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Abstract

For a long time, playing games was considered as the opposite of being productive.

However, in the digital age, millions of players produce economic value in the game

worlds. This new phenomenon challenges the previous dichotomy of labor and play.

To understand this new phenomenon, theoretical innovations are required.

This thesis aims to give a better understanding of in-game productive activities from a

theoretical perspective. Based on previous academic studies, I develop a new

theoretical framework upon the concept “playbor.” This framework is an attempt of

combining two theoretical traditions, namely the Ludology tradition and the Marxism

tradition. It is a framework from a ludological starting point toward a critical

direction.

In this framework, I firstly analyze how play has been transformed to playbor. This

process is shown as a transition model by the shifts of characteristics. Based on the

transition model, a taxonomy of playbor is introduced. In the taxonomy, I identify

three types of playbors: unintentional playbor, autonomous playbor and obligational

playbor. Thereafter, problems related to playbors are examined. Problems from which

traditional labor suffers, such as division of labor, alienation and exploitation, can also

be observed in the game worlds. Apart from these problems, I identify a new problem

which threatens all forms of playbors, namely the vulnerability of data.

This thesis is based on my theoretical research from January to May 2015. The main

research method is literature review. Data from news reports and participant

observations have also been used to support arguments.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

For a long time, play was considered as an unproductive activity. According to the

famous definition of Caillois (1961), play creates “neither goods, nor wealth, nor new

elements of any kind.”(Caillois 1961, 10)

In the digital age, however, this idea is challenged by the newly emerged in-game

productive activities. Today millions of people are earning real money in digital

games. They farm, trade and invest in the game worlds. These productive activities

create economic value. In 2007, the global market for virtual items, characters and

currencies was estimated to exceed 2.1 Billion USD. (Lehdonvirta 2009)

Productive activities in digital games deserve the attention of academia. This fast

growing phenomenon challenges the long lasting dichotomy of work and play. The

essences of work and play are therefore in question. Yet at the same time, academic

studies in this field are still insufficient. More research and discussions are needed in

this developing field.

Productive activities in digital games is a significant topic to media studies in

particular. In recent years, with the debate of digital labor, productive activities on the

Internet is becoming a prominent topic of media studies. Yet most of the studies focus

on social media like Facebook and Twitter. In contrast, digital game did not receive

the deserved attention of media scholars, even though it is one of the most used digital

media today.

To fill in this blank, this thesis aims to contribute to this field at the theoretical

dimension. This thesis is based on my theoretical research from January to May 2015.

Based on previous studies, I summarize the theories related to this field and develop a

http://dict.youdao.com/w/insufficient/
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theoretical framework to analyze in-game productive activities. As the first

framework in this field, it can be used by future researchers as an analytic tool. The

theoretical review of this thesis can also give future researchers a road map of this

inter-disciplinary field.

Research Questions

The research question of this thesis is: “How can productive activities in digital

games be understood from a theoretical perspective?” To answer this question, the

previous theoretical understandings in this field should be reviewed. Thereafter, new

understandings should be developed on the basis of previous studies. The research

question is thereby divided into two sets of sub-questions. The first set of

sub-questions focuses on the previous theories, which are formulated as follows:

1. How do previous studies understand productive activities in digital games? What

theories/concepts have been used or suggested to be used? To what extent are these

theories capable to analyze in-game productive activities?

To answer these questions, I make a thorough review of previous studies. The focus of

the review is the theories and concepts which have been used or are related to

productive activities in digital games. By the theoretical review, I identify how each

concept/theory is defined, developed. Relevant empirical studies would be addressed

if any. Thereafter, each theory is evaluated based on its capability to analyze in-game

productive activities.

This part of research aims to provide an overview of this field and to identify the gaps

and blanks left by previous studies. Thereafter, the current progress of this field would

be shown. Based on the current progress, the next part of research thesis attempts to

develop new knowledge and theoretical innovations. Therefore the research question

of the second part is formulated as:
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2. Given the previous theories, how to provide a better understanding of productive

activities in digital games?

This part of research seeks for theoretical innovations on the basis of previous studies.

The innovations should include not only the further developments of previous theories

but also the creations of new concepts or theories. The new theories or concepts

should be able to explain the facts which are important to in-game productive

activities but have been neglected by previous studies.

Structure of the Thesis

The thesis is constituted by six chapters. This chapter is the introduction of the whole

thesis and the research. Chapter 2 provides necessary background information about

this topic for the readers. The importance of digital games and a brief history of game

studies are presented in this chapter. Definitions and clarifications of related terms

have also been given.

Chapter 3 presents the methodology of this thesis work. It starts from the clarification

of the epistemology which guides this study. Thereafter the design of the research is

presented. Research methods and procedures are further explained in the following

section. Limitations and ethics of the study are also discussed in this chapter.

Chapter 4 focuses on how previous studies understand productive activities in digital

games. This chapter is a literature review from a theoretical perspective. Concepts and

theories which are related to this field are presented and discussed here. In the end of

this chapter, the current progress and gaps of this field are summarized.

Chapter 5 aims to give new understandings and theoretical innovations. In this part, I

build a new theoretical framework which includes a model and a taxonomy for
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in-game productive activities. Apart from the descriptive analyses, problems which

are related to in-game productive activities have also been examined by this

framework.

Chapter 6 gives conclusions of the whole thesis. In this chapter, I summarize the

whole thesis and reflect upon the research questions. Several possible directions for

future studies are given in this chapter as well. The final chapter further discusses the

problems related to in-game productive activities. Discussions in this chapter not only

focus on the problems themselves but also relate them to the broader context, namely

the human society of the digital age.
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Chapter 2 Background

Why do Digital Games Matter?

Digital game is one of the most popular forms of digital media nowadays (Spilgames

2013). By the end of 2013, the global population of game players was expected to

surpass 1.2 billion (Newzoo 2013). Of global internet users, 44% play online games

(Spilgames 2013).

A long-lasting misunderstanding is that digital games are time-wasting trifles for

schoolboys in developed countries. Statistics from various origins have disproved this

myth. A recent report from the Entertainment Software Association shows that the

average age of American game players is 31 years old (ESA 2014). Apart from

western countries, many developing countries, for instance India and Mexico, have

millions of game players (McGonigal 2011). 46% of worldwide game players are

female (Spilgames 2013), including the first millionaire in virtual worlds, Anshe

Chung. The population of game players is now global and diverse.

Wolf and Perron state that “the video game has recently become the hottest and most

volatile field of study within new media theory” (2003,1). It is also acknowledged that

digital game is a challenge to previous media studies (Giddings and Kennedy 2006,

129). Against this background, Giddings and Kennedy propose that more new

concepts and theories should be developed to fully analyze digital games and in-game

activities.
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ABrief History of Game Studies

Academic studies on digital games were under-developed for a long period. Although

the earliest digital game appeared in 1952, the earliest game studies can only be traced

back to the early 1980s. Until the beginning of 21st century, digital game as a research

field was still unpopular. Aarseth (2001) calls for greater attention to be paid to game

studies, claiming 2001 as “Year One” in the field of game studies. Unfortunately,

academic publications about digital games did not increase immediately after

Aarseth’s “Year One.” In fact, academia’s neglect toward digital games was still a big

concern in the later publications such as The Video Game Theory Reader (Wolf and

Perron 2003) and Videogames (Newman 2004).

From the year 2003, academic publications on digital games started to grow

significantly. Around the same time, a debate broke out in this field. The debate is

often referred to as “the narratology vs ludology debate” . The issue of this debate is

on how to understand digital games. Narratologists propose that digital games are

types of narratives, or “transmedia storytelling texts” and therefore should be studies

using narrative theories (e.g. Jenkins 2004; Murray 2005). Their opponents,

ludologists, propose that digital games should be studied as games for their own sake

(e.g. Frasca 2001; Aarseth 2004). The debate was later considered a waste of time

even by the debaters themselves. Like self-identified narratologist Murray states:

“Game studies, like any organized pursuit of knowledge, is not a zero-sum contest,

but a multi-dimensional, open-ended puzzle that we are all engaged in cooperatively

solving” (2005, 2)

Understanding game studies as a black or white thing is not the only flaw of the

debaters. Another problem is that scholars of both sides focused too much on the

cognitive and cultural aspects of digital games. Other elements of digital games, apart

from texts, cultures and game rules, had been neglected.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narratology
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After this debate, a strand of studying the material aspect of digital games began to

rise. Apperley and Jayemane (2012) examine the works that belong to this strand and

thereby classified three important tendencies in current and future game studies.

These three tendencies that they list are: ethnographic studies on players and their

communities, platform studies on in-game artifacts and codes, and digital labor

studies.

The importance of labor in digital games has also been realized by other scholars. In

recent years, the trend of using Marx’s labor theory to understand in-game productive

activities is growing. Various concepts, including playbor, immaterial labor and digital

labor have been developed.

However, before taking labor in digital games as a given, it is still necessary to

question whether Marx’s labor theory is capable to analyze in-game activities. Due to

this reason, instead of using the word “labor” directly, the term “productive activities”

are used as a substitute before evaluating the Marxist concepts. “Productive activities”

in this thesis refers to the activities that produce economic value.

Related Terms

Terminologies of this field can be confusing or unfamiliar to readers. To facilitate the

theoretical discussion of the following chapters, a few terms about digital games are

introduced in this section. Further clarifications are made when there are multiple

terms referring to similar things.

Video games or digital games?

Both the term “video game” and “digital game” are usually used to refer to the digital

entertainment programs. Even experienced players may find it hard to tell the

difference between these two terms. But this does not mean that the two terms share
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the same meaning.

The term “video game” indicates the game’s reliance on visual display devices. Wolf

and Perron have pointed out that “of the first half of the term, ‘video’ would seem to

require that game action appear in some visual form on a screen” (2003, 14).

Therefore video games are often played with televisions, computers or mobile phones.

In fact, the screen is not the only possible instrument for visual display. A projector

and a computer without screen can also be combined as instruments of video games.

But the reliance on visual display has not been changed in this scenario.

In contrast, the term “digital game” focuses on a different aspect. It highlights the

feature that the games are digital conveyed. The word “digital” means all information,

in other words data, that is represented in 0-1 binary code (Miller 2011, 15), which,

according to Miller, is one of the elemental features of all digital media.

In this thesis, “digital game” is accepted as an umbrella term for the games involved

in the discussion meanwhile the term “video game” is not preferred. The preference

for the term “digital game” is based on three reasons. Firstly, digital is the essential

attribute that distinguish these game forms from traditional games while the word

“visual” over-emphasizes the apparent difference. Secondly, “digital game” shows the

affiliation of digital games to digital media. Thirdly, the term “video game” excludes

the non-visual possibilities of games. With the development of information

technology, computer games for visually impaired people have been developed. These

games do not rely on visual display devices and are thereby referred to as “audio

games” (see www.audiogames.net/). Audio games still have features of digital games

even though they are non-visual. These games should not be excluded. Therefore,

compared to “video game”, “digital game” is more proper to be an umbrella name.

It is noteworthy that there are two other existing terms, namely “electronic game” and

“computer game.” The problem of the former is that “it is so broad as to include any

http://www.audiogames.net/).
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games that have an electronic component (such as Milton Bradley’s Simon [1978] or

Parker Bros.’s Merlin [1978], neither of which has any visuals apart from blinking

lights).” (Wolf and Perron 2003, 2) The latter is capable enough to be an umbrella

name since all game platforms are essentially computers. But this term is ambiguous

because it is often used by players to distinguish the games which run on PCs from

the games that run on consoles (such as PS3, Wii and Xbox). Therefore these two

terms are not preferred in this thesis.

Game studies or Ludology?

The term “game studies” refers to the academic field that focuses on digital games

(Mäyrä 2008). It is a multi-discipline field that has various understanding approaches

from various subjects (e.g. computer science, media studies and economics etc.).

Among the approaches, there is one tradition called “Ludology.” Ludology is the

study of games and play activities (Frasca 1999). In other words, the term “game

studies” is the commonly used term that refers to all the studies of digital games,

regardless of which traditional discipline the study belongs to. Ludology is a

discipline itself but also a popular approach in game studies.

MMOG, MMORPG or MOG?

“MMOG” is the abbreviation for massive(ly) multiplayer online games. “MMORPG”

is a sub-genre of it and the name “MMORPG” means massive(ly) multiplayer online

role-playing games. In MMORPG, players control avatars as their in-game agents to

participate in activities. It is noteworthy that MMORPG, or role-playing game, is not

the only form of online digital games. Many online games, for example online poker

games, may not need an avatar to participate in.

The word “massive” in these terms is vague and questionable. It is partially because

there is no universal criterion or minimum threshold for what is considered massive.
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Moreover, the rise of multiplayer arena games in recent years also undermines the

importance of “massiveness.” Take the world’s most-played game League of Legend

as an example. 3 million people have played the game simultaneously. But at the same

time, one player can only play with nine other players at maximum. The meaning of

“massive” can be questioned against this background. Due to these reasons, in the

following discussions, the word “massive” is abandoned. Instead, the modified term

“MOG” is used to refer to “multiplayer online games.”

RMT

The term “RMT” is the abbreviation of “real money trading.” More specifically, it

means the tradings of virtual commodities (including virtual items, gaming time cards,

in-game services etc.) which involve real-world money. Real money trading is an

important means for players to convert their products or assets in games into

real-world money. It also facilitates the profit-seekers to earn money by playing

games.

Game companies have different attitudes on RMT. For instance, game companies like

Blizzard and Netease have built official RMT platforms for their games and made it

part of their revenue models. In contrast, Sony, the Japanese company, outlawed all

RMT tradings of EverQuest assets.The RMT activities, however, exist regardless of

whether or not the related game offers such a platform. With the existence of

third-party trading platforms, for example eBay and 5173.com, even if a game does

not have RMT mechanism or the game company does not allow players to do so,

players can trade virtual items using real-world money on these platforms as long as

there is a demand.
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“Gold farmer” or RMT worker?

Strictly speaking, the term “gold farmer” refers to players in MOGs who play

repetitively to collect in-game currency (for example the “gold” in World of Warcraft).

