kids become fluent in today through the cybermedia that struc-
ure 50 much of their study and play. ¥

-~ Importantly, what this amounts to is not, as [ interpret it, a mere fusing
fdisparate parts that confuses the discrete identity of any one part—a pro-
ess of hybridization. Rather, it is more akin to what fameson (1984) has

called the pastiche effect of postmodern culture. Or, to speak from recent

rends in children’s toys, the logic of transformation consists of a delight

taken in things being constantly in flu, transforming from one state into

wther. Within these chains of body shifting, there is no one, real, or au-
ientic self. Rather, as in Mighty Morphin Power Rangers, a human morphs
to.a Power Ranger, a dinosaur, a flying machine, or a weapon and then

schizophrenic in such
is the refusal to locate identity or authenticity in one particular place—

the human body over the morphed body, for instance. Both identities are
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equally present (though not at the same moment), with neither (nature/ar-
tifice, mechanical/biological, virtual/real} trumping the other. And what is
true of cyberplay is true as well of how subjectivity and sociality are being
organized in this moment of flexible accumnulation, fragmented demand,
and postindustrial capitalism: identities and relationships are as easily as-
sembled as they are disassembled and reassembled.
Besides implanting tokens of biological life into virtual play, the tama- -
gotchi does something else with bodies. It becomes embedded within a-
player’s everyday routines: from getting up in the morning and commuting’.
to work or school on the train to shopping for dinner and going to the bath- .
room. In lives that are becoming increasingly mobile, nomadic machines:
like the tamagotchi become a person’s constant companion almost more
than anything outside the body itself. They fuse with, and offer distraction
from, the intricacies and intimacies of daily existence. In this sense, tending
to the “natural” needs of a virtual per {con)fuses the rwo kinds of imagina-.
tion laid out by Appadurai. On the one hand, these are rituals of enchant-
ment that relieve, and reimagine, social everydayness. As kids often told mg;
playing five minutes with their tamagotchi in the midst of studying, school
dinner, or chores was a pleasant, even meaningful, break. {Parents mmm
schoolteachers, by contrast, often viewed these breaks as disruptions. It
could make them feel “relied upon,” “important,” or “loved” when, othe
wise or in other contexts, such emotions were scarce. The social refere
here was not so much a community united by common history, traditions,
or culture as the child herself plugging into what many commentators {on
tamagotchi and other toys, like Pokémon) have called a “space” of her ow
This is an imaginary world that kids can and do use for momentary. dive
sions from the real. It also is one that is shared by an entire fandom of play
ers, making the tamagotchi a language or ool that fosters communicati
communitas, and even identification with others®
On the other hand, the tamagotchi not only provides a momenzar
cape from the ordinary (as do ritual ceremonies demarcated, in time and
space, as special) but also becomes part and parcel of the ordinary.itsel
Hosokawa (1984) has said about the Walkman, it is a bodily prosthes
latter works not as an extension of the human body but as a built-in
(rebuilding the very parameters of the body and how they operate
tainers of and for life). The sound comes from inside, not outside; th
man user listening to her music. Thus, what is transmitted (in thi
music) penetrates the skin, inverting the (modernist) mapping:
Pores become portals incorporating, as much as opening toward, th
outside. But unlike the Walkman, the tamagotchi is interactive; demand:

out, is not a mere st i Ao B points
and-in for someth;
ing else more “real”
g e “real” (1995:
5:400).

Rather, 4 i i
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Beyond Tamagotchi:
Electronics Go Soft (and Sociality Goes Virtual)

