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ABSTRACT 

 

JACKSON, JOSHUA. Passion Traps: Cruel Optimism in Videogame Production (Under the 

direction of Dr. Helen Burgess). 

 

Working conditions are precarious in videogame production. Issues like crunch, or 

extended periods of 60+ hour work weeks, opaque meritocratic advancement that favors certain 

bodies over others, and workplace culture fits that act as self-policing measures all characterize 

the types of precarity that videogame production workers face. Lauren Berlantôs concept of cruel 

optimism, from the book by the same name, provides a framework by which we can examine 

attachment, precarity, and most importantly how passion is operationalized in the pursuit of 

capital generation.  

  Cruel optimism alone is not a productive way of talking about precarity. Without an 

understanding of how individuals within videogame production experience precarity, define 

what precarity is and is not, think about passion, and understand their role in perpetuating and 

usurping the current state of production, movement towards industry-wide reform cannot happen 

in a sustainable way. I used tools from feminist ethnography and institutional ethnography to 

approach this project. Kamila Visweswaranôs work from Fictions of Feminist Ethnography, 

Alison Griffith and Dorothy Smithôs Mothering for Schooling, and Dorothy Smithôs Institutional 

Ethnography constitute the main texts from which I drew methodological elements as a way of 

establishing how I approached interviews and knowledge collection, and why a case study was 

important for exploring the contours of my informantsô experiences.  

  My informants spoke about their experiences with unions, and how, for some, not seeing 

themselves represented in union discourse made them question the necessity for collective 

action. Each informant has their own attachments and thoughts about crunch, but all agree that it 

must stop if  videogame production is to become sustainable. Informants also spoke about 

workplace interactions and cultures and how largely positive their experiences with coworkers 

were, while they all had stories of power clashes with management that seemed distant and out 

of the loop. Finally, informants spoke about they defined precarity for themselves. The word 

óprecarityô became understood as a noun, a verb, and an adjective for my informants.  

  Within each of my informantsô experiences, I was able to employ feminist and 

institutional ethnography to understand and explain how power flowed through those institutions, 

where it coagulated, and what bodies it favored over others. Issues such as sexism, transphobia, 

minimizing workersô affective states because the product was more important, and blatant use of 

privilege to minimize other bodies were revealed through feminist ethnographic readings of 

situations. Issues such as how institutional discourse, circuity, and power-play allow for power 

within organizations to coalesce out of the reach of certain bodies, and coalesce in ways that seek 

to first code and then isolate certain behavior as harmful to production were revealed through 

institutional ethnographic readings of situations.  

  This project relies on both theoretical work and qualitative work to help contour what 

precarities are manifesting in videogame production for my informants and what those 

precarities look like. By starting out with an understanding of the relationship between cruel 

optimism, passion, and precarity, I open the floor for ethnographic work to be done with 

informants that help me to outline and more responsible contour what types of situations they are 

facing that they define as precarity. Within those ethnographic details, I can then piece together 

core parts of precarity to move towards a theorization of multiple component parts of precarity. 
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This move allows for a fuller vocabulary and more specificity when discussing issues of 

precarity such as trauma, vulnerability, and risk (re)distribution.  

  In lieu of providing a path forward that is readily applicable to videogame production in 

its current state, I produced a physical critical-making project which has three iterations called 

Passion Traps. Each iteration offers a physical, embodied, and interactable way of displaying the 

knowledges and experiences of my informants.  

  Before a plan of action can be put forth that institutions like Communication Workers of 

America and Game Workers Unite are keen to push, it is important to acknowledge that, without 

granular understandings of workplaces and the bodies within them, unionization and collective 

action on a large scale cannot happen. I have created the groundwork for further exploration, 

definitional work, and formative steps to be taken towards a radically soft ethic of care within 

work talking about videogame production, and the next steps are to keep chipping away at the 

inherent service to capital that videogame production favors instead of the bodies that are 

working in it. 
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Popular press coverage has laid bare what types of precarity videogame production 

workers face in the industry. Issues like crunch1, or extended periods of 60+ hour work weeks, 

opaque meritocratic advancement that favors certain people over others, and workplace culture 

fits that act as self-policing measures all characterize the types of precarity that videogame 

production workers face. 2018 work from Jason Schrier put forth a call for production workers to 

unionize alongside a 2019 New York Times piece that exposed the backbreaking labour that 

goes into making a videogame. James Batchelorôs work for gameindustry.biz thoughtfully 

considerers what the stakes are regarding the controversy around Red Dead Redemption IIôs 

100+ hour work weeks. Rebekah Valentineôs work examines the disarray that the Electronic 

Software Association (ESA) is in regarding how best to divorce themselves of a past that 

valorized overwork and burnout. In the past, videogame production has leveraged narratives such 

as of ógaming while you workô, ódoing what youôre passionate aboutô, and óworking with like-

minded people in like-minded environments.ô Ergin Bulut in ñGlamor Above, Precarity Belowò 

references  images of ñplaying games at work or playing soccer in the fields of Electronic Artsò 

(197), which continue to be popular depictions of what it is like to work in videogame 

production. However, there are rather few examples that highlight the precarity that has taken 

place behind the scenes of videogame production. Until very recently, the perennial popular 

culture example of toxic working conditions in videogame production was Mike Cappsô 2008 

IGDA Leadership Forum comments. He stated that 60 hour work weeks were an expectation at 

the videogame production company Epic, and that Epic would not hire (or would soon after 

hiring, fire) workers who were not committed to spending this kind of time working on the 

games that they were making. Other exposés regarding precarity have fleshed out the contours of 

this problem. Ian Williamôs 2013 Jacobin piece titled ñYou Can Sleep Here All Nightò outlined 

how the videogame production industry subsists on exploitation of passion as a means of 

producing games with such quick turnaround. The ñRockstar Spouseò blog and ñEA Spouseò 

 
1 For a substantial discussion on what crunch is in a general sense, how it operates, and the devious ways that crunch 

is enacted and perpetuated in videogame production, see: ñYou Can Sleep Here All Nightò by Ian Williams (2013), 

ñThe Recruitment of Passion and Community in the Service of Capitalò by Aphra Kerr and John Kelleher (2015), 

and ñThe Perils of Project-Based Workò by Amanda Pettica-Harris, Johanna Weststar, and Steve McKenna. Each of 

these pieces discusses and defines crunch as óoverworkô with extra situational and labour-related trappings. 
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blog are two early examples of people within the industry talking about what types of precarity 

they face and people they are close to face.  Both of these blog post came from spouses of 

videogame production workers. These blogs recount, for a non-videogame production audience, 

the tumult that production workers endure, and the toll it takes on their families. The questions 

remain, though: how do we keep account of these instances? How do we engage with them from 

a scholarly standpoint and a cultural standpoint? How do we come to understand the labour 

processes that occur in videogame production specifically, and media production widely that are 

producing the forms of precarity that this project will discuss? What can we do to address these 

concerns as scholars, as activists, and as consumers? How can we quantify immaterial labour 

against ñhardò or ñmaterialò labour jobs when we talk about unionization and fair working 

rights? How can we understand the situated, embodied experiences of digital media production 

workers in such a way that it becomes real to us so their struggle doesnôt remain abstracted? 

These questions characterize this projectôs main operating question: what does precarity look like 

in videogame production, and how does it function?   

  For the purposes of this project, I am borrowing definitional work around what 

óprecarityô manifests as or has been identified as in anthropology, science and technology 

studies, and English Language Teaching (ELT). Through a triangulation of culture, technology, 

and semiotic theory, it becomes clear how best to prepare for initial definitional work around 

what precarity looks like in videogame production which will be done in Multifaceted 

Manifestations. This definition will not stay static, though. Precarity is multifaceted and 

presents different based on circumstances. Paul Walsh in ñPrecarityò defines precarity in ELT as 

a ñcondition resulting from an employment regime in which deregulated labour markets give rise 

to various types of insecure work; in which social protections are minimized; and in which the 

ability to plan a coherent future is compromisedò (459). Walsh locates precarity in ELT as 

consisting of devaluation of labour of those teaching English in non-English speaking countries, 

and research and teaching material for ELT increasingly becoming beholden to capital 

generation and marketing imperatives (460).Clara Han in ñPrecarity, Precariousness, and 

Vulnerabilityò locates precarity in a similar way as Walsh in that precarity is labour- and capital-

based, but Han draws upon Marx & Engels to understand precarity through a socioeconomic 

working lens: as states have withdrawn welfare and undergone austerity measures, encouraged 

the casualization of labour, and created informal and ógigô economies, there has coalesced a 

digital lumpenproletariat, or un-anchored lower/unskilled class that is forced into intermittent 

labour to survive. As labour regimes have become more flexible, assaults on the ówelfare stateô 

continues, and the global economy becomes increasingly intertwined with the informational 

economy, Han locates precarity as meaning ñthose who would have expected long-term stable 

employment and the benefits of a welfare state [who today], instead, live through intermittent 

labour while thwarted in their aspirations for a ñgood lifeò (Berlant 2011)ò (335). Finally, 

Phoebe Moore in The Quantified Self in Precarity locates precarity, again, in terms of capital, but 

more as a bodily attribution: ñ[precarity] is the purest form of alienation where the worker loses 

all personal association with the labor she performs. She is disposed and location-less in her 

working life and all value is extracted from her in every aspect of lifeò (79). Moore locates 

precarity something closer to what Lauren Berlant in Cruel Optimism characterizes the namesake 

of the book as: a search for the ñgood lifeò, or stable, fulfilling work and grounded social 

attachments. Moore characterizes labour in an ever-growing informational economy as 

consisting of ñconstantly chasing the next ógigôò (79), which renders spatial and temporal 

consistency in life out of reach of workers. Through these three pieces of definitional work in 
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other fields, the idea of what facilitates precarity becomes easier to talk about, but the act of 

pinpointing what precarity is is still out of reach. We can ascertain that precarity has roots in, and 

is exacerbated by, neoliberalism, casualization of labour, and the strip-mining of worker 

protections and worker welfare, and we can ascertain that there are certain discursive situations 

in which these ingredients must be present for these attributions to be attached to a person. The 

informational economy, and derivative forms of óinformationô labour such as immaterial labour 

provides the circumstances necessary for precarity to manifest.    

Mauricio Lazzarato in ñImmaterial Laborò describes specifically non-physical work that 

produces knowledge capital to the benefit of capitalism. Immaterial labour is often 

unremunerated and thought of as ójust another job responsibilityô in much of the tech sector, and 

especially in media production. Systems theory theorists Judith Innes and David Booher in 

ñConsensus Building and Complex Adaptive Systemsò and its derivative Communication 

Constitution of Organization (CCO), taken from The Emergent Organization by James Taylor 

and Elizabeth Van Every, both invite a positivist approach to dealing with interorganizational 

problems such as precarity by decentering the individual(s) experiencing precarity and instead 

inviting theorizing and action based on strategic alliance with other organizations. This means 

that, in lieu of situated protections for workers from systemic, organizational violence, 

organizations seek to align themselves with óinitiativesô or óstancesô against hot-button issues. 

This public-facing stance against, for example, overwork, garners positive public sentiment, 

which allows for capital generation to continue uninterrupted while also allowing organizations 

to continue allowing abuse to propagate 

What these and similar theoretical approaches elide, are the people that the precarity is 

affecting, and how those people came to be entangled in precarity in the first place. Within 

videogame production, more so than most other media production sectors, ópassionô or óbeing a 

gamerô or óbeing hardcoreô are traits that are fetishized in job ad material, interview material, and 

workplace culture. Cecilia DôAnastasio in ñInside the Culture of Sexism at Riot Gamesò  

provides a succinct example of this by talking about Riot Gamesô work culture. The hiring 

process described by her informants seemed contingent on them being óhardcore gamers:ô to the 

point that one informant told a story about a hiring manager blatantly harassing her about her 

charactersô gear and raid progression in World of Warcraft to make her prove she was óhardcoreô 

enough to work there. Aphra Kerr and John Kelleher in ñThe Recruitment of Passion and 

Community in the Service of Capitalò  describe the hiring process, job material, and job 

expectations of community managers in games and find that the word ópassionô is one of the 

most used terms in the job ad material they examined. These jobs require people who are 

passionate about the games that they are supporting to undertake the huge emotional labour of 

supporting and being the face of an entire gaming community. Understanding how ópassionô is 

operationalized to exploit workers and create precarity is the main conceptual backing of this 

project. But to understand why passion is such a powerful motivator, there is a deeper 

understanding that needs to be unpacked. The concept of ópassionô often comes up as a footnote 

to some other identified problems when thinking about bodily entanglement with precarity. The 

passion, or lack thereof, that a person displays towards their workplace, work itself, bosses, 

peers, etc. is rarely, if  ever, addressed in terms of its role in facilitating precarity 

Lauren Berlantôs concept of cruel optimism, introduced in her 2012 book of the same 

name, is a way of understanding why people would put themselves in problematic, precarious, or 

exploitative situations willingly.  Cruel optimism as a concept describes the proverbial carrot on a 

stick allure of a possibly toxic situation for a person: something that can be dangled in front of 
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them to encourage them to work harder, do more, or push themselves in the hopes that their hard 

work will  be recognized and they will  be promoted or given more responsibilities. Berlant 

characterizes these attachments as ñclusters of promisesò (23) which can be examined to 

understand how attachments become ócruel.ô Attachments are not always straightforward. Why 

we become attached and transfixed by something is not always clear. Berlant argues that these 

attachments can be ñincoherent or enigmaticé not as confirmation of our irrationality but as an 

explanation of our sense of our endurance in the object, insofar as proximity to the object means 

proximity to the cluster of things that the object promises, some of which may be clear to us and 

good for us whole others, not so muchò (23). In videogame production, the ways in which these 

cruel optimistic attachments build and become recognized pathways to success, regardless of 

whether they valid pathways or not, can be seen in a number of instances. Williams in ñYou Can 

Sleep Here All  Nightò and Bulut in ñGlamor Above, Precarity Belowò talk about quality 

assurance workers working grueling hours in cramped rooms in the hopes of their work ethic 

being recognized. Bulut, in ñGlamor Above, Precarity Belowò also talks about videogame 

production workers working months of crunch in the hopes that the game sells well and they get 

rewarded with vested stock options or years-long payouts that will  make the work feel ñworth itò 

Robin Johnson in ñToward Greater Production Diversityò talks about contract-labourers 

constantly overworking in the hopes that they could be hired to be part of a core development 

team on some intellectual property (IP) or failing that, to make sure that they keep from being 

blacklisted in the production community. These problems are but observable instances of how 

cruel optimism manifests. The investments that go into building and maintaining these cruel 

optimistic situations are much deeper and more insidious than these isolated instances. Contract 

work, quality assurance work, and crunch are examples that  assist in creating grounded 

understandings of why and how passion and cruel optimism come together in videogame 

production to be such a powerful tool for exploitation. To take these examples of work-related 

precarity further, though, and understand the infrastructural and capital-production-driven 

reasons for why they subsist in videogame production requires an understanding of many facets 

of videogame culture, game studies, and videogame production processes to get to the heart of 

the issue. 