Playing a game in such a manner is called “gold farming.” The motivation of doing so

is usually to sell the in-game currency to other players who are willing to buy and to

pay by real-world money. Many “gold farmers” are hired, legally or illegally, by

companies or workshops that trade in-game currency for profit. These companies and

workshops are thus called “gold farms.” (see Dibbell 2007; Lee & Lin 2011; Zhang &

Fung 2014)

Although it is originally a narrow term, “gold farmer” has been used to refer to all

players who sell virtual commodities or services to other players for earning

real-world money. Lee and Lin (2011, 453) have noticed that in-game workers whose

roles are seller, broker or producer have all been called “gold farmers” by others. A

similar usage can be seen in the famous report by The New York Times, “The Life of

Chinese gold farmer” (Dibbell 2007). In this article, under the name of “gold farmers”,

profit seekers including virtual item sellers and dungeon escorts have been discussed.

Lee and Lin (2011) therefore propose to use the term “RMT workers” to reach a

broader scope and to take self-employed in-game workers/sellers into consideration.

In this thesis, the term “gold farmer” is used only to refer to the virtual currency

producers while “RMT worker” is used to refer to people who work for real market

tradings in general.

Labor or work?

The word “labor” and the word “work” are often considered as synonyms in both

daily uses and academic texts. In Oxford English Dictionary, labo(u)r is defined as

“an instance of physical or mental exertion; a piece of work that has been or is to be

performed; a task” or “work, especially physical work.”
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Fuchs and Sevignani (2013) have pointed out that there is no difference between

“labor” and “work” in Marx’s works. Because both “labor” and “work” in the English

version correspond to the same German word “Arbeit.” Due to this reason, the word

“labor” and the word “work” are considered as interchangeable in this thesis. The

word “labor” is used more frequently in the thesis, because it is the preferred one in

the previous discussions of the critical scholars.
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Chapter 3 Methodology

This chapter aims to provide an overview of this thesis and its standpoints. In the first

section, I present the epistemology which guides this thesis. Based on the

epistemology, the research design of this study is explained in the next section.

Thereafter, the research methods and procedures of this study are presented. The final

two sections describe the limitations of and the ethnics of this study.

Epistemology

As a way of “knowing”, science produces knowledge about the world. Concerning

knowing the world, Kant (1783) has distinguished the “phenomenal world” from the

“world of things in themselves.” In Kant’s view, the “world of things in themselves”

cannot be known but the “phenomenal world” can be. In other words, while the world

in its material form cannot to be known directly, phenomena are observed and

understood. If a knowledge matches the observed phenomenon, then it is considered

as “true.”

According to Karl Popper (1963), what makes science different from the other ways

of knowing is falsification. Scientific theories are those which can be tested or be

falsified, while unscientific ones cannot. A theoretical development is that a new

theory falsifies an old theory. Based on Popper’s arguments, Lakatos (1970) advocates

an advanced form of falsification which is named “sophisticated falsification.” In

contrast to Popper who only emphasizes the importance of falsification, Lakatos

acknowledges the importance of confirmation in the development of science. In the

view of sophisticated falsificationism, even if a theory is falsified, it does not mean

the theory totally collapses. It still contributes to the new theory and lives on the

reformulation of the new theory. According to Lakatos, the theoretical development is
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a three-cornered fight which involves the old theory, the new theory and the fact.

In both of the models above, however, “the fact” is static and the development of

knowledge is only the changes of theories. This idea cannot hold true in social

sciences. In social sciences, the research objects, namely social phenomena, are not

stationary. The social phenomena can shift and develop through time. If so, a theory

which was capable to analyze it can lose its explanatory power. The theory is not

“false” but cannot match the new phenomenon. Against this background, theoretical

innovations are also needed but the new theories do not have to “falsify” the old

theories.

Theoretical innovations do not have to falsify the previous theories. Moreover, it

should be based on the accumulation of previous knowledge. Kuhn (1970) points out

that academic work is a process of collective production. It is a collective work of the

academic community which is constituted by scholars. Even though the studies are

conducted by individuals or small teams, the knowledge they produce is based on the

knowledge the predecessors’ accumulated. Hancké (2009) understands social science

as a debate. In such debates, authors use logic or/and data to argue with each other

(Hancké 2009, 14). Therefore, a new research should join the debate of the

corresponding research field (ibid). In short, a new study or theory should not be

independent from or irrelevant to the previous ones. It should be based on the

previous knowledge, talk to the previous studies.

Research Design

This thesis is designed based on the epistemology above. As a theoretical work which

focuses on a new phenomenon, it is not designed to “falsify” the previous theories. In

contrast, the thesis aims to give an better understanding of the new phenomenon than

the previous theories. Moreover, the theoretical developments of this thesis are based

on the accumulation of previous knowledge. Therefore it is considered as a part of
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collective academic works. It aims to talk to the previous studies and to facilitate

future studies.

To join the debate of the research field, a thorough understanding of previous studies

is needed. Due to this reason, literature review has been chosen as the primary method

of this research. To support the arguments, empirical data have been used in this thesis.

These data are from three sources: previous academic studies, news reports and my

own participant observation.

Research Methods

The primary method of this research is literature review. In total, 67 articles and books

which are related to this topic have been examined. The reviewed articles have been

downloaded from the Internet. The books have been either assessed from the library

of Uppsala University or purchased by myself.

In consideration of transparency, it is necessary to explain how the literature has been

selected and analyzed in this research. The research started with the full-text search of

a broad range of keywords in the online academic databases. Databases that have been

used are Communication & Mass Media Complete, Google Scholar, SAGE Journals,

Scopus and Web of Science Core Collection. In the search process, two groups of

keywords have been used. The first group focuses on the specific in-game productive

activities, for example “gold farming”, “gold farmer(s)” and “RMT worker(s)” etc.

Literature obtained from the first group relates closely to the topic but the amount is

limited. To reach a broader scope, another group of keywords has been used. This

group is constituted by the combinations of at least one game-related word and at least

one production-related word, for example “video game + productive”, “MMORPG +

production” and “in-game + money” etc.

A large amount of articles and books have been found by the keyword search. Yet not

http://ezproxy.its.uu.se/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.asp?profile=ehost&defaultdb=ufh
http://scholar.google.com/
http://online.sagepub.com/
http://ezproxy.its.uu.se/login?url=http://www.scopus.com/
http://ezproxy.its.uu.se/login?url=http://webofknowledge.com/WOS
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all of the results were relevant to in-game productive activities. For instance, the

keyword “game” has been used just as a metaphor in many articles. Due to this reason,

to filter out the irrelevant results, the titles and abstracts of these works have been read.

Only texts which have discussed in-game productive activities have been downloaded

or marked.

After the filtration, a narrow list of literature has been made. To complement the

keyword search, the reference lists of these works have been reviewed. Relevant

articles and books found from these reference lists have been either downloaded or

marked as well.

Thereafter, the downloaded articles and marked books have been reviewed. The

review process has focused on the theoretical aspect of these works. By reading these

articles and books, I have recorded which theory or concept are used in each work,

how the theory or concept is used and whether the theory or concept has been further

discussed or developed by the writers.

Five concepts or theories have been found from the review process. These are

“productive play”, “instrumental play”, “immaterial labor”, “playbor” and “digital

labor”. The first two have developed their arguments based on the works of

precursory ludologists. The later three are related to Marx’s labor theory. Against this

background, I classify these theories or concepts into two theoretical traditions,

namely the Ludology tradition and the Marxism tradition .

After identifying the concepts and theories, the literature collection has also been

classified depending on the theories or concepts that have been used. Along with the

other works which have used the same concept or theory, the articles and books have

been reviewed again in a chronological order. In addition, to make a clear

understanding of each concept or theory, the original works from which the concept or

theory has been created have been read.

http://dict.youdao.com/w/precursory/
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The literature review provides most of the materials for this study. Apart from the

literature review, I have conducted a participant observation from January 2015 to

May 2015. During the research period, I have joined six digital games (League of

Legends, World or Warcraft, Hearthstone, Minecraft, Second Life and XY2). The

games have been chosen because they are popular and recent. To explore the

productive activities, I have produced and traded in these games. First-hand

experiences have thereby been obtained. Even so, participant observation only plays a

minor role in this study. Its purposes are only to be familiar with the in-game

productive activities and to find some examples to support the arguments.

Problems and Limitations

This study has been finished within four months as the thesis work of my master study.

A possible limitation of this study is the access to literature. All the online articles

have been searched from the databases which are free for charge or have been paid by

Uppsala University. Therefore it is possible that there are other relevant articles in

other databases that have not been discovered.

During the keyword search, many articles about “game theory” have been presented

in the search results. To make the results preciser and more relevant to the field, the

phrase “game theory” has been used as a negative keyword, which means all the

literature having the phrase “game theory” has been filtered out from the results.

However, there is a possibility that some scholars have used game theory to analyze

in-game production but has been filtered out by this procedure. It is a potential

problem of this study.
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Ethics

As a theoretical study, the thesis work involves neither controversial issue nor

experiment. The researcher has received no funding and serves no political interest. I

guarantee the thesis is based on my own independent research. All sources of data

have been given in the reference list of this thesis. All procedures of research have

been explained in this chapter.
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Chapter 4 Theoretical and Literature Review

This chapter gives a review on concepts or theories which are related to productive

activities in digital games. For every concept, I introduce how the concept is defined,

developed and applied in empirical studies if any. In the end of every section, I

discuss the concept’s capability to analyze productive activities in digital games.

According to their traditions, the concepts are divided into two families, namely

Marxism and Ludology. Concepts that belong to one family are presented together in

a chronological way. Even so, it does not mean that the concepts are developed

linearly. A latter concept is not a “better version” of the former concept but rather a

concept on its own. Although they may relate to each other, each concept still

deserves to be discussed respectively.

The Marxism Tradition

In this part, I present three concepts that have been used or suggested to use to

analyze in-game productive activities. These concepts are “immaterial labor”,

“playbor” and “digital labor.” The three concepts are derived from Marx’s labor

theory. Therefore before discussing these concepts, a recap of Marx’s labor theory is

needed.

Marx’s Labor Theory

The labor theory is the foundation of Karl Marx’s political economy. It is frequently

used by Marx in his works and remains an iconic theory of Marxist studies until today.

Due to its popularity, interpretations of the concept are various. To avoid

misunderstandings and to facilitate the following discussions, this section makes a

review on Marx’s labor theory, based on Marx’s works.
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In Capital, Volume I (Marx 1867), Marx illustrates “labor” in the following way:

“Labour is, first of all, a process between man and nature, a process by which man,

through his own actions, mediates, regulates and controls the metabolism between

himself and nature.”(ibid, 283) From the citation, it can be seen that Marx defines

labor as the process of producing, instead of the human participant. The later is

referred as “laborer” or “proletarian” in his works. Moreover, in Marx’s definition the

labor process has to happen between human and the nature. Human conducts labor

and the labor works upon the nature, or materials from the nature. This process is

futhur explained by Marx as follows:

“In the labour-process, therefore, man’s activity, via the instruments of labour, effects

an alteration in the object of labour which was intended from the outset. The process

is extinguished in the product. The product of the process is a use-value, a piece of

natural material adapted to human needs by the means of a change in its form.” (ibid,

287) “Labour uses up its material factors, its subject and its instruments, consumes

them, and is therefore a process of consumption.”(ibid, 290)

In the labor process, several elements are involved. These elements are called “the

elementary factors” or “the simple elements” of the labor process by Marx. “The

simple elements of the labour-process are (1) the purposeful activity, that is work

itself, (2) the object of that work, and (3) the instrument of that work.”(ibid, 284) The

instrument of labour is “a thing, or a complex of things which the labourer interposes

between himself and the subject of his labour, and which serves as the conductor of

his activity.”(ibid, 285). Bodily organs, according to Marx, can also be such

instruments. A human collects grapes from vines. He or she cuts the grapes off by a

pair of scissors and puts the grapes in a basket. The human is the laborer, and the

vines (from “the nature”) are the object of the work and the grapes are products of this

work. The instruments of this work, however, apart from baskets and scissors, include

the limbs of the human laborer because the laborer used the limbs to conduct the
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purposed production.

It is noteworthy that Marx understands labor as a process that is only conducted by

human being, and is only conducted intentionally. The combination of these two

conditions, i.e. the conscious work of human being, differentiates labor from other

activities in the nature. “...what distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees

is that the architect builds the structure in his mind before he erects it in reality.”(ibid,

284) What is emphasized here by Marx is a necessary component of labor process,

which is a plan, or an intention of producing that exists before the labor process.

The emphasis on the intention of producing can also also be seen in Marx’s Economic

Manuscripts (1861-63). “Real labour is purposeful activity aimed at the creation of a

use value, at the appropriation of natural material in a manner which corresponds to

particular needs.” (Marx 1861-63, 55).

Labor as a productive process produces two types of values at the same time. These

are use value and exchange value. Use value indicates the utility. “The usefulness of a

thing makes it a use value.” (Marx 1867, 126) Exchange value, is the quantitative side

of value and often presented as a price. It is noteworthy that Marx uses the word

“value” for two meanings. Sometimes it is used as the general name for both use

value and exchange value. Sometimes it is used as the abbreviated form of “exchange

value.”

In Marx’s theory, a concept that has often been confused with labor is labor power.

The difference between the two concepts is that labor means the process of producing,

while labor power refers to the human’s capacity (mental and physical capabilities

existing in the physical form) to produce. (ibid, 270) “The use of labour power is

labour itself. ”(ibid, 283)

In the capitalism societies which are the objects of Marx’s studies, capitalists owns the
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labor process since man’s labor power has been sold to capitalists as a commodity.

“The labour process, turned into the process by which the capitalist consumes labour

power, exhibits two characteristic phenomena. First, the labourer works under the

control of the capitalist to whom his labour belongs...Secondly, the product is the

property of the capitalist and not that of the labourer, its immediate producer.”(ibid,

291-92)

These phenomena, are often referred as “alienation” or being “alien” by Marx and its

followers. During the review of Marx’s works, no definition of “alien” has been found,

but only descriptions. For example:

The material on which it works is alien material; the instrument is

likewise an alien instrument; its labour appears as a mere accessory to

their substance and hence objectifies itself in things not belonging to it...