As quickly as it emerged, the tamagotchi craze died off. By spring 1598,
forty million of the toys had been sold (twenty million in Japan and an al-
most equal number abroad); by the end of the year, however, sales had failen
off, leaving stocks of unsold merchandise and a loss to Bandai of 6 billion -
yen. Like marny trends, this one had peaked ? But the mechanical fantasy it -
gave form to—techno-intimacy—has only intensified in the years after-
ward, coming to constitute one of the biggest and hottest fashions in the~
millennial toy market, both in Japan and in the United States. Furby, for ex--
ample, came out in September 1998 from Hasbro's Tiger Electronics (mar-
keted by Tomy in Japan): “a soft, loveable, teachable virtual pet” that, chip-
enhanced, can respond to human zouch as well as talk, giggle, and move:
{open and close) its eyes. Operating through crude infrared signals, the'
Furby was relatively cheap ($30) and interactive: a responsive, talking elec-
tronic pet.?* A huge hit, more than thirty million had been sold by January -
2000. Equally sensational was Sony’s release in 1999 of its high-tech (and
high-priced—S$2,500) AIBO (figure 30): a walking, talking computer-robot
whose various motors, sensors, and circuitry enable it to perform multiple
movements, recognize up to forty voice commands, and respond to {as well
as exhibit) a range of “emotions.” Using highly sophisticated software to
program, and mimic, body language, AIBO “does an effective personifica-
sion of a cute and frisky puppy,” from yawning and scratching itself to lift-
ing a leg and responding to praise as well as punishment (Pogue 2c01:D1
Its name stands for Artificial Intelligence Robot, according to Sony, but it
also means “pal” in Japanese {the term of affection to which the robotse:
sponds when called by its owner). By the new millennium, more than one
hundred thousand AIBO had been sold worldwide. .
Three years after tamagotchi hit the market in 1997, the biggest ne
trend in the tov industry was electronic companions: what booth after booth
of toy manufacturers at the Tokyo Toy Fair in March 2000 advertised as”
robots” {petto robotto), from Poochi by Sega Toys (Tiger Electronics i
United States—an electronic dog that sings and moves and is called:
pary, “robot pal”} and Takara’s three “human/thing communication goo
(“pet robot,” “home robot,” “NEW hdti”)® to Maruka’s Robo Inu(*
dog,” a small, inexpensive electronic dog) and Sony mﬁﬁﬁ.&.ﬁ. )
dokodemo isshé (“everywhere together,” a video game apparaus;
PlayStation to Sega Enterprise’s Seaman (a TV game from Drean
where, via complex software and a microphone attached to the’ cons

+ < Figure 30. “Entertainment robot ATRO”

. - m ’
right © 2004 Sony Corporation.) ory’s advanced cyberdog. (Copy-
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the same in sof-tronics, but with a different logic: using mecha not to con-
struct the superhuman but to reconstruct the humanlike in “pet robots”
Performance is every bit as important here and is similarly mapped by in-
tricate and intimate attention paid to circuitry. But the model of “life” it :
imagines is not a posthurmnan warrior (cybernetically endowed to supersede .
human limitations) but what, going in the other direction, is the mechanical -
imitation of a biclogical animal—one that, because it rolls over, wags its tail,
or takes a poop, invites humans to bond with it like a pet. As Sony describes
one of its newest toy products (ningenDOG = human dog), it has a “human
smell” (Toy Journal 2000:51), an odor less inscribed with the national
identity of Japaneseness than other made-in-Japan cultural products, a fact
tor that has hindered (until recently) their globalization, leading Fox Net
work, for example, to “Americanize” Power Rangers for U.S. broadcast
(fwabuchi 2002:28). Indeed, Japan is doing well on the global marketplace
exporting robotic petdom, both as actual products and as a trendsetting ney
play fashion. The New York Toy Fair in 2001, for example, was filled with
electronic toys, and sales in the category of virtual robo-pets rose mxmob”.m.a
tially from a mere $5 million in 2000 to $159 million the following year.
Techno-intimacy is a sign of the times. While mecha-tronics was the fan
tasy as well as national policy for rebuilding Japan after the war—remakir
the country as a techno supernation—sof-tronics is the symptom and o
rective to this industrial master plan in the new millennium—assuaging th
atomism, alienation, and stress of corporatist capitalism with virtual o
panionship. What performativity exacts and extracts from citizens in theera
of speeded-up, “just in time” delivery, soft robo-pals promise o make:
for:a “humanness” that, once lost, is to be recouped by mechanical mmﬁc
As Benjamin noted about an earlier stage of industrialization: “It is inith
way that technological reproduction gives back to humaniry thar capadt
for experience which technological production threatens to take av Liren e ib
{quoted in Buck-Morss 1997:268). ok tnis mornent
This would seemn to be the answer, in part, to what kind of “socia
in Appadurai’s sense—the tamagotchi serves to artificially “imagine”
users; it operates as a fetish bearing both an absence (a loss} and a prese
(that masks, stands in place for, and—in this case—also transforms wh
been lost and is still desired). Intimate play goods are machines used fo
and instruction and also for communication and companionship. §
cantly, these devices are also said to be “healing” in rhetoric that 2
players are already wounded: psychically on edge, overworked, stres
Being touched by another, albeit a machine, is soothing: the mE..FE.w” .

social intercourse.
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