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Introduction



From their creation in 1992, Beanie Babies have captured the imaginations of millions of children worldwide. These soft, cuddly bears and other animals are about  eight inches long and sell for an affordable recommended retail price of $5. Aimed at the 8 to 11 year old pre-teen market, these cute little creatures have insinuated themselves into many areas of our cultural consciousness. That Ty Warner, the owner of Ty Inc. which produces Beanie Babies, could attain such a commanding position in the creation of children’s lebenswelt (Husserl, 1973) is a tribute to the power of cultural creationism in a globalized, consumer society.

Nostalgia and Americana



Unlike the previous wave of popular collectibles, the electronic life forms known collectively as giga pets, Beanie Babies are extremely traditional and fall within the cuddly toy and teddy bear categories of playthings. Indeed, the first major chain to carry them was Cracker Barrel, a down home, all American eatery chain with a country crafts store attached. So, early on, Beanies staked their claim within the Americana nostalgia industry and in the longing for a simpler life style conjured up by such memorabilia. Beanies capitalized on the perennial appeal of teddy bears to the American consciousness. As Guber and Perry (1993), in rationalizing the adoption of bears by Nabisco as the icon for Teddy Graham crackers, point out,


“It is easy to understand the bears’ appeal. Virtually every child 
(and many adults) has a teddy bear he or she can snuggle. From 
the original teddy bear-a stuffed animal manufactured on the heels 
of a famous story about Teddy Roosevelt’s sparing a young bear’s 
life-through A.A. Milne’s Winnie the Pooh stories, through “The 
Teddy Bear Picnic,” Smokey the Bear, and the Care Bears, the 
animal has had a special place in the popular culture. Moreover, 
teddy bears have been trendy of late. Upscale teddy bears, with 
price tags of more than $100, have been popping up in department 
stores” (1993. p. 204).

Within a few short years, resale values of Beanie Babies would dwarf even this figure, with some “rare” editions fetching $3,000 on the “secondary market”. 


Beanies symbolize a rejection of the encroaching power of technology over young lives in the form of Ninetendo, Sega Dreamcast and Sony Playstations, and release children from the thralldom of pre-programmed playthings such as Tamagouchis, Furbies and Star Wars Translators. Beanies allow a return to the innocence of dolls, teddy bears and bean bags, to the comfort of the way things never were (Coontz 1992). 

Kids and Marketing


Initially seen as an entree to their parents’ pocketbooks, kids are increasing being viewed as a marketing sector in their own right. McNeil (1992), outlines three markets that constitute the marketing power of children. First, children are a primary market influenced by their own money, needs, wants, and desires on which “they have well over $8 billion of their own to spend, spend around $6 billion on toys, sweets, clothing, and many other items, and save the rest” (p.15). Secondly, there is the influence market, in which children “directly influence over $130 billion in household purchases and indirectly influence that much again” (p.15). Finally, there is the future  market, in which children re seen as consumers for life who will respond readily to brand loyalty. “If they [marketers] can woo and win the child, they’re likely to enjoy that loyalty for 70 years” (Reese, 1997, p. 50).


The rise of the consumer kid saved many manufacturers from economic oblivion. “Apparel retailers, stung by a slowdown in sales to adults, saw kids age 4 to 12 increase their spending on clothing from less than $750 million to about $2.5 billion just from 1992 to 1995” (Reese, 1997, p. 50). A major factor in this growth was the increase in targeted advertising. as Reese reports, “more than $2 billion is spent on advertising directed at kids, 20 times the amount that was spent a decade ago” (1998, p. 37). Quoting James McNeil, a marketing professor at Texas A&M University, Reese elaborates, “‘There’s not a consumer goods marketer out there that doesn’t address children as either a current or potential market’” (p.37). McNeal’s marketing team hypothesized what an ideal child consumer would look like. They came up with “a confident 9-year-old [girl] with a cute little nose and arms full of shopping bags, emerging from a department store. This combination of characteristics-confident, a big spender, able to cope in the marketplace-seems to summarize well this new economic force” (McNeil, 1992, p.18). It could also be a profile of the typical Beanie Baby collector.