  This project relies on both theoretical work and ethnographic work to help contour what 

precarities are manifesting in videogame production for my informants and what those 

precarities look like. By starting out with an understanding of the relationship between cruel 

optimism, passion, and precarity, I open the floor for ethnographic work to be done with 

informants that help me to outline and more responsible contour what types of situations they are 

facing that they define as precarity. Within those ethnographic details, I can then piece together 

core parts of precarity to move towards a theorization of multiple component parts of precarity. 

This move allows for a fuller vocabulary and more specificity when discussing issues of 

precarity such as trauma, vulnerability, and risk (re)distribution.  

The basis of this project is to understand, from an embodied, personal perspective, the 

stories, feelings, and experiences of videogame production workers in a multitude of different 

ways. The most important way is through experience of informants that have volunteered to 

share their stories with me. Batchelor, Schrier, and Valentineôs work talk about how precarity is 

manifesting in videogame production, but do not consider at any length the people who are 

suffering through these abuses. The closest that these articles come is making sweeping 

generalizations about crunch and toxic workplace cultures as being bad for ALL  production 

workers. Other popular culture work that I will  engage with that talks about precarity in 
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videogame production commit to the same method of generalization. Even the scholarly work 

that I engage with throughout this project that talks about videogame production does not do an 

adequate job of understanding the distinctly human element of videogame production. Often, 

production workersô thoughts or experiences are used to substantiate an authorôs claim about 

videogame production as a whole instead of attempting to engage with the embodied element of 

those stories.  

Without the clarity and granularity that exploring individual, embodied experiences bring 

to light, generalizations made about videogame production will  always miss the mark and will  do 

no good in helping to bring about reform. At its core, this project is an intimately human project; 

it is imperative to understand the stories, contexts, and experiences of the workers who have 

shared their stories with me. In doing so, I seek to provide a platform by which I can elevate the 

stories and experiences being entrusted to me and make a case for why embodied knowledge is 

integral for collective action and unionization. I also seek to explore the contours of what current 

videogame production óisô for my informants, and what it could be. What would ethics of care 

look like in videogame production? How drastically would workplace cultures have to shift to 

accommodate and rehumanize workers seeking ethics of care? I aim to explore and create 

actionable interventions in both a scholarly and activist capacity that do not repeat the missteps 

that previous interventions into videogame production culture have made. The only way to 

accomplish these goals is to use methodologies that encourage intimate, embodied accounts of 

both the positive and negative experiences that workers have regarding precarity through talking 

to as many people working in the industry as possible. It is also important to understand that 

there is no possibility for a catch-all explanation or course of action that will  protect and 

empower all videogame production workers. I argue that without intersectional, feminist, and 

queer interventions in videogame production, the importance of (re)centering people when 

talking about technical spaces would arguably not exist, and a project like this that seeks to 

foreground granular experience as a desired research output would not be possible. 

Understanding the granular, experiential knowledge of videogame production workers, the 

affects that surround their interpersonal interactions, and how best to talk through these things 

responsibly is difficult.   

When the ñfaceò of videogames is still far too often a white male face, representation is 

still quite a contentious issue. Even more so when considering who these representational bodies 

are forgetting. Todd Howard, Ion Hazzikostas, Jeramy Cooke, Randy Pitchford, Ed Boon, Peter 

Molyneux, Jeff Kaplan, John Smedley, Sam Houser, Rod Fergusson, Nolan Bushnell, Reggie 

Fils-Amie, Andy Gavin, Jason Rubin, Trip Hawkins, Doug Lowenstein, Peter Moore, Mike 

Morhaime, Scott Orr, Chris Weaver: each of these people have almost instant name recognition 

among people who are familiar with the videogame industry. They are presidents, founders, 

CEO/COOs, IP managers, community managers, or producers of some of the most well-known 

and well-received games, platforms, and innovations in videogaming history. Time and again, 

we see these familiar faces onstage at PAX, E3, Gamescon, BlizzCon, CES, GDC, and 

DreamHack2, presenting ñthe futureò of their IP, company, or videogaming as a whole. The 

noticeable lack of women, queers, non-binary and trans bodies, and bodies of color in positions 

where they are public figures is an ever-present reminder that diversity, and diversity initiatives 

in this industry still lack any sort of serious commitment to diversifying videogaming and 

 
2 PAX, E3, Gamescon, BlizzCon, CES, GDC, and DreamHack are prominent gaming conventions that take place in 

the US and abroad. Each of these conventions caters to a specific gaming niche. For example, BlizzCon is put on by 

game developer Blizzard, and is an annual showcase of upcoming content for their games. 
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videogame production. To truly promote diversity in this industry requires more than just óquick 

fixesô like including a token selection of diverse people in videogames or including queer 

romance options. Promoting and integrating diversity require systematically questioning why the 

videogame industry values men more than anyone else. Why men and why white people are seen 

as more valid and more expert than non-white and non-men are. Creating a truly diverse, 

welcoming, and accepting videogame environment requires having some uncomfortable 

conversations about what an industry would look like that doesnôt cater to primarily male people; 

one that doesnôt conflate technical mastery with a set of genitals. What would an industry look 

like where people of color, queers, trans and nonbinary bodies are in charge at all levels, 

including technical and ideological, and are not just ñdiversity hiresò to fill  check boxes? What 

would an industry look like where radical softness is valued over radical overwork ï where 

human decency, empathy, and a pronounced ósoftnessô towards peoplesô bodies needing rest is 

valued over grinding people into dust? What would an industry look like where the people 

playing the games that are produced donôt see the industry as a service industry, but as an 

industry where radically inventive ideas are valued? Some of these questions are outside of the 

scope of this project. But they are questions that have inspired this project and will  continue to 

inspire my scholarship for many years to come. These are questions that need answering, and 

this project will  hopefully become a base-camp of sorts where I can start climbing that 

metaphorical mountain. To make formative steps towards answering these questions fully,  it is 

necessary to examine theoretical understandings of óprecarityô and draw from qualitative 

interviews to create a foundational definition of precarities. Instead of continuing to use 

óprecarityô as a catch-all term to describe issues like trauma, vulnerability, and risk distribution, 

there needs to be a move towards describing workersô experiences as they are and what they 

evoke. 

In my first chapter, I go over some definitional work regarding precarity. This chapter 

starts by examines how ópassionô is conceived of and operationalized across a variety of 

business-oriented scholarship. This is done to lay the groundwork for understanding how passion 

is approached in videogame production specifically: how is passion being used to subjectivate 

workers into accepting toxic working conditions and workplace cultures? To understand this, the 

concept of immaterial labour must first be understood so that the specific types of precarity 

within immaterial labour can be examined. Once those understandings are established, it 

becomes possible to think through how, within videogame production, precarity manifests and 

who it affects. It becomes possible to intertwine the concept of cruel optimism with passion as a 

way of understanding the complicity of one within the other. This approach allows for ways of 

thinking through what types of workers and what types of bodies are in danger of being further 

marginalized by the lack of clear understanding of unionization efforts and collective 

organization within videogame production. This chapter is acting as a literature review of what 

óprecairtyô, ópassionô and ócruel optimismô mean in highly specific and theoretical circumstances. 

  In my second chapter, I examine my methodological approach to this project. With the 

ever-present reminder both to myself and to the reader that this project is concerned with 

embodied, experiential stories and not working towards sweeping generalizations, I outline how 

feminist ethnography and institutional ethnography lend themselves to a new way of 

understanding and emphasizing the stories of my informants. Feminist ethnography presents a 

useful way of wrestling with the question of objectivity. Feminist ethnography, especially the 

work of Kamala Visweswaran (1994), provides frameworks to help situate myself within this 

necessarily uncomfortable work. Objectivity in regard to anthropological and ethnographic work 



7 

 

oftentimes formulates the scholar or observer as somehow more human than those being 

observed; the observer is tracing behaviors, patterns, and other deeply intimate and wholly 

personal behavior while trying to generalize. Though granular accounts may make up parts of the 

theory being crafted, the goal of anthropology isnôt for the author to challenge their own views 

and mores; it is to create a ledger of a group of people and their behavior. My own passion and 

increasingly complicated relationship towards videogaming creates a point of contention that, if  I 

were to claim any sort of objectivity towards this project, would render anything I said hollow 

and untruthful. Feminist objectivity allows me to not only acknowledge how close I am to this 

situation, but for this project to flourish from that closeness. By re-centering where and what 

ñtruthò is in this project away from an objective right/wrong truth and into an experiential, 

embodied story, I am able to present the truths of my informants in such a way that their granular 

experiences are not lost to generalization. In the same way that feminist ethnography creates a 

groundwork for recontextualizing objectivity and repositioning bodily experience as the object of 

inquiry, institutional ethnography provides a horizontal way of understanding how precarity 

comes to be. Dorothy Smithôs Institutional Ethnography alongside Alison Griffith and Dorothy 

Smithôs Mothering For Schooling provide examples of how to scaffold an investigation into 

power structures within an organization. These investigations traces the various institutional 

appendages that work together to produce precarity for certain people in that system. Institutional 

ethnography also creates a way of tracking how corporatized entities leverage knowledge- and 

information-production to create necessary precarities that incentivize workers to overwork and 

not question status quos.  

In my third chapter, I will  introduce and (re)tell my informantsô stories about their 

experiences with videogame production. I start by introducing my informants, giving a general 

description of where in the videogame industry they work, their years of experience, and what 

size studios they work/have worked for. Then, I will  give an overview of the themes that the 

chapter will  cover, and a reminder of why seeking experiential, embodied knowledges of this 

kind is integral foundational and definitional work. I then I examine the four main themes that I 

identified with my informants. Those themes are i) unions and collective action, ii)  crunch and 

why it is necessary for crunch to stop if  the industry is to survive and change, iii)  workplace 

culture and power clashes, and the iv) semantics of ñprecarityò and ñprecariousò. Two 

informants talked about precarity, and the feeling of their job being a precarious one. All  six 

informants talked about their experiences with reticence and zealotry towards unionization. All  

six informants discussed the cultural expectation that crunch is important and is a defining 

characteristic of, and a weeding-out mechanism for videogame production. All  six informants 

concluded that crunch has no place in videogame production. Each informant had varying 

opinions on what to do in the wake of that declaration, though. All  six of my informants 

experienced overwhelmingly positive experiences as far as workplace culture was concerned. 

The caveat to this, though, is that they had positive experiences with other coworkers. The 

tension came from interacting with people in positions of power. All  six of my informants dealt 

with power struggles with management at some point. All  six informants felt powerless at some 

juncture to do what they knew was right within their job. Subjects ranged from how they dealt 

with creative decisions that they disagreed with and knew better than to make, to the knowledge 

that upper-management only views them and potential audiences for their game as data points.  

In my fourth chapter, I use two methodological toolsets to examine my informantsô 

stories and experiences through: feminist ethnography and institutional ethnography. I am 

mobilizing the methodological synthesis discussed in my second chapter towards being able to 
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triangulate how my informantsô  interactions inform their experience with other people in their 

institution. By doing this, I show that it becomes easier to interrogate how forms of resistance 

such as collective bargaining interact with, and move through institutions. When combined, these 

two methodologies offer ways of examining similar issues in a complementary way while also 

revealing insight that, with just using one or the other methodology, may be lost.  Similarly, the 

conclusions that they come to are similar but utilized significantly differently. They share the 

goal of understating how organizations consolidate power, but they differ in how those results 

are presented and in what ways those understandings can solve inequity. 

  In my fifth chapter, I make tentative steps towards a theorization of precarities. The 

literature review that I did in the first chapter does a good job of outlining in very general terms 

what and where precarity can manifest and how that links to cruel optimism. But the term 

óprecarityô does not do a good enough job of describing the experiences of my informants. This 

is why it is necessary to start to think beyond just a singular, all-encompassing understanding of 

the situations, affects, entanglements, and extenuating circumstances that surround and 

characterize my informants as just óprecarityô. The things that my informants talked about need 

to be understand on a more granular level than what classifying their experiences under 

óprecarityô can provide. This chapter, instead, is interesting in taking formative steps towards 

understanding multiple, situated, embodied experiences as precarities. This chapter looks at three 

themes that appeared across all my informantsô stories, but varied wildly in scope, impact, and 

fallout. These themes are trauma, vulnerability, and risk. This chapter unpacks what these themes 

mean and how they collocated alongside, within, and outside a general understanding of singular 

precarity.  
  In my sixth, I describe Passion Traps, a critical making installation that this entire project 

is named after. Passion Traps is an installation with three iterations that each add a dimension of 

physicality to the issues of passion and precarity that this project covers. Each iteration makes 

use of quotations from interviews Iôve conducted with various types of videogame production 

workers. Each of these quotes is associated with a certain object or piece of each iteration. The 

first iteration, ñPassion Traps 1 ï Developersô Dilemmasò, highlights the voices of videogame 

production workers whose primary job is game development. This iteration is contextualized in a 

standing rectangle of eviscerated books that create two ówindowsô that users can see through. 

