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The short story “TV People” by Murakami Haruki and a pair of horror movies “Ringu” by Nakata
Hideo came out in the last decade of the twentieth century and addresses the nineties” situation of
televisual permeation in the form of non-human figures coming out of the TV screen. Nakata’s films typify
an updated version of a conventional ghost story, while Murakami’s text assumes unreality of another sort
in the midst of ordinary life. As paranormal phenomena in J. Hillis Miller’s definition, the intruders of the
space adjacent to the TV set in both cases affect not only TV watchers in the fictional plane but also film
viewers and text readers outside of it in the threefold spatial dynamics. Although they differ in terms of
the kind of fear they inspire or covertly insinuate, the works of two different modes foreshadow in tandem

human dependency on information technology in the Internet age.
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he televisual media significantly affected hu-
man life for decades since the proliferation of
TV, even before the arrival of the cyberspace
that has drastically expanded its reach. In this cur-
rent situation, it is meaningful to go back to the pre-
cise moment in recent history when TV thoroughly
integrated itself into human life prior to the full ad-
vent of digitized technology and communication in
order to examine the nature of contact between peo-
ple and televisual media, because how we live our
current life has evolved as an extension from that
near past. Of particular interest here is the triple spa-
tial dynamics that involves the televisual field proper
to TV, the fictional plane inhabited by the character
watching TV, and the space of the film spectator or
the text reader outside the fictional plane, demon-
strated by two pieces from Japan at the end of the
twentieth century.!
“TV pipuru TV £ —7" )L [TV People]” (1989),2
one of the early short stories by Murakami Haruki

Singapore, 2017. See Mori 135-137.

A _E &M (1949-), shares the same pre-digitized
technological setting with a pair of popular Japanese
horror films, Ringu V) > 7" [Ring] (1998, 1999)3, di-
rected by Nakata Hideo # H % % (1961-). For the
subject matter, they both center on the analog, non-
flat TV set that needs an antenna for its one-direc-
tional radio reception with channel options severely
limited in today’s standard. In the case of Ringu, the
setting is doubly outdated with the videocassette
system that, combined with analog TV, plays a piv-
otal role and yet has long given place to more efhi-
cient, powerful forms of visual reproduction when
DVD that replaced it is becoming obsolescent. Both
featuring agents of paranormal nature in J. Hillis
Miller’s definition, the short story and the films of-
fer intriguing points of convergence and difference.
And one simple, related question pertains to them
with regard to why, in spite of the same technolog-
ical settings and a similar motif, Ringu the films re-
main globally recognizable through the horror they

This article is based on the presentation that I made at the 6" Annual International Conference on Language, Literature ¢ Linguistics in

The original Japanese text was published in 1989, followed by an English translation in 1994.

* Trefer to the two immediately sequential movies by Nakata, Ringu (1998) and Ringu 2 (1999), as Ringu for my argument, not considering

other Ringu-related works.
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inspire while “T'V People” does not necessarily enjoy
such reception for the same reason.

As often the case with Murakami’s stories before
the turn of the millennium, the narrating protagonist
of “T'V People” is an unnamed man of about thir-
ty years old. Married with no children to an editor
of a niche magazine, he lives a busy life as an office
worker for a major electronics company. One Sun-
day afternoon during a crepuscular hour, a group of
three workers, uninvited and proportionally some-
what shrunk in size, bring in a TV set into the living
room of his apartment when he is alone. Spellbound
in a way, he cannot do anything about their install-
ing the apparatus although he has chosen not to own
one. The following day, these technicians carry again
a TV set of a rival corporation into an ongoing of-
fice meeting at his company that also manufactures
TVsalong with other electronic products. Curiously,
his wife, who is meticulous about the arrangement
of the home interior, does not acknowledge either
the presence of the newly arrived TV or the disor-
ganized aftermath of the intrusion. All his colleagues
at work totally ignore the intruders and the set they
carry around. Only the narrator-protagonist does
notice their presence. By the end of the second day,
he finds himself preoccupied with the TV set in his
living room that remains static even when turned
on. Then, one of the T'V People appears on it, gradu-
ally grows larger, and finally comes out of the screen.