Beanies: Marketing with a difference

 Given the growing share of marketing budgets being spent on advertising to children, it must seem counterintuitive to discover that Beanie Babies are not marketed in the traditional sense of mass advertising or through major retail store distribution. Ty Inc. does not sell to outlets such as Toys-’R’- Us, Walmart, Kmart or Kay-bees. Yet despite this, Beanie sales have grown from an estimated $1.7 million in 1995 to $674 million in the U.S. in 1998. (Goldman, 1999, p. 10). Ty Inc., as a privtely held company,  is not required to publish its sales figures, but was quick to correct the 1998 estimates above as being too low. “Our net income for 1998 exceeded $700” (“Beanie baby sales,” 1999). 


How has this been achieved? Ty Inc. has been careful to “undermarket” their bears in down home, mom and pop type stores, combining global distribution with local  signification. Volunteer staffed gift stores in hospitals are a favorite venue, as are local gift shops. Hallmark stores and Cracker Barrel, while not strictly fitting this model, nevertheless adhere to the down home, local (albeit synthetic) image. This apparent missed opportunity for mass distribution has made good sense in the light of what we know about kids’ sensibilities. David Siegel, general manager of Small Talk, which helps marketers reach kids, is reported by Reese(1998) as emphasizing, “With kids, word of mouth is very powerful. If they don’t like the way they’ve been treated . . . it kills [the product] immediately” (p.38).


 Ty Inc. have carefully cultivated a kids’ network for their products  by controlled releases of new Beanies and staccato-like supplies of existing ones so that kids need to network, search the Internet, and check regularly with stores to stay abreast of the latest news in the Beanie market. Skill at tracking down the latest releases gives kids feelings of power, one-upmanship, and superiority that imbues the actual Beanie with additional significance. It produces a form of “cultural capital” and “distinction” (Bourdieu, 1988, 1984) that allows kids to see themselves apart from their parents and adults, possessing secret powers conferred by market prowess. Kids identify with the irony of their role in navigating an uncertain world of supply and availability, willing accomplices in their own self-marketing, in a process unknown to or only dimly perceived by the significant adults in their lives. Beanies have succeeded in creating a secret space within the world of marketing by providing a pseudo counter-hegemonic product that is in scarce supply and whose sporadic availability demands extensive networking, research, and vigilance to find out where and when the latest consignment will be available. 


Unlike the usurpation of public and personal space that advertising propogates, and the ineviatable reactions to it, Beanie marketing is immune to such accusations. Beanies are, consequently,  shielded from the recent wave of radical activism in which advertisements are altered to critique and circumvent  the intended messages of the advertisers. This campaign of adbusting and culture jamming (Klein, 1999) has produced parody in which “Joe Camel turns into Joe Chemo, hooked up to an IV machine. . . and Apple computers’ ‘Think Different’ campaign [contains] a photograph of Joe Stalin . . . with the altered slogan ‘Think Really Different’”  (Klein, 1999. p.282). By eschewing advertising altogether, Ty Inc. has circumvented any such criticism of its invasion of young minds. It would be wrong, however, to conclude that there is no marketing strategy whatsoever. Since February, 1998, Cyrk Inc., a “promotional marketing company specializing in the design and development of innovative, high-impact promotional products and programs” (“Cyrk reports,”  2000), has handled the promotion of Beanie Babies via the Beanie Babies Official Club. “For a retail price of $10” business director Steve Murphy waxed to Mary Beth Sobolewski (Editor -in-chief of  Beanie World Magazine, ) “a collector gets the entire kit including the membership card, checklist, newsletter, membership certificate, Beanie Baby stickers . . .” (Sobolewski, 1998, p. 19). Cyrk has recently been rewarded with a growth in net sales of 30% for 1999 (“Cyrk reports,” 2000).


The Beanie marketing strategy of selective venues, avoiding advertising, and word-of- mouth guerrilla marketing has resulted in Beanies being less intrusive, less invasive, and less coercive than most of the other products marketed to children which have also become modern cultural artifacts (e.g. Barbie, G. I. Joe, Ninja Turtles and Telly Tubbies.) However, it is precisely because they are less intrusive, invasive, and coercive that they command power to mold young minds in ways that only appear to be spontaneous, self-directed and volitional. Undermarketing induces a high level of commitment by kids to the Beanie market, since their knowledge of Beanies allows them to feel invested in, and dependent on, everything that Beanies represent. Beanies grant kids a level of autonomy and freedom that is both appealing and powerful, allows them to define themselves in unique ways that defy adult notions of childhood innocence, and encourage them to take bolder steps into the magical world of marketing and consumption. Kincheloe et al. (2000) point out that, 


The contemporary child’s access to commercial kinderculture and 
popular culture both motivates the child to become a hedonistic 
consumer and undermines the innocence, the protracted status 
from the tribulations of  adult existence children have experienced 
since roughly the 1850s (p. 392). 