Labour capacity relates to its labour as to an alien, and if capital were

willing, to pay it without making it labour it would enter the bargain with

pleasure. Thus labour capacity’s own labour is as alien to it -- and it

really is, as regards its direction etc. -- as are material and instrument.

Which is why the product then appears to it as a combination of alien

material, alien instrument and alien labour -- as alien property. (Marx

1857/58, 462)

In the passage above, the word “alien” is used by Marx in the sense of “not having

autonomy on some behavior when one should”, or “not having the ownership on

something when one should.”

The alienation is facilitated by the division of labor. The division of labor means the

production mode that tasks are divided to different people. After the division of labor,

the laborers only do a part of the working tasks repetitively. Human labor becomes

machine-like. “With this division of labour on the one hand and the accumulation of
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capital on the other, the worker becomes ever more exclusively dependent on labour,

and on a particular, very one-sided, machine-like labour at that. Just as he is thus

depressed spiritually and physically to the condition of a machine and from being a

man becomes an abstract activity and a belly...” (Marx 1844, 72)

During the alienated labor process, surplus value can be produced. “If we now

compare the two processes of producing value and of creating surplus value, we see

that the latter is nothing but the continuation of the former beyond a definite point. If

on the one hand the process be not carried beyond the point, where the value paid by

the capitalist for the labour power is replaced by an exact equivalent, it is simply a

process of producing value; if, on the other hand, it be continued beyond that point, it

becomes a process of creating surplus value.” (Marx 1867, 302)

Capitalists accumulate their capital by exploiting the surplus value of laborer. By

doing this, capitalists become more wealthy while laborers remain poor. (Marx

1857/58) Laborers produce surplus value and yet only receive limited wage. The

dialectic between capitalists and laborers is thereby raised by this inequality.

According to Marx, the solution to this problem, as well as the problem of alienation,

is to reject the capitalism way of producing and to embrace communism. In a

communism society, alienation and exploitation are ceased to exist (ibid).

Unlike alienation and exploitation, labor would still exist in the communism society

that Marx portraits. The labor, however, would be reduced to the minimum: “general

reduction of the necessary labour of society to a minimum, which then corresponds to

the artistic, scientific etc. development of the individuals in the time set free, and with

the means created for all of them.” (Marx 1857/58, 706). In the communism society,

production is no longer for necessity therefore human being is liberated from toils.

Self-activities for individual developments would substitute most of labors (ibid).

According to Marx, the substitutes of labor in the communism world, i.e. the
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self-development activities, are playful and free. These activities are portrayed as

follows: “in communist society, where nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity

but each can become accomplished in any branch he wishes, society regulates the

general production and thus makes it possible for me to do one thing today and

another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the

evening, criticise after dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever becoming hunter,

fisherman, shepherd or critic” (Marx and Engels 1845/46, 53).

From this recap above, it is clear that the original version of Marx’s labor theory

cannot be applied directly into digital game worlds. The in-game productive activities

challenge Marx’s definition of labor. Although economic value is produced, the

in-game producing process does not have to happen between human and the nature.

Instead, the labor process is conducted within the information systems.

Moreover, like Marx’s own statement in Capital, his theories focus on “the capitalist

mode of production” (Marx 1867, 90) of his age. In today view, that is the industrial

mode of production in physical factories. After his works, the production modes

further developed. Production is no longer merely manual work in the factories. To

analyze the new production modes, variants of Marx’s labor theory have been

developed.

Immaterial Labor

After Marx and his works, the production modes developed. The new modes of

production are more complex than the factory production, although they could be still

be based on the factory production. To analyze the new modes of production, the term

“immaterial labor” is coined.

The term “immaterial labor” is introduced by the Italian scholar Maurizio Lazzarato.

Lazzarato (1996) illustrates “immaterial labor” as follows:

http://www.baidu.com/link?url=fOEszhJGsNM7yNvGpXBMp-M61B2r1Ho90rvXT0dlGHmHRA_9IQ0lGqHJjPV6ZaJzHiKx2rBc_euUdr47mpBBydkdJlXklR5L0RwmhPUdh53
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the concept of immaterial labor, which is defined as the labor that

produces the informational and cultural content of the commodity. The

concept of immaterial labor refers to two different aspects of labor. On

the one hand, as regards the "informational content" of the commodity, it

refers directly to the changes taking place in workers' labor processes in

big companies in the industrial and tertiary sectors, where the skills

involved in direct labor are increasingly skills involving cybernetics and

computer control (and horizontal and vertical communication). On the

other hand, as regards the activity that produces the "cultural content" of

the commodity, immaterial labor involves a series of activities that are

not normally recognized as "work" — in other words, the kinds of

activities involved in defining and fixing cultural and artistic standards,

fashions, tastes, consumer norms, and, more strategically, public opinion.

(Lazzarato 1996, 133)

Notwithstanding the definition above, what Lazzarato means by the term “immaterial

labor” is ambivalent in his discussion. On one hand, he argues immaterial labor is a

common mode of production conducted in every working task: “I should add that this

form of productive activity is not limited only to highly skilled workers; it refers to a

use value of labor power today, and, more generally, to the form of activity of every

productive subject within postindustrial society.” (ibid, 136) On the other, he

equalizes immaterial labor to the productive activities of cultural industries. Lazzarato

labels these industries as “classic immaterial.” These classic immaterial productions

include “audiovisual production, advertising, fashion, the production of software,

photography, cultural activities, and so forth.” (ibid, 137) In the later discussion,

Lazzarato identifies immaterial workers as “those who work in advertising, fashion,

marketing, television, cybernetics, and so forth.” (ibid,143)

As a critical scholar, Lazzarato links immaterial labor to the context of the capitalism
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society. Lazzarato holds an ambivalent attitude on the relationship between

immaterial labor and capitalism. Both optimistic thinking and pessimistic thinking can

be found in his discussion. On one hand, Lazzarato considers immaterial labor as a

hopeful exit from capitalism. “...I do not believe that this new labor power is merely

functional to a new historical phase of capitalism and its processes of accumulation

and reproduction...Waged labor and direct subjugation (to organization) no longer

constitute the principal form of the contractual relationship between capitalist and

worker. A polymorphous self-employed autonomous work has emerged as the

dominant form...” (ibid, 140) But on the other hand, he admits that immaterial labor is

another labor form dominated by capitalism: “The fact that immaterial labor produces

subjectivity and economic value at the same time demonstrates how capitalist

production has invaded our lives and has broken down all the oppositions among

economy, power, and knowledge.”(ibid, 143)

The definition of “immaterial labor” is further developed by Hardt and Negri (2000).

According to them, immaterial labor is labor that produces an immaterial good, such

as a service, a cultural product, knowledge, or communication. (Hardt and Negri 2000,

2009) This definition is more widely used in game studies than Lazzarato’s original

definition. (see Hardt and Negri, 2005; Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter, 2009; Taylor et

al, 2015) By this definition, immaterial labor does not mean the labor process is

immaterial but the product is immaterial.

Hardt and Negri (2005) claims that immaterial labor holds a hegemonic position in

the contemporary society: “just as in that phase all forms of labor and society itself

had to industrialize, today labor and society have to informationalize, become

intelligent, become communicative, become affective.’’ (109)

Notwithstanding this belief that immaterial labor is the dominate labor form of

post-Fordism world, Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter’s (2009) points out that

immaterial labor has been overstated. “...in our view some of the autonomist theorists
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who introduced the idea of immaterial labor overstate their case and overlook the

material labor on which capitalist production continues to rely.” (Dyer-Witheford and

de Peuter 2009, 31) I agree with Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter on this point.

According to the observation of the western scholars like Hardt and Negri, it seems

like immaterial labor is dominating and material labor has decreased. But the fact is

that material labor has reduced in their countries and then has been outsourced to

developing countries. The society and even the immaterial labor still rely on the

support of material labor.

The concept “immaterial labor” has been used by two empirical studies to address

in-game productive activities. Bulut (2015) focuses on a long neglected group in

game studies, the video game testers. By a 2.5 year ethnographic work in a

medium-sized video game studio in the United States, the work and living status of

game testers are presented. The works of these testers are addressed as “immaterial

labor.” Taylor et al (2015) applies the term “immaterial labor” to describe the

activities of the profit seekers, or in their words, the “industrialists” in the online game

EVE. According to them, the industrialists, are “a broad but often overlooked segment

of the community responsible for generating the majority of capital in game through

their work of extracting, safeguarding, trading, and processing raw materials from the

game world to produce commodities (ships, equipment, etc.) for themselves and other

players” (Taylor et al 2015, 6-7). Neither of the two empirical studies have developed

the concept “immaterial labor” at the theoretical level. In the two studies, the concept

“immaterial labor” has been cited, reviewed and thereafter linked to their research

objects but has not been developed further.

Although “immaterial labor” has been used by the empirical studies to address

in-game productive activities, it is still necessary to question whether the concept is

capable to discuss the in-game productions. Rather than taking the capability as

granted, it should be asked whether in-game productive activities actually belong to

immaterial labor.
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Apparently, in-game productive activities seem like immaterial labor in the sense that

the products are lack of material presence. Yet in fact, most of the in-game products

cannot match the definition of immaterial goods. A virtual weapon is neither a service,

nor the cultural part of a material commodity. These virtual items are commodities

with value by themselves. In addition, as mentioned by Taylor et al (2015), virtual

commodities are often produced by processing virtual raw materials. A virtual sword

can be made by virtual ores with the player’s casting labor. Even though the process is

a simulation of real world casting, the process is still a tedious manual production,

rather than service or communication.

Taking these facts into consideration, virtual items are more close to material goods.

The productions of virtual items resemble material labor more than immaterial labor.

Therefore it is not preferable to analyze them as “immaterial labor.” When it comes to

in-game productions, “immaterial labor” is only capable to analyze the virtual

services for example game testing and in-game bodyguard. In other words, the

explanatory power of the concept “immaterial labor” is limited in the game worlds.

Playbor

Kücklich (2005) introduces the concept playbor. This concept aims to describe a new

hybrid of work and play, especially in the realm of digital games. “The relationship

between work and play is changing, leading, as it were, to a hybrid form of

‘playbour’.” (Kücklich 2005, 1)

Kücklich uses the case of “modding” to support his argument. “Mods” mean

computer game modifications. In discussions of game studies, it particularly refers to

the game modifications that are made voluntarily by users instead of by the original

developers. “The growing number of players who are not content just to consume

games, but prefer to create their own games using the tools provided by the games’

https://www.google.se/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCYQFjAB&url=http://scholar.google.com/citations?user=uGrow7EAAAAJ&hl=en&ei=6sUSVdHjM8PMygPbhoKgBQ&usg=AFQjCNFlxFhyyjjqVwUcG8gLJQuJE2Glpw&sig2=DY5UnV5S9n5_OamzSRLTbg&bvm=bv
https://www.google.se/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCYQFjAB&url=http://scholar.google.com/citations?user=uGrow7EAAAAJ&hl=en&ei=6sUSVdHjM8PMygPbhoKgBQ&usg=AFQjCNFlxFhyyjjqVwUcG8gLJQuJE2Glpw&sig2=DY5UnV5S9n5_OamzSRLTbg&bvm=bv
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manufacturers, or, in the absence of these, creating their own tools and utilities.”

(ibid)

However, in my view, “modding” is not a proper example for this argument. It is

because the process of “modding” is nearly a pure work rather than a hybrid between

work and play. It is a process of game developing rather than game playing. To

produce a good mod, the designer needs to work outside of the game worlds, spending

hours on design soft-wares like 3DMax or Maya. The process demands professional

skills and cannot happen in the game worlds during playing. It is more proper to

understand “modding” as voluntary work than as the hybrid of work and play.

This case reveals a common confusion in game studies, which is to confuse

game-related work with “play.” Therefore it is particularly necessary to clarify that

the game related works, e.g. coding, copy-writing and visual design, are not “playing”

from the very beginning. Regardless of whether they are voluntarily done or not, these

activities are high-demanding and around the games instead of activities in the games

worlds.

To avoid this confusion, I distinguish game-related works (e.g. game developing,

designing and tutorial writing) from the actual “playbor” (e.g. gold farming, RMT

working and in-game services), or to distinguish “labor around games” from “labor in

games.” Under this consideration, the voluntary game developments like modding,

should be referred as “game-related work” or “labor around game” and are thereby

not the focus of the thesis.

“Playbor” as a concept is further developed by Joyce Goggin. Goggin (2011)

proposes that “playbor” is a part of the general trend of the merging of work and play.

On one hand, organizations introduce fun, play and games into workplace to increase

productivity. On the other hand, playful activities become labor-like. Work and play

therefore intrude the spheres which they are thought to occupy. (Goggin 2011, 357)

http://www.ephemerajournal.org/authors/joyce-goggin
http://www.ephemerajournal.org/authors/joyce-goggin
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Goggin (2011) applies this concept to analyze gold farming activities. He links

Kücklich’s discussion to previous empirical studies on gold farming (e.g. Dibbell

2006, Dibbell 2007, Bowers 2010). Goggin is not satisfied by the simple statement

that “work and play are now blurred.” Instead, he ruminates on the essences of work

and play. “Likewise, whether or not something counts as mere ‘play’ as opposed to

work hinges not only on the question of wages but also on the question of agency:

who decides when I will work? Do I have a choice? Is there a purposive goal such as

writing an exam or building a house, or am I taking on an activity purely for the sake

of my own amusement?” (ibid, 359)

In the end, Goggin (2011) points out the blank of this field and suggests the direction

for future studies in this field. “Given the subjective nature of the experience of play,

as well as the variety of circumstances in which play and work are currently

converging, providing a systematic account of the implications, problems and

potentials of these different forms of blurring would require ongoing research over an

extended period of time. It also remains to be seen what the societal impact of

merging the spheres of play and labour will be, and if the effects will vary depending

on the activity performed.” (ibid, 367) In other words, a theoretical framework is

needed to analyze the blurred form of play and labor. Moreover, given the diversity of

productive activities, a taxonomy should be built instead of generalizing all activities

as a homogeneous whole.

