



































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































M. Haiven McMaster — English and Cultural Studies

part of a new wave of cultural commodities that actively courts and mobilizes the
contradictions and ambivalences of structure and agency in a moment of
financialization. Children are encouraged to zealously accumulate and collect
Pokémon as well as to develop a personal attachment to a particular Pokémon.
Pocket monsters are both extremely cute and also fierce fighters. The brand opens
itself up to different forms of knowledge: both the “softer” more subjective
knowledge of each Pokémon’s origins and relationships (cultivated from the
television show and books) as well as “hard” knowledge of the fictitious
evolutionary taxonomy of Pokémon, their respective battle statistics, and the more
concrete, proto-scientific narrative of their origins and characteristic. Part of the
Pokémon universe appeal to such a broad cross-section of children is not only that
it allow kids to identify with themes germane to the expectations of their age,
gender and social location, but that it also allows them to experiment with and
move between subject positions and social circles. While girls and boys, 6-year-
old and 10-year-olds might enjoy Pokémon for different reasons and engage with
(or practice) the brand in different ways, they have access to a common archive of
knowledge and narrative with which to negotiate their intertwined and changing
social lives. Empirical studies of children’s engagement with Pokémon
demonstrates surprising creativity and ingenuity, a willingness to break and bend
the limits of the given narrative world, and a wide variety of “uses” to which
children put Pokémon commodities, narratives, themes and tropes. As

Buckingham and Sefton-Green put it, Pokémon
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Is clearly not just a “text,” or even a collection of texts such as a TV serial, a
card game, toys, magazines, or a computer game. It is not merely a set of
objects that can be isolated for critical analysis, in the characteristic mode of
academic media studies. It might more appropriately be described, in
anthropological terms, as a “cultural practice.” Pokémon is something you
do, not just something you read or watch or “consume.” Yet while that
“doing” clearly requires active participation on the part of the “doers,” the
terms on which it is performed are predominantly dictates by forces or
structures beyond their control. (12)

For these reasons the critical reception of Pokémon has largely stagnated on
the question of structure versus agency (for an outline, see J. Tobin,
“Introduction” 8-9; Buckingham and Sefton-Green 18). For those who had long
argued for the recognition of the power of late-capitalist consumers to make
meaning out of even the most seemingly hegemonic texts, Pokémon represents a
demonstrative example of how children took up a highly refined and artificial
cultural commodity to create their own “authentic” narratives, games and forms of
social negotiation above and beyond anything the brand’s designers could have
imagined (Sefton-Green 158). Indeed, these critics noted the ways that Pokémon
became a tool for children to cross borders of gender, language, social location
and cultural prejudice (S. Tobin 242-243; J. Tobin, “Conclusion: 271-272)

By contrast, for proponents of more structuralist approaches, Pokémon, with

its hyper-accumulative slogan “Gotta’ catch ‘em all!”, represents a perfect
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distillation of the cultural politics of late capitalism (Allison 46; Buckingham and
Sefton-Green 26-27). From this perspective, Pokémon rehearsed a resolutely
colonialist, Western, masculinized and scientistic narrative of exploration, capture
and training (Sefton-Green 142) while at the same time merging it with a
militaristic theme and an accumulative ethos (you can never have enough
Pokémon or Pokémon paraphernalia). From this vantage point, Pokémon
represented among the highest articulations of the capitalist control of culture and
the childhood imaginary with a brand engineered to insinuate itself in children’s
everyday play and social life.

The only scholarly collection to emerge on Pokémon, edited by James Tobin
and based on a 2004 conference, is ambivalent, suggesting that Pokémon revealed
the strengths and weaknesses of both “sides” of this now famous argument.
While no one scholar emblematizes either “pole” of this structure/agency debate,
each writer either implicitly or explicitly grapples with both. Unfortunately, most
critics, including Joseph Tobin and renown children’s popular culture scholar
David Buckingham largely avoid taking a firm position, suggesting instead that
there were substantive merit to both approaches and intimating that the “truth” of
the matter must be somewhere in the middle (18). While I agree in principle, |
think there is more to be said on the matter. It tends to be the case that the
capitalism we imagine in this debate derives from an imagined model from the
1970s or 80s but that never actually existed: one where capitalism handed down