This disorienting scene, in particular, recalls Rin-
gu in which Sadako, the ghostly female figure, simi-
larly pulls herself out of a TV frame on her trudging
advance to the target. In the mid-twentieth century,
afraid of her fatal cursing power, the teenager’s adop-
tive father threw her alive into a solitary, abandoned
well to her slow, gruesome death, decades before she
emerges as part of a short, edited film on a video-
tape that surfaces in a rental villa complex built on
the old well. People who watch the VHS tape usually
receive an immediate telephone call that announces
their impending death to occur a week later. Then,
seven days later as foretold, the ghost unfailingly
visits them from a TV set, leaving traces of victims
who appear unnaturally shocked to death one after
another as if struck by a pernicious, communicative
disease. To avoid death, the haunted individual must
make a copy of the videotape and show its content to
another person before one week expires.

The same visual motif of a non-human figure
coming out of TV offers a point of convergence

* Hogle 174.
° Matsuoka 285.

between the works of two different formats. Ringu
differs from the literary counterpart in two respects,
however. First, the ghost needs the videotape to be
passed around by others. In contrast, the short sto-
ry’s shrunk people do not rely on any devices for
their actions of carrying a TV set and forcing it upon
an unsuspecting, targeted individual, especially on
someone like the narrator-protagonist who does not
want to own one. Second, the ghost does not fail
to prey upon her intended victims to death exactly
one week after their video viewing as announced via
telephone. Meanwhile, unlike her, TV People impose
themselves on the narrator-protagonist at any mo-
ments of their choice during his daily routine with-
out giving him any leeway, such as a prior notice, a
grace period, and a way to get out of his tightening
quandary.

To a large extent, with a videotape as a new prop
for the conduit of spectral transmission, Ringu the
films constitute a refurbished update of a tradition-
al ghost story with Sadako as “a prime example as a
version of the Gothic ghost of a picture” as Jerrold
E. Hogle puts it.* Typically, someone under predeter-
mined circumstances, such as presence at a wrong
location and time, comes to contact with a super-
natural being, often to his/her great fright or even
demise as a result. The ghastly visitation that befalls
the TV viewer precisely one week after the videotape
playing, for instance, shows a reinvented version of
an inauspicious situation approximated to the strict
video rental terms, reinforced here with a punctual
phone call immediately after the viewing, of a period
beyond which a certain penalty is imposed.

In sharp contrast, this standard model of a ghost
story obviously does not apply to the literary text,
for TV People do not horrify the protagonist in the
slightest when they appear in the circumstances
most familiar and ordinary to him. Given the end-
ing in which their repeated, uncalled-for visits drive
him to the brink of collapsed existence, however,
we have to inquire into the nonsensical content of
“TV People’, if the story does not merely concern
an isolated anomaly of a mental disorder like para-
noia. More specifically, as Matsuoka Kazuko # & £z
F calls the book TV People (1990), which includes
the short story in question as its eponymous piece,
“a collection of ghost stories by Murakami Haruki,”
the text needs to be examined as a new kind of ghost
story in terms of the different kind of predicament
and fear that it entails.
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In fact, despite of shared analog TV technolo-
gy, another major difference that sets the text apart
from the films resides between fear and the apparent
lack thereof. With Ringu, it is the visceral fear that,
akin to an animal survival instinct, arises from an
ancient part of the psyche against the rationalizing
superstratum that attempts to place it under control.
A good ghost story or film is expected to stir up this
existential fear in the victim as well as in the reader/
spectator for whom the victim functions vicariously.
Thus, the effect is straightforward. Sadako emerges
from an old, abandoned well, into which she was
thrown alive to her slow death decades ago, before
she proceeds to climb out of the TV screen. Her
oneiric emergence deep from the dark underground
symbolically suggests her close affinity with the un-
conscious regarding the impulsive fear she causes.
In this respect, it might be coincidentally relevant
to note that the Japanese word for a well, ido HF A,
is pronounced the same as the Freudian “id” in the
language’s transliteration.