Compared to other concepts, “playbor” is more preferable to discuss in-game

productive activities. It focuses particularly on productive activities in the game

worlds and understands in-game productive activities as a hybrid between labor and

play, rather than only focusing on the labor-related problems. The discussion of

“playbor” is precisely the center of the debate about in-game productions, i.e. the

blurred work and play and the essences of work and play.

http://www.ephemerajournal.org/authors/joyce-goggin
https://www.google.se/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCYQFjAB&url=http://scholar.google.com/citations?user=uGrow7EAAAAJ&hl=en&ei=6sUSVdHjM8PMygPbhoKgBQ&usg=AFQjCNFlxFhyyjjqVwUcG8gLJQuJE2Glpw&sig2=DY5UnV5S9n5_OamzSRLTbg&bvm=bv
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Digital Labor

In-game productive activities have been mentioned as “digital labor” by scholars (e.g.

Dyer-Witheford 2009, Apperley and Jayemane 2012), but so far there is no research

that actually analyzes in-game productions by this concept. Due to its relevance and

popularity, the term “digital labor” is still presented in this section. Its capability to

analyze in-game productions is also discussed.

The rise of the concept “digital labor” can be traced back to 2009 when the

conference “Digital Labour: Workers, Authors, Citizens” was held. Papers from this

conference were gathered into a collection under the same name (Burston,

Dyer-Witheford and Hearn ed, 2010). However, in this collection, no agreed

definition of “digital labor” is given. The editors state that “...Digital Labour Group

was not so much to propose a stable object of inquiry with the phrase ‘digital labour’

or to police its meanings, but, rather, to interrogate the ways in which the changing

conditions of digital capitalism...” (ibid, 215) Therefore, in the collection, “digital

labor” is used by scholars to refer to activities of various actors including IT industry

employees, online content creators, media users and factory workers in China etc,

meanwhile the definition is absent.

Later, the concept is largely developed by Christian Fuchs. He makes most detailed

discussions about this concept by “What is Digital Labour?” (Fuchs and Sevignani

2013) and Digital Labour and Karl Marx (Fuchs 2014). In the latter work, he defines

“digital labor” as follows:

...These examples outline various forms of labour associated with the

ICT industry. They differ in amount in regard to the levels of payment;

health risks; physical, ideological and social violence; stress; free time;

overtime; and the forms of coercion and control the workers are

experiencing, but all have in common that human labour-power is
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exploited in a way that monetarily benefits ICT corporations and has

negative impacts on the lives, bodies or minds of workers. The forms of

labour described in this book are all types of digital labour because they

are part of a collective work force that is required for the existence,

usage and application of digital media. What defines them is not a

common type of occupation, but rather the industry they contribute to

and in which capital exploits them. (ibid, 4)

According to this definition, the decisive factor which makes “digital labor” as

particular as it is, is neither the form of labor or the site of labor. Any productive

activity is “digital labor” as long as it can benefit the ICT industries, or the“digital

media capitalism” in Fuchs’s words. In other words, rather the term “digital labor”

focuses on the productive activity’s relation to capitalism. More specifically, Fuchs’

focus is how these productive activities are alienated and exploited by “digital media

capitalism.” Digital labor, according to Fuchs, is multi-fold alienated. The laborer is

alienated from the objects of labor, the instruments of labor and the products of labor.

(Fuchs and Sevignani 2013, 258-59)

Different forms of digital labor, according to Fuchs, are connected in an international

division of digital labor (Fuchs 2014). “The international division of digital labour

(IDDL) is a division of labour that involves various forms of labour, exploitation and

modes of production that are organized in different parts of the world, are partly

anonymously networked with each other and all form necessary elements for the

production, usage and application of digital media.” (ibid, 354)

As a fundamentalism Marxist, Fuchs advocates a “return of Karl Marx” (ibid, 9). So

unsurprisingly, the solution he gives to the problems above, is to exit the commercial

digital media and to build a digital communism society. “A humanization of the

Internet requires a communist Internet in a communist society, an Internet that is not

controlled by the logic of capital and by private profit making, but an Internet that is
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controlled by all users, benefits all users and is grounded in the logic of the

information gift that is inexhaustible by consumption and accessible to all without

payments, the logic of common access to technology and knowledge, common

production, common ownership, common control, common interests beyond class,

common benefits – the logic of the commons = the reality of communism.” (Fuchs

and Sevignani 2013, 292)

As a part of the ICT industries, digital games can be analyzed by the theory “digital

labor”. However, before directly expanding Fuchs’ discussions into the game worlds,

there are two facts about this theory which should be aware of. Firstly, the final part

of Fuchs’ theory, namely digital communism, is an ideological vision of the future

which is not supported by logical arguments or empirical data. Due to this reason, the

discussion about digital communism is avoided in the following chapters of this thesis.

Secondly, although the theory has been named “digital labor”, it has not paid enough

attention on the digital elements of the productions. The productions are analyzed

under the framework of traditional labor, without examining the possible new

problems or characteristics related to digital media. Therefore in my view, although

the theory can be used to analyze in-game productive activities, the discussion should

attempt to explore more new features instead of staying in the realm of traditional

Marxism framework.

The Ludology Tradition

The emergence of in-game productive activities have also been noticed by the

ludologists. As the native scholars of game and play, they understand in-game

productive activities as particular forms of play. Two concepts, namely “instrumental

play” and “productive play” have been used by them to address in-game productive

activities.

Like other ludological theories, “instrumental play” and “productive play” develop
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their discussions upon two classic texts: Huizinga’s Homo Ludens (1955) and Callois’

Man, Play, and Games (1961). These two texts lay the foundation of discussion and

shape the ethos of Ludology. To better understand the concepts, a briefly review of

these two texts should be provided.

Huizinga and Caillois

In Homo Ludens (1955), Huizinga discusses the essences of play and the importance

of play to the human civilization. Huizinga considers play “as a special form of

activity, as a ‘significant form’ , as a social function”(1955, 10). According to him,

various elements of civilization, for example law, war, poem and art, are related to if

are not generated from play (ibid).

Huizinga defines play as follows: “as play is a voluntary activity or occupation

executed within certain fixed limits of time and place, according to rules freely

accepted but absolutely binding, having its aim in itself and accompanied by a feeling

of tension, joy and the consciousness that it is ‘different’ from ‘ordinary life’ .” (ibid,

28)

Several characteristics which are essential to play have been identified by Huizinga.

These characteristics include (1) “play is free, is in fact freedom” ; (2) “play is not

‘ordinary’ or ‘real’ life” ; (3) “its secludedness, its limitedness” ; (4) “the

disinterestedness of play” ; (5) “it creates order, is order.” (ibid, 13-16) The five

characteristics distinguish play from other activities. Among these characteristics,

“freedom”/“voluntariness” is the most important one. Huizinga states that “all play is

a voluntary activity. Play to order is no longer play.” (ibid 13) Based on the

characteristics, Huizinga illustrates “play” as follows:

Summing up the formal characteristics of play we might call it a free activity

standing quite consciously outside “ordinary” life as being “not serious”, but
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at the same time absorbing the player intensely and utterly. It is an activity

connected with no material interest, and no profit can be gained by it. It

proceeds within its own proper boundaries of time and space according to

fixed rules and in an orderly manner. It promotes the formation of social

groupings which tend to surround themselves with secrecy and to stress their

difference from the common world by disguise or other means.(ibid 13)

From this passage above, it can be seen that Huizinga regards play as a form of

activity which is free from both the intention of being productive (“material interest”)

and the result of being productive (“profit”). In other words, play as a form of activity

is totally unproductive in Huizinga’s view.

The discussion of Huizinga’s is later continued by the French sociologist Roger

Caillois. In 1961, Caillois’ book Man, Play and Games was published in English. The

book addresses topics including the definition of play, the classification of play and

the social functions of play from the perspective of sociology.

Caillois questions Huizinga’s idea which “views play as action denuded of all material

interest.” (Caillois 1961, 5) He points out that “In certain of its manifestations, play is

designed to be extremely lucrative or ruinous.” (ibid) To support his argument,

Caillois presents the cases of “games of chance, for example, gambling houses,

casinos, racetracks and lotteries.” (ibid) These “games of chance” are not only

profitable but also deeply intertwined with material interest. Caillois reminds that

these profitable games should not be omitted from the discussion of play.

However, it is noteworthy that Caillois still understands play as unproductive.

Notwithstanding the profitable games, Caillois points out that, during these processes,

“property is exchanged, but no goods are produced.” (ibid) In other words, according

to Caillois, play is still unproductive.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roger_Caillois
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roger_Caillois
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In Caillois’ view, unproductive is the core characteristic of play. Caillois states that “A

characteristic of play, in fact, is that it creates no wealth or goods, thus differing from

work or art. At the end of the game, all can and must start over again at the same point.

Nothing has been harvested or manufactured, no masterpiece has been created, no

capital has accrued. Play is an occasion of pure waste: waste of time, energy,

ingenuity, skill, and often of money for the purchase of gambling equipment or

eventually to pay for the establishment.” (ibid, 5-6)

Like Huizinga, Caillois highlights the importance of freedom to game play: “There is

also no doubt that play must be defined as a free and voluntary activity, a source of

joy and amusement.” (ibid, 6) “...the player devotes himself spontaneously to the

game, of his free will and for his pleasure, each time completely free to choose retreat,

silence, meditation, idle solitude, or creative activity.” (ibid)

In addition, Caillois identified characteristics which he concerns as essential to play.

These characteristics are:

1. Free: in which playing is not obligatory; if it were, it would at once

lose its attractive and joyous quality as diversion;

2. Separate: circumscribed within limits of space and time, defined and

fixed in advance;

3. Uncertain: the course of which cannot be determined, nor the result

attained beforehand, and some latitude for innovations being left to the

player's initiative;

4. Unproductive: creating neither goods, nor wealth, nor new elements of

any kind; and, except for the exchange of property among the players,

ending in a situation identical to that prevailing at the beginning of the

game;

5. Governed by rules: under conventions that suspend ordinary laws, and

for the moment establish new legislation, which alone counts;
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6. Make-believe: accompanied by a special awareness of a second reality

or of a free unreality, as against real life. (ibid, 9-10)

This list resonate Huizinga’s analysis and can be considered as an expansion of

Huizinga’s discussion.

Apart from these characteristics, Caillois develops a taxonomy between paidia and

ludus. These two terms can be understood as the two opposite poles of a continuum of

game play. “At one extreme an almost indivisible principle, common to diversion,

turbulence, free improvisation, and carefree gaiety is dominant. It manifests a kind of

uncontrolled fantasy that can be designated by the term paidia. At the opposite

extreme, this frolicsome and impulsive exuberance is almost entirely absorbed or

disciplined by a complement...I call the second component ludus.” (ibid, 13)

In other words, paidia represents the freest form of play. Meanwhile, ludus refers to

the disciplinary tendency of play. Ludus is a metamorphosis form of paidia.

Compared to paidia play (for example, children mocking), ludus play (for example,

chess and poker) are more organized, more disciplined, more rule-based, or even more

civilized in Caillois’ words. “Such a primary power of improvisation and joy, which I

call paidia, is allied to the taste for gratuitous difficulty that I propose to call ludus, in

order to encompass the various games to, without exaggeration, a civilizing quality

can be attributed. In fact, they reflect the moral and intellectual values of a culture, as

well as contribute to their refinement and development.” (ibid, 27)

To sum up, Huizinga and Caillois, both of the precursory ludologists, have focused on

the essences of play and have identified the basic characteristics of play. Their

understandings are close to each other with minor differences. They both consider

play as incompatible with labor. To both of them, play is inherently unproductive.

These understandings later become the foundation of ludological discussions.
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In the recent years, however, productive activities start to emerge in digital games.

The in-game productions directly challenge the traditional understanding of

ludologists. These productive activities are profitable but still have the characteristics

of play. The dichotomy between labor and play can no longer hold true. Against this

background, new concepts start to emerge in the ludological studies.

Instrumental Play

The phrase “instrumental play” is originally used by Taylor (2003) to describe the

play mode of “power gamers” in the game EverQuest. Unlike casual players who play

the game for fun, the “power gamers” play the game too seriously and care more

about win and achievement. Taylor later describes this style of play as “efficient,

almost quantitative orientation.” (2006)

Normal players often consider “instrumental play” and “power gamers” as harmful to

the game and players’ community. Some of them believe that “instrumental play”

destroys the authentic fun of game and corrupts the authentic game space (Taylor

2003, 310).

Behind this accusation, it is still the idea that play should be totally unproductive and

be totally separated from labor. Taylor identifies this idea as “an overly dichotomized

model in which leisure rests on one side and labor on another.” (ibid) Instead of

accepting the simple dichotomy between labor and play, Taylor highlights the

complex pleasure of play and suggests the meaning of game is more than merely

“fun.” Against this background, Taylor proposes that “We need expansive definitions

of play to account for the variety of participants’ pleasurable labor and activity. Those

definitions must encompass both casual and more hard-core gamers. Suggesting that

games are always simply about ‘fun’ (and then endlessly trying to design that fun) is

likely to gloss over more analytically productive psychological, social, and structural

components of games.” (Taylor 2006, 70)
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The discussion on “instrumental play” is later extended by Sicart (2011). Sicart

defines “instrumental play” as “the process of playing for other means, as play

subordinated to the goals and rules and systems of the game. In this sense, play is

subordinate to reason, to the logic of achievement and progression externally

determined by the player.” (2011, 12) In general, Sicart holds a negative attitude on

the rise of instrumental play. He believes that play “cannot, and ought not to be

instrumentalized.” (ibid, 14).

Sicart considers the rise of instrumental play as the result of the influence of

“proceduralists.” According to Sicart, proceduralists are a group of scholars and game

designers who believe the meaning of a game is in its rules. These people and their

“proceduralism” belief turn play into an instrumental action. “Proceduralism enforces

a type of instrumental play that eliminates the need for a player as an active

configurator of the meaning of the game.” (ibid, 12) “If we can formally define the

properties of a game and in them embed meaning, then designers will be able to

provide players with guided experiences in which the very act of play is controlled

and oriented. Play is instrumentally guided toward the completion of goals that ensure,

by means of the objectively and scientifically solid procedural elements of the game.”