Within the window, there is an old Super Nintendo controller perched precariously at the 

intersecting point of four 8-inch wood screws. Above the controller are two more 8-inch wood 

screws which form an óXô. This iteration makes use of conductive paint and a Bare Conductive 

Touchboard to create seven interactable nodes on various parts of the controller where, where 

users press them, quotes play that I have gathered from interviews with current, working 

videogame production workers about their experiences with videogame production.  
  The second iteration, ñPassion Traps 2 ï Community Passionò, highlights community 

managers. The community managers that I have interviewed for this iteration talk about how 

they came to be community managers, and how they experience passion traps in ways that 

production workers, and fan labourers and contingent labourers (the subjects of my third 

iteration) do not. This iteration is contextualized by an old laptop, missing the keycaps óIô, ó ó ô, 

óLô, óEô, óTô, óHô, óMô, óKô, óNô, óOô, and óWô. Connected to the laptop via a laptop security cable 

is a cellphone. The cellphone has a İôô stainless steel shackle-type screw pin anchor inserted into 

the top of the cellphone, with the looped end of the security cable looped onto the anchor. 

Additionally, a popular self-help book that is often recommended to workers in technology 

sectors where their job will  require being on-call or working crunch entitled Time Management 
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From the Inside Out has had a portion of its innards cut out to accommodate a Bare Conductive 

Touchboard and six banana clips. Using the Bare Conductive touchboard and conductive paint, I 

created six touch sensors  on the phone, laptop, laptop security cable, and pin anchor.   
  The third iteration, ñPassion Traps 3 ï Modding Materialityò, examines the types of 

passion that unremunerated, contingent, and fan labourers exhibit. This iteration is 

contextualized by a 1ò by 1ò model of a bedroom. Four black plastic walls create a square 

enclosure with a black plastic floor. There is chain link wrapped around the entire display. There 

are only two physical objects in this room: a doll bed, and a candle in the middle of the room. 

The rest of the roomôs features are printed on pieces of paper and glued to the walls of the room. 

The decorations around the room are reminiscent of a quintessentially ñgeekyò room: action 

figures and models of popular videogame characters, posters of games, a computer with two 

large monitors, windows with the blinds drawn. The candle in the middle of the room is a trick 

candle. 
  Each chapter in this project offers a substantial way of approaching cruel optimism in 

videogame production. This project offers a multi-faceted understanding of precarity. This 

project also proves that precarity, which is one of the most important aspects of cruel optimism, 

is not one-size-fits-all. Precarities manifests in many different instances for many different 

people in videogame production. Though those manifestations share overlap between body 

types, the type of precarity that manifests and how it manifests is dependent on just as many 

factors as cruel optimism. It is important to, first, understand the material components of cruel 

optimism. Within videogame production, cruel optimism requires certain material-discursive 

conditionalities to manifest and to proliferate.  
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1. 
Multifaceted Manifestations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 This project is one where positioning and embodied experiences are more important, and 

a more desirable end goal, than explanations of motivation regarding a broad swatch of people. 

In this chapter, I will  give a broad stroke and theory-based understanding of what precarity is and 

what its discreet parts are made of according to various literature. Lauren Berlantôs conception of 

cruel optimism is an important starting place to talk about the theorization of precarity. Once 

Berlantôs theoretical contributions are established, I can examine the necessary discrete parts of 

cruel optimism that allow for the theorization of videogame production as an engine of 

subjectivation. Subjectivation in this project is understood to be a series of events, actions, 

cultural expectations, labour relations, affective and emotion entrapments and attachments that 

contribute to and shape a personôs current present. In History of Sexuality (1988), Michel 

Foucault talks about subjectivity and subjectivation as historically constituted and situated 

óeventsô, but not as ósubstancesô, meaning that, as a person experiences life, they are shaped by 

those experiences. Finally, I will  examine how passion, precarity, and immaterial labour operate 

in relation to videogame production.  
  The most important theoretical concept that this project leverages comes from Lauren 

Berlantôs book Cruel Optimism. By understanding and updating Berlantôs conception of how 

cruel optimism happens and who it happens to, it is possible to understand how cruel optimism 

manifests in videogame production. It is important to understand cruel optimism as Berlant 

presents the concept. From her original definition, it will  become easier to understand how cruel 

optimism functions in the specific material-discursive circumstances of videogame production. 

Cruel optimism in videogame production functions akin to a recipe. It needs certain ingredients 

to allow it to function. The concepts of precarity, passion, and immaterial labour describe 

material-discursive circumstances in which cruel optimism can exist and proliferate.    
  The first ingredient of cruel optimism is the setting. Where, exactly, can cruel optimism 

manifest? What are the conditions that it thrives in? By drawing on Lazzaratoôs definitional work 

of what immaterial labour is, the bounds and contours of immaterial labour become apparent. 

Within immaterial labour, affect and affective attachment become powerful subjectivating tools. 

Immaterial labourôs goal is to produce surplus values of knowledge capital by subjectivating 

workers to accept heterogenous working spaces that cater to certain types of people over others 

and value iterative, safe change over sweeping change. Immaterial labour enables institutional 
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circuits that trap threats to production and allow for those problems to be isolated, which allows 

for production pipelines to minimally change or be interrupted. Cruel optimism exists here to 

allow workers to be subjectivated into conforming to institutional discourses that dictate what a 

productive body is versus a non-productive body.   
  The second ingredient of cruel optimism is passion. In videogame production 

specifically, passion is operationalized as both a recruitment and a retention tool. Drawing from 

management studies, organizational psychology, entrepreneurial studies, and business studies, it 

will  be possible to tease out a cohesive composite image of what ópassionô can be defined as and 

then thought about in regard to videogame production. What about videogame production 

inspires passion? How has videogame production operationalized passion into a subjectivation 

tool? How does this operationalization create precarity? Videogame production is careful to 

show the playfulness of videogame production as a job and are careful to appeal to the aspect of 

workers ódoing what they loveô. Passion is showcased and operationalized as a cultural fit  tool, a 

meritocractic advancement component, and, ultimately, a way of subjectivating workers to 

accept that overwork, or crunch, is just a part of producing a truly sublime product: a case of 

óbleed for what you love.ô Cruel optimism rides on the coattails of that sentiment, driving 

workers to work harder, longer, and quicker in the hopes of recognition and meritocratic 

advancement..   
  The final ingredient of cruel optimism is precarity. How does overwork, casualization of 

work, job scarcity & insecurity, and outsourcing, contribute to precarity as it pertains to 

videogame production? In videogame production, precarity depends upon the next two 

ingredients of cruel optimism: passion and immaterial labour. When those two are established, 

precarity can exist as the sort of icing on the cake; the glue that keeps cruel optimism together in 

videogame production. Though óprecarityô can pejoratively refer to how an industry is positioned 

(e.g. the precarity of the banking industry, housing bubbles, etc.), precarity needs support to 

exist. Precarity requires the conditionality of immaterial labour enabling work that is knowledge-

capital-generating, does not require prolonged physical presence, and is interconnected. 

Immaterial work can be sent elsewhere in the world should the price of keeping that labour in the 

US be too much. Once the conditionality is established, and thereôs an ever-present óthreatô of 

losing the immaterial labour a body is responsible for (in this case outsourcing), passion can be 

operationalized and called upon to convince a worker to work harder, longer, and quicker. All  in 

the name of producing a product in the medium that theperson is ópassionateô about.  
  By establishing these concepts as the óingredientsô of cruel optimism, it is possible to, 

finally, examine possible next steps in regard to precarity in videogame production. Are unions a 

ready-made answer? Does the model of a óunionô that is largely predicated on and made for 

material labour provide an able method for workers to collectively bargain? The answers, 

unfortunately, become more muddy the further into the issue one looks. 

 

Cruel Optimist ic Attachment 

 

 Cruel optimism presents a nuanced way of understanding the motivations at work in 

embodied experiences with videogame production that can facilitate precarity. Berlant defines 

cruel optimism as  

[relationsé that exist] when something you desire is actually an obstacle to your 

flourishing. It might involve food, or a kind of love; it might be a fantasy of the good life, 

or a political project. [é] These kinds of optimistic relations are not inherently cruel. 
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They become cruel only when the object that draws your attachment actively impedes the 

aim that brought you to it initially.  (1) 

 

There is a necessary component of fantasy attached to cruel optimism: ñthe affective structure of 

an optimistic attachment involves a sustaining inclination to return to the scene of fantasy that 

enables you to expect that this time, nearness to this thing will  help you or a world to become 

different in just the right wayò (2). Fantasy allows for imaging new normals; situations beyond 

what is already not working. Berlant locates the willingness to engage with fantasy as an 

important aspect of cruel optimism, characterizing fantasy as ñthe means by which people hoard 

idealizing theories and tableaux about how they and the world ñadd up to somethingòò (2). The 

search for normalcy and habitude are endemic to fantasy, and are bolstered by allowing affective 

attachments to anchor themselves in those fantasies.  The characterization of affect and its 

implication in the act of attaching a person to a fantasy in such a way that that attachment, and 

the action of seeking being closer to that attachment, becomes damaging is important.  Lisa 

Blackman and Couze Venn in ñAffectò partially characterize óaffectô as ñnon-verbal, non-

conscious dimensions of experience [as] reengagement with sensation, memory, perception, 

attention and listeningò (8). This becomes important when thinking through how attachments can 

be bolstered in fantasy. Affective investment in a desired object or a routine or thing is not 

always done consciously, or rather, with consciousness towards the decision of becoming 

óattachedô. Instead, affect greases the gears of attachment, creating a decision-making process 

that goes beyond a simple yes/no of whether to continue pursuing that thing. Affect creates 

emotional achors to and around an object that change the simple yes/no decision-making proces 

to óyes, butô and óno, butô.Berlant characterizes affect as a way of finding habitude and normalcy 

(57), but also as an ñ[attachment] to the soft hierarchies of inequality [that] provide a sense of 

their place in the worldò (194). It becomes a series of processes, of cognitions, actions, 

attachments, entrapments, feelings, labours, that produce the material discursive positioning of a 

person within a suspended, temporal moment. The affective structure of cruel optimism is both 

the containing force of cruel optimism and one of its drivers. The return to fantasy that Berlant 

mentions is an iterative process. The iterative process can be as simple as rethinking a 

relationship, trying to make it work; downplaying perceived negative behaviors and highlighting 

perceived positive behaviors to paint an attainable picture of a happy life together. Or making a 

pros and cons list regarding a decision where objectivity is really relative, and the weights of 

both pros and cons can vastly differ because the allure of what is on the other side of that 

decision is greater than the desire to remain in the present situated experience.  
  Berlant makes a point again and again of saying that, regardless of how cruel optimism 

operates in any given situation, there is no shame to be had in it. Cruel optimism, she argues, 

isnôt about doing the irrational just for the sake of irrationality ï at the end of the day, it is about 

searching for normalcy and every-day-ness (54) in addition to establishing habitude (57). But 

what Berlant is building to is the context in which the processes of seeking normalcy and 

habitude occur. Berlant uses Bordowitzô 2001 film Habit to understand how habitude and 

searching for normalcy in late-stage capitalism exist in a constant temporal space of crisis. Habit 

mirrors Bordowitzô own attempt at creating an understanding of his historical present: how does 

his cruel optimism towards normalcy and habitude operate in a timeframe and a body frame that 

is actively non-normal. Due to stacked cultural stigmas (queer identification and being HIV-

positive), the temporality and feasibility of normalcy becomes a quest for the impossible due to 

unaccountable circumstances. The attachment towards, and the processual movement toward, a 
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habitude of perceived normalcy while existing in a state of non-normalcy creates a discord that is 

impossible to soothe. 
  Berlant makes the point of saying that cruel optimism is about attachment to an object of 

desire (24). Objects of desire are ña cluster of promises [which] allow us to encounter whatôs 

incoherent or enigmatic in our attachments, not as confirmation of our irrationality but as an 

explanation of our sense of our endurance in the object, insofar as proximity to the object means 

proximity to the cluster of things that the object promisesò (24). When I talk about cruel 

optimism in this project, I am talking about a two-fold thing: the first is the attachment of a body 

to an object of desire. In the case of videogame production, I hypothesize some possible object(s) 

of attachment as being cultural capital, óliving a dreamô, and clout. As some of my informants in 

later chapters talk about, the idea of  óliving the dreamô of being in videogames and having 

access to the cultural capital associated with a ócoolô job becomes enticing enough to buy fully  

into a fantasy that videogame production perpetuates. Work while you play, play games for a 

living, passion: all characterizations of the clout associated with working in games. The second is 

that the object itself  is not the ócruelô part. What makes videogame production and attachment to 

it ócruelô is the operationalization of passion to subjectivate workers into accepting the abuses of 

the industry in order to succeed. The operationalization of passion can manifest in several ways. 

For my informants, which I will  talk more about in chapter 3, their passion for playing 

videogames, being part of a counter-culture, or seeking and finding validation within videogames 

was a catalyst for wanting to pursue videogame production. The end result for my informants 

was almost word-for-word that they wanted to have a hand in creating something that people 

would play and enjoy.  

  In videogame production, the promises attached to the object of attachment are threefold. 