Kids as Global Consumers

Beanie Babies are available globally and so convey their  messages as American models and icons to a growing international  clientele of pre-teens eager to emulate their American counterparts. In the world’s  “27 most industrialized countries, (including the United States) . . . .there are almost three-quarters of a billion children. . . . representing around 23 percent of their total population” (McNeal, 1992, p. 232). Riches undreamed of await the savvy marketer who can penetrate the “90 percent of the world’s population of families and 75 percent of family personal income . . . [that lie] beyond the borders of the United States” (McNeal,  p. 230). After studying North Atlantic and Pacific Rim children’s  minimum average weekly incomes, McNeal estimated that “the industrialized world’s children have around $117 billion to spend” (McNeal, p. 249). Furthermore, overseas markets for kid’s products offer more upside potential due to a lack of saturation and satiation. 


Beanies, as the shock troops of American consumerism, are eminently suited for cultural invasion and colonization of young minds in the globalization of markets. The power of children as trend setters and as educators makes them gilt edged assets in the spread of global consumer culture. “In general, it appears that before there is a geographic culture, there is a children’s culture” (McNeal, 1992, p. 250). Consequently, educating the global child in consumptive ways has a payoff far in excess of the initial investment. If this education was turgid, difficult or resisted, it might be unattractive to global marketers. Fortunately for them, it is yellow brick road paved with profits and pleasures, to which there is no apparent downside. Children rapidly and eagerly embrace the new curriculum of global marketing with verve. Acquiring the cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1988) of the new world order, children dazzle their parents with their new-found articulation of consumer lore. Beanie knowledge gives global kids status akin to the avant-garde of an  emerging culture, as Beanie collecting becomes reconceptualized as an expression of self identification and empowerment. Miller (1987) points out that products create culture just as culture creates products, since we create our identity around the products of society.


Mass goods represent culture, not because they are merely there 
as the environment  within which we operate, but because they are 
an integral part of that process of objectification by which we 
create ourselves as an industrial society: our identities, our social 
affiliations, our lived everyday practices (p. 215).

Children revel in the freedom to both create and be created by the products they choose to have in their lives. However, as  Brady(1997) points out, “It is important to note that dolls and books encode the cultural values of their creators” (1997 p.219). The subtle messages encoded in Beanie Babies include simplistic notions about life, the marketplace, and global harmony. OF even more significance, however, are the messages conveyed by what is omitted. While the American aspect of Beanies is accentuated, most  Beanies are manufactured inAsian factories. No debate or even mention of this fact ever emerges. The world of  Beanie Babies is  a carefully controlled environment, a marketing biosphere in which only certain, pre-selected species of ideas are allowed to flourish. Yet within these confines, children are free to elaborate and fantasize around major generative themes. For many kids, this is a powerful act of self-creation.

Consumption as self-creation

Global kids, rather than being seen as mere pawns in the “McDonaldization of society,” to use Ritzer’s (1996) ominous phrase,  are actively creating their own identities that are beyond the reach of adults. “Consuming . . . becomes a process of ‘bricolage’  in which the self is actively constructed by particular individuals in specific situations but within the constraints of particular sociohistorical circumstance” (Alfino, Caputo, and Wynyard 1998, p. 7). This “self-creation” is a mixture of resistance to traditional power relationships of family and traditional cultures, and a more affirmative cultural creation that grants kids a privileged position in the modernity project that is invading and overwhelming their world. Consequently, Beanie Babies provide world wise kids the opportunity to acquire the “street smarts” of globalized markets and to be interpreters of the new terrain of commodities for their parents and peers. While their parents struggle with the alienating effects of laboring in the capitalist economy, children enjoy the ultimate privilege of  experiencing the creative pleasure of the consumptive act. The pleasure comes, not only from the enjoyment of the multifarious varieties of Beanies, but also from the vicarious association with the freedom of a nostalgic America that they represent. 
Beanies Mediate the Global Village

Beanies are an important mediational tool, in the Vygotskyisan sense of the word, that help children learn about the world that marketers would wish to exist - a world of make believe in the veracity of the market and the supremacy of consumption. “What needs to be stressed here is his [Vygotsky’s] position that it is not the tools or signs, in and of themselves, which are important for thought development but the meaning encoded in them” (Knox and Stevens, 1993, 15). Through indulgence in Beanie marketing and loyalty to the Beanie logo, children are introduced to, 


the euphoric marketing rhetoric of the global village, an incredible 
place where tribespeople in remote rainforests tap away at laptop 
computers, Sicilian grandmothers conduct E-business, and “global 
teens” share, to borrow a phrase from Levi’s Web site, a “world-
wide style culture” (Klein, 1999, p. xvii).