(ibid, 13)

Sicart believes players’ actions are more important than the pre-designed game rules.

He opposes these proceduralists since they deny “the capacity for players to affect the

game with their virtues” (ibid, 13). In contrast, Sicart’s standpoint is that play

“belongs to players, and the games’ meaning resides in the actions of players” (ibid,

14).

Here I have to point out that Sicart’s arguments are inherently self-contradictory. If

any one of his argument holds true, then another argument would be falsified. For

example, if players’ actions are as important as he claims, then proceduralists can
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never lead to the prevalence of instrumental play. Because regardless of how

instrumentally-oriented the game is designed, players themselves can decide whether

to play it instrumentally or not. Then instrumental play could be the players’ choice

instead of only the fault of proceduralists.

Besides, Sicart’s arguments can be refuted by Taylor’s earlier ethnographic data. In

Taylor’s studies (2003, 2006), it is the “power gamers” themselves, rather than the

game designers, who turn play into an instrumental activity. Considering these facts, I

suggest that it is improper to understand instrumental play as something merely

caused by “proceduralists.” Both players’ actions and the game designs have their

influences on game play.

Whitson (2012) has also noticed the prevalence of instrumental play in the digital

realm. She point outs that“instrumental play is a dominant form of play in most digital

games” (ibid, 104). From Whitson’s view, “instrumental play is not inherently

negative... But, instrumental play is commonly coupled with the shift in thinking that

play can - and should - be productive.” (ibid, 86)

Instead of understanding instrumental play as simply good or bad, Whitson proposes

to evaluate the specific situation. If the players are “aware of and complicit in this

production” (ibid), instrumental play is not harmful. However, if “the forms of

production are less transparent or completely hidden from players” (ibid), then

instrumental play can be problematic.

Whitson addresses an interesting fact that instrumental play is more apt to be

observed in particular games. The popular online game World of Warcraft (WoW) is

mentioned here as an example. “In WoW, nearly every player is now a power gamer,

using highly advanced statistical tools to quantify their play experience and determine

the most efficient route to success.” (ibid, 102) Meanwhile in other games like

EverQuest, instrumental play is just a play style for a relatively small number of
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players. (ibid)

Whitson analyzes this fact by Caillios’s concepts of paidia and ludus. As mentioned in

the last section, ludus refers to structured, organized play with clear rules while paidia

refers to free style play without a clear goal. In this view, WoW is a game which

encourages ludus more than paidia.

This conclusion, however, overlooks the fact that ludus and paidia are a group of

concepts which are coined to describe traditional plays. Neither ludus nor paidia

should be productive. Due to this reason, the activities of “power gamers” cannot be

simply understood in the dichotomy of ludus and paidia. The in-game productive

activities are already beyond the taxonomy of traditional play.

Apart from the mechanism of specific games which encourages ludus more than

paidia, Whitson notices that instrumental play has been facilitated by digital media.

“...within digital spaces and digital games in particular it is relatively easy to enable

hyper-rationalized forms of social organization, especially those predicated upon

surveillance and quantification...” (ibid, 104)

From the paragraphs above, it can be seen that scholars have different views on the

core issues of instrumental play. The scholars provide different explanations about the

driving factor behind instrumental play. Sicart believes that the emergence of

instrumental play is caused by game designers and their ideology. Taylor highlights

that the intention of players themselves has contributed to instrumental play. Whitson

addresses the impact of the digital environment which facilitates instrumental play. In

my view, these factors complement to each other. All of these factors contribute to the

prevalence of instrumental play.

The attitudes to instrumental play are also various. Taylor is tolerant to instrumental

play in general and admits the diversity of playing modes. Sicart is against any form
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of instrumental play and believes it distorts games. Meanwhile, Whitson accepts

instrumental play conditionally, as long as the players are aware and complicit. In my

view, players have their freedom to play a game by the way they prefer. But

instrumental play can be problematic in many cases, even if it is aware and complicit.

An example is the slavery-like gold farming activities. Although the gold farmers are

aware of and complicit with these productive activities, gold farming remains a

problematic phenomenon.

As a concept, “instrumental play” is valuable in the sense of identifying an important

characteristic of in-game productive activities, namely instrumentality. But it is still

noteworthy that not all in-game productive activities share the instrumental

characteristic. The concept “instrumental play” is capable to explain some of in-game

productive activities for example gold farming and RMT working. The gold farmers

and RMT workers play the games in an instrumental manner to collect money

efficiently. Meanwhile some of in-game productive activities cannot be analyzed by

the concept “instrumental play.” For instance, in many games, even if a player has not

played the game instrumentally, virtual commodities can still be accumulated during

game playing. These productive activities which are unintentional cannot be explain

by the concept “instrumental play.”

In addition, when analyzing the in-game productive activities by the concept

“instrumental play”, it should be aware that these activities are not merely

instrumental, but a comblination of instrumental play and productive play.

Instrumental play as a sole process is not necessarily productive.
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Productive Play

Pearce raises a notion of “productive play” “in which creative production for its own

sake (as opposed to production for hire) is an active and integral part of play activities,

particularly those enabled by network.” (2006, 18) The term “productive play” here is

coined to refute the definitions of the canonical ludologists, i.e. Huizinga and Caillois

who understand play as inherently unproductive. Pearce states that “as more and more

players engage in productive activity in and around play, we may want to question the

assumption that games and play are unproductive.” (ibid, 23)

Pearce questions the dichotomy of play and labor. In addition, she also recognizes the

blurring of the boundary between play and labor. “The boundaries between play and

production, between work and leisure, and between media consumption and media

production are increasingly blurring.” (ibid, 18)

Later, Pearce and her co-authors extend the discussion scope of “productive play”,

from merely creative production to various forms of economic productive activities.

Issues like professional video game players, virtual businesses and “gold farmers” are

addressed in the discussion. (Nardi, Pearce and Ellis 2008) Moreover, they present the

cases that companies use virtual worlds or play spaces “to support training, marketing,

and retail, and other activities traditionally associated with work and productivity.”

(ibid, 60) For example, a group within IBM known as VUC (Virtual Universe

Community), advocates the using of virtual worlds for work tasks. Some meetings of

IBM are held in Second Life and employees attend the meetings through their avatars.

This example presents the fact that in-game productive activities can be part of an

employed job.

As a concept which is tailored for in-game productions, “productive play” is

undoubtedly capable to analyze the productive activities in digital games. Yet the

problem is that, notwithstanding its broad discussion scope, “productive play” is still



49

an underdeveloped concept. At the theoretical dimension, this concept “productive

play” has not gone further than the statement that “the boundary between labor and

play has blurred.”

Conclusion

In this chapter, concepts from two traditions have been presented and discussed.

These two traditions have different styles and focuses. The Marxism tradition is more

critical. Scholars of this tradition tend to understand in-game productive activities as

forms of labor. The discussions are toward critiques on capitalism. The Ludology

tradition is more descriptive and analytic. The discussions of ludologists are around

the characteristics of play, the taxonomy of play and play’s relation to other

components of society.

The two traditions face the same challenge: the classical theories are no longer

capable to analyze the research objects due to the reason that the objects have

transformed. The newly emerged productive activities challenge the traditional

understandings of both labor and play. Against this background, theoretical

innovations are needed.

Both of the two traditions have reached the conclusion that the boundary between

labor and play has been blurred. In other words, their research objects, which were

once incompatible to each other, converge in the contemporary age. Due to this reason,

the two traditions, which focused on labor and play respectively, have to confront in

the field of in-game production.

Rather than irritating a debate of which tradition is more superior, I advocate a

combination of these two traditions since their research objects have merged into one.

To analyze the hybrid between labor and play, a hybrid between Ludology and critical

theory should be created. The new theoretical framework of this thesis is an attempt
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of making such a combination.

Among the concepts which have been presented in this chapter, “playbor” is the most

suitable concept for being the basis of a hybrid framework. The concept “playbor” is

tailored to discuss the hybrid form between labor and play. It is directly developed

upon the agreement that the boundary between work and play is now blurred.

Although another concept “productive play” has been created for similar reasons, I

prefer “playbor” as an umbrella term. It is not only because the discussion of

“playbor” is more developed, but also because the blurring between labor and play is

more than a trend that play becomes productive. In the following framework, I argue

that the transition include changes from multiple dimensions, more than merely a flip

between unproductive and productive.

The new theoretical framework should not be precisely a middle way between the two

traditions. Games were once the sphere for play only. The blurring between labor and

play in the game worlds means that play has moved to the direction of labor but not

the other way around. In other words, it is a process that play transforms to playbor.

Considering this fact, I suggest that the new framework should be based on

ludological analyses and then toward Marxism critical theory.

Following the ludology approach, the core characteristics of playbor should be

identified. These characteristics, especially those which distinguish playbor from

traditional play are the keys to understand these in-game productive activities.

Moreover, the characteristics of playbor should be understood in the context of the

transition from play to playbor. Every difference between playbor and traditional play

means a characteristic shift from traditional play to playbor. Having the transition in

mind is not only helpful to understand playbor dynamically but also help to

understand how play has been transformed into playbor.

More than that, the new theoretical framework demands a broader taxonomy. The
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traditional taxonomy of paidia and ludus gives no space for productive activities in

digital games. An extended taxonomy is therefore needed. In addition, as Goggin

(2011) has pointed out, in-game productions are diverse rather than homogeneous.

The different types of playbor should be identified and analyzed.

While playbor starts to emerge in the game worlds, the labor-related problems have

also appeared. In-game productions can also be vulnerable and alienated. To develop

toward a critical direction, the new framework should include issues like the division

of labor, alienation of labor and exploitation of value.

However, the critical discussion of the new framework should be more than recycling

the traditional Marxism theory. Playbor as a new phenomenon in the digital age

carries new features and new problems. A simple application of Marxism theory

would ignore these new problems which could be the essential ones. Therefore the

framework is also aimed to discover new problems rather than staying in the structure

of traditional Marxism discussion.

In short, a new theoretical framework is needed to describe the new phenomenon. To

fill in this blank, I design such a framework in the next chapter of this thesis. The

framework is based on the concept of “playbor.” The framework is an attempt of

combining Ludology with critical theory. It is a framework which starts from

Ludology and moves toward to a critical direction. From a ludological starting point,

the characteristics of playbor and the taxonomy of playbor should be explored in the

framework. Toward a critical direction, rather than justifying playbor, problems like

the division of playbor, alienation of playbor and exploitation should be examined in

the framework. As a new phenomenon of the digital age, playbor may suffer from

new problems. Therefore the new framework also aims to discover new problems

which has not been seen from traditional play and traditional labor.
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Chapter 5 The New Framework

This chapter presents a theoretical framework based upon the concept “playbor.” In

the first section, I illustrate how play has been transformed into playbor by changes of

characteristics. The phases of the transition have been identified. To complete the

model, I define a term “non-discretionary play” which is essential to the transition.

After that, I develop a taxonomy of playbor by naming three different types based on

their characteristics: unintentional playbor, autonomous playbor and obligational

playbor. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the framework starts from a

ludological view and moves toward the critical direction. Therefore, in the sections

after, I examine the three types of playbors through the lenses of the division of labor,

alienation and exploitation. Last but not least, I identify a severe problem which

threatens multiple aspects of playbor, namely the vulnerability of data.

Transition: from Play to Playbor

Both the Ludologists and the Marxists agree that the boundary between labor and play

is now blurred (e.g. Kücklich 2005, Pearce 2006, Fuchs and Sevignani 2013).

However, how the blurring process happened has rarely been discussed. This process

is the key to understand the essences of playbor. In this section, I analyze this process

and build a visual model to illustrate it.

To understand this blurring of the boundary, the first necessary step is to clarify what

once constituted the boundary between labor and play. This boundary can be

identified by examining which characteristics made play unique from labor. In Man,

Play, and Games (1961), Caillois has distinguished the characteristics of play as

follows: 1. Free (not obligatory), 2. Separate (of space and time), 3. Uncertain, 4.

Unproductive, 5. Governed by rules and 6. Make-believe. (9-10) Among these
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characteristics, the second and the fifth ones can also be discovered from labor. Labor

is conducted in certain time and space which are separate from other activities as well.

As a form of organized human activity, labor is certainly governed by rules. Moreover,

labor, especially the non-manual and intellectual ones, faces uncertainty during the

production. In other words, there are only three characteristics made play unique and

could constitute the boundary between labor and play. These components of boundary

are free, unproductive and make-believe.

After identifying the components of boundary, the blurring of boundary can be

analyzed. Among the components of the boundary, make-believe remains in the new

hybrid of labor and play. Productive activities in the game worlds are still in

make-believe environments (e.g. an imaginary land or a future universe) and with

make-believe mechanisms (e.g. to kill a monster to collect gold coins). The other two

characteristics are what have been changed. In other words, the blurring of play and

labor is a transition in which play becomes no longer unproductive and loses its

freedom.

Previous studies (e.g. Pearce 2006, Lehdonvirta 2009) have shown that play is no

longer an unproductive activity. In the last chapter, scholars from the Ludology

tradition have identified two new forms of in-game activities, namely “instrumental

play” (Taylor 2003) and “productive play” (Pearce 2006). The emergence of

“instrumental play” signals that the intention of being productive (material interest)

has appeared in the game worlds. Meanwhile the emergence of “productive play”

means that the result of being productive (economic value) has appeared in the game

worlds. Both the two forms of in-game activities contribute to the blurring process of

labor and play.

Another component of boundary, i.e. freedom, has rarely been discussed by previous

studies of this field. However, it is obvious that playbor is not as free as traditional

play. Part of freedom has been given up when players join a game. Once players join a
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game, they play under the structure of the game and have rules to follow. This change

can be understood as a shift from free-style play to ordered play or a shift from paidia

to ludus. But this shift still cannot explain the limited freedom of hired in-game

laborers. Therefore the loss of freedom in the game worlds is more than the shift from

paidia to ludus. A further loss of freedom should be identified and analyzed.