First, displaying how passionate a worker is presents a path to become the next well-known face 

of a videogame, like Todd Howard: meritocracy will  recognize workersô commitment and 

reward them accordingly. Second is that the abuses that videogame production entail are 

defensible  because thatôs just the culture of the job. Activities such as hazing or ópassion-

checkingô are simply a cultural expectation of this type of job and a necessity to become 

successful. . Third, having access to the cultural cache of ñdoing-what-you-loveò marks a person 

as inherently óluckyô; that person does not have to work a job they hate, and in the case of 

videogame production, that person has the option to óplay while they work.ô,  means that workers 

are seen as  Miya Tokumitsu in Do What You Love: And Other Lies About Success & Happiness 

talks about the culture of ódoing what you loveô as one that you must suffer for, but one that is, 

ultimately, more fulfilling  (49). Rationally, a person can look at these promises and see the vague 

nature and possible dangers. There are no concrete steps attached to these promises that produce 

verifiable results. Instead, popular media presents videogame production through interviews with 

well -known workers as less of a toxic subjectiation process and more of a challenge: a game to 

be won, and a proving ground for why that winner shouldnôt be someone else. Everyone knows 

that ógrindingô in videogames makes you stronger and makes it easier to progress. Yet, 

videogame production relies on these promises as a way of coaxing out the passion of potential 

workers.  
  It is important to remember that passion isnôt a static interaction in an affective 

environment. Instead, it is just another process that is operating within, alongside, and in 

opposition to other processes. Those processes combine to form the affective moment that a 

person inhabits. Berlant says that ñThe set of dissolving assurances also includes meritocracy, 

the sense that liberal-capitalist society will  reliably provide opportunities for individuals to carve 
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out relations of reciprocity that seem fair and that foster life as a project of adding up to 

something and constructing cushions for enjoymentò (3). Cruel optimism thrives on the promise 

of a ógood lifeô, or some sort of equilibrium where precarity does not exist or is not actively 

fraying away: ñupward mobility, job security, political and social equality, and lively durable 

intimacyò (3). All  my informants for this project stated that they followed the career path that 

they did due to the promise of something better. Each person pursued videogame production to 

obtain something that they dreamed of having: stability for some, a home for others, enough 

capital to live comfortably for themselves. They saw the videogame production industry as a 

thriving, vibrant entity that could accommodate their wishes for something better while also 

being able to see their passion bloom into physical things that people would interact with and 

absorb into their own affective processing.  
  The construction of the óthe good lifeô encompasses the passion, the objects of 

attachment, the unsustainable promises, the endurance of people towards a goal, and the actual 

conceptual identity that this project is ascribing to videogame production. In short, the idea of 

óthe good lifeô as a carrot dangling on a stick that people struggle toward is the containing unit of 

cruel optimism. Meritocracy and the neoliberal push for everyone and everything to be self-

starting, autonomous, and professional but also wholly beholden to the whims of late-stage 

capitalism ultimately yield a decaying fantasy where hard work and gumption are still the capital 

of upward mobility. These beliefs are integral for the current survival and capitulation of the 

capitalist socius. If  capital and cultural capital are the ultimate productive goal of late-stage 

capitalism, the core of it falls apart without productive, subjectivatable people. Most specifically 

when people that believe they have an imperative function in what Alena Chia (2019) calls a 

ónew economyô  are extricated (773). In Disruptive Fixation Sims (2018) talks about the early 

New School in NYC as an example of rampant subjectivation in this vein. Students from 

economically disadvantaged areas were brought into a highly technologized space and taught 

technological competencies and learning skills that would enable them to switch from 

knowledge-production job to knowledge-production job. 
  New methods of production that donôt favor late-stage capitalismôs model of producing 

surpluses of knowledge and cultural capital by way of breaking people into subjectivated 

production machines cannot occur on a large scale. Late-stage capitalism is concerned with 

producing as much capital as it can with as few non-controllable parts as it can. This is where 

subjectivation, or cultural and material-discursive expectations of óworkô, become important. 

Late-stage capitalism subjectivates people to accept whatever conditions of work are most 

advantageous to production and not question those conditions. This subjectivation isnôt always 

necessarily horrific, especially in immaterial labour in the West. Rarely is it a sweatshop 

narrative where workers are forced to work exceedingly long hours constantly in unsafe 

conditions for fractions of the wealth they are producing. Subjectivation can be as simple as 

subtle pressures to work overtime instead of relaxing, or just expecting that certain time periods 

of the year will  require more work hours than other times. Subjectivation and cruel optimism 

work together to become part-and-parcel of what keeps workers actively engaged and 

overworking towards a goal or attachment. People are subjectivated to continue capitulating the 

idea that only hyperproductive bodies are of any use in this current productive era. However, 

there are cultural strata being gestured to as consolation prizes for workers to soften the fatalistic 

nature of this subjectivation. Working hard can earn more money, more cultural cache, more 

respect from bosses, more admiration from your peers. The only barrier to those things is 

working harder. Pockets of resistance occur, but the capitalist socius, which Deleuze and 
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Guattari refer to in Anti-Oedipus as the óbodyô or form of capitalism which includes labour 

processes, social influence, and subjectivation,  actively finds ways of consuming those pockets 

and monetizing them. Ultimately, this renders these sites of resistance as little more than overly-

idealistic pits of good intention that lead further into the hellscape of late-stage capitalism. For 

instance, something as simple as óbeing niceô has become a tool of capitalism. Tom Whyman, in 

his online article ñWhat Is Cupcake Fascismò articulates that neoliberalism and late-stage 

capitalism have started to rely not on oppressive, autocratic structures to beat the populace into 

submission, but instead on militant niceness to bury any unseemly negativity that could lead to 

revolution: ñCupcake fascism asserts itself violently through something the infantilized subject 

holds deeply as an ideal. This ideal is niceness. On the one hand, niceness is just what the 

infantilized subject thinks is lacking from the world [they are] hiding from.ò The example that 

Whyman uses to talk this concept through is 2011 post-riots London. After tensions mounted 

over possible financial crisis and riots broke out, a piece of WW2 propaganda reemerged. Keep 

Calm and Carry On (KCCO) found its way back into cultural relevance. Only, instead of KCCO 

in the face of bombing runs, the people of London were KCCO cleaning up after the riots. 

Instead of confronting the issues that caused the riots in the first place, and directing action 

towards social change in that regard, social media and news outlets infantilized the riots as 

ñtemper tantrumsò and valorized those cleaning up as cooler heads prevailing. It is this 

pathological need for niceness to bury the ugliness in the world that allows for the capitalist 

socius to continue consuming and monetizing potentially revolutionary acts of resistance. 

 

Passion and Precarity  in Videogame Production 

 

In the case of videogame production, passion is used as a recruiting, retention, and 

subjectivation tool. Workplace culture in videogame production is often created around the 

passion for playing videogames. In ñInside the Culture of Sexism at Riot Gamesò, DôAnastasio 

outlines how the workplace culture and the workplace ófitô at Riot Games insists upon potential 

employees being óhardcore gamersô. One informant that shared her story with DôAnastasio 

talked about the hiring process as being a constant push from the male hiring committee to see 

how passionate she was about playing videogames and to try and catch her lying about her 

passion. When the topic of raiding in World of Warcraft came up, the informant listed her raiding 

experience as above-average, and named some of the raids that she had cleared, and the hiring 

committee grilled her to see if  she was lying because they couldnôt seem to grasp that a woman 

could achieve those types of successes. 
  Kerr and Kelleher outline how, in community-management positions, passion is a 

buzzword that is used in job material to mask a grueling on-call schedule, few holidays off, and 

poor compensation. Kerr and Kelleher also note that ñPassion was most frequently co-located 

with gaming knowledge and arguably, what many of these advertisements were doing was 

hailing fans and game players. This also, we suggest, excludes those who do not see themselves 

as passionate game players and blurs the boundaries between work and playò (185). As is the 

case with DôAnastasioôs informantôs experiences, passion is, again, being used as a metric to 

gauge culture fit  and willingness to sacrifice to work in videogames. The way in which passion is 

collocated with knowledge of gaming in general, or with the particular game that is being 

recruited for, hints at the necessity of recruiting passionate workers to do the grueling labour that 

keeps games profitable as a service model. Without people that are amenable to that kind of 

labour, and subjectivated to be willing to endure overwork and the potential of that overwork not 
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leading to the promise of stability and glamor that was promised, the model of making game 

content as a service to fans would fall apart.  
  In ñThe Perils of Project-Based Workò, Pettica-Harris, Westar, and McKenna look at 

how passion explicitly creates environments that are inherently anti-unionization. Their work 

looks at how passion is mobilized to first hook in talent by promising that workers will  be 

working in ñcoolò environments (for instance, pizza and donut Fridays)(580), and then to 

systematically keep them hooked through stock options and kickbacks from sales that will  trickle 

in over the span of years. Additionally, the way that blame is shifted away from human actors 

and onto the project is another insidious methodology of control. Itôs easy to be mad at a person 

for demanding that a worker work late or work unfair hours. It is much harder to be mad at a 

project; especially when the project, ostensibly, is the thing that recruited workers and mobilized 

workers in the first place to join the company. Pettica-Harris, Wester, and McKenna say that the 

allure of ócoolô food and a ócoolô working environment for employees is a way of making it seem 

like the company cares about them while skirting the responsibility for their deteriorating health 

from eating junk food constantly, working under extreme pressure, and not taking care of their 

bodies (581). Pettica-Harris, Westar, and McKenna set up the conditions where passion is, 

instead of just a mobilizing force now, a force of spite. The act of óproductionô invites workers to 

think of these jobs in videogame production as ñcoolò and ñhipò instead of as precarious and 

awful. By appealing to the cultural capital of óworking in videogamesô and óbeing a cool jobô, 

these jobs carry certain expectations, like being ok with working 60, 70, 80 hour weeks. (again, 

see: Mike Cappsô 2008 IDGA comments3). The entire attitude of crunch, and of old-style work-

until-you-drop can be summed up with the saying ówork hard, play hard.ô By having access to 

the cultural capital that few have (e.g. working in videogames), workers are expected to 

constantly prove that they belong there.   
  Robin Johnson, in ñHiding in Plain Sight: Reproducing Masculine Culture at a Video 

Game Studioò, outlines how hegemonic masculinity in production workplaces can be linked with 

ówinningô or óputting in the effort to get betterô at games (582). People who ówinô more, or show 

more passion for getting better tend to be considered more masculine. Passion then becomes a 

workplace culture fit  policing measure where those who lose or do show passion for winning 

become less masculine, and the passion that these workers do exhibit is discounted because it is 

not operationalized for production. Workers who do not or cannot work crunch are considered 

less fit  to work in the industry and share in the cultural cache. Bulut in ñPlayboring in the Tester 

Pitò talks about how the cultural cache of working within videogames is so appealing to some 

workers that they are willing to take pay cuts, work in abusive work environments, and contend 

with poor working conditions just to say that they work in videogames (243).  
  Another aspect of precarity that videogame production encourages is job insecurity. 

Contract labour and outsourcing create new contours to explore when talking about hiring 

practices, retention & advertising, and following passion into videogame production. Contract 

labour and outsourcing feed into cruel optimism by allowing management to operationalize the 

passion of workers to convince them to work harder, longer, and faster for the chance of upward 

mobility, which is more often than not an untruth. Contract labour and outsourcing also produce 

new contours when considering skill mastery. Just as material skills such as masonry require 

specialized physical skills and workplaces, videogame production, and software production in 

 
3 In a panel at 2008ôs International Game Developers Associationôs (IDGA) annual conference, Mike Capps, head of 

Epic Games, stated in a panel that working 60 hours a week or more was standard practice at Epic and that those 

who are not willing to work those hours should seek employment elsewhere, or will be weeded out very quickly.  
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general, have their own specialized skills. Software knowledge, coding languages, process 

knowledge, or infrastructure knowledge are more valuable to capitalism than material knowledge 

since those knowledge sets are integral to producing knowledge and cultural capital. But with 

those competencies, new forms of precarity must be accounted for. No longer is software and 

immaterial knowledge production tools a privileged Western knowledge. Eastern European 

countries like Ukraine, Belarus, and Turkey, and third-world countries such as India, Malaysia, 

Iraq and Iran are developing highly technologized sectors that are capable of doing the same 

work as Westerners at a fraction of the price. The faux-promise of possibly being hired full  time, 

and the threat of losing contract work to outsourcing create another dimension of precarity within 

videogame production. 
  Software production as a field utilizes contract labour and what Spinuzzi, in All Edge, 

refers to as óswarmingô (73) to accomplish tasks quickly, and then dissipate. A core team may 

work on the planning stages and preproduction of a software, then contract labour is brought in 

to help build prototypes and iterations of the software, and when that prototype is at a marketable 

stage, the labour force is disbanded back down to a core team. When that software needs to be 

tested, or other features added, contract labour can be brought back in to óswarmô those jobs, and 

then disbanded again. In a 2014 expose, Jason Schrier talked to Holden Link, publisher of 

GamesJobWatch, who said: 

 

"It's weirdly common to hear about people getting laid off from the same company more 

than onceði.e., they get laid off, rehired, and laid off again in a span of two or three 

years, often without a different job in between," said Link. "Those scenarios are a vivid 

illustration of these kind of layoffsðthe company didn't need someone for a few months, 

then decided they needed them full  time again until something else went wrong."  

 

In videogame production, especially, contract labour is often brought on with the promised 

possibility of being made core members of a team once their contract is up. Rarely does this 

happen.  
  As outlined in a 2016 exposé called ñThe game industryôs disposable workersò, Colin 

Campbell details how contract labour in videogame production are constantly baited with the 

possibility of being brought on full -time while still struggling with the reality of being contract 

labour. Campbellôs informants reported that ñéthey feel mistreated and even mislead by 

managers who dangle the possibility of full  employment, but rarely follow through. In 

employment law circles, this is known as óemployment misclassificationô. One informant of 

Campbellôs said: ñ ó[Game companies] put you on a year's contract and they say that it might end 

with a full -time position. You're in suspense until two weeks before your contract is up and then 

say 'oh we can't convert youôò. As production costs rise, videogame production is turning more 

and more to contract labour to even out the pay gap. Campbell speaks to Nate Gibson, an expert 

on employee misclassification, who says that hiring contract labour versus hiring full  time labour 

saves approximately 30% in costs for each contractor hired in place of a full-time staff member. 

In addition to the ability for an employer to simply fire contract labour when they are no longer 

needed, contract labourers do not receive insurance through the company contracting them, nor 

do they receive sick days, vacation days, or personal days. They are generally paid by the hour or 

by the day, which creates an environment for contract labour where time literally is money. 

Contract labourers in videogame production are often faced with work stipulations that were 

never made clear to them. Similarly, Campbell talks about one of their informants who worked 
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as a video editor for a large publisher. He was informed, after he was hired, that he actually was 

employed by a contract firm and not the company itself. In addition to this omission, his work 

responsibilities and working hours shifted several times without his consent, while his wage 

stayed the same: ñ"We never signed anything agreeing to [these changes], nor were we told it 

was happening." he says. "When one of my [contract] coworkers asked if  it was negotiable, he 

was told no and that he could always look for another placement if  he wasn't happy"ò. 