Global kids quickly grasp the encoded meanings in Beanie Babies as a passport to the global village. 


What Beanies Teach our Children

Beanies help children learn, for example, that there are different categories of classification, (ordinary bears and the more collectable and hence more desirable Beanie Bears), a distinction necessary for understanding the relative importance of different types of products based around brand loyalty and imaging. Distinguishing between ordinary people and rich people, undesirable people and mainstream people,  between us and the “Other” is a natural extension of this newly acquired faculty of differentiation.


 Beanies also teach children the impermanence of things, since popular beanies are “retired” after a few months or years, making them more valuable in the Beanie aftermarket. This prepares children for terminal thinking, by which they can more easily embrace the discontinuities that post modern life brings (e.g. cultural invasion, divorce of parents, downsizing, and death on school campuses). The sheer volume of Beanies (there are over 200 varieties) reassures children that Beanies, like the world of products and things in which they are active players, are ubiquitous and pervasive. People, relationships, jobs, communities, and cultures  may come and go, but there are always plenty of things to compensate. What does Elían González need his father for when he has such unlimited access to Disney World and a surfeit of other American goodies? 

     To ensure the totality of the Beanie universe, Beanie siblings, known as Teenie Beanie Babies, have been given away with McDonald’s Happy meals intermittently since 1997. The stir that this great giveaway created became a media spectacle, with parents and children ordering and then dumping McDonald’s happy meals just to get the “free” Teenie Beanie Babies. In 1998, not to be caught short on supplies as on previous occasions, McDonald’s worldwide increased their order of Teenie Beanie Babies from 84 million to 150 million items (Gibson, 1998). This strategic alliance with McDonald’s was more than mere happenstance. McDonald’s has aligned itself with the all American image to become the “ultimate icon of Americana” (Kincheloe, 1997, p. 252), and Beanie Babies fit neatly into this homespun nostalgia in a way in which both cultural icons reinforce each other in their common quest for legitimation as America’s flagships. Corporate synergy creates “cross-promotional brand-based experiences that combine buying with elements of media, entertainment and professional sports to create an integrated branded loop” (Klein, 1999, p. 146). Consequently, it multiplies the effectiveness of  both. 

Beanies: Econ 101 for pre-teens.



Beanies teach children about price, value, scarcity, and product differentiation within a microcosm of Ty products. Excluded from these lessons are consideration of the sheer waste of food (as in the case of McDonald’s), and the supersaturation of young lives with material things. Beanies work at a deeper level as well. Since a retired Beanie can be traded for a price considerably higher than its initial selling price (its initial public offering?)  Beanies have taken on some of the qualities of Internet stocks. The mere hope of increased future values drives prices relentlessly upwards, without any consideration for their real valuations. The “secondary market” as it is known to all Beanie affectionados, plays a vital role in socializing children into the magical world of the global marketplace in which derivatives and other paper forms of value are  traded, legitimated, and reified. This free trade in Beanie currency creates the illusion of both consumer sovereignty and perfect markets, since for a few dollars any kid can rent a table at the multiplicity of Beanie shows around the country and sell or buy Beanies at whatever price the market will bear (no  pun intended). Here, even the free McDonald’s Teenie Beanie Babies can sell for as much as $150 for a complete set. Children can dream of becoming Beanie moguls by testing the limits of consumer  greed for free goods that have no intrinsic value. In the world of Beanies, the cultural message is clear- anyone can become a Bill Gates (or a Ty Warner) through the blessings of the globalized marketplace. Secondary markets have effectively transformed children from being merely innocent victims in the “colonization of desires” (Steinberg & Kincheloe, 1997, p. 8), to active participants in the desire for colonization. This is more than an “affective moment of [power] evasion” (Fiske, 1993, p. 255). By providing the temporary elation of quasi-agency, it inculcates a false consciousness of  economic and cultural efficacy. Thus it succeeds in “depositing myths indispensable to the preservation of the status quo” (Freire, 1997, p. 120). 