cultural commodities in their refined and finished form, one in which the dialogic
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relationship between cultural producers and consumers was largely one-way and
one where “resistance” meant posing creativity, autonomy, individuality,
networks and new forms of affinity against a capitalism imagined to be largely
monolithical, didactic, compulsory, hierarchical and banal. While there is some
truth to this depiction of capitalism’s consumer culture in previous moments,
tendencies that were germinating in previous decades have now bloomed. Today,
capitalism as a cultural force is far more versatile, variegated and pluralistic — it
offers an extremely wide variety of cultural commodities and commodified and
semi-commodified practices and is developing new modes to harness and capture
consumer’s horizontal affiliations, creativity, individualism and “resistance” (see
Boltanki and Chiapello).

Matters are more complicated in the case of Pokémon because it is evident
that while most of the brand’s success (like every other corporate-cultural
offering) is luck (children’s tastes being especially fickle and hard to predict),
Nintendo had based the brand’s development on very careful research into
children’s play and socialization and had sought to design a cultural commodity
that would not merely be another toy but would serve as a medium for kids’
creativity and social agency. As Buckingham and Sefton-Green put it “the texts
of Pokémon were not designed to be merely ‘consumed’ in the passive
sense...[but] to generate activity and social interaction. Indeed, they positively
depend on it” (23). As mentioned earlier, the brand was tailored to appeal to a

vast range of children and its magic realism and the basis of Pokémon on real
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animals ensured a wide cross-cultural appeal. As Allison notes, the games
original designer was motivated by a melancholic and nostalgic naturalism that
harkened back to a childhood of collecting and battling insects in a world lost to
children growing up in cities and apartment buildings (41). The seminal
Pokémon video game mobilized new advances in Nintendo’s Game Boy portable
platform that allowed players to battle and swap their Pokémon if both owned the
device and game, creating “portable public spheres™ of shared knowledge,
discourse and imagination (see Allison). In general, Pokémon was designed less
as a personal possession than as a social medium: it did not seek merely to replace
children’s shared imagination, creativity and agency with privatized commodities
but suggest itself as an expedient, a tool or a vector by which these could be
expressed (Buckingham and Sefton-Green 21-23). This is a commodity fetish but
not in any dismissive sense. As Graebr argues, the fetish is not the perverse
hoarded object irrationally endowed with supernatural agency but, rather, a canny
medium of social cooperation and possibility, although one always forged within
and tending towards the reproduction of extant social and power relations
(Possibilities, 113-155).

Pokémon, we might say, is what Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter
call a “game of empire”: a technologically augmented form of social interaction
that stresses agency and creativity but within a very particular, capitalist-driven
context. Like the large, multiplayer online worlds that have shocked economists

and sociologists, Pokémon emerges in a very particular moment of capitalist
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accumulation. It is a moment where capital is no longer primarily interested in
command over workers’ bodies but is increasingly invested in their minds and the
play of social relations. In this age of so-called “cognitive capitalism” we see the
emergence of “playbour,” the blurring of work and play in the sense that, where
capitalism is increasingly predicated on crafting subjectivities, the clean divide
between labour and leisure begins to erode (see also Kiicklich). This is a
capitalism that, in response to social struggles for autonomy, creativity, authentic
social relations, diversity and a reprieve from the drudgery of white or blue collar
work, has been forced to develop new means of accumulation based on the
capture of the social capital of social networks, flexibility, creative expression and
individualism (see Berardi). As Sefton-Green notes, children’s play with
Pokémon is a kind of social work both in the sense of the time consumed by
learning and performing the fictional and social narratives of Pokémon play.
Pokémon, in this reading, is the children’s equivalent of the creativity labs at the
Google Corporation: a space fabricated by capital where collaboration, creativity,
agency and social relations can be tapped for profit. In other words, it is a finely
honed intervention in the fabric of social cooperation and creativity, a capitalist
form of what Terranova calls “soft control” over social life (98-130). As Randy
Martin points out, this form of power based on “leveraging” impressive effects
out of small, surgical interventions in the chaotic flows of social life obeys, learns
from and advances the logic of the derivative, that consummate articulation of

financial speculation (Empire 95-96).
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But just as the commodification of a thing does not exhaust its use values, so
too does this harnessing of social agency by this more nuanced and intelligent
capitalist structure cancel the very real and important social and subjective work
children do when they play with Pokémon. It does, however, intimate that we
need to reconsider the dialectic of structure and agency a new in light. Iam

suggesting a renewed dialectic of value and imagination can help us do this work.