 The factor that makes contract labour possible, which then makes job insecurity possible, 

is the practice of outsourcing, and the constant threat of outsourcing. In addition to the 

devastatingly stressful environments that videogame production takes place in, a good portion of 

that work is outsourced, contributing to further job instability and precarity. In 

ñOUTSOURCING: Video Game Art is Increasingly óTo Goô, Paul Hyman examines how the 

outsourcing practices of videogame art was an early harbinger of things to come. The company 

he profiles, THQ (today known as THQNordic), is a multi-billion dollar triple-A videogame 

producer that refers to outsourcing as ódistributed development.ô Hyman references THQ having 

outsourced 20-25% of their art asset development in 2008, whereas today they outsource 

somewhere around 80% of their art asset development. Their in-house production is now 

primarily game systems, proprietary art assets, and marketing/branding.  THQôs rampant 

outsourcing speaks to the nature videogame production process: what you keep in-house will  end 

up costing you more than outsourcing. The majority of the art assets that THQôs internal 

developers outsource are to developing countries with burgeoning tech sectors like India; this 

means that, for what would cost these internal developers millions of dollars to develop in-house, 

they can outsource for it to be developed for a fraction of that price. In ñóEA Spouseô and the 

Crisis of Video Game Laburò, Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter talk about what was then a rising 

concern, saying ñéthere is an intensifying trend toward outsourcing game development work, 

with big studios such as EA on a global quest, from Shanghai to Ho Chi Minh, for new sources 

of skilled game labour. Within even its most privileged echelons, there are no certainties under 

conditions of globalizationò (602). According to Chebotareva in ñWhy Ukranian CG Market is 

One of the Driving Forces Behind the Success of the Games Industryò, burgeoning third-world 

tech sectors still see a massive share of outsourcing, but new tech sectors such as Eastern Europe 

are presenting a more enticing alternative due to ócultural concernsô and language barriers. ( 
 Cruel optimism is enabled through precarity. If  there is the promise of a óbetter lifeô, or 

advancement, workers would be foolish to not work to their full  potential to achieve more, right? 

It is exactly this mindset that allows for institutions to keep moving the goal posts as capital-

generation dictates the need to move them. American neoliberalism, according to Julie Wilson, 

boils down to humans not being encouraged ñto understand, much less critique or try to change, 

their society. Rather, they should be trained for competition in the market. For only via 

competition can individuals realize their freedom, which, for neoliberals, means realizing their 

place and purpose in the unfolding of spontaneous market orderò (63). By encouraging 

unchecked competition among people in a continually-globalized market, precarity becomes a 

control mechanism insofar as the threat of losing a job, it being outsourced, and a body being 

rendered redundant are used to keep workers working at their limits and being accepting of that. 

But what force can be tapped to make people do this? 
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Whose Passion, and Why Does It  Matter? 

 

  In game studies, and even digital media studies, the concept of ópassionô is not well-

understood in regard to how it is leveraged to gauge work, success, enjoyment of a job, or as a 

catalyst to inspire workers (or customers) to take greater pride in their óbrand.ô It is important, 

then, to turn to a corpus where passion is well-theorized and documented to help us assemble our 

own working definition. In management studies, organizational psychology, entrepreneurial 

studies, and business studies, passion is leveraged as means of understanding intention behind a 

set of actions, a personôs drive to succeed at something, or a personôs willingness to persevere in 

precarious circumstances to achieve a goal. Passion, as defined by Murnieks, Mosakowski, and 

Cardon in ñPathways of Passionò, is a strong inclination towards certain activities over others 

that acts as an agent of influence regarding choices, relationship-building, or pursuance of certain 

paths of education or vocational training (1586). Baum and Locke, in ñA Multidimensional 

Model of Venture Growthò characterize how entrepreneurial studies approach passion as growth 

vector due to the personal nature of both passion and entrepreneurship: without passion for oneôs 

business model, growth is difficult  (292). Thorgen and Wincent, in ñPassion and Challenging 

Goalsò say that passion ñis a strong inclination toward a self-defining activity that people like, 

find important and in which they invest time and energyéò (2318). They hypothesize that, as an 

entrepreneur becomes more ensconced in a culture of self-starting and self-sustaining work 

habits, that they will  exhibit more harmonious passion and obsessive passion as well. 

Harmonious passion refers to streamlining their business model, creating cohesive marketing and 

modeling, and creating more uniformity across platforms, while obsessive passion refers to doing 

the aforementioned during times usually designated for leisure or non-job activities. This means 

their drive for success, and the passion that they have towards the idea itself and ensuring its 

success, consumes more non-work and personal time than similar ideas/initiatives might for non-

entrepreneurial workers. This speaks to enculturation as a powerful subjectivating measure in 

entrepreneurial circles: the more belief that one has in their idea, and the more time that one 

spends thinking about, workshopping, and obsessing about their idea, the more successful the 

idea should be. And inversely, if  adequate passion is not invested in a project, then the chances 

are greater that the initiative will  fail. 
  Another important concept within passion to understand is ógrit.ô Duckworth, Peterson, 

Matthews, and Kelly, in ñGrit: Perseverance and Passion for Long-Term Goalsò define grit as a 

sub-set of passion; an augmentation to, and explanation of success within passion. They identify 

grit as an x-factor of sorts that determine why some people achieve more than peers of equal 

intelligence, privilege, and station. They define this concept as ñperseverance and passion for 

long-term goals. Grit entails working strenuously toward challenges, maintaining effort and 

interest over years despite failure, adversity, and plateaus in progressò (1087-8). They define the 

ideal ñgrittyò body as being someone that approaches success in their venture as if  they were 

running a marathon: perseverance and stamina are the keys to leveraging grit. Grit and passion 

create an entanglement that is difficult  to undo; without one, the other is bound to fail according 

to them. Whereas the previous literature was concentrated in entrepreneurial endeavors, 

Duckwork, Peterson, Matthews and Kelly identified the concept of grit as a measure of success 

across academia, medicine, journalism, law, banking and painting (1089). The people that they 

interviewed talked at length about how and why they persevered through adversity and precarity, 

and the reason was that each body had some form of affective attachment to their area of 

expertise. Grit, for these people, exemplified a willingness to grind against precarity because of 
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the passion that those people had for their expertise. For some, grit was augmented with a 

humanitarian or humanistic spin. Some informants were convinced that the world needed their 

passion and their passion-project to come to fruition because, without it, the world would be a 

less full  place. For others, grit augmented a desire to achieve more: more than their peers, more 

than their parents, friends, etc. In both cases, grit presented an interesting and useful term for 

gauging how personal passion is meted out in any project. As with most entrepreneurial 

endeavors, grit is predicated on an ultimately neoliberal ideation that the project at hand, or the 

underlying passion, is necessary for enriching the world around the project-owner.  
  According to Albert, Merunka, Valette-Florence in ñThe Feeling of Love Toward a 

Brandò, passion can also be defined as a certain entrapment or disposition regarding an idea, 

brand, or entity (300). Passion, as they situate it, becomes less about grit or persevering through 

an activity in search of self-fulfillment or character-building, and becomes more about fealty; 

affectively, aesthetically, ideologically, something about an idea, brand, or entity creates a 

similarly charged affective response as what previous literature describes. There is a certain 

quirk or idea or detail that appeals to a person that sets that entity apart from competitors, or per 

Bennet in Vibrant Matter, that entity has a certain óstickinessô. As an entity develops a social 

presence, it develops institutional quirks that set it apart from other competing businesses. These 

quirks put affective dimensions to the entity that become potential points of positive or negative 

engagement with (potential) customers. One example of an established brand using the ópassionô 

narrative associated with gaming in order to establish a customer-base is the fast food franchise 

Arbyôs. Arbyôs success on social media is due in large part to leveraging geek culture and maker 

culture to create recognizable and relatable content that then creates chatter among people who 

see the posts. Love or hate the food, Arbyôs has a unique way of leveraging content that people 

profess to be passionate about (games, comics, etc.). The affective hook comes from remediating 

that content into a new potential form of attachment, or as Bolter and Grusen say in Remediation, 

ñnew [mediums have] to find [their] economic place by replacing or supplementing what is 

already available, and popular acceptance, and therefore economic success, can come only by 

convincing customers that the new medium improves on the experience of older onesò (68). This 

adds another facet to understanding personal attachment and passion toward an institution. The 

entrapment or disposition that Albert, Merunka and Valette-Florence talk about isnôt necessarily 

towards the product that the business is creating. In the case of Arbyôs, the passionate entrapment 

that their social media invites isnôt about the food. Increased food sales may be a byproduct of 

their social media presence because customers may be more willing  to try their food if  they see 

their favorite Final Fantasy VII character created out of wrappers, but the food itself is not the 

intended device for developing passion towards the brand. The important element of Arbyôs 

social media interaction is that it is leveraging affective attachments to  media that people are 

glad to reminisce about. Arbyôs, by leveraging source material that people are already passionate 

about, creates easy pathways to brand recognition and opportunities for chatter and 

dissemination of knowledge about Arbyôs. Another example of Arbyôs unique understanding of 

appealing to geek culture is their presence at Games Done Quick (GDQ). Games Done Quick is 

a semiannual gaming event where speedrunners run games on a twitch stream and in front of a 

live audience to raise money for charity. GDQ is the largest speedrunning event in North 

America, and routinely attracts anywhere from 15,000 to 65,000+ viewers on twitch. Viewers are 

encouraged to donate to charity to be entered into contests to win gaming art, game systems, and 

other game-related prizes. Arbyôs papercraft has been an incentive for the last 4 GDQ events. 

Arbyôs paper artists, who are responsible for the pieces behind the social media success, set up a 
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table at GDQ and did papercraft during the entire fall event. Some of the pieces were added to 

the prize pool that watchers could donate to be entered to win. The food that Arbyôs produces 

never came up; there were no awkward plugs for a roast beef sandwich from H. John Benjamin, 

nor were GDQôs between-events commentators required to plug such-and-such new special 

sandwich. The papercrafters worked to create relevant material, and that was the crux of the 

attention that Arbyôs was given. But simply by mentioning Arbyôs, and linking the name with the 

conceptual passion that nerds may have towards game characters, Arbyôs created potential 

entrapment opportunities. Arbyôs will  come up again later in this chapter when talking through 

the importance of the type of labour that this nerd-signposting comprises. By understanding how 

passion is operationalized here, how passion becomes operationalized via the material discursive 

conditions of immaterial labour becomes clear.  
     

Immaterial  Labour 

 

To understand further how and why passion and precarity become intertwined in 

videogame production to create the material-discursive conditions that it currently subsists in, it 

is important to understand the type of labour being performed. Immaterial labour, as defined by 

Lazzarato is ñthe labor that produces the informational and cultural concept of the commodityò 

(134). Instead of being concerned with creating a physical óthingô that has its own static 

capabilities, quirks, and positioning that requires physicality to change those aspects, immaterial 

labour is concerned with creating knowledge-capital. Additionally, knowledge production relies 

much less on physical labour than material production does. Instead of performing types of 

labour such as heavy lifting, welding, or structural building, knowledge production relies on 

ólightô physical labour through which knowledge capital is produced. Typing, drawing, clay 

rendering, walking, standing, and playing are examples of the type of physical labour needed to 

create knowledge capital. Knowledge production utilizes affective, mindful, and psychical 

energy in the same way that physical production utilizes physical, kinetic, and corporeal energy. 

The labour involved with making a videogame involves using immaterial knowledge-based skills 

to create sign-based systems and architecture that can be changed easily. Material labour is 

required for things like data entry, prototyping, and interfacing with colleagues, but the bulk of 

the labour being done is non-material. Immaterial labour in industries like videogame production 

does not produce a physical architecture that depends on utilizing physical labour with very little 

immaterial labour for it be functional or to be changed.  
 Knowledge capital is, inherently, a commodity: something that can be used to produce 

currency, either monetary or cultural currency. Unlike the commodities that physical labour 

produce, immaterial commodities arenôt necessarily ñgoneò after they are used. Their thingness, 

their form is not destroyed or remediated in such a way as destroying a car fundamentally 

renders it useless. Instead, when immaterial commodities are óusedô, they are not ñdestroyed in 

the act of consumption, but rather [enlarged, transformed, and create] the "ideological" and 

cultural environment of the consumerò (Lazzarato, 134). An example of the enlargement and 

transformation that Lazzarato is talking about is videogame marketing. In ñValuable Viralityò, 

Akpinar and Berger talk about viral marketing as a highly-coveted non-paid form of marketing. 

Teixeira, in ñThe New Science of Viral Adsò talks about virality as a form of marketing that 

allows cultural capital to move through people instead of getting stuck. Due to the nature of 

virality, or something spreading organically through multiple people and proliferating, 

companies that use social media platforms as a selling-point aim to create ads and content that 
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are interesting both with and without the brand name attached to it. Unlike material labour that 

requires conscious creation of components to be sold to produce revenue, immaterial labour can 

rely on something being óviralô as a way to generate knowledge- and cultural-capital, which in 

turn, will  produce revenue. But for revenue to be produced through knowledge- and cultural-

capital generation, and especially through an avenue such as memes, affective attachment 

becomes an important consideration. 
  An important part of virality is how the material being advertised appeals to emotions; 

Akpinar and Berger say that  

 

Whereas emotional ads increase sharing compared with informative ads, informative ads 

bolster brand evaluation and purchase likelihood compared with emotional nonintegral 

ads. Emotional integral ads combine the benefits of both approaches: they encourage 

people to share while also boosting brand-related outcomes (by generating more positive 

inferences about persuasion attempts and increasing brand knowledge). (328) 

 

One form of viral marketing that relies on emotions without much context to the product itself is 

that of óhypeô marketing. Hype marketing relies on context and affect to tease possible new 

games or new content. For example, Rockstar Games, in teasing Red Dead Redemption 2 simply 

tweeted a picture of their logo, the Rockstar óRô and star, on a red background. The logo is 

weathered, and the red background is also weathered. A picture of the tweet can be seen in 

Figure A. Fans of the original Red Dead game could recognize the weathering effect as a 

common theme on environmental artwork. The first game, released in 2010, was a cult classic; 

well-reviewed and well-received by fans. There were six years of silence around a possible 

follow-up to the first game, and the announcement for Read Dead Redemption 2 seemingly came 

out of nowhere. The tweet was tweeted in October of 2016, well outside of award season or 

typical show season for videogame production. Within minutes of Rockstar tweeting the image, 

a Reddit post (linked here) reached the front page of Reddit and the r/gaming subreddit, 

amassing over 25,000 upvotes in the first three hours of the post. The post was archived at nearly 

55,200 upvotes. Another example of hype marketing is Bethesdaôs teasing of Fallout 76 prior to 

e3 in 2018. A picture of the tweet can be seen in Figure B. This game announcement, especially, 

Figure A: RockStarôs teaser image of Red 

Dead Redemption II  

Figure B: Bethesdaôs teaser image of 

Fallout: 76 

https://www.reddit.com/r/gaming/comments/57rbqs/rockstar_just_uploaded_this_to_social_media/
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rode the hype surrounding previous Fallout games. Fallout 4, the newest Fallout game before 76 

was critically praised and has become a fan-favorite ranking with Fallout: New Vegas and 

Fallout: 3. The marketing around Fallout 76 followed much the same formula that Rockstar used 

for Red Dead Redemption 2. Nothing had been announced regarding another entrance in the 

Fallout franchise since 4, and considering that 4 had released in late 2015, a new game 

announcement wasnôt forecasted. As with Rockstarôs announcement, no context was given in 

teasing Fallout 76 except that it used assets that are recognizable from previous Fallout games. 