In contrast, the narrator-protagonist in Mu-
rakami’s short story neither feels horrified at the en-
counter with TV People nor regards them as a threat
to his being, for, apart from the intrusive nature of
their visits, they remain discreetly inconspicuous in
behavior and appearance, including the proportion-
al reduction of their physique. Suggestive of a situ-
ation of gradual encroachment on an individual’s
private and public life with his or her full awareness,
this alludes to the effect of unobtrusively ubiqui-
tous electronic media, particularly TV in this case,
on people’s life. Willingly embracing media’s spread
everywhere around human activities, people unre-
servedly incorporate media influences for the sake
of ease and comfort in acquiring information and
entertainment. The televisual media are so well inte-
grated into every aspect of the social fabric that they
can even affect the people, like the narrator-protag-
onist, who elect not to possess a TV set at home.
He also cannot avoid contact with the device due to
the nature of his occupation. As a result, people are
reduced to automaton-like beings that accept me-
dia-fed information unreflectively, becoming short
of intellectual depth and diversity and scarcely dis-
tinguishable among one another like TV People, as
it happens to him in the end. This almost willing
surrender of intellectual integrity is designed not to
evoke a strong fear that would jeopardize the pro-

¢ White 41. See also Yu 117.
7 Phu 49.
8 Wee 57-58.

Masaki Mori

cess. Accordingly, the narrator-protagonist does not
feel terrified at any moment.

This televisual colonization of the human interi-
ority does not mean, however, that electronic media
can mold people’s thought without any resistance,
indicated by the fact that the narrator-protagonist
questions the intrusive nature of TV People’s visits
from the beginning, although he cannot halt their
infiltration. Unlike other people around him, he
senses their appearance, behavior, and presence
amiss and somewhat alien. These different respons-
es to the shrunk intruders’ maneuver signify most
people’s thorough familiarity with electronic me-
dia to the point of unconditional, unquestioning
submission in contrast to a few others™ attempt to
keep a conscious distance albeit to little avail. The
story “T'V People” thus implies a kind of uneasiness
shared and thinly felt, yet almost unrecognized by
people who have undergone the “ubiquitous techno-
logical mediation” of “contemporary cultural life®
While immersing themselves in “the comforting ba-
nality of today’s technology” that has become “per-
haps too familiar” just as they desire,” people might
sense, however vaguely and slightly in the very regu-
lar way they spend their quotidian hours exposed to
television, an unarticulated anxiety about the state
in which they have forfeited their autonomy as criti-
cally thinking beings.

To discuss more in detail “TV People” and the
Ringu films as different kinds of ghost stories, let
us return to the initial question raised earlier with
regard to why the films retain their lingering cir-
culation on a global scale while, in spite of the avid
readership of his novels in many parts of the world,
Murakami’s short story has stayed relatively obscure.
Upon their release, the films gained popularity in Ja-
pan, the United States, and elsewhere because they
struck the right vein of underlying fear in the view-
er’s mind to resonate on both sides of the Pacific and
beyond in conjunction with the nineties’ overflowing
videocassette proliferation. If “[h]orror films have
always been credited with articulating the dominant
fears and concerns of their respective periods” as
Valerie Wee states,® what is the essential nature of
this fear in Ringu, if not simply about an archaically
haunting ghost? Does the short story partake of that
contemporary fear in spite of its apparent lack there-
of ? If that is the case, how does the text differentiate
itself from the films? Finally, why did the works of
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two different modes come out with the same motif
of a disfigured humanlike figure coming out of TV
in the last decade of the twentieth century when the
televisual system thoroughly infused society with its
operation even before the permeation of the Inter-
net?