Beanienation.com., a major source of information and a secondary marketing site, has had almost 3 billion hits since its inception. (Beanienation.com). Ty.com, the official Beanie site, has had more than 4 billion hits. (Ty.com). The rapid incorporation of Beanies into the Internet commerce of collectibles adds a further modernist dimension to Beanie trafficking. Information about new releases and retirements is instantly available, while current prices and demand and supply factors allow for continuous reevaluation of the value of a Beanie portfolio. Now kids can be like their parents, (or the parents they think they should have) and buy and sell thier investments at a whim with a phone call or the click of a mouse. Technology with a purpose becomes easy to navigate as children learn how to access the world through the pursuit of Beanie knowledge. “The 8-through-12-year-old is expanding his knowledge of and appreciation for different places and peoples, so the Earth and indeed the entire solar system are now fair game” (Acuff, 1997, p.105).

Multiculturalism Lite



Beanies also teach about a synthetic multicultural world in which Britannia bear and Erin bear co-exist in market harmony, devoid of any historical contextualization. Similarly, Maple, Liberty, and Ocito bears can be traded with NAFTA-like ease on BeanieNation.com., without any reference to the tragedy created by the free trade in goods and capital but not free movement of people enshrined in the North American Free Trade Association.


Ty has been careful not to make a black Beanie that in any way conjures up images of gollywogs. Indeed, with Erin, Britannia and Germania Bears, Ty has created Eurocentric icons that are culturally relevant for over 75% of Americans, and provide support for supremacist notions of cultural dominance that could be construed as a form of “imperialistic nostalgia” (Rosaldo, 1989). The European colonization of  North America is reproduced, symbolically, by the inclusion of  these Euro-Beanies and the exclusion of Black and Native American ones. Great care has gone into creating a clean cut image of Beanies that confirms accepted notions of Eurocentric racial purity and harmony. As a result of this careful sanitization, Beanies, unlike Tinky Winky (the Teletubby from England), are not subject to Jerry Faldwell’s wrath as examples of homosexuality. ( “Falwell’s paper claims,” 1999). Nor are they plagued by product recalls such as Matell’s Tarzan figure whose arm becomes erect when you press his lower abdomen (“Mattel stifles Tarzan’s hand,” 1999), or Homies, the tiny Chicano-like figures created by David Gonzales which have been criticized for supposedly creating negative stereotypes of Latinos (“Toys anger anti-gang forces,” 1999). Beanies are politically correct and teach precisely what Rousseau recommended for Sophie- “to guard her reputation and do what convention prescribed” (Noddings, 1998, p.18).

The Multiplicity of Beanie Images



In creating an alternative world, Beanies have provided a varied and multifaceted imagery that constitutes a complete panoply of  representations of a surrogate reality. The new world order, according to Ty, eerily resembles a happy, nostalgic, idealized, parallel reality of Disneyesque proportions. The political complexity of modern American political life is simplified with child-like ease through Lefty (the Democratic donkey) and Righty (the Republican elephant). Children can learn other aspects of social studies by being introduced to the sixties of the Grateful Dead through the psychedelic colors of the Garcia bear, and world peace is acknowledged through Peace bear. They can celebrate the holiday season with Santa or Snowball, Valentine’s Day with Valentina or Valentino (images of Latin lovers?), and St. Patrick’s day with Erin. Easter brings a plethora of bunnies-Hippity, Hoppity, Floppity, hippee, Nibbler, Nibbley, and Ears, and Eggbert, the Easter chick. Spring is the season of Chops, Fleece, and Ewy, while the 4th of July brings Liberty, Glory, and Spangles. Thanksgiving is represented by Gobbles, while a tribute to Halloween is marked by Spooky, Pumpkin, Batty, Radar, Spinner, Web and Tie-died Batty (a production mistake that pushed up its value). For the conservative types there is a collection of traditional teddy bears known as ---Teddies, in six different colors. Notably absent are a Labor Day bear (Rosie the Riviter need not apply), a Cinco de Mayo bear, or even a teacher bear.