Similarly to the Reddit post that skyrocketed to the frontpages of Reddit and r/gaming, 

Bethesdaôs teaser received similar attention, but the thread was summarily deleted due to trolling 

regarding this just being another Skyrim announcement.  
  Part of the goal of immaterial labour is to produce knowledge and cultural capital as 

easily and quickly as possible, with as little expenditure of bodies or resources as possible. Limor 

Shifman, in ñMemes in a Digital Worldò, defines memes as ñcultural information that passes 

along from person to person, yet gradually scales into a shared social phenomenonò (363). The 

goal of hype marketing is to stir as much interest around a new title as possible without 

expending the marketing budget of, say, Final Fantasy VIIôs original $100 million. Another 

important aspect of hype marketing is to keep potential customers talking about, spreading, and 

culturally ingratiating these games into social vernacular. Jane Bennet, in Vibrant Matter, talks 

about successfully spreadable media being óstickyô, like peanut butter. Like peanut butter, it is 

difficult  to un-stick oneself from a particularly exciting or appealing game announcement, 

especially if  someone has affective ties to the game, series, or company.  
  Immaterial labour functions to enable knowledge production by creating pathways of 

subjectivation in which precarity and passion combine to form cruel optimism. By enabling 

knowledge production as a new arena of production, neoliberalism allows for production to 

become a competition in which ówinnersô work more, produce more, and sacrifice more. In 

videogame production, this overwork manifests as and is operationalized through ópassionô. 

Passion relies on, and is invigorated by, a personôs willi ngness to persevere in precarious 

circumstances to achieve a goal  and drive for success. Passion is, then, used to subjectivate 

workers into always working harder, longer, and quicker not only as a meritocratic dimension 

but also a precarious dimension. Capital-generation in videogame production dictates that, if  a 

worker is not doing óenoughô (however that is defined, which is beyond the scope of this 

project), that work can be outsourced to developing countries, or a new, younger body can be 

brought in to do the same job for less pay simply because of the cultural cache of working in 

videogames in North America. All  of this taken together forms what cruel optimism looks like in 

videogame production in North America from a top-down, generalist viewpoint.  
 

What Now, What Next? 

 

This chapter has defined several concepts and made a case for a theoretical understanding 

of what precarity is, how it might manifest in certain circumstances, and under what conditions it 

might become exacerbated. Passion, as a concept, is a way of gauging a personôs commitment to 

a thing over other things. Business and entrepreneurial studies consider passion as a driving 

metric in understanding success: the more of oneself that is committed to an idea or a project, the 

more success that that project will  have. Immaterial labour, or ñlabour that produces the 

informational and culture concept of the commodity (Lazzarato, 134)ò, creates new forms of 

precarity that are not present in material labour. These precarities pose less of a bodily-injury 
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risk, and are more focused on job insecurity in the forms of contract labour and outsourcing. 

Within videogame production, passion is leveraged as a way of justifying contract labour 

positions and job insecurity: those that are willing to show their passion in the form of labour 

will  be rewarded with full -time positions, less precarious working conditions, and less job 

insecurity (Johnson 2013a). Passion is also used as a recruitment and retention tool within 

videogame production, and as a workplace policing measure. DôAnastasioôs example of Riotôs 

toxic recruiting culture, and how one informant reported being subjected to extensive questions 

about her World of Warcraft experience, are commonplace as far as passion being used as a 

workplace policing method. Within videogame production, passion is used to create 

environments that are inherently anti-union because of the valorization of overwork (Pettica-

Harris, Wester, McKenna, 580)  
  As previously stated, the goal of this project, and the intended academic contributions are 

not to make generalizable or anthropological characterizations of an entire group of people. I 

have used this chapter to lay out, theoretically, what precarity should or could be. There are 

forms of precarity in this chapter that can apply to certain circumstances or job-types that wonôt 

transfer to other circumstances or job-types. What this chapter theorizes is an impersonal 

understanding of óprecarityô as an umbrella term. The literature I have reviewed in this chapter 

talks at length about characteristics and conditionalities of precarity, and is useful for 

establishing contexts to try and examine precarity in.  

Cruel optimism presents a very convincing way of understanding motivation regarding 

peoplesô choice to stay in videogame production or to pursue videogame production. The 

concept accounts for passion as both a driving force in subjectivation and as an overarching 

explanation of how videogame production can keep people hooked into potentially damaging or 

traumatic situations. It accounts for the necessity of seating this entire theoretical argument in 

immaterial labour. Without knowledge-capital as the goal of the activity being discussed, passion 

and precarity assume different roles, answer to different material-discursive and ontological 

imperatives, and cannot be understood in the same ways. It also highlights how neoliberalism 

enables precarity by decentering agency from producers and instead focusing on productive 

capacity as the telling óworthô of a body.   
  What these theories fail to account for is the individual, embodied experiences of people 

working in videogame production. These theories lend themselves to making theoretical claims 

regarding how labour operates and how precarity manifests, but integrated world capitalism, the 

capitalist socius, and platformization do not take into account the people involved in these 

processes, nor the affective dimensions of what a body is processing through and experiencing. 

Cruel optimism, on the other hand, accounts for who, what, and why people that are involved in 

videogame production act, feel, and processes in the ways that they do. But what cruel optimism 

cannot account for is the embodied experience of the individuals involved in production. As 

Berlant reminds us when she is first sketching the contours of cruel optimism, this concept is an 

understanding of how capitalism and neoliberalism are privileging certain bodies and modes of 

consumption over others (3). The purpose of this project, and the purpose of Berlantôs work, is 

not to make a sweeping generalization regarding intentionality. Berlantôs work is more 

concerned with how the affective contours of bodily processing render themselves porous and 

nonsensical. What this project is interested in, on the other hand, is taking the singular, embodied 

experiences of people that are at work in various positions in videogame production and giving 

them a platform to share their truths. Cruel optimism can explain certain aspects of decision 

making, especially how affect and emotionality play into decision-making regarding constructs 
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of capital, but it cannot produce the personal truths of those that are involved in the industry for 

better or for worse. In the next chapter, I will  go over my methodological approaches to this 

project in addition to my understanding of the impact those choices have on this project.  
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2. 

Making  a Method 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  In this chapter I will  outline the methodological frameworks of my research and make a 

case for why those choices fit  this project better than others. This chapter builds on definitional 

work from the previous chapter to define who and what constitutes videogame production in a 

theoretical sense. Much of the previous chapter deals with definitional and foundational work 

explaining why precarity is the lynchpin of this project, and what different forms precarity could, 

theoretically, take in videogame production. Since this project is concerned with  understanding 

precarity in videogame production, it is important to use accurate representations of the 

experiences of informants brave enough to share their stories with me. Without those first-hand 

representations of experiences, this project cannot understand precarity from a granular, personal 

level up through an institutional level. . 
  To reproduce my informantsô stories truthfully and as carefully as I possibly can puts me 

in a position to more fully understand these questions and how my informantsô experiences have 

been shaped by precarity. This is why this project uses tools from feminist ethnographic work 

like Kamala Visweswaranôs Fictions of Feminist Ethnography and institutional ethnographic 

work like Alison Griffith  and Dorothy Smithôs Mothering for School to help frame what, exactly, 

I am hoping to uncover by talking to informants. Not only do I want to produce an authentic 

account of my informantsô experiences, but I also want to understand the power structures and 

power struggles that occur within their stories and how they handle them. 
   By using these methods as complimentary tools to one another, I am able to more fully 

explore the questions that this project is based on. These methods both excel at revealing 

intricacies, relations, and hidden contours that are not easily discernable. Feminist and 

institutional ethnography both rely on locating people within systems of power. The difference, 

and what makes the pairing of these two methods so enticing, is what those people are being 

located in relation to. To locate people within videogame production in relation to passion and 

precarity requires understanding embodied narratives and definitions for those experiencing 

precarity and working through and with their passion. It also requires understanding the potential 

impact of these people on corporatized structure of videogame production: where peopleare 

trapped in institutional circuitry, where power imbalances take place, and where the rules are not 

the same for all types of people. I do not seek to speak for everybody in videogame production, 

nor do I seek to be able to quantify all of their experiences. Instead, I seek to build a corpus of 
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experiential knowledge of how workers describe and characterize precarity. If  there is ever to 

come a point where collective action and unionization are achievable goals, due diligence must 

be done to take into account what actual workers are experiencing and where weaknesses in 

corporate videogame production labour are present. 

 

Groundwork(ing)  and Front  Matters 

 
  In the previous chapter, I determined that precarity signals a possible state of uncertainty 

towards job safety or the ability of people to find gainful employment. Contract labour, and what 

Colin Campbell talking to Nate Gibson, labels as óemployment misclassificationô present 

precarity in a way that isnôt initially  clear to those entering into  contract digital labour. Often, 

contract positions will  state in the job material that the position is in place for so many months, 

with the chance of the position ending in fulltime employment, depending on budget approval 

and workplace fit.  But questions of who the employee is actually being hired by complicate this 

further; I gave an example of a video editor that was óhiredô by a videogame production 

company, only to find out that he was technically hired by a contract firm that the videogame 

production company hired. So even though the front matter of this informantôs contract stated 

that there was a possibility of them being hired full -time at the end of the contract, this falsehood 

was only made clear to them after they had started. In addition to the cruel optimism of being 

hired as a contract employee, a full -time position dangled in front of workers to force them into 

working harder and going outside of the bounds of their contract to complete work, and then 

finding out that that was never a possibility to begin with, the question of basic things such as 

sick leave, insurance, and payscales are further complicated by contract (mis)classifications. 
  Having that definitional work in place, it becomes easier to try and determine how 

precarity manifests in videogame production. Since I am not interested in creating work that is 

totalizing or can speak for a large portion of videogame production, the best choice for figuring 

out where and how precarity manifests is by conducting a case study. The term ócase studyô has a 

few different understandings depending on the context that in which the case study is being 

conducted. Herve Dumez, in ñWhat is a Case, and What is a Case Study?ò says that, within 

sociological discourse, a case study can be said to revolve around a singularity that can be 

isolated (44). Additionally, Clyde Herreid in ñWhat is a Case?ò defines a case study as an event 

or case that has a narrative element to it (92). John Gerring, in ñWhat is a Case Study and What 

is it Good For?ò offers additional clarification of why case studies are useful methodological 

tools by interrogating what they are good for in the first place (344). Gerring says that they allow 

for multidisciplinary theoretical approaches, and allow for researchers to approach perceived 

problems without being embedded in a singular community, but instead, using embedded 

research from multiple communities as one cohesive thought experiment. 
  I chose to conduct a case study for two reasons: one of those being access, and the other 

being safety of my informants. As I touched on in the introduction to this project, videogame 

production is a blackbox as far as critical research goes. Potential informants already deal with 

overreaching NDA agreements and fear of getting fired or blacklisted due to speaking ill  of the 

company. Issues of popular news media and academic publishing grossly misquoting or 

glamorizing videogame production precarity create even more mistrust between potential 

industry informants and journalists and academics. In this project, I have gone to the extent of 

using throw-away Discord and Skype names for interviews, asking my institution to purge 

deleted emails from my trashcan, keeping interviews on a password protected USB stick that will  
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melt if  the incorrect password is entered too many times, and not keeping identifying details on 

any informants outside of when the interview took place and the first letter of their last names (if  

they consented to that). Seeking an ethnographic, embedded experience with a videogame 

production company raises the same issues. In terms of seeking to critically analyze workplace 

culture, the machinations of production, or the people at work in keeping these structures in 

place, very few companies are willing to open themselves up to this kind of observation. 

Ethnographic projects in videogame production, such as those conducted by Robin Johnson and 

Ergin Bulut, provide useful understandings of the limitations of just how far a researcher can 

push and prod before their work is no longer welcome. Their ethnographic work chronicles the 

steady decline of the researcher being an anomaly and becoming a nuisance. Johnsonôs work in 

ñTowards Greater Production Diversityò asks questions about gender, expectation, racism, and 

sexism, and the answers he receives to some of those questions are very guarded and careful, but 

clearly contentious. Bulutôs work in ñPlayboring in the Tester Pitò asks similar questions and 

received similar stark and guarded answers. Both researchers provide valuable information about 

how production operates, how previously-theorized precarity can manifest, and embodied, 

experiential data about workplace culture. Unfortunately, ethnographic data beyond those points 

is absent. To some extent, the lack of access, or more accurately the privilege of access afforded 

to few, limits the insights that can be garnered from work like theirs since what they publish does 

not include the entirety of their field notes, transcriptions, etc. This is yet another reason why I 

chose to employ the methodologies that I did: they are predicated on careful, thoughtful 

reporting and recording ï I produce my informantsô stories truthfully and accurately and 

acknowledge that there are gaps, but nonetheless, their stories constitute important additions to 

the body of literature about production spaces.  
  All  of this to say, for the scope of this project, and for the time (and money, relocation, 

lodging, food, etc.) constraints on me to do this project, embedded research presented too much 

of a personal liability. By leveraging a case-study approach, though, and by making it explicitly 

clear that none of this project is meant to stand as generalizable knowledge regarding videogame 

production but instead as situated, embodied experiences being shared to triangulate precarity, 

passion, and cruel optimism, it has become possible to complete a project that I feel has wider 

implications in providing workers with a platform to share their experiences and define their own 

precarity. Additionally, this project acts as a public-facing and accessible document that 

production workers can look to and see that theyôre not alone in experiencing assorted forms of 

precarity. 