In both cases, a basic anxiety stems from the
seemingly innocuous device of visual transmission
that furnishes virtually every household. Placed at
a room corner, the television, “which many people
consider almost a friend,” might as well operate as
a monitor to watch over our private life and keep
us vulnerable as “the ultimate act of technological
betrayal” Recent technological developments in
certain Internet-connected TVs actually prove that
such electronic surveillance is no longer a mere spec-
ulation but a likely reality. On a more fundamental
level, whether TV transmits information digitally or
analogically, and even if the TV is off, the constant
presence of an unclosed electronic window can im-
perceptibly stir up, once the fleeting idea of such a
possibility comes across the mind, an irrational, yet
persistent, unsettled feeling that the device might
be taking in every minute aspect of our life with a
steady, unblinking gaze devoid of empathy.

Furthermore, with overflowing, unstoppable tel-
evisual influx all around them, people might feel,
without realizing or acknowledging it, even an inva-
sive force coming from behind the TV screen. This
unclaimed sensation over constant surveillance and
informational aggression takes the anthropomor-
phic form of a ghost and shrunk TV People in the
two pieces. They are paranormal phenomena, rather
than supernatural ones, as J. Hillis Miller explains:

A thing in “para” is...not only simultaneous-

ly on both sides of the boundary...[but] also the

boundary itself, the screen which is...a permea-

ble membrane connecting inside and outside...
dividing them but also forming an ambiguous
transition between one and the other."

Neither the ghost nor TV People stay very far
away from the osmotic TV screen, because the
screen itself constitutes what they essentially are as
paranormal figures.

It is important to notice here that the spatial
scheme of the films and the story is not just dichoto-
mically opposed between subject (videotape viewers,
narrator-protagonist) and object (ghost, TV People)
but structured threefold, implicitly involving the film

° Parris 5.
10 Miller 441.
! Rojas 417, White 41, and Yu 115. See also Hogle 171 and Phu 45.

spectators and the textual readers who stand outside
the films and the text. A central issue concerns the
visualized other that, originally confined within TV,
moves out to take over the proximate space around
the viewing fictional subject on the other side of the
screen as a newly acquired domain of its agency,
then extending the effect of spatial appropriation to
the external sphere of the actual subjects that watch
the films or read the text as consumable artifacts.

In Ringu, the uneasy feeling turns into a direct,
unmitigated fear of an image that forcibly violates
the border between electronic simulacrum and as-
sumed reality. The frightening ghost that infringes
on the field immediately external of TV and affects
people there straight to their demise embodies the
unconsciously constant sense that a certain, perhaps
malign influence emanates from the confines of tel-
evision. The fear is shared almost universally as TV
saturates societies. Unlike traditional ghost stories in
which the supernatural targets a select, unlucky few
at a fixed locale, Ringu reveals its postmodern con-
temporaneity by hinting at an apocalyptic outcome
of the epidemic that might affect the entire humanity
through “a self-perpetuating chain” of metaphorical
viral contagion of video copies uncontrollably multi-
plied “from an always already lost original” as Sada-
ko becomes “a potentially global presence”" Thus,
theoretically, anyone in the world can sense vulner-
ability as a potential target of her attack, which lays
the foundation for Ringu’s worldwide reception be-
cause people anywhere, fictional or otherwise, live
cognizant of TV’s excessive influences.

The intense fear induced by Sadako directly
reaches the film spectators outside the fictional zone
via the vicarious victims who inadvertently watch
her video clip in the Ringu films. The ghost threat-
ens to transgress by the sheer force of terror not only
the spatial divide between TV and its exterior but
also the one that separates the fictional plane from
where the film spectators are. The threat is doubly
effective when the spectators also watch the films on
television rather than in a theater. In a metaphorical
sense, people’s heavy dependence on the electronic
media, which are the ghost’s proper domain, enables
her to roam through the threefold spatial dynamics
at will until she finally poses to impose herself on
the film spectators. With Ringu, however, the actu-
al spectators outside the unfolding movie ultimately
hold onto the practical assurance about the impene-
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trable divide between two sides of the TV screen so
that they can rationally discredit televisual trespass-
ing, and they choose to seek and consume at will a
nightmarish vision of transgression in the contained
realm of fiction for aesthetic pleasure and the release
of suppressed fear. In other words, for all the intense
fear that they undergo, the film spectators can rest
assured of their integrity as humans extrinsic to the
films.