In short, the blurring process should include four changes: the shift from paidia to

ludus, the emergence of productive play, the emergence of instrumental play and a

further loss of freedom which is to be defined. These changes do not happen at once

but in a step-wise way. After one change, a different phase of in-game can be

identified. I analyze the blurring process by a transition involving five phases:

Table 1 The transition model: from play to playbor

The model above shows how the boundary between play and labor has been blurred

progressively. As argued in the last chapter, the blurring between labor and play in the

game worlds, means that play has moved to the direction of labor but not the other
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way around. Therefore the blurring process is also a transition from play to playbor.

The first shift, i.e. from phase 1 to phase 2, is the change from free-style play to

ordered play. In the terms of Ludology, it is the shift from paidia to ludus. This

transition happens when players join a game. Whenever a player joins a game, the

play is no longer free-style because it has to follow the structures and rules of the

game. Agreeing the rules of a game means losing a part of autonomy. After this step,

the players still have the discretion to decide their own strategy and the freedom to

choose when to join or quit the game.

The second shift, i.e. from phase 2 to phase 3, is that play turns from unproductive to

productive. In other words, it is the emergence of productive play. This shift is caused

by the emergence of economic value in the game worlds. Economic value emerges in

the game worlds when personal data and virtual items/services which were once

valueless became commodities.

Personal data became commodities due to the emerge of targeted advertising.

Targeted advertising is a type of advertising which advertisements are sent to

consumers based on their demographics, behavioral patterns, personalities etc. To the

targeted advertising industry, consumers’ data are valuable commodities because they

are the basis of building the traits of consumers. Andrejevic (2009) points out that

companies and advertising agencies are collecting players’ personal data for

marketing uses. Adam and Johnson (2007) addresses a patent of Google to “monitor

people playing on any game console that hooks up to the internet, including the Sony

PlayStation, Nintendo Wii and Microsoft’s Xbox.” “If the user has been playing for

over two hours continuously, the system may display ads for Pizza Hut, Coke,

coffee.”(ibid) It is noteworthy that the data collection and advertisement publication

are separated processes. Even if no advertisement is shown in the game, it is still

possible that data are collected.
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Figure 1 Examples of in-game targeted advertisements

(source: http://www.rapidfire.com/)

Apart from the emergence of targeted advertising, the development of real money

trading (RMT) has also transformed play from unproductive to productive. On RMT

platforms, virtual items or services can be traded for real money. Even if the items are

not trade-able and bound with the accounts, they can be sold along with the game

accounts. Theoretically, play in every digital game that requires a registered account is

productive, because the account itself can be sold on RMT platforms.

Figure 2 An example of real money trading of game account
(source:http://www.ebay.com/sch/i.html?_sacat=0&_nkw=league+of+legends+accoun
t&_frs=1)

Given real money trading and targeted advertising, even if the players do not have the

intention of being productive, their play results in economic value. It is because their

in-game activities produce personal data, virtual items and accounts. Personal data

can be collected and sold to targeted advertising agencies. Virtual items and accounts

are commodities which can be sold on RMT markets. Being productive becomes an

inevitable result of playing digital games.

The picture is not available in the electronic version for reasons of copyright

The picture is not available in the electronic version for reasons of copyright.
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The third shift, i.e. from phase 3 to phase 4, is the emergence of instrumental play.

Whitson (2012) has pointed out that instrumental play itself is not so problematic. The

problem is that instrumental play is often combined with productive play. This

combination of productive play and instrumental play turns play into an instrument

for profit. In this combined form, playing a game is not for its own sake, but for

earning money. This step brings the intention of being productive into the game

worlds after the previous step brought economic value into the game worlds. After

these two changes, play is an activity which has both the intention and the result of

being productive.

Previous debates on instrumental play show that various factors have contributed to

the emergence of instrumental play. The studies of Taylor (2003, 2006) show that the

players’ intention to win can lead to instrumental play. Sicart (2011) points out the

prevalence of instrumental play may be due to the game design. Whitson (2012)

suggests instrumental play is facilitated by the digital environment because of the

easiness to surveil and to quantify. All of these arguments are reasonable. In other

words, the emergence of instrumental play is the result of multiple factors.

The shift from phase 4 to phase 5 is a further loss of freedom. A particular type of play,

which I call “non-discretionary play”, starts to emerge during this process.

Non-discretionary play is not a voluntary activity but an obligation. The players

themselves cannot decide how to play, when to join and when to quit. The players

have orders to obey or requirements to fulfill. Their freedoms in the game worlds are

actually limited. Like productive play and instrumental play, non-discretionary play

directly challenges traditional play and its definition. Due to its complexity and

importance, non-discretionary play deserves to be explained independently. In the

next section of this chapter, I discuss more details about non-discretionary.

To sum up, I have presented the transition from play to playbor by showing the
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changes of the characteristics. The steps of the transition are from free-style to

ordered, from unproductive to productive, from disinterested to instrumental and from

autonomous to non-discretionary.

The different phases of the transition can also be used to categorize different types of

in-game activities. The first phase, as the free-style form of play, matches Caillois’s

definitions of paidia. The second phase can be labeled as ludus. The latter three types

have both the characteristics of play and the characteristics of labor. They are the

hybrids of play and labor which have been called “playbor” by Kücklich (2005).

Table 2 Types of in-game activities

This model of transition phases can be used either dynamically or statically. From a

static view, it can be used to identify which phase an activity has reached by

identifying its characteristics. From a dynamic view, it shows how play has been

transformed to playbor step by step. The dynamic shifts between phases can be

described by this model.

Non-discretionary Play

In the last section, I put forward the concept “non-discretionary play.”

Non-discretionary play can be identified as an independent phenomenon. It can also

combine with productive play and instrumental play. If so, they constitute the most

labor-like activities in the game worlds.

Like other trends that relate to “playbor”, “non-discretionary play” is nearly an

oxymoron. But as a matter of fact, this form of play has merged. The emergence of

https://www.google.se/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCYQFjAB&url=http://scholar.google.com/citations?user=uGrow7EAAAAJ&hl=en&ei=6sUSVdHjM8PMygPbhoKgBQ&usg=AFQjCNFlxFhyyjjqVwUcG8gLJQuJE2Glpw&sig2=DY5UnV5S9n5_OamzSRLTbg&bvm=bv
http://dict.youdao.com/w/oxymoron/
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non-discretionary play challenges the understandings of classic ludologists like

Huizinga and Caillois who believe that play should never lose its freedom. Due to this

reason, the trend deserves the attention of game scholars.

In the game worlds, players may lose freedom for various reasons. From previous

studies, news and my own experiences, I list four possible circumstances:

1) Play as a job requirement

Play can be a job requirement, especially for the game-related job positions. An

example is the job of video game tester presented by Bulut (2015). To the game

testers, play is the duty. They sit closely to each other and play in the “Tester

Pit” which is a poorly lit and densely seated room. They play a game

repetitively, sometimes in extreme ways to find the bugs. At the same time,

they are surveilled by the manager and their peers, in case any of them are not

doing the duty but only “dicking around.” The play of game testers is

non-discretionary during their work time. More than that, the play in their

leisure time is corroded by the job. They play the game at home like how they

played to test the games. Some of them play more games at home to “keep up

with the industry trends.” The freedom of play is hijacked by the career.

Even in industries that are irrelevant to gaming, play can be a job requirement

for employees. A marketing company in Wuhan, China requires employees to

play multiplayer online games like League of Legends during working hours.

The manager of the company explains that this requirement aims at training

employees’ teamwork skills, to evaluate their calculating capacity and memory,

and to inspire their creativity.

(http://news.163.com/13/0807/11/95M0OTBD00011229.html)

When play is a job requirement, it becomes a duty to employees. Their playing
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falls under the requirements of the employers. Freedom is therefore sacrificed

to secure their jobs and incomes.

2) Play under the restrictive game mechanisms

The loss of freedom can be a result of game mechanisms, especially

systems of rewards and penalties. The system of rewards and penalties is an

important component of game. By these systems, game designers can lead the

players to play in the way that designers want them to. As Sicart (2011) has

pointed out, designers of digital games today actively use these systems to

shape players’ behaviors.

An example of training players by penalty can be found in the most-played

online game League of Legends. League of Legends is a game in which players

team up to fight against artificial intelligence enemies or other players’ teams.

Every battle lasts 25-40 minutes on average. This game penalizes players who

drop out in the middle of game. A common punishment is account suspension

which bans the player from the game for at least one day. If players do not want

to be penalized, then they should perform their duty for the team without

quitting. In other words, to be a qualified player, one should give up the

freedom to quit whenever one wants. The behaviors of players can also be lead

by rewards. Audition Dance Battle Online, a Korean game has a daily sign-in

system. If players sign in on a daily basis, they receive rewards including points

and virtual items. Many players consider it as a duty and sign in every day.

To be rewarded and to avoid being punished, players play the games in the way

in which game designers expect, instead of playing spontaneously. Their

in-game behaviors become non-discretionary. In other words, they have lost

their freedoms to some extent.

http://dict.youdao.com/w/system/
http://dict.youdao.com/w/of/
http://dict.youdao.com/w/rewards/
http://dict.youdao.com/w/and/
http://dict.youdao.com/w/penalties/
http://dict.youdao.com/w/system/
http://dict.youdao.com/w/of/
http://dict.youdao.com/w/rewards/
http://dict.youdao.com/w/and/
http://dict.youdao.com/w/penalties/
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3) Play as a collective action

A typical feature of the multiplayer games is collective play. Players cooperate

with other players for team adventures. In these collective actions, the freedom

of individuals is ranked below the interest of the group. For instance, World of

Warcraft has the “raid” play which requires the cooperation of 5-40 players. To

be successful in the raid, players need to submit their interests to the goal of the

whole team when they are contradictory. Instead of making their own decisions,

players follow the planning of the whole team in carrying out collective

actions.

Moreover, social pressure emerges when individuals start to play collectively.

Abandoning teammates or monopolizing loots are considered to be immoral.

Players who have such behaviors could be blamed by teammates or be reported

to the game system. To be socially acceptable, freedom can be sacrificed in the

game worlds.

4) In-game freedom deprivation as an extension of real-world deprivation

In rare cases, a game player’s freedoms have already been taken away before

he or she joins the game. Several years ago, there was a scandal when it was

revealed that Chinese labor camps were using prisoners for gold farming. The

prisoners were forced to play games. If they could not accomplish their work

quota in World of Warcraft, the person would be punished physically.

(http://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/may/25/china-prisoners-internet-gam

ing-scam)

In such a circumstance, the loss of freedom in the game worlds is an extension

of real-world deprivation. The players’ freedoms have already been deprived

before they join the games. Due to this reason, they are forced to play under
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commands.

In short, non-discretionary play can be identified from various circumstances. It can

be the result of job requirement, game mechanism, collective action and/or real world

deprivation. In each circumstance, the reason of the loss of freedom is different. But

the common result is the emergence of non-discretionary play .

It is noteworthy that, in all the aforementioned circumstances, the deprivation of

freedom is not absolute. The players can choose to obey or decline. But if so, they

could be fired by their employers, be penalized by the game systems, be marginalized

by peers, or even be physical punished by the prison managers. After evaluating their

own circumstances, the players make their decisions to obey and to perform

non-discretionary play.

When non-discretionary play is combined with instrumentality and productivity, an

advanced form of playbor is constituted. In this form, the players play the games

instrumentally to make money, but often for other people’s sake. They have limited

freedoms in the game worlds. Their actions are lead by commands or requirements

rather than free choices. I define this form of playbor as “obligational playbor.”

The infamous gold-farming activities are a good example of obligational playbor.

Dibbell (2007) has reported the work and life of the gold farmers. In the case of

Dibbell’s, the gold farmers work full time on 12-hour shifts. During the working

hours, they kill the characters in World of Warcraft constantly to collect gold coins. At

the end of each shift, they are required to report the income to a supervisor. The gold

farmers are hired by companies or so-called “gaming workshops.” The bosses pay

them weekly meanwhile the daily production in games belong to the companies. The

gold farmers work in the small rooms of these “gaming workshops.” Some of them

wear the shirts with their companies’ logo as work uniforms. Slogans like “unity,

collaboration, integrity, efficiency” hangs on the wall of their gaming room. The gold
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farmers call their activities “make a living.” But when they were asked whether it is

work or play, they answered “Both.”

The lives of gold farmers resemble the lives of factorial laborers on the assembly lines:

repetitive tasks, long hours, supervisors and uniforms. These similarities show the fact

that obligational playbor is only one step away from traditional labor. The only

difference might be that obligational playbor still happens in a make-believe

environment.

Taxonomy of Playbor

In the first section of this chapter, I present a model that shows different phases of the

transition from play and playbor. From this model, three different types of playbors

can be identified. One of them is autonomous, disinterested but productive. Another

type is autonomous, instrumental and productive. The third type is non-discretionary,

instrumental and productive. I name these three types as “unintentional playbor”,

“autonomous playbor” and “obligational playbor.” In this section, I discuss these three

types of playbor respectively and link them with the corresponding in-game

productive activities.

Unintentional Playbor Autonomous Playbor Obligational Playbor

Autonomous Autonomous Non-discretionary

Disinterested Instrumental Instrumental

Productive Productive Productive

Table 3 The taxonomy of playbor
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Unintentional Playbor

Normal players’ productive activities are usually “unintentional playbor.” By

normal players, I mean the players who are not gold farmers, RMT workers,

game company employees or virtual businessmen. The normal players are the

majority of players. They are also the game players in the conventional sense.

The normal players are not intentionally productive. “Play the game” is their

primary purpose. Thus, in a sense, being productive is like a side effect of their

play. However, even though they focus on their adventures in the games,

economic value is produced as they play. Virtual items, currencies and other

forms of assets are accumulated during their plays. Meanwhile their plays

produce personal data about themselves for the targeted advertising industry.

These players do not have the intention of being productive but have the result

of being productive.

The problem of unintentional playbor is that players are often unaware of their

productions. The production process is latent to themselves. This problem is

particularly severe in the cases of targeted advertisements. The personal data of

players are collected and sold without the awareness of the players themselves.