6.2 - The financialized imaginary of pocket monsters

I want to take up the question of the Pokémon trading card game in
particular. While sales data is difficult to find in English, Pokémon cards have
been in constant production for over a decade and remain a ubiquitous part of the
social repertoire of millions of children worldwide. Nominally intended to be
used in a relatively complicated game, Pokémon cards are typically sold in
packages of between 12-60 cards and the cards themselves represent either pocket
monsters who battle each other, or various supplementary events or effects than
can change the outcome of the battle. Each Pokémon card features the name and
picture of the character as well as a zoological profile and a description and
statistics of the Pokémon’s fighting powers.

What is particularly interesting for me about Pokémon cards is how they
are valued. Among the earliest scandals to plague the brand were accusations that
they distorted children’s sense of value and inspired a fanatical addiction-like

desire in young collectors (Yano 115). Parents asked to pay roughly $5 (US) for a
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package of 10-12 printed pieces of cardboard balked at what many saw as crass
corporate manipulation of their children, a moral panic that spread as certain
“rare” cards (cards are printed in various quantities to ensure some, usually more
powerful Pokémon, remain difficult to find in the randomly assorted packages)
achieved resale prices in the hundreds or thousands of dollar range. In this sense,
Pokémon cards are an extremely refined articulation of the commodity, almost
currency-like in the sense that they have virtually no use value at all outside their
own completely enclosed economy of meaning (Allison 46).

But as critics note, the value of Pokémon cards goes well beyond their
ultimate monetary price. Gilles Brougere’s empirical study of children’s play
with Pokémon demonstrates a wide variety of valuing practices (196-199). Some
children are obsessed with the net economic value of their card “portfolio™ or
collection. But most are generally unaware, or not primarily concerned, with this
form of value except, perhaps, as a secondary justification for their own, more
personal and social sense of value. For some children, a card’s value might be
based purely on their own personal attachment to the pocket monster or situation
represented on it. For others, the perceived (or real) rarity of the card or the
card’s desirability to their peers will lead to a high evaluation. Of course, the
value of cards is nominally defined by their relative power in the Pokémon game,
but there is little evidence children value cards accordingly or even play the game
for which the cards are ostensibly intended. For still others, the sheer quantity of

cards in their collections is important while yet others seek to gain social esteem
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from being discriminating or ruthless collectors and traders (see also Sefton-
Green 149-150). In other words, the value of Pokémon cards is a matter of
intimate social negotiation. Not only are the cards a medium of social commerce
between child collectors, but the negotiation of how cards ought to be valued in a
constant work of social conviviality in overlapping social environments, informed
and influenced by “official” values (Brougere 206-207). The social work children
do with Pokémon cards is a form of weaving a social fabric, a means through
which power relations, affinities, and affects are stitched together, by which social
circles are reproduced not through blind obedience to some preordained and
inscrutable logic of value but through constant, creative, semi-autonomous
negotiations.! Pokémon cards, while a commodity par excellence, facilitate this
creative and agent-driven process.

Indeed, Pokémon cards are also a highly engineered commodity tailored
precisely to render itself a resource for children’s negotiation of value, esteem,
affinity and agency (Brougere 192-193). The cards offer themselves not as an
entirely prescriptive and rigid plaything but an extremely versatile and mutable
social medium, one whose cunning simplicity and relative abundance makes them
almost ubiquitous within many children’s social circles. As Brougére notes,
neither Nintendo nor children have absolute authority over the cards’ value or the
brand’s meanings — it is a market-mediated negotiation between established
meaning and creative play. (188).