Murakami’s short story, in contrast, addresses
the very covert way TV gradually transmutes the
viewers’ mind while they do not even think of the
need to resist televisual encroachment despite of the
underlying, yet unnoticed angst. Precisely because
the story does not bring forth intense fear, the text
“TV People” does not force the text readers to get
sensitized to the conterminous divide between fic-
tional character’s reality and TV’s contained sphere,
rather leaving them in muffled confusion over the
textual meaning of unreal occurrences set in famil-
iar settings. The bewilderment, in turn, helps to blur
the demarcation between readers’ world and textual
plane because their life’s reality might unsuspectedly
appear as a continuum of electronic media satura-
tion from fictional representation. Murakami’s in-
tentionally easy style to read helps to dilute further
the supposedly inviolable boundary of fictionality
and the readers’ actuality. They thus get disarmed
of apotropaic defensive rationalizing unlike Ringu’s
film spectators. Suggestively, unlike Sadako’s labori-
ous crawling out of TV, the TV person steps out of
the electronic screen easily without much physical
exertion, entailing no sense of violation.

The paranormal TV People take over the adja-
cent space across a TV screen unassumingly without
giving a warning or telltale signs of emerging mon-
strosity to the readers as well as to the narrator-pro-
tagonist. In the case of his workplace, the televisual
field fills the entire office building where meetings
take place to discuss the design of a new TV model,
which accounts for his unexpected encounter with
one of them walking down the stairs. In this sense,
“TV People” can be called a ghost story of a new
kind specific to our contemporary reality, in which
the unlikely spectral figures affect all the members of
society, including those who wish to avert the gener-
al outcome, without causing a sense of fear either to

12 Kuritsubo 284.

Masaki Mori

the story’s TV viewer or to the text reader who is also
exposed to TV’s overreaching influence. A ghost sto-
ry that leaves its readers baffled in this manner rath-
er than straightforwardly terrifies them exerts, if any,
only a limited range of appeal for fright although it
concerns everyone in postindustrial society.

Ringu, the ghostly horror films, and “T'V People”
as an expression of Murakami’s creative mind seem
to negotiate totally different kinds of apprehension
in accessing analog TV technology for remotely re-
ceiving visual information. In fact, originating in
the identical situation of TV saturation as a socially
coordinated reality in the last decade of the twenti-
eth century, both pieces center on the non-human,
televisual image that approaches and strikes the de-
fenseless human viewers through the screen. The
imagination results from the spatial reality of TV’s
proximity that is already technologically compro-
mised. The televisual figures have metaphorical-
ly gained the freedom and ability to move around
TV and affect humans, fictional as well as actual, at
their will. Symptomatic of what undermines socie-
ty, the two works address in tandem, yet in different
modes, the same predicament that befell humanity
at the end of the millennjum.

A few decades since, the televisual appropria-
tion of space has exponentially accelerated with the
further proliferation of electronic screens, especial-
ly small, lightweight, portable devices for accessing
the cyberspace that is at once eclipsing and absorb-
ing the TV system in electronically transmitting
audiovisuals. In 1999, the same year when Ringu
2 premiered, Kuritsubo Yoshiki F#F F f5 already
pointed out the “legally” established residence of
non-intrusive, soft-trodden “Internet People” among
humans in the footsteps of Murakami’s TV People.'?
And the ghost has inevitably found the Internet sys-
tem much more congenial to her electronically viral
copying and migration than the cumbersome phys-
icality of videotapes, roaming the cyberspace in the
film Sadako 3D & F 3D (2012). The paranormal in-
truders might not advance far away from electronic
screens, but there is little doubt that the ubiquitous
accessibility to the worldwide web via portable de-
vices greatly facilitates their process of taking over
the users’ entire reality.
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