
Pac/linko
 

Pachinko is a slot machine. At the counter you 

buy a litde stOck of what look like ball bearings; then, in 

front of the machine (a kind of vertical panel), with one 

hand YOll stuff each ball ioto a hole, while with the other, by 

tuming a flipper, you propcJ the ball through aseries of 

baffies; if your initial dispatch is just right (neither tOo 

strang nor too weak), the propelled ball releases a rain of 

more balls, which fall into YOllr hand, and you have only to 

start OVtf again-unless you choose tO exchange your win­

nings for an absurd reward (a candy bar, an orange, a pack 

of cigarettes). Pachinko parlors are extremely numerous, and 

always full of a varied cliemele (young people, 'women, 

students in black tllnics, middle-aged men in business suits). 

It is said that pachinko turnovcrs are equal (or even superior) 

co those oE all the department stores in Japan (which is 

cetrainly saying a good deal). 

The pachinko is a collenive and solitary game The 

ma(hines are set up in long rO\\'5; each player swnding in 

franc of his panel plays for hirnself, withollC looking at his 

neighbor, whom he nonerhelcss brllshes with his elbow. You 

hear only thc balls whirring through their channels (the 

rate of insertion is very rapid); the parlor is a hive or a 

faerory-the players seern co be working on an asscmbly 
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line. The imperious meaning of the scene is that of a delib­

erate, absorbing labor; never an idle or easual or playful 

attitude, none of that theatrieal unconeern of our \Xfestern 

players lounging in leisurely groups around a pinball maehine 

and quite eonseious of produeing for the other patrons of the 

cafe thc image of an expert and disillusioned god. As for the 

an of playing the game, it roo differs from that of our ma­

chines. For the Western player, once the ball is propelIed, the 

main thing is to eorreet its trajeerory as it falls back down (by 

giving little nudges ro the maehine) ; for the Japanese player, 

everything is determined in the initial dispateh, everything 

depends on the force the thumb imparts ro the flipper; the 

adroirness is immediate, definitive, it alone aeeounts for the 

talent of the player, who ean coneet chance only in advanee 

and in a single movement; or more exaetly: the propulsion 

of the ball is at best only delieately eonstrained or haI ted 

(but' nOt at all direeted) by the hand of the player, who \vith 

a single movement moves and observes: this hand is therefore 

that of an artist (in the Japanese fashion), for whom the 

(graphie) fearure is a "controlIed accident." Paehinko repro­

duces, in shorr, on the meehanieal level, preeisely the prin­

ciple of painting alla prima, whieh insists that the line be 

drawn in a single movement, onee and for alJ, and that by 

reason of the very quality of the paper amI the ink, it can 

never be correned; in the same \vay the ball, once propelled, 

eannot be deviated (it would be an outrageous piece of 

boorishness to shake the machine, as our Western sports do): 

its path is predetermined by the sole flash of its impetus. 

What is the use of this arr) tO organize a nutritive eircuit. 

The Western machine sustains a symbolism of penetration: 

the point is to possess, by a well-placed thrusr, the pinup girl 

who, all lir up on the panel of the machine, allures and wairs. 

In pachinko, no sex (in Japan-in that eountry I am ealling 

28 



Japan-sexuality is in sex! not else\':hete; in the United 

States, it is the conttaty; sex is everywhetc, ncept in sexual­

ity). The machines are mangers, lined up in raws; the playet, 

with an abrupt gestute, tenewed so rapidly that it seems un­

interrupted, feeds the machine with his metal matbles; hc 

sruffs thern in, the way you would stuff a goose; fram time 

to time the machine, filled to capacity, releases its diatthea of 

matbles; fOt a few yen, the player is symbolically spattered 

with rnoney. Hete we llndetstand the seriousness of agame 

which counters the constipated parsimony of salaries, the 

consttiction of capitalist wealth, wirh the vOJUptllOUS debacle 

of silver balls, which, all of a sudden, fill the playet's hand. 
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