Key to the success of Pokémon cards as a site of the semi-autonomous
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play of value is that there is an underlying, more rigid and rule-bound order of
value that stems from the game for which the cards were originally designed.
While not all children play the game and while most children value cards in social
economies that are not based on their value within the game, the ability to
reference a card’s game value (or sometimes “objective” monetary value) is a
critical touchstone for the negotiation of value (Brougére 198-199). In other
words, the determination of value is not merely an act of social imagination and
creativity in groups of children — it is one that is in dialectic tension with an
imposed logic of value. The negotiation of value and imagination occurs in the
shadow of an ostensibly real, foreign, alien economy.

Let us revisit our dialectic of value and imagination. The value of
Pokémon cards is clearly imagined. Even in their initial, commodified form, a
slip of mass produced, coloured cardboard is by no stretch of the imagination
“worth” the money children pay for them. Within most economistic analyses and
many Marxist ones, it would simply be assumed that the “use-value” of the cards,
then, is worth the extra price, and that this “use” is basically “enjoyment” or
“distraction.” But the “use-value” of the cards is really the way they serve as a
medium for the negotiation of value, which is highly imaginative, remarkably
collaborative (if sometimes coercive) and largely autonomous. However, it is an
imagination, collaboration and autonomy achieved through and predicated on
access to the Pokémon card commodity. And that commodity carries with it its

own logic and constraints. While it is possible that children might make radically
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different use of Pokémon cards than the basic theme of
collect/battle/nurture/train/accumulate, these tendencies repeat in children’s play
with Pokémon cards through a combination of the cards’ own material logic (they
are highly collectable and suggest themselves to these purposes) and intertextual
reinforcement not only from other Pokémon media (films, comic books, etc.) but
from a whole society where values of acquisition, competitiveness, accumulation,
and hierarchy are privileged in a million subtle ways. So while children may
exercise their agency and imagination in their play with Pokémon cards, and
while they may use them to negotiate their own social values and reproduce (and
change) their social circles, they do so not in conditions of their own choosing.
As Randy Martin illustrates, under the rule of financialization as financial
logics seep into everyday life in a moment of neoliberal restructuring and
precarity, the financial logic of “risk management” becomes the general mode of
social decision-making and futurity. We are, he argues, increasingly encouraged
to become financiers of the self, judiciously investing our energies, time, money
and capacities into “profitable” ventures. In a world without guarantees, where
the social is merely the staging ground for a private and consumptive subjectivity
we are informed through a myriad of economic and cultural cues that we must
negotiate a world of risk on our own. This world divides the lauded “risk-takers,”
those who prudently play the marketplace of life from the abject “at-risk,” those
in need of ever more punitive and austere state intervention lest they pollute the

market (37) (as, for instance, the urban poor were recently blamed for introducing
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a fatal “toxicity” into the sub-prime housing markets). Here the imagination is
oriented to calculating and navigating a cold world, potential is reduced to an
instrumentalized rudiment and, as Martin puts it, the future is “profaned” and
saturated with the speculations of the present and already mapped and predicted
by a financial logic (3-4). Pokémon both play off of and acclimatizes children to
this zeitgeist. It allows them to develop a sense of agency and an imagination that
empowers them to participate in this brave new world. It is not a crude matter of
ideology, of Pokémon cards imprinting children with an “imaginary relationship
(to the) real conditions of existence." Rather, it is a medium by which children
negotiate their social worlds and develop their own subjectivities within a
moment of finance as capital’s imagination. It is in practices like Pokémon that
we see the emerging ways that the structure of financialized global capitalism
operates in very important ways by and through acts of social agency.

Pokémon cards offer us a site to witness the way social reproduction,
value, exchange and imagination are mutually entangled and how the commodity
is not merely something imposed on us but is an constant work of imagination,
agency and creativity. Similarly, it hints that the sphere of exchange is far from
merely “economic” and rational but is in dialectic tension with the production of
social values.

