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1. Economies of Friendship 

As a capitalist4 economic system, the in-game world 
of Pokémon faces significant challenges. The foremost 
problem is the lack of a useful, tradable currency between 
players. While there are Pokédollars, the in-game currency 
which players earn primarily by defeating other NPC 
trainers, they may only be used to purchase items and 
supplements in the local game and are non-transferable. 
Players are constrained by what they can trade with other 
players: the only commodities they may exchange are the 
Pokémon themselves. Allison argues that Pokéballs – the 
containers of monsters – operate as a kind of currency 
because they “can be quantified, and in this sense resemble 
money.” 5  While an interesting observation, though 
Pokéballs resemble money they do not function at all like 
it. Pokémon rewards players for capturing one specimen of 
each monster.  Duplicate Pokéballs containing the same 
monsters are of greatly diminished value. Generally 
speaking, the Pokéball is at its highest value if it contains a 
monster which the player does not already possess. 
Consequently, the Pokémon series does not have a player-
to-player economy facilitated by a common currency.
  

Moreover, there is no in-game marketplace nor auction 
house for players to buy or sell Pokémon, nor even a system 
for establishing player-to-player trades. With no currency 
or market, Pokémon is severely limited in its capacity, if 
not completely unable, to foster a capitalist system. The 
question, then, is what kind of system do the game 
mechanics facilitate? Despite the significant barriers to a 
capitalist economy, trade within the series is highly 
encouraged. In order to promote trade, Pokémon have been 
released in sets of two parallel versions, each with a 
partially incomplete set of collectable creatures. To collect 
the full set, players are forced to trade with each other. 
Interestingly, this interaction does not play out in a fashion 
resembling a capitalist economy. With a few notable 
exceptions, there is no scarcity of Pokémon within the 
game world. For example, if Pikachu were exclusive to the 
Green version, a player with access to Pikachu could give 
any number of them away to Red version players. This 
transaction would cost very little – a small matter of time – 
for this generous Green version player. In other words, 
players may, at little to no personal cost, help other players. 

4 In Allison’s and others assessment, the mode of capitalism in Pokémon 
is often ambiguous.  

 Newer versions of the series come equipped with 
other possibilities for charitable interaction, and it is 
perhaps no surprise that the Pokémon series facilitates 
charity over commerce. It was, after all, the desire of Tajiri 
Satoshi to create a game that would allow children to 
develop inter-personal relationships. Versions X and Y6 

boasted the Wonder Trade and Friend Safari systems. 
Wonder Trade is a system of random Pokémon exchange 
that connects two – often geographically distant – players 
and exchanges pre-selected Pokémon, allowing players to 
trade away Pokémon they do not need in hope of receiving 
one that they do. It also allows players to send their own 
specially bred Pokémon into the world as gifts. As a system, 
Wonder Trade prevents players from bargaining at all. It 
does, however, introduce two players to each other, which 
may allow them to play together in the future and is 
designed to be a means for making friends around the world. 

 Friend Safari, on the other hand, rewards players 
simply for making friends. By registering another player’s 
friend code with the gaming system, a new area, or ‘safari’ 
is unlocked for the player, wherein they may find not only 
previously unavailable Pokémon but Pokémon of 
uncommon calibre and strength. Interestingly, while there 
exist very few internet communities for players bargaining 
for Pokémon trades, there are many designed to allow 
players to easily trade their friend codes.  Since its 
inception, all versions of Pokémon have had trade 
mechanics designed for social interaction, friendship, and 
charitable acts. What then, is it about the game that critics 
have labelled ‘capitalism?’     

It remains true that ‘getting’ is at the core of the 
Pokémon games. Capturing all Pokémon is one of the 
primary goals of the game, and “gotta catch ‘em all” is the 
slogan. There is no mistake that accumulation is central to 
the Pokémon experience, and a desire for endless 
accumulation of consumer goods is crucial for sustaining 
capitalism. It is also possible that the drive to acquire 
Pokémon within the game is reproduced in the real world 
with other Pokémon merchandise. However, accumulation 
alone is not synonymous with capitalism and the insatiable 
appetite for Pokémon can be fed just as easily by mechanics 
of charitable interaction as by the market.  