 

Deductive, Inductive, and Project Revisions 

 

 At the outset, I approached this project as leaning on deductive data gathering to further 

refine a theory: that cruel optimism runs rampant in videogame production, which, then, breeds 

precarity. I did so under the guise that it was an inductive experiment, and that I was open to 

hearing informantsô stories and experiences, but how I was structuring my questions, the 

interviews themselves, how I was responding to informants, and how I was writing about 

informants was not inductive. This project evolved into a truly semi-inductive, but mostly 

deductive, data collection project. Whereas traditional ethnography, and the two types of 

ethnography that I borrow from, approach issues openly and allow for problems, patterns, and 

implications to emerge, I am approaching this project with a particular object of study: precarity. 

How I go about searching for precarity determines that this is not a wholly deductive project, but 
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somewhere in between deductive and inductive. The first round of interviews were more 

concerned with furthering my own agenda with its own definitions, preconceived notions of 

precarity, and own nearly-already-written outcomes. I approached the second round of 

interviews as a way of allowing my informants to talk about what they felt was important. I 

allowed informants to lead me through their lives, set their own bounds and contours, define how 

they conceived of precarity, if  they even did, and how they approached collective action and 

other strategies for minimizing precarity. By establishing institutional ethnography and feminist 

ethnography as the main two tools in my kit through which I conduct this qualitative case study 

about precarity, the focus also became less about finding red-handed examples of pre-formulated 

ideas of what makes precarity, and instead became concerned with letting my informants tell me 

what precarity was in their lives. My informants told me how they defined precarity, what events 

they had experienced that made them feel vulnerable and precarious, how they defined precarity 

versus precariousness (which informs a good portion of my theory chapter), and how their 

resilience in the face of these events helped to strengthen them. By engaging with institutional 

ethnography, especially, in this project, I am much more interested in gendered relations of 

power and modes of production, and using institutional ethnography as a way of accessing, 

across a number of non-ethnographic sources, embodied experiences that speak to what precarity 

is for them.  
  The matter of precarity living and thriving in production of any sort is not new theory or 

a groundbreaking idea. As with any knowledge-production venture in late-capitalism, digital 

media production, especially videogame production, relies on producing units of knowledge at 

the cost of anything else. Bodies, both technical and biological, are disposable; their use is 

creating currency. The easier it is to subjectify workers into working relentlessly and without 

question, the easier it is to produce capital. Whereas material production and skilled trade 

labourer such as airline mechanics, factory workers, and carpenters found the methodologies of 

collective bargaining and striking as a way to demand equity in their work, immaterial 

production, especially videogame production, has not found the right methodology by which 

collective bargaining can be truly effective, yet. This project seeks to allow my informants to 

define this for themselves: what is precarity for the people who are working in these trenches 

every day? What does collective action in any form or facet look like for them? How can game 

studies, media studies, and academia at large support these workers to find equity and collective 

bargaining methods that effect the change that they need? By utilizing a case-study approach 

where I pull from institutional ethnography and feminist ethnography, I have been able to 

explore not only my informantsô experiences with their examples of precarity, but also find 

common places within the institution of videogame production where these problems tended to 

occur.    

 

Correlating Experience 

 

This projectôs methodological approach was that of a qualitative case study, with that 

case being óvideogame production.ô A case study made the most sense as a way to approach this 

project because it allowed me to correlate two different experiential aspects that relate to 

videogame production without having to commit to a long-term ethnography and without having 

access to employees in one videogame production company, or access to a number of employees 

in a set regional area. By conducting a qualitative case study, I was able to refer to numerous 

first-hand, second-hand, and third-hand accounts of videogame production to triangulate how 
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each experience I examine complements and contrasts with other experiences. By borrowing 

from feminist ethnography and institutional ethnography without having to commit fully  to either 

of those frameworks, I was free to look for and identify patterns in my data in complementary 

ways that have yielded both a personal understanding of the state of precarity that informants 

face, while also formulating an understanding of how precarity functions in a broadly 

institutional sense. In the case of this project, the óinstitutionô that I try and begin understanding 

isnôt a single company or region, but the whole of North American triple-A videogame 

production since my informants were spread out all over the continental US, and my own 

experience took place in two different states. Videogame production as an activity takes place in 

similar enough material-discursive circumstances regardless of the game being made that the 

trappings of the activity (e.g. prototyping an idea, creating assets for the game, storyboarding or 

developing the script, coding) make for an interchangeable material entity through which it 

becomes possible to look at the act of videogame production as one cohesive óthing.ô If  any part 

of this project were to be generalizable, it would be that the places in which videogame 

production work take place are similar enough to find commonality between one workspace and 

another in terms of what things and devices are present (computers, phones, laptops, screens, 

memorabilia) and how those things being present constitute and give agency to the space as a 

ñproduction spaceò. Karen Barad in ñPosthumanist Performativityò talks about the attribution of 

agency as being defined by ñmaterial-discursive practice through which boundaries are 

constitutedò (818). A space may be coded as ñproductionò, but only through the practices taking 

place within that space. It follows then that the generalizable bit that makes videogame 

production spaces similar is not just that they contain certain devices, but that they assist in 

articulating practices that are productive. Where the differences start to populate regarding how 

the institution presents differently come from the embodied experiences of my informants and 

the experiences of each and every videogame production worker. Each one of them has their own 

truth for the events that are happening within videogame production which then further 

illuminate how videogame production works, where power coagulates, and how power flows. 
  The first aspect of experiential knowledge that this project is concerned with is scholarly 

and popular media representations of precarity in videogame production. These representations 

provided an entry into thinking and initially theorizing about how cruel optimism and precarity 

have become entangled with passion and precarity in videogame production. Scholarship such as 

Johnsonôs ñHiding in Plain Sight,ò Bulutôs ñGlamour Above, Precarity Below,ò Stephanie Fisher 

and Alison Harveyôs ñIntervention for Inclusivityò, and Kerr and Kelleherôs ñThe Recruitment of 

Passion and Community in the Service of Capitalò provide concrete examples of videogame 

production culture, talk about previously-theorized areas of precarity in digital media production, 

and use highly curated representations of the understandings of the people being written about. 

By the very nature of what these pieces of media highlight ï precarity within videogames -- and 

where they are being presented, the curation comes in the form of word count, article flow, or 

doctoring stories to fit  the publicationôs or the editorôs criteria. These are not necessarily negative 

things, though. These pieces of literature provide an entry point into labour-related politics in 

videogame production, and provide polarizing headlines that grab the attention of scholars, 

people in media production, and people that may not usually be interested in these types of 

narratives. For example, Johnsonôs ñTechnomasculinity and Its Influence in Video Game 

Productionò details upfront how the broad concept of hypermasculinity becomes entwined with 

playing games in production spaces, but uses highly curated and often truncated-feeling 

narratives such as ñCarlò and ñChrisôsò conversations below: 
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Carl: So back in the winter of 1996, I put on a suit, and I came here and asked for a job. 

They said, óNo, you donôt have enough experience, but there is a company down the 

street. You could probably go there to get some experience.ô I was heartbroken. I ended 

up applying for the job there, and a few months later, I got an interview. They hired me 

on the spot actually, which was pretty nice. That resulted in me not getting thrown out of 

my parentsô house and proving to my mother that staying up all night playing video 

games did not hurt but actually helped me. That was pretty cool (256). 

 

Chris: What helps me is that Iôve probably played more [of Dynevolveôs franchise game 

series] than anyone else, which is both good and bad. Itôs good because I got a job, but 

had I not then it would have been a problem. My mom wasnôt too much of a fan of the 

game until I got hired, and she was suddenly a big fan. Itôs funny how that works. Iôve 

had lots and lots of experience with this genre, with this game series in particular. é You 

become aware over time the things that people like and dislike, and the issues that might 

arise from these ideas. 

 

These narratives both detail  how a lifetime of passion towards playing videogames culminated in 

a job for these people without exploring any of the facets of the precarious nature of job hunting 

(aside from ñCarlò being ñheartbrokenò), nor do they give any substantive insight to what these 

two people did in the interim of job-searching, how their passion may have shifted, what they did 

to market themselves, etc. The narratives that authors like Fisher and Harvey are working with 

are, by nature, third-hand accounts, which means that the ability  to account for them is trickier 

than accounting for my own experiences, or the experiences of those that I have spent time 

personally talking to4. That doesnôt mean that their perspectives are any less true, but it does 

mean that I am making a conscious decision to use scholarship like Johnsonôs, Bulutôs, Kerr and 

Kelleherôs, and Fisher and Harveyôs as framing tools, and as entries into the discussion about 

labour and precarity in videogame production instead of using them as situated, experiential 

knowledge that I can personally account for like my own experiences and the experiences of my 

informants. Using these scholarly works as a basis for further theorizing and recontextualizing 

how precarity operates, it became easier to talk about my own experiences in videogame 

production.  
  The second and final aspect of experiential knowledge this project is concerned with are 

the experiences of my informants. Of the six people whose accounts are part of this project, 2 of 

them are in management positions at triple-A studios (big-budget studios usually backed by a 

publishing company), 2 of them are contract/contingent employees who are currently contracted 

on a yearly basis with two triple-A studios, and the other 2 were salaried developers with two 

triple-A studios. I was concerned first and foremost with making space for my informants to 

share their truth about their embodied experiences with videogame production. My own 

experience is different from their experiences in a number of ways, but our experiences overlap 

in a number of ways, too. The acknowledgement that loneliness was a shared symptom of my 

informantsô lives, my own life, and the lives of the people who I am reading third-hand accounts 

of indicates that, across these accounts, we all share affective experiences that we may not have 

been aware that we shared. But the ways in which we handled those affective experiences 

somewhat (re)defined precarity for myself, and certainly for my informants. That is why the 

 
4 Fisher and Harvey, on pg. 28 of ñIntervention for Inclusivityò (2013) discuss examples of Hand-Eye Societyôs 

(HES) media. 
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space being made here for their situated, experiential truths is integral to this projectôs success 

and the future success of labour-related scholarly activism. My informantsô stories, and how they 

shared those stories, also shared a secondary embodied affect that is important: things like body 

language, silence, non-answers, redirections in conversation, and sharing raw feelings about 

reliving possibly scarring situations give further autonomy and credence to their experiences and, 

in my mind, instill in me that their experiences are their truths. And to be able to share with them 

the process of constructing our truths is powerful and timely for a project like this. 

 

Interview Experience  

 

The interviews themselves, and the interview experience is where this project became 

what it is: a semi-inductive experience in which I talked to informants, talked to them while they 

defined what precarity was for themselves, and then helped them talk through how they had 

handled precarity and in what ways they had been empowered by these experiences towards 

considering collective action.  
  This project has gone through two formal rounds of questions with informants. The first 

formal round of questions followed a strict, semi-structured interview format following the 

structure that Sharan Webster lays out in Qualitative Research (89). This first round of 

questioning was primarily focused on securing formal, on-the-record accounts of the following 

questions from participants. All  seven of these interviews took place in the Carolyn B. Miller  

conference room in Ricks Annex on North Carolina State Universityôs campus between the dates 

of August 16, 2018 and October 15, 2018.  
  Unlike a purely inductive project, I recognize that, with both rounds of questions that this 

project went through with informants, I was looking for something in particular. The difference 

between these two rounds of questions that I went through is that the first round of questioning 

was necessitated on me exploring my own theorizations and formalizations of what precarity 

looked like. I went in with very small view of what precarity was, how I think it should manifest 

in videogame production, and I was content on pushing that agenda with my informants. Hence, 

I only have 6 usable interviews because I failed to embrace the sort of open, inviting interview 

style that feminist ethnography, especially Visweararan, emphasizes. In the second round of 

interviews with my informants, I allowed them to guide the discussion and use their experience 

working in videogame production to guide what we talked about. We still focused on the concept 

of óprecarity,ô but instead of trying to fit  their experiences into my narrow definition of what 

precarity is, I made the conscious choice to allow their objective truths to guide my definitional 

process. This created a more robust and more embodied sense of what precarity óisô and how it 

manifests for people actively working within videogame production. 
  The óblindersô, so to speak, that I put on this project were simple: building from my 

theory chapter, I had defined what immaterial precarity looked at in a broad sense, and then 

possible ways in which cruel optimism could be seen as an entanglement of precarity in 

videogame production that preyed on workersô passion, and also work misclassification, to create 

necessary conditions of exploitation in videogame production. In the ósecond chanceô interviews, 

I put this definition aside and instead sought to engage my informantsô ideas of what precarity 

means for them. Their definitional work, how they approached defining precarity, and how they 

dealt with the situations they talked about, went a long way to helping me redefine my own 

bounds and contours of how I talked about precarity in this project. 
  To find participants for my project, I sent out 649 emails soliciting interviews with 
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developers, quality assurance workers, systems workers, community managers, localization 

teams, sound designers and engineers, and artists about my project. I received responses from 53. 

Of those 53, 39 said that they did not want to speak with me about the subjects I was bringing up 

for a number of reasons. One of the most-cited reasons was job safety and the fear of punishment 

should their information or what they confided in me would get out. Of the 14 potential 

interviewees left, only seven were able or willing to carry through with interviews. Two of the 

seven that did not carry through with being interviewed cited that their workload was too intense 

to really take time away to do something like this, and another cited, again, fear of reprisal from 

the company that they worked for. The other four that did not participate in my project did not 

respond to my follow-up email after the initial email. From the seven people willing to be 

interviewed, I conducted six usable interviews. By usable, I mean that the six that I am using for 

this project were amenable to at least two further rounds of questions. 
  The first formal round of questions for, at the time, seven participants was split into three 

rough sections. The first section consisted of four questions, each of which was geared towards 

the actual structural and architectural concerns of the places that my informants had worked. 

These questions can be found in Appendix A. Questions focused, specifically, on where 

informants did the most amount of their work. For some informants, this was a set desk with 

privacy, for some informants this was an open area. A follow-up to that question asked 

informants about colors, patterns, furniture, personal effects, and how their space was organized. 