However, it has to been pointed out that, even if the normal players are aware

of the production of personal data, they can do little to change the situation. So

far the only possible way to emancipate oneself from unintentional playbors is

to quit the game permanently.
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Autonomous Playbor

Autonomous playbor refers to the voluntary productive activities in the game

worlds. It can refer to the productive activities of the RMT workers and gold

farmers who are self-employed. Players who intentionally produce and sell

their own in-game assets from time to time should also be included in this type.

These players and self-employed profit-seekers are aware of their own

productions. More than that, they seek economic value in the game worlds

deliberately. They produce for themselves, obtain their products directly and

have the discretion of their actions. The fun of game playing might degrade

because of the productive activities. But the players’ still choose to be

productive.

Autonomous playbor is not as problematic as the other forms of playbors. The

players plan by themselves and produce for their own profits. However, if these

players consider their in-game activities as important income sources instead of

side projects during leisure time, then there could be a tendency of pushing

themselves to an extreme to increase their own incomes, which could finally

lead to results like long working hours and increased stress.

Obligational Playbor

The concept of “obligational playbor” has been introduced earlier in this

chapter. It refers to the productive activities of hired gold farmers, hired RMT

workers and game company employees. Guild or team members who earn

money collectively are also considered to be doing obligational playbor. For all

these players, play is no longer voluntary but obligational to some extent.
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Obligational playbor is a combination of productive play, instrumental play and

non-discretionary play. As mentioned above, it is only one step away from

traditional industrial labor. Therefore the problems of traditional industrial

labor could also be found in obligational playbor. Obligational playbor is

vulnerable to be alienated and exploited.

These three types of playbors can be independent from each other. They can also be

intertwined. For example, players who are doing autonomous playbors for themselves,

can produce personal data for the game companies unintentionally at the same time.

An extreme hypothetical example is a hired gold farmer who meanwhile secretly

produces some virtual assets for his own interest in a game that collects players’ data

for targeted advertising agency. In such a case, all three types of playbor can be

identified: unintentional playbor (producing personal data without self-awareness),

autonomous playbor (producing virtual assets for himself) and obligational playbor

(producing virtual assets for the employer).

It is also possible that playbor of one type changes its form to another type. If a

self-employed gold farmer is hired by a gold farming company, then his playbor

changes from autonomous to obligational. If the personal data collection is voluntary

and the players can get a share from the profit from targeted advertisements, then

unintentional playbor transforms to autonomous playbor.

Elements of Playbor

In Capital, Volume I (1867), Marx identifies the basic elements of labor which include

“(1) the purposeful activity, that is work itself, (2) the object of that work, and (3) the

instrument of that work.”(ibid, 284) Only by these basic elements, however, a full

Figure of production cannot be given. The subject and the product should be taken

into consideration. In short, for each production process, who uses what instrument

working on what material to produce what product for whom?
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The subjects of playbors are the game participants, in other words players. In

unintentional playbor, the subjects are normal players. In autonomous playbor, the

players’ thoughts and actions are different from many others. They care more about

money or achievement than having fun. In previous studies, these players have been

identified as a particular group and have been called “power gamers” (Taylor 2003,

2006) or “industrialists” (Taylor et al 2015). For non-discretionary playbor, the

players are organized, hired or forced. In the cases of previous empirical studies (e.g.

Dibbell 2007; Lee & Lin 2011; Zhang & Fung 2014), the players are rural immigrant

workers in developing countries.

The instruments of playbors have little difference among different types. The

participants need computers, game distributions, game accounts and their own bodies.

Access to Internet is also required. The ownership of these instruments could be

different. In most cases, the players own the instruments. But in the cases of hired

players such as gold farmers and RMT workers, the employers provide the computers,

game distributions, accounts and the access to the Internet.

The “objects” refer to the materials or resources which are used for production. The

materials of playbors are mostly data. The players produce their products from

processing and operating data. In the production of virtual services, ideas and

emotions of the players are also the materials of their playbors.

The products of playbors are still in the form of data. The in-game products include

personal data, virtual items (including virtual currencies) and virtual services.The

profits made by trading these products may not be owned by the subjects of playbors.

In autonomous playbor, players own the profits. In unintentional playbor, the game

companies and targeted advertising agencies own the profits. As to non-discretionary

playbor, the groups or companies own the profits while the players may receive wages

or a share of the profits.
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Division of playbor

The division of playbor can be at the social level, within a specific organization or

even in the global context. In the real world, the division of labor at the social level is

the result of social development. With the development of society, labor becomes

more specialized and professional. In the game worlds, miners, fishers and farmers

who play specific roles in their economic lives can also be found. On one hand, the

games may encourage these specializations in order to simulate the real world. The

specializations enhance the fun of role-playinging in the game worlds. On the other

hand, the players may deliberately specialize themselves because it could be

time-wasting and skill-demanding to transfer from one production method to another,

for example to transfer from a skilled miner to a tailor.

The labor division within a specific organization can be found from obligational

playbor. Compared to other forms of playbor, obligational playbor is more organized

and collective. The division of labor can be found in the case of gold farming

workshops (e.g. Dibbell 2007; Lee & Lin 2011; Zhang & Fung 2014). The playbors of

gold farmers are usually manually repetitions of appointed tasks. Their actions are

decided in advance by other people in the organizations (managers, employers or team

leaders etc). The gold farmers perform the tasks but rarely have the discretion to make

decisions. In other words, the mental part (decision making, group organizing) of gold

farming is separated from the manual labor (monster killing, coin collecting) within

the organization.

Fuchs (2014) has pointed out the international division of digital labor. The

international division of digital labor means a labor division that involves different

parts of the world (ibid, 354). This international division can also be found in

obligational playbor. Previous studies (e.g. Dibbell 2007; Lee & Lin 2011; Zhang &

Fung 2014) have shown that the gold farmers are often rural immigrant workers in
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developing countries. Gold farming has thereby been understood as an international

business that benefits players in developed countries. The players in developed

countries outsource the repetitive manual playbors to the players in developing

countries. The consumers’ playing becomes less boring as the manual parts have been

outsourced to the gold farmers.

Marx has pointed out that the machine-like repetition would make workers “depressed

spiritually and physically”(1844, 72). The human is alienated from his/her own labor

process. In other words, the division of playbor could contribute to the alienation of

playbor.

Alienation and Exploitation

Unsurprisingly, along with the transitions from play to playbor, the labor-related

problems start to emerge in the game worlds. Playbors, the new hybrids of labor and

play, can also be alienated and exploited. The term “exploitation” is mostly used by

Marx to address the exploitation of surplus value (Marx 1867). The surplus value

produced by labor is exploited by the capitalists while the laborers receive limited

wage (ibid).

In Marx’s works, the term “alienation” has not been defined. Marxist scholar

Christian Fuchs defines alienation as: “humans are not in control of fundamental

aspects of their lives. In the economy, alienation can refer to the non-control of

labour-power, the objects of labour, the instruments of labour and the products of

labour” (Fuchs 2014, 349).

Unintentional playbors which are related to in-game advertising are unavoidably

alienated and exploited. Its alienation is the alienation of products. The personal data

that players produce are collected, used and sold for the profits of game companies.

The players cannot access, or sell, or use the data they produce. Ironically, the
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instruments of playbor (computers and avatars) and the production processes (plays)

are still owned by the players. The players may not even know that they have

produced commodities and that the commodities are exploited.

The exploitation on unintentional playbor, however, is not the exploitation of surplus

value. Firstly, players do not produce to fulfill their own needs. It is therefore

impossible to distinguish the “necessary” part and the “surplus” part. Secondly, the

entire product is taken by the game companies. It is the exploitation of the whole

commodity instead of a “surplus” part.

Compared to unintentional playbor, obligational playbor is even more likely to be

alienated and exploited. When it comes to alienation and exploitation, two subsets of

obligational playbors should be discussed respectively. These two subsets are

obligational teamwork and hired playbor. For the obligational teamworks, the players

often use their own instruments to produce. The production process is alienated from

the players since they are actually playing the roles that the team expects them to,

rather than deciding their own actions. After the production processes, the players

should not directly take the commodities they produced because the products need to

be distributed among team members. The players may or may not receive the portion

that corresponds to his or her labor devotions. Therefore there is a possibility that the

products are exploited by unfair distributions.

As to hired playbors, the alienation can be multi-fold. In the case of Dibbell (2007),

hired gold farmers do not use their own instruments. The computers and game

accounts involved in the production processes are owned by the companies. The gold

farmers own nothing of the production process. The hired gold farmers must submit

all their products to the bosses. What they have produced are the incomes of the

companies/workshops. The gold farmers receive limited wages on a weekly basis.

This resembles the exploitation mode of traditional industrial labor: taking products

away and paying wages back. The alienation can also be mental. Due to the
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depressing repetitive tasks, not only the production processes but also their bodies

could be alienated from the gold farmers. In short, hired playbor is therefore alienated

from the instruments, products and productions processes. The exploitation of hired

playbor resembles the exploitation of traditional manual labor.

Apparently, autonomous playbor seems like the only form of playbor that can be free

from alienation. Players use their own avatars and produce for their own interests. The

work processes are under their own controls. They get the final products of the

production processes directly. The profit is not shared with the others. However, even

so, autonomous playbor is threatened, along with the other types of playbors, from a

severe problem, i.e. the vulnerability of data.

Vulnerability of Data

In September 2013, the top ranked player of the online game Million Arthur, deleted

everything in his own account. Before the deletion, the player had spent more than

240,000 RMB (nearly 35,000 USD) in the game to make a full collection of

“apprentice cards.” However, the price of these cards devalued to merely 30% of their

previous value due to a change in the game that players were not informed of in

advance. The player tried to request compensation from the company. After he was

refused, he decided to delete all of his assets in the game.

(http://ksxbwysw.gamedog.cn/news/20130912/232788.html)

This deletion caused a scandal but also revealed the vulnerability of in-game products.

No matter how much time and labor that the players have invested to produce the

products, these in-game products can be easily devalued, destroyed or totally deleted

by the game companies.

Why do the game companies have the power and freedom to do so? This problem is

rooted in the essences of in-game products. In-game products are essentially data.



72

Data are precious at the legal dimension and at the technical dimension. At the legal

dimension, in-game data may or may not be owned by the players themselves depends

on the local laws and the End User License Agreements (EULA). In many games,

players’ in-game assets are actually owned by the game companies according to these

agreements.

An example can be found from the EULA of the popular online game League of

Legends. It writes as follows: “You [note: the player] acknowledge and agree that you

have no interest, monetary or otherwise, in any feature or content contained in the

Game. You further acknowledge and agree that you shall have no ownership or other

property interest in your Account, and you acknowledge and agree that all rights in

and to the Account are and shall forever be owned by and inure to the benefits of Riot

Games (note: the game company).” (Riot, 2015) In other words, all the assets,

products and instruments in the League of Legends belong to the company rather than

the players.

Against this background, the products of autonomous playbors can be alienated as

well. Although the players produce for their own sake, they may not legally own their

in-game products according to the EULAs. Ironically, the EULAs have often been

approved by the players themselves when they downloaded or signed up for the

games and clicked “I Agree.” As other terms and conditions texts, the EULAs are

rarely read before being agreed to. (Desautels 2005)

In-game data are vulnerable not only at the legal dimension, but also at the technical

dimension. In-game data can be changed through coding and other background

operations. Theoretically, anyone who has the necessary computer skills can change

in-game data. But in effect, only authorized employees of the game companies are

allowed to do so. If players change their own data by coding, it means hacking the

game, which could be another illegal action according the EULAs.
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The vulnerability of data threatens not only the product of playbor, but also the

instrument and production mode of playbor. Game companies can ban accounts and

intervene in-game activities which they consider as improper, for example to

permanently ban the accounts under suspicion of gold farming.

The vulnerability of data is a new problem of the digital age. Traditional labor had not

been threaten by it because traditional labor happened in the factories rather than in

the computer systems. The products and instruments of traditional labor could not be

easily “edited.” They are secured in their material forms. Playbor, in contrast, is

deeply media-embedded. The products and instruments are in the form of data. The

production processes are actually changes of data. Therefore the vulnerability of data

threatens various aspects of playbor directly. Every type of playbor is under this

threat.

The vulnerability of data is not a form of exploitation. Unlike the problem of targeted

advertising, the problem here is not that the game companies want to steal the players’

products to sell for their own profits. The in-game assets are actually not as valuable

to the game companies as they are to the players. As the owner of the codes, they can

easily make a copy of any in-game asset if they want and do not need to take it from

the players. The problem is the power and right they have, which can easily distort or

destroy the players’ assets.

The vulnerability of data is also not a form of alienation. The players still have the

control of their assets. They can use, consume and trade their assets as they wish.

However, at the same time, the game companies have greater access and control of

these assets. The companies also have the power to change or delete the virtual assets.

In effect, according to my observation, the game companies are actually careful about

the manipulation of data. If a change irritates players, they may vote with feet. Once a

problematic change is made, the risk is not only a public scandal but also an exodus of
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users. Under the consideration of profit and reputation, the game companies want the

players to stay and therefore have to be careful. The power is therefore not actively

used.

Due to this reason, the vulnerability of data is usually a hidden fact to the players. The

players produce, use, and trade the virtual assets as they wish without intervention.

The free discretion gives them an illusion of ownership. They are not aware that they

may have no legal ownership of the products and no technical power to defend the

assets. Until an unacceptable change happens to them or becomes a scandal, like the

example provided at the beginning of this section, players finally realize their

vulnerability and feel frightened. Even so, they can do little to change the situation.

Behind the vulnerability of data, it is essentially the imbalance power relationship

between the players and the game companies. The game companies have the rights,

powers with which the players cannot compete.
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Chapter 6 Conclusion

This research is designed to answer the question: “How can productive activities in

digital games be understood from a theoretical perspective?” To answer this question,

I have firstly examined previous understandings in the field. The previous

understandings in this field can be divided into two traditions: the Marxism tradition

and the Ludology tradition. The Marxism tradition focused on the critiques of labor.

The Ludology tradition focused on the descriptive analyses of play and game. These

two traditions, however, encounter in the field of in-game production. Because their

research objects, namely labor and play, start to merge in the game worlds.