The narrative of the series provides a sharp 
counterpoint to the objective of sheer accumulation. In their 
journey through the world, the player character is 

5 Allison, Millenial Monsters, 220. 
6 Game Freak, Pokemon X and Y, 2013. 
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frequently reminded by NPCs that friendship with 
Pokémon is of utmost importance. Good relationships 
make for happy trainers and happy Pokémon; moreover, 
increases in a Pokémon’s happiness directly affects their 
teamwork and fighting strength. As negative examples, 
villainous teams of trainers, such as Team Rocket, intrude 
upon the player’s quest to demonstrate the importance of 
this relationship. Exploiters of Pokémon, who treat them 
not as friends but tools, these villains represent the potential 
dangers of obsession with accumulation and power. They 
provide the player with a model of poor relationships and 
disrupt the player’s journey with their schemes. Ultimately, 
the player must deal with their threat before they can 
continue their mission of acquisition; and, in the end, the 
evil team’s defeat is credited to the incredible bond between 
the player and their Pokémon.  

Themes of friendship are equally prevalent in the 
movies and animated series. Satoshi, or Ash in the English 
versions, demonstrates the importance of friendship with 
his constant companion, Pikachu. Satoshi has even on some 
occasions rejected accumulation by releasing his Pokémon 
when they desire freedom, such as in the fittingly named 
episode, “Bye Bye Butterfree.”7 In this episode, Satoshi 
finds himself trapped between the quest to accumulate 
Pokémon and the principle of friendship: he must either 
release his Pokémon to ensure its happiness or keep it 
against its will. Friendship and accumulation are set up as 
diametrically opposed forces which the player must 
navigate. Accumulation at its most extreme is mass 
enslavement, typified by Team Rocket. On the other hand, 
complete friendship with Pokémon would entail an equal 
relationship, disrupting the hierarchy between trainer and 
Pokémon, master and subject, and would dismantle the 
game itself.  

The tension between accumulation and friendship is 
typical of what Clint Hocking, in his critique of BioShock, 
referred to as ludonarrative dissonance.8 For Hocking, the 
greatest problem of BioShock was the aesthetic distance 
between game and narrative. Hocking describes how the 
ludos of BioShock – to acquire power without regard for 
the well-being of others – conflicts with the narrative that 

7 Pocket Monsters, dir. Yuyama Kunihiko (1998). 
8 Clint Hocking, “Ludonarrative Dissonance in BioShock: The Problem 
of What the Game is About,” Well Played 1.0: Video Games, Value, and 
Meaning, ed. Drew Davidson (Pittsburgh: ETC Press, 2009), 255-262. 
9 Anne Allison, “Portable Monsters and Commodity Cuteness: Pokémon 
as Japan’s New Global Power,” Postcolonial Studies 6.3 (2003), 382-
395. 

immediately demands an act of altruism. In the Pokémon 
series, the ludos of the game – the accumulation of 
Pokémon and power – is at odds with a narrative that 
stresses the importance of mutual respect and friendship. 
The tension between narrative and accumulation provides 
the player with difficult choices as they progress through 
the narrative. Players are only allowed to carry six 
Pokémon at a time to battle, and with each new Pokémon 
captured, which may be stronger, higher level, or more 
exotic, the player must decide whether or not they will 
replace an older, reliable Pokémon with which the player 
has already bonded. The way that a player navigates the 
demands of gameplay and narrative is also reflective of 
their experiences with the entire Pokémon franchise.  

Exposure to patterns of consumer capitalism in the 
acquisition of Pokémon merchandise may influence the 
way players treat their own Pokémon in game. The 
Pokémon trading card game is perhaps the most overtly 
capitalist transformation of the franchise, which, unlike the 
video games, has scarcity, a market, and an objective value 
in real-world currency. Players of the card game may be 
more likely to seek accumulation over friendship. Likewise, 
players with an outside attachment to particular monsters, 
what Allison refers to as “pocket intimacy,”9 may favor 
friendship. Julian Sefton-Green describes the intensity of 
relationship that a boy forms with his Pokémon and how 
this relationship is indebted to the media mix: “Sam’s 
emotional investment in the game…was demonstrated by 
the way he enacted his playing with shouted comments 
such as ‘Blastoise, you never let me down.’ Sam also drew 
on dramatic structures from the TV program.”10 Thus, the 
conflict of narrative and ludos within the game may not 
necessarily breach the suspension of disbelief if the tension 
is present in the franchise or real world. 

A closer examination of the villainous teams sheds 
further light on the ludonarrative problem. In recent 
iterations, villains have shifted away from merely being 
exploiters of Pokémon bent on acquisition such as the 
mafia-esque Team Rocket. They have developed radical 
ideologies: Teams Magma and Aqua11, for example, seek 
to terraform the world by drying up the sea or drowning the 

10 Julian Sefton-Green, “Initiation Rites: A Small Boy in a Poké-World,” 
Pikachu’s Global Adventure: The Rise and Fall of Pokémon, ed. Joseph 
Tobin (Durham: Duke UP, 2004), 158-159. 
11 Game Freak, Pokémon Ruby and Sapphire, 2002 (Japanese release.)  
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