In this sense, Pokémon cards are a microcosm of broader trends of
imagination, value and culture under financialized capitalism. The dialectic of

value and imagination remains an intimate part of our lives, including children’s
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lives. Capital’s success stems from its ability to influence, constrain, shape,
harness and co-opt this never-ending negotiation. Children’s play with Pokémon
cards is a function of this capitalist domination, one designed to insinuate an
endless and “useless” commodity into children’s elemental negotiations of peer
social bonding. At the same time however, this commodity relies on its own
inability to totally colonize the imagination or totally dominate the negotiation of
value. Pokémon “works” because, inasmuch as it is a commodity with an
ambitious agenda of proliferating its appearance in children’s social worlds, it is
engineered to produce a lack or a latency in the circuit of value and imagination in
which social agency, cooperation and creativity are allowed a certain autonomy.
This nuance demonstrates a new tendency or set of technologies in capitalist
accumulation, a new spin on the dispositifs of capital. Pokémon represents,
teaches and advances new forms of the capitalist discipline of social reproduction
based on the “soft” cooptation of networks, creativity, cooperation, and the spaces
of social reproduction. Indeed, as Allison points put, Pokémon is a critical place
where children learn market behaviour (47), where they experiment with how
markets work. This includes learning both the veneer of honest commerce based
on a limited and naive concept of fairness and market rationality as well as the
more successful strategies of cartels, bullying, extortion, exploitation forgery and
outright theft that really makes the world go round (Yano 117-122).

As Marazzi points out, our new paradigm of “cognitive capitalism” is

intimately tied to financialization: finance relies upon the proliferation of
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commodified reproduction, on the expansion of commodities into everyday life
but it also relies upon training and harnessing the social competencies of workers
(93-95). In this sense, Pokémon is a “critical pedagogy” of capital: not merely a
rote learning of technical skills and behaviours but a reflexive and agent-driven
learning environment where learners form their approaches to the world based on
their own agency and imagination. Pokémon is a resource for the production of
post-Fordist subjects who must on the one hand be highly adept at imagining,
understanding and intervening in the co-creation of values but on the other be
habituated to do so and to exercise their agency and imagination with prefigured
commodified tools. The agency they are cultivating is precisely the agency of the
financial markets: the ability to intuit patterns in the ebb and flow of “markets”
that are always already about the creation of the social, even if they appear to be
about the circulation of objective values. In other words, if finance and its power
are a massive mobilization of the social imagination, Pokémon cards are both a
materialization of that imagination as well as a means by which that particular
form of the imagination is honed and reproduced. Children love Pokémon both
because it offers them a medium for their social cooperation and because it is
broadly consonant with the value paradigm they feel (but cannot express) all
around them — it resonates with an episteme, a regime of truth and a logic of
value, that echoes throughout the commodified financialized landscape. In a
certain sense, just as children have always used play in order to negotiate, test and

“try on” the subject positions they may grow into, children use Pokémon as a
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means to develop a subjectivity proper to their contemporary world of
financialization.

Indeed, many of Pokémon collectors’ value-practices echo activities in the
realm of finance with alarming similarity. Children’s trading of cards is often as
ferocious as it is and imaginative. They will engage in “arbitrage,” taking
advantage in value differentials between two groups of friends to come out ahead
(Tobin 271-272). Often children will “leverage” their own smaller collections
into large ones by tying trades to other aspects of their social lives (eg. betting on

9% &4

the outcome of a soccer game). So too are “futures,” “options” and other highly
imaginative “derivative” trades common: children will trade a card now for the
promise of one, or the “option” to claim a card another child might possibly get in
the future (see Brougere).

We must not imagine that Pokémon cards are merely a tiny part of the
global economy that has no impact on the broader play of finance. While
obviously the value of Pokémon, or even its parent company Nintendo, is of little
real consequence to the massive combustion of value in the financial economy, it
is one critical moment of financialized reproduction, a site where finance as
capital’s imagination flows in and out of daily life. It is a site of struggle where
meaning is forged and contested, where capital’s value paradigm seeks to shape
the way we imagine, evaluate and cooperate. Financialization is characterized by

a whole world of these little moments that, in multiple and overlapping ways,

shape our lives. Pokémon may be a striking example, but it is just a particularly
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good place to witness this process at work.