Both of the two traditions have reached the conclusion that the boundary between

labor and play is now blurred. Against this background, I propose a combination of

the two traditions. Since the in-game productive activities have become the hybrids

between labor and play, a hybrid framework should be invented to analyze the hybrid

phenomenon.

Among the established theories, “playbor” is the most suitable one to analyze the

hybrid between labor and play. However, the concept is still underdeveloped. The

theoretical discussion has not gone further than the definition of “playbor” and the

statement “the boundary between labor and play is blurred.” How the blurring process

has happened has not been analyzed. Moreover, notwithstanding the diversity of

in-game productive activities, no taxonomy has been made.

Give the previous studies, to provide a better understanding of this phenomenon, I

develop a theoretical framework in this thesis based on the concept “playbor.” The

framework is an attempt to seek for a “critical ludology”, in other words, to combine

the two theoretical traditions. Both descriptive and critical analyses have been

included in this framework.
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In this framework, I have identified how play has transformed to playbor by the shifts

of characteristics. These shifts of characteristics are from free-style to ordered, from

unproductive to productive, from disinterested to instrumental and from autonomous

to non-discretionary. By these shifts, the boundary between play and labor has been

crossed step by step and play has been transformed to playbor.

Based on the phases of the shifts, I develop a taxonomy of playbor. The taxonomy

identifies three types of playbors, namely unintentional playbor, autonomous playbor

and obligational playbor. Considering the different mechanisms and characteristics,

the three types of playbors should be studied respectively.

Apart from the transition model and the taxonomy, the problems which threaten

playbors have also been examined. Problems from which traditional labor suffers,

such as division of labor, alienation and exploitation, can also be observed in the

game worlds. Not all types of playbors suffer from these traditional problems in the

same way. Yet all of them are threatened by a severe new problem, namely the

vulnerability of data.

The vulnerability of data means that the game companies have the absolute technical

powers and legal rights to change players’ data in their systems. It threatens playbors

directly because the products and instruments are stored as data in the game systems

and the production processes of playbor are conveyed by data. In other words, the

production processes of playbors can easily be intervened. The products and the

instruments of playbors can be easily edited or deleted by the game companies. Due

to this reason, players’ in-game assets are vulnerable in the sense that they can be

easily devalued, distorted and destroyed.
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The vulnerability of data is a reflection of the fact that new problems may emerge

along with new phenomena. To give a better understanding of new phenomena,

theoretical innovations are needed instead of merely applying established theories on

the new phenomena. If the thesis were only an application of previous theories, the

vulnerability of data would be overlooked or be understood as a form of exploitation.

This fact reminds critical theorists to be critical on not only the research objects but

also their own theories.

Behind the vulnerability of data, it is essentially the imbalance power relationship

between the game companies and the players. Although the mode of production has

developed in the digital age, the vulnerability of laborers has not been changed. The

threat from the powerful to the powerless has not been changed. It reminds scholars to

keep a critical eye instead of being totally optimistic on new phenomena.

The framework is with no doubt imperfect due to my limited time and knowledge. As

a part of collective academic works, it needs to be tested and completed by future

studies. Against this background, theoretical discussions and empirical studies about

this framework are both welcomed. For future studies, there are a few possible

directions I suggest:

1) the role of digital media in the transition from play to playbor

In the framework of this thesis, I have presented the transition from play to

playbor. However, the transition has not happened until the digital age. Against

this background, it can be assumed that the digital feature of games boosts the

transition from play to playbor. What role of digital media has actually played in

this transition? Which of the shifts have been facilitated by the digital

environments? These questions can be further explored by future studies.
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2) the reverse transition

The framework has showed the transition from play to playbor by changes of

characteristics step by step. However, is it possible to use this framework in a

reverse way, in other words, to use it to transfer labor to play? If so, it can

become a framework of the gamification of labor. Is this framework capable to

analyze the gamification of labor? If not, what changes are needed?

3) developments of the taxonomy

In this framework, I have defined three types of playbors based on their phases of

the transition process. The taxonomy can be further explored. In the current

system, a few activities, which do not totally resemble each other, are located in

the same type. For example, the obligational teamwork and the hired RMT work

are discussed together, which may be problematic. Therefore, the taxonomy can

be more deeply developed to make a clearer understanding of the subsets of

playbors.
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Chapter 7 Discussion

Next Phase of Playbor: Collapse of the only Boundary?

As shown in the transition model of the last chapter, after the shift from phase 4 to

phase 5, the only remaining boundary between playbor and traditional labor is the

characteristic “make-believe.” Even though playbors have become productive and

non-discretionary, the tasks are still not real world tasks. However, is there a

possible“phase 6” in which playbor is no longer “make-believe”? In this section, I

discuss the possible next phase of playbor.

If in-game activities are no longer “make-believe”, then it means that real world tasks

have been involved in the games. In fact, games of real world tasks have already been

created. A well known example is the game Foldit. Foldit is an online puzzle solving

game that has been developed by the University of Washington's Center for Game

Science and the Department of Biochemistry. The tasks of the game are about folding

proteins. Many of these tasks are real problems involved in the academic studies.

Therefore the high score solutions given by players are analyzed by researchers,

helping them solve real world problems.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Washington
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biochemistry
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Figure 3 A screen-shot of the game Foldit

The game Foldit was launched in May 2008. Since then, it has made tangible

contributions to academia. In 2011, a paper on sciences acknowledged the help of

Foldit players (Cooper et al 2011) (see Figure 4). Later that same year, players solved

the crystal structure of the Mason-Pfizer monkey virus (M-PMV) retroviral protease,

an AIDS-related virus. The players spent only ten days to build an accurate 3D model

which was a task that troubled the researchers for more than 15 years.

(http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/09/19/aids-protein-decoded-gamers_n_970113.

html)

The picture is not available in the electronic version for reasons of copyright.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crystal_structure
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mason-Pfizer_monkey_virus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Retrovirus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protease
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/AIDS
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Virus
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Figure 4 The academic paper in Nature that credits the Foldit players

The success of Foldit signals the potential of the development real task games. As a

real task game, Foldit has been used for academic research. The real task games like

Foldit have not been used for economic production so far. But once real task games

are combined with economic production, then the next phase of playbor would appear.

Table 4 The next phase of playbor

The picture is not available in the electronic version for reasons of copyright.
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The new phase of playbor has not been found in the game worlds. However, the

transformation may have already started in the real world. In recent years, the

gamification of work has started to be discussed. The term “gamification” means “the

use of game design elements in non-game contexts” (Deterding et al 2011). More

broadly, it can mean that using game logic and game mechanism to transform the

non-game objects.

Scholars like Jane McGonigal believe that the gamification of work would make work

more ideal and satisfying. By the gamification of work, workers can achieve a state of

blissful productivity, with clear, actionable goals and vivid results (McGonigal 2011).

After the gamification, working would be as exciting as playing World of Warcraft.

As a relatively new way of thinking, whether gamification of work would achieve the

proposed goals is to be proved. But at the theoretical level, it signals a possibility of

the next phase of playbor, a deeper fusion between work and play and a deeper

integration between the real world and the games.

Liberation of Playbor

In the last chapter, it has been shown that playbor can suffer from alienation and

exploitation. The alienation and exploitation of playbor can be more severe than the

counterparts of traditional labor. In this section. I discuss the possibility to liberate

playbor from exploitation and alienation.

The precondition of this discussion is that it aims to be realistic and constructive.

Ideas like suggesting players to quit all the games or eliminating all playbors from the

game worlds are ignored. These suggestions are not only unrealizable but also against

players’ personal choices and freedoms. The bottom line of this discussion is that

players’ freedoms of producing and trading should not violated.

http://www.amazon.com/Jane-McGonigal/e/B003W4XJIG/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1
http://www.amazon.com/Reality-Broken-Games-Better-Change/dp/javascript:void(0)


83

Among the various types of playbors, two subsets suffer the most from alienation and

exploitation. One of them is the unintentional playbor which produces personal data

for target advertising. The another is the hired obligational playbor which produces

value for employers.

For the unintentional playbor, although the players own the instruments and playbor

processes, the product (personal data) is totally alienated and exploited in the end.

Given this problem, I offer a radical solution and a moderate solution. The radical

solution is totally prohibit the collection of personal data by law. Thereby companies

could no longer collect and sell the data. In other words, data are no longer alienated

and exploited.

The moderate solution is to return the product ownership to the players without

banning data collection. In other words, the produced data should be owned by

players themselves instead of the game companies. If the players do not want their

data to be collected, they should have the right to refuse. If the players agree that their

data can be collected and sold, they should own most of the profits. Data can still

traded but the process should be transparent and approved by the players, instead of

collecting secretly and selling without consent. The players should have the rights to

decide whether to sell their data or not, to whom would the data be sold and how

much the price is.To realize this solution, players’ data ownership should be protected

by law. Therefore legislation is needed as well.

As to the hired obligational playbor, the problem is more complex. The instrument,

playbor process and product can be all alienated. The playbor process can be alienated

due to the machine-like repetition. The instrument and product can be alienated

because of the employed labor relationship. The employment relationship can also

result in the exploitation of value.
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Previous studies (e.g. Dibbell 2007, Lee & Lin 2011) have shown that employees of

hired playbor are mainly in developing countries, such as China, Mexico and eastern

European nations. Many of these employees choose low-income machine-like jobs

because they do not have better career opportunities. To liberate them from

machine-like playbors, it means to enrich developing countries, to teach the

employees better career skills, to create better job positions for them, or even to build

a rich global society that can support every individual by welfare system without

employment. All these changes cannot be easily achieved.

As the employment relationship is not easy to be changed, the remaining hope is to

improve the machine-like playbor process. This improvement can be achieved by

smarter game design. The game designers could provide more diversity to the

production processes. To reduce the income of long-hour machine-like actions can

also be effective.

In short, the first type of alienated playbor can be liberated by better legislation. The

second type of alienated playbor can be partially liberated by smarter game design

while a total liberation demands social changes at the macro level. However, even

though playbor can be liberated from exploitation and alienation, it is still under threat

from the vulnerability of data.

From Vulnerability to Security

In-game productions are embedded in the digital media environments. Data are the

carriers of playbor and its product. These data are vulnerable because the game

companies have absolute technical powers and legal rights to change the data as they

wish. Meanwhile the players are not allowed to have the same powers and rights.

As mentioned in the last chapter, the vulnerability of data in this context is essentially

the imbalance power relationship between the game companies and the players. To
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deal with this problem, the solution that I suggest is to renegotiate this relationship,

both at the technical level and at the legal level.

At the legal level, firstly, the game companies legal rights should be deprived to some

extent. Articles like “You acknowledge and agree that you shall have no ownership or

other property interest in your Account” should not be allowed to be written in their

End User License Agreements (EULAs). Moreover, players’ ownership of their

in-game assets should be protected by law. In fact, the laws in Taiwan and South

Korea have already regarded the virtual assets as personal assets and given them the

same protection as real assets. Similar laws should also be promoted to more countries

considering the global popularity of digital games.

At the technical level, the absolute power of game companies is a problem as well.

Yet it is unrealistic to allow the players to have the same power as the game

companies. A game that everyone can hack and edit is not a good idea. Virtual

environments like this would have no security and stability of assets. Players’ data

would be under not only threat from game companies but also threat from other

players. Moreover, not every player has enough programming skills to change codes

and data. If players are allowed to edit the data, the result would be those who have

the programming skills become a superior class in the game worlds They can apply

the power to make the changes as they wish. In other words, the power relationship

would be even more imbalanced.

Due to this reason, to balance this relationship, the solution should be not to empower

the players but to cripple the existing power. Game companies and hackers should not

be allowed to edit virtual assets that have already been obtained by the players. Rather

than counting on the self-discipline of the game companies and hackers, legislation is

still needed to realize this solution.
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To think out of the box, the control of game companies’ power can be realized in

another way. The game companies have the power to edit players’ data because the

data, after produced, are still stored in the game systems. If the produced data are no

longer stored in the databases of the game companies, then the power of game

companies’ is crippled. In other words, if the data are stored in a third-party database,

then game companies would lose the power of editing. In recent years, similar

services have been invented by start-up companies. An example of this kind of

third-party service is a company called Cdatabank (http://cdatabank.com/) in China,

which aims to become users’ personal data banks. In such data banks, theoretically,

virtual assets would be more secure than in the game companies’ systems. But

meanwhile the data banks should be regulated by law as well.

If the technical powers and legal rights of editing players’ data are controlled, virtual

products are secured in the sense that they would not be easily destroyed or distorted.

However, these assets are still under the threat of to be devalued. For example, if a

player owns an expensive rare weapon. The weapon would be no longer be as

valuable as it would be if the game companies decide to release 1,000 same weapons

in the game.

The assets would be devalued because of the issuing of new assets. Honestly speaking,

it is an inevitable problem not only in the game worlds but also in the real world. New

assets are constantly produced which would inevitably devalue the old counterparts at

the same time. Although the devaluation is inevitable, what should be prevented is the

action that massively and deliberately issues new assets that would significantly

devalue players’ assets. Such large-scale economic changes should be agreed upon by

the players. These changes should be transparent to all the players and players should

have the right to vote concerning these economic changes.

The vulnerability of data is not a problem that only threatens playbor. In the digital

age, more and more human activities are mediated. Every action carried out via the
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digital media leaves data. All these data, like the data produced by playbor, are

vulnerable. The service providers, like the game companies, often have absolute

technical powers and legal rights to collect, edit and sell these data. Meanwhile the

users can do little to defend their own data.

Among these data, there are bank account passwords, private photos, and home

addresses. Due to this reason, the vulnerability of data is the vulnerability of money,

privacy , and personal safety. It is therefore an urgent problem of the digital age. None

of the users of information technologies can escape from this problem. Solutions have

to been given.

Against this background, the solutions I suggest to protect playbor data can also be

applied to protect other types of vulnerable data. Firstly, laws on data protection

should be established and renewed with the developments of information technologies.

Secondly, the third-party data storage should be advocated for. Last but not least, the

data operation of the service providers and the governments should be transparent and

democratic.
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