Conservative messages



Conservative values are emphasized throughout, especially those of delayed gratification, as children wait, sometimes for months, to see if the latest releases have arrived in their local official Beanie dealer store. Shakti Gawain (“Creative Visualization” 1985), would be gratified to learn that the official Beanie website provides space for a new positive affirmation each day. Some recent affirmations were; “ I know my beanies will always be my best friend,”  “A beanie a day makes the sun come and stay,” and “When you feel down and blue, give a beanie a hug, and they’ll forever love you!”  Since Beanies only hold their value if their tush tags remain  attached and the Beanie is unblemished, deep moral messages of sexual abstinence are subtly suggested to the as yet receptive young minds. Just as teenagers have appropriated words and transformed them into their opposites, (‘bad” now means good, “ghetto” is desirable), so the Beanie brigade have labeled Beanies that have been played with (and consequently soiled) as “loved,” meaning of little or no (market) value. Beanie moral messages extend to the marketplace as well. Brand purity is assiduously guarded when imitations appear. Beanie World Magazine offers tips on how to spot a Beanie fake,  and an independent Beanie verification Web site (BeaniePhenomenon.com) offers a Beanie authentication service. Fake Beanies have been seized regularly by U.S. Customs officials at ports and airports, (Dunne, 1998, p. 33). Ty Inc. sues anyone caught imitating its Beanie Babies. In 1999, a trademark infringement suit was filed against HolyBears, a Houston-based company launched in January, 1999, to help churches and schools raise funds for charitable purposes. If upheld, the courts would “impound and destroy all HolyBears. . . includ[ing] fuzzy critters with names like Forgiveness, Purity and God Bless Texas. Each HolyBear features a Bible-shaped tag attached to its paw” (Hassell, 1999). HolyBears founder Rob LeClair’s reported affirmation carries a transcendental message, “Our bears are little messengers of God’s word, and we will fight to protect them from destruction, even as we pray for their aggressors” (Hassell, 1999). Beanies and good and evil

Beanies have also become prey, as have our disaffected youth, to the dark side (Garbarino, 1999, p. 114). The psychological preparation of children for the darkness of postmodern life is accomplished by a rival strain of Beanies marketed by the Idea Factory Inc., and known as Meanies. Meanies, by contrast to the mortal Beanies, are non-terminating, meaning that they are always current and thus are unlikely to go away. This dark and permanent side of the psyche is embodied in such characters as Boris the Mucousauris, Splat the Roadkill Kat, Hurley the Pukin’ Toucan, Lucky the (one-footed) Rabbit, and Peter Gotta PeeGull.  (I think you get the idea). Meanies, “an edgy alternative to Ty Inc’s cuddly Beanie Babies, aimed at boys 6-12” (Stanley, 1998, p.49), offer an additional dimension to the credibility of Beanies in their attempts to include the full range of emotional possibilities in a self-created cosmos. Beanies, by contrast with Meanies, perform a dialectic function of highlighting the goodness of the world.


Beanies, true to the wholesome image of their creator, embody a transcendental message of hope and redemption. Death is not final after all, since terminated Beanie Babies are resurrected as Beanie Buddies, bigger (and more expensive) reincarnations of your favorite bears. In fact, the Beanie pantheon now includes six generations- Teenie Beanie Babies, Beanie Babies, Beanie Buddies, Large Buddies, Extra Large Buddies, and Jumbo Buddies (the later sell for about $100). Imaginary playmates are redundant when the market can provide you with a steady flow of your favorite, once lost, friends. Thus children are initiated, via Beanie culture,  into a “consumption theology that in effect promises redemption and happiness via the consumptive act” (Steinberg and Kincheloe, 1997, p.11). The spiritual message of the marketplace should appeal to the religious crowd that Al Gore is so anxious to woo.

Beanie Science



Beanies also teach children science through a collection of life forms from dogs, (21 varieties) birds (23 types) raccoons, elephants, buffaloes, puffins, kangaroos, hedgehog, lobster, flamingo, panda, (Peking), Squirrel, (Nuts), Platypus, (Patti), Monkey (Nana), Spider monkey (mooch).  Conservation is taught by including Manny the Manatee, Freckles the leopard, Flash and Echo, the Dolphins, Congo the gorilla, Chilly the Polar bear, Canyon the cougar, Splash the whale, Velvet the panther, and Peking the Panda. 