What does Pokémon, then, tech us about “fictitious values”? That value is
always imaginary and that imagination is always shaped by value. This is a
materialist dialectic and one that is, in an age of financialization, increasingly the
target of capital as a value-paradigm. Further, it begins to demonstrate the link
between the economic and the cultural, the material and the imaginary, the
esoteric and the everyday aspects of social action that move the global economy
today. While the economic system can do without Pokémon cards in a way it
could not do without Wall Street or consumer debt, Pokémon cards demonstrate
the way that the dialectic of value and imagination under finance operates at the
level of everyday life and culture. It also speaks to the way this manifestation of
the economic in the cultural and the cultural in the economic is not merely
“superstructural” but an integral part of the way subjects and economies are
created. Similar complex and speculative economies exist on the level of
everyday life everywhere because people are always negotiating value in the
shadow of financial power, and either making use of or resisting the supremacy of

money.

6.3 - Implications

It is in this sense that [ am suggesting that the condition of financialization
requires that cultural criticism and cultural studies reconsider the problem of

structure and agency in the investigation of both popular culture and culture in
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general. Our political moment demands that we attend with rigor and caution to
this matter. It is no longer sufficient to suggest that cultural commodities are one-
way impositions of capitalist values, a means by which social life is commodified
and by which relationships and agency are reduced to a rudimentary and
routinzied nightmare. Neither is it sufficient to imagine that cultural
commodities (and the commodification of culture) is an opportunity for
benevolent agency and creativity - that the expansion of the market into more and
more aspects of our lives provides neutral resources for self-making and vectors
of the convivial imagination. And while no critics actually take these polarized

positions, it is also currently unacceptable to satisfy ourselves with the soothing
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watchwords of “ambivalence,” “polyvalence,” “nuance,” “complexity,” or
“liminality” which all too often stand in for the need to critically map the
changing nature of financialized global capitalism. Financialized capitalism is
driven by an array of dynamic and reflexive structures that mobilize agency. It is
a system acutely at work on the dialectic of value and imagination, one where the
liminality between “economic” and “culture” takes on an unprecedented political
centrality.

The autonomy of the imagination is, ironically, both the key target of cultural
criticism and its enduring source of hope. It was against notions of Romantic
individualist creativity, against the idea of “culture” as merely “great works,” that

Raymond Williams famously posited culture as “ordinary” and insisted that all

culture is bound up in the structures of economic and social power from which it
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emerges (“Culture”). Yet this gambit was predicated on the possibility that, és
“ordinary” as culture was, it was still imaginative, that on the level of everyday
life people were still imagining, even when they watched television. Even if we
agree with Adorno that there is almost no time, no latency or pause for the
imagination to do its critical work amidst the routinized flows of media spectacle,
deskilled work and hectic (post-) modern life, the thing that sets cultural studies
apart from either functionalist media theory or reductive Marxian economic
determinism is an optimism for and a faith in the imagination. It is a faith shared
by the radical avant-gardes of the 20" century, culminating the in the Situationists
and living on today in the forms of community and street-level art that seek,
amidst the most brutal and commodified conditions, to mobilize the imagination
beyond the present, beyond the given and towards new and different futures. It is
a belief in the value of imagination that, as we saw, was a key force in anti-racist,
anti-colonial and feminist organizing over the last century, struggles borne of a
sense that material oppression and exploitation were dependent on the way we
imagined value and that changing this imagination was critical to social
revolution. Cultural studies, then, inherits and continues a legacy of giving value

to imagination in radical, critical and materialist ways.

''See Bromley on these negotiations in the classroom. Some authors, including
Samuel Tobin (244-246) and Christine Yano (116-117) not the ways that
Pokémon allows male children to negotiate the changing meaning of masculinity
through various phases of their childhood and adolescence, beginning with a more
emotional attachment to a particular character, passing through an obsession with
the battle statistics and relative rarity of cards, through to a sometimes quite
violent rejection of Pokémon as a means to propel oneself out of childhood.
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