Beanies go further than mere instruction. They prepare children for the world of academia, certification, and licensing through the Beanie swing tag, the only way to tell if a Beanie is genuine or not. But just as a primary degree is not sufficient to guarantee a good job, the tags have been supplemented with a tush tag (A more advanced form of certification similar to a Master’s degree?) that is sewn onto the Beanie’s bottom. Since professionalism requires regular accreditation to demonstrate continuing competence, Beanie  tush tags are changed each year and now incorporate holograms to avoid imitation. A beanie with a missing tag commands only 50% of the price of a complete one. Let this be a lesson to all who fail to get their diplomas!

Beanie Merchandising



Beanie Babies have revolutionized the rules of merchandising by breaking many of the laws of marketing. Consumer sovereignty, if it ever existed, is as dead as Nietzsche’s God in Beanie promotion. There are no refunds on Beanies, and stocks are usually limited and scarce. Kids and their parents wait in long lines outside of Cracker Barrel at 6:00am on weekends for the privilege of  being allocated a number which determines whether they will be able to buy their favorite new releases. Some stores hold raffles just for the privilege of buying Beanies, while others phone customers to inform them of their limited opportunities to complete their purchases. The hegemony of Beanie culture was demonstrated on June 4th 1999 when McDonald’s introduced the International Teenie Beanie Bears that would be sold, not given away, for $2.49 with the purchase of any food item. This disposed of the accusation that Beanies promoted the waste of food. With the seemingly unstoppable rise of the Beanie culture, it would be no surprise if Beanies supplanted money as a means of exchange and as a store of value, a win-win situation in which Beanie money could be enjoyed and played with while awaiting the next economic transaction.    

The Secondary Market     


Frequent Beanie retirements have also generated a vibrant secondary market that has spawned a whole industry of Beanie shows, Beanie collectors guides, and Beanie Web auctions. Indeed, the presence of such a large contingent of Beanie traders is credited by USA Today as possibly contributing to the meteoric rise of  eBay’s stock price from $I8 to $73 in only a month (Henry, 1998). Clearly, Beanies are also good for the stock market. Beanies have brought economic liberation to the masses by creating a burgeoning secondary market where any 8 year old can outbid or outwit a seasoned collector of Beanie retirees, teaching both the democratic nature of free markets. Beanies and Beanie knowledge are the great levelers. Beanie liquidity in a near free marketplace makes them blue chip investments in an age of stock market uncertainty. No retirement portfolio of college fund should be without a tranche of Beanies.

Conclusion


Beanie Babies provide a complete world in which birth and death, nature and nostalgia, darkness and light, and the hope of ultimate resurrection are mediated to children as a preparation for the adult world. They provide a microsociety whose verisimilitude conflates with adult reality as it interweaves market forces and childhood imagination to create a seamless fabric that binds young minds to the dominant paradigm of the global marketplace. They liberate the young from the limitations of local markets by allowing them to partake in a global hypermarket of trading, accumulating, outwitting, and profiting that gives them feelings of power over and differentiation from adults. This complete world, a microcosm of things to come, teaches children what is best about America and globalization, even down to the Beanie pledge as follows;


We pledge allegiance to the Ty Corporation


and to all those who love it so


and to the tag, for which it stands


one kingdom of happy animals


cute and cuddly, big and tiny


with miles of smiles and


happy collecting for all (Http://www.Ty.com).   


Beanies are also a symbol of the disillusionment with technological dependency, and a harking back to a romanticized simpler age, to “the way we wish we were” (Coontz, 1992, p. 8). Just as the harried parent takes refuge in the down home Americana of weathervanes, saltboxes and wicker rocking chairs, so also the harried child romps in the Elesian Fields of a Beanie world of multiple cuddly toy characters - one never ending heaven of continuous creation by the God Ty Warner. Beanie Babies can best be viewed as a Trojan Horse designed to gain entry into the child’s subconsciousness during formative years. In global terms, Beanies can inculcate notions of consumption, markets, freedom, and inclusiveness that are simplistic, unrealistic, misguided, and erroneous, yet offer a sense of international camaraderie to kids that  is predicated on possessing branded products.


The juxtaposition of simplicity and complexity, innocence and precociousness, lebenswelt and global assimilation  provides a space for children to be multifaceted and to avoid the modernist stereotype of the well behaved child. The global kid is both naive and worldly, a creator of and created by the global marketplace, and an indweller of simple spaces as well as a competent manipulator of technology and power. Beanies have lubricated the wheels of globalization by creating a playground of marketing and exchange which emulates an idelized world market that allows vicarious association with an America of happy, nostalgic, and unwarrented, bliss.


.
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