These were my attempt at situating where, exactly, my participants were so that I could get a 

better idea of what their actual material working conditions were like. I then asked whether 

informants could remember any specific times where the space that they described to me 

impacted their work habits, health habits, and/or interpersonal communication habits, or had 

hampered their ability to perform a task. I hypothesized that the spaces that these people were in 

every day would have deep affective meaning; since they spent well beyond ónormalô 9-5 

working hours in these places, I hypothesized that there could be a connection to the actual 

architecture of these spaces, like imprints. In retrospect, I see that I was setting these questions 

up almost as a way to segue into trauma studies literature in the same way that in Cruel 

Optimism Berlant segued from literary criticism into talking about slow-death and continual 

trauma (97). I assumed that these people had the same emotional trauma as, say, a domestic 

abuse survivor. They were both, for some reason or another, bound to a space where they could 

not leave. In the sense of videogame production, this was sometimes literal (overwork, crunch, 

etc.).   
  The next section of questions dealt with interpersonal communication and workplace 

culture concerns. Informants were asked first about coworkers: were your coworkers friendly, 

what did you like about them, what did their working spaces look like, what sorts of interactions 

did you have with them, was there every any friction? Next, informants were asked if  they, 

personally, had ever felt discriminated against, and if  so, could they describe the space that the 

event took place in. Colors, furniture, did the space seem bigger/smaller, etc. were encouraged to 

be expounded upon. I then asked informants about times that they witnessed coworkers being 

discriminated against, or coworkers being discriminatory. Again, I encouraged discussion about 

spatial awareness, colors, furniture, etc.  Akin to the first section, I was questioning in such a 

way that informants would either answer in line with my presupposed hypotheses or their 

information would not be useful to me. I was hyperfocused on fitting each participant into a 

ready-fit  mold where everything they had experienced was terrible, and where negativity and 

negative experiences hung over them like a raincloud over Portland. This hyperfocus was due in 
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large part wanting to not ómissô anything that correlated with my operating concern of digging 

out explicit instances of precarity. 
  The final section dealt with an assortment of questions that didnôt fit  neatly into one 

category. The first question of this section asked informants to try and remember what their 

managerôs offices looked like and where they were located. Specifically, if  the offices were 

overlooking the production floor, or were on a separate floor from the informant. I then asked 

about extraneous furniture that was not in the space for the express purpose of facilitating 

videogame production. Things like ping pong tables, bean bag chairs, beer kegs. I inquired about 

the functionality of these furniture pieces, who usually used them, and what the space allotted to 

those items was versus space allotted to working furniture. I then asked informants about times 

when they felt pressured to stay late/work late. I especially wanted to understand if  comments 

regarding deadlines were used as to pressure workers, or if  the furniture that was extraneous to 

videogame production became more than just a during-the-day work break. One participant 

mentioned that they slept many nights of crunch on bean bag chairs in their communal working 

space and when they were asked to stay late but protested, those in charge always made light of 

the situation, saying something to the effect of ñWell, thereôs plenty of room on the bean bag 

chairs! Cômon, be a team player.ò So for this question, furniture, again, became important for 

locating where exploitation was happening. Finally, I asked participants if  they felt like the 

spaces that they worked in were meant to keep them there and keep them working. Again, these 

questions were designed to solicit very specific answers from participants that would fit  into my 

pre-determined narrative of videogame production. 
  The logic behind these questions specifically was the leading assumption that everything 

with videogame production was overly-negative, no one wanted to work there, people were 

working their out of spite or to prove a point to someone, or that their passion for videogames 

had pressured them into some sort of indentured servitude with videogames. This line of 

reasoning, of course, did not make room for my informantsô experiences that did not fall in line 

with what I was talking about. The way that this first round of questions was formatted (and to 

some extent, asked in conversation) pushed an agenda that put the human being that I was 

talking to in a state of subjugation to the architecture around them. I was obsessed with 

understanding how architecture subjugates and subjectivates people, to the detriment of the 

conversations that I had with informants. This obsessive insistence on architecture over person 

led to one of my participants feeling alienated and not feeling like they were being listened to 

and actually heard. To that informant, I cannot apologize enough for my missteps, but I thank 

them for saying what they did. With this project, it has always been my intention to locate the 

ópersonô in the ópersonal narrativesô that I knew I would be collecting. What I did not account for 

was trying to locate the people in question so intently in the environment informants inhabited on 

a daily basis that I completely displaced them altogether and lost them to whims and fancies of 

my own.  
  The second round of questioning was conducted in the same place as the first round and 

took place between January 1, 2019 and January 29, 2019. This time, I didnôt prepare questions, 

and I didnôt prepare an agenda to get through. I simply had a few points of conversation that I 

wanted to cover. I emailed each of my 7 informants about a follow-up round of questions, and 6 

were amenable. I framed this second interaction with my 6 informants as a conversation, like we 

should have been having in the first place. I wanted to talk to them about three main points and 

whatever came from that discussion mixed with what they had said in the previous interview was 

the situated, embodied knowledge and experience that I had to work with. I wanted to talk to 
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them about how they defined óprecarityô in videogame production, and what their experiences 

were with precarity. Next, I asked their thoughts on unionization. Were they pro-union, anti-

union, or abstained? Finally, I wanted to ask them frankly how they felt about videogame 

production as a whole. These three loose areas of interest facilitated more fruitful  conversations 

than the previous 11 questions combined. 
  By no means am I insinuating that this second round of questions was the textbook 

ócorrectô way that these interviews should have been conducted in the first place. Work from 

Patti Latherôs Getting Smart (1991) and Annie Oakleyôs ñInterviewing Womenò (2016) were 

instrumental in helping me to move past the initial sense of failure that I felt in committing 

mistakes that I read, synthesized, and then promptly seemed to forget Vizweswaran talking at 

length about. Their work helped me (re)shape my second round of questions into something 

more conversational and less formal and more accessible. I am very certain, however, that the 

discussions that I had the second time around were much more generative because I approached 

these conversations with the intent to make space for my informantsô experiences instead of 

bulldozing over their experiences, or trying to conform their experiences to my own agenda. 

Instead, this second round of questions was conducted with the acknowledgement that I was 

entering into these sessions with an open mind and an open agenda; that the stories that needed 

to be told would be told, and those would be the situated, embodied experiences that Haraway 

talked about, and what this project needed to succeed.   

 

Institutional  Ethnography: Tracing power, (re)creating authentic experiences 

 

With the acknowledgement of possible bias that is built into all projects, I want to move 

forward toward what, exactly, I hope to gain by employing the methodologies that I am working 

with. Institutional ethnography seeks to understand power relations within social orders. Alison 

Griffith and Dorothy Smith, in Mothering for Schooling,  chose to examine how ómundaneô tasks 

that parents were expected to perform impacted and shaped the school environment their 

children took part in and the childrensô success in formal schooling. They conducted this work in 

the late 80ôs and early 90ôs, which informed the types of social relations they sought to 

understand, the tasks that they examined, and ultimately, how they determined power moving 

through the institution they examined. They recognized that there are distinct levels of power 

within the structure of formal public school education: namely, that there are innumerable taken-

for-granted tasks that parents (mainly women, as explained on pages 23 and 27 of Mothering for 

Schooling) are expected to perform to prepare their child for ólearning.ô In their case, ólearningô 

was defined as district-mandated learning objectives that students were expected to meet 

throughout the school years in different subjects. Strict blocks of time were allocated per subject 

(60-61). Smith and Griffith  identified that these learning objectives and expectations set forth did 

not account for familial dynamics besides middle- to upper-middle-class families that had free 

time and resources to assist children in learning outside of school. Things like helping with 

homework, for instance. They identified distinct instances of disadvantage for ñnon-normativeò 

family structures where, say, a single parentôs time is partitioned off much differently than a two-

parent household. They also identified varying levels of engagement among parents with regard 

to their childôs education. Some parents did not push education like others did because they 

deemed that their child was doing well enough without prodding. What Griffith  and Smith end 

up coming away with from examining how familial structures interact with, and shape, education 

structures is that ñthe public school system, with its apparent potential for equity, has been 
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hijacked, largely by middle-class women, to become an engine of inequality. Changes in the last 

20 years have removed many of the economic underpinnings of the middle-class family 

householdò (Griffith and Smith, 133).  
  Griff ith and Smithôs Mothering for Schooling brought to light how the entire system of 

education in Toronto regarding ñlearningò is predicated on an imagined middle-class, 

heteronormative, nuclear family where the father is the primary wage-earner, which then frees 

the mother up to conduct supplementary educational work and school enhancement (27). What 

this does is systematically disadvantage children from non-normative families by a) expecting 

there to be a parent that has the free time to facilitate out-of-school learning and enrichment, and 

b) not providing, or even acknowledging the need for, a course of action for children whose 

parents are both required to work or only one parent is present.  
  More than anything, Mothering for Schooling brought to light how power structures 

operate within the very specific example of Tornto Public School systems, and how there are a 

multitude of granular power-struggles happening on all levels of the system, not just a grand 

declaration of ñPARENTS VERSUS SCHOOLò. Instead, this work showed parents versus 

parents, parents versus teachers, teachers versus teachers, teachers versus administration, parents 

versus children, children versus teachers, etc. It is this multiplicity of understanding that makes 

institutional ethnography so important to this type of project. Though I am not conducting an 

institutional ethnography, I am borrowing from the understandings that Smith, in Institutional 

Ethnography and Griffith and Smith in Mothering for Schooling highlight. Namely, that there is 

granularity, or a number of different expectations/reactions/interactions, within any system of 

power, and to understand that granularity is to better understand the person being interviewed, 

and their specific place within not only an organization such as a game studio, but their place in 

personal and familial matters, social and political matters, and the wide assemblage of media 

production. And by understanding people and their experiences at a deep, intimate level, I am 

able to more authentically (re)produce their stories and gain a more nuanced understanding of 

their embodied, situated experiences. Within institutional ethnography, specific locative 

characteristics for their informants that are telling to how, within the institution of Toronto public 

schooling, non-normativity is punished. In revisiting the work that Griffith  and Smith did in 

Mothering for Schooling, Smithôs case study in Institutional Ethnography, highlights how public 

school and ósuccessô within public school favors certain geographical characteristics of a family: 

namely, mobility, or the ability for parents to get children home quickly. That may be by use of 

car, or living within close walking distance of the school. óSuccessô also favors familial 

locativeness. Dual-parent families and families with extra help (meaning that at least one parent 

is free to earn a living without having to be prime caregiver for children) had an advantage over 

single-parent families, or families in which both parents worked full -time jobs without 

assistance. óSuccessô was predicated on disposable income and disposable time, as well. The 

locativeness of these traits is important because, as Griffith  and Smith mention multiple times, 

success in public school occurs in the home, not necessarily within the school. Without the 

material-discursive environment and tools that the they identified were important to the 

institution of Toronto Public Schools, students and parents that did not match those traits were at 

a stark disadvantage. 
  The non-normativity being punished in Griffith  and Smithôs example is not a societal 

standard of what normal is, though. It is an institutional standard of what is normal. In their case, 

the assumption from Toronto Pubic Schools that students would have: a) support structures 

outside of just the classroom to facilitate learning; a static, dependable household without 
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interruption; and the luxury of timely mobility created the expectation that students who are not 

doing well in school were not taking advantage of their resources. This is strikingly similar to 

videogame production. The institution of videogame production presupposes a certain type of 

person that is more ideal for production. It expects that these people have certain characteristics: 

passion, the desire for cultural clout, and a willingness to do whatever needs to be done to have a 

chance at achieving success. When people within the production process do not possess these 

characteristics, questions about their passion or their willingness to do what needs to be done are 

called into question and used as policing measures. Just as Toronto Public Schools did not seek 

to understand the granularity within the students and families that it served, videogame 

production is not interested in understanding similarly granular situations and people. Both 

institutions are in place to produce certain revenue streams: for Toronto Public Schools, it was 

people who could be subjectivated to work; for videogame production, it is people that are 

subjectivated to do very specific types of work as quickly as possible and with as little pushback 

as possible. 

  It is important to point out that the ways in which I am using institutional ethnography 

point to how power imbalances specific to the types of precarity that my informants talk about in 

the next chapter, is often felt from a far. Informant D presents a spectacular case for how ruling 

relations operate when spatial constraints (i.e. management being in an office, worker being on 

the production floor) are stripped away. The institution of videogame production is a system of 

historically situated movements that privilege certain people over others ï this much is clear 

without institutional ethnography. The processes at work in videogame production, starting with 

investor meetings where target demographics, sales expectations, and product development 

expectations, going all the way down the hierarchy to contract labourers who create background 

assets all characterize granular historical movements that characterize the institution itself. The 

importance of institutional ethnography in this project comes from locating my informants in 

relation to the types of power that are at work within the companies they are working for. 

Institutional ethnography offers a particular theorization of how power operates remotely via 

textual practices and processes that become institutional circuitry.    
  By cross-referencing my own experiences, the experiences of people in popular and 

scholarly media, and the experiences of my informants, this project is creating a ground-level 

understanding of how precarity functions in situated instances, but it also provides an 

understanding that each incident is not an isolated incident; that there are other examples of that 

same type or precarity happening at other studios. Institutional ethnography becomes important 

for creating a basis by which I can examine the types of people that these institutions favor, and 

how people that either are unwilling or unable to conform are treated. As I said with Griffith  and 

Smithôs example, videogame production and Toronto Public Schools share a similarity in that 

one of their goals is to produce a certain type of body that can then undertake specialist labour. 

The loneliness that Iôve experienced and that my informants have experienced is such an 

important part of the narrative that to not acknowledge and work with it is to erase entire sections 

of a person; to tell them that that specific truth is less valid. One thing that this project has found 

is that loneliness and isolation are insidious parts of the workplace culture of videogame 

production. This means that, on a systemic level, videogame productionôs continued existence is 

predicated on silence to some extent.  
  What these responses tell me is that, on a systematic level, in every facet of work in 

videogame production, silent, productive people are valued and are kept in the herd, so to speak. 

In ñHiding in Plain Sightò, Robin Johnson recounts of how one of his informants talks about 
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crunch and the strain of working in videogame production as something not to dwell on, but just 

to get through it (590). Make it through this project, take a break, start again. There is a reliance 

on people that value work/working over questioning labour practices or workplace culture. The 

themes of overwork and silence around ócomplainingô become apparent in my interview material 

across all 6 of my informants. This understanding of silence, loneliness, and production are 

building blocks to understanding how the institutional framework of videogame production 

(ranging from hiring practices to grooming practices in colleges, universities, and coding 

óbootcampsô) produces, subjectivates, and values these types of people over people who value 

work-life balance, or do not proudly display their passion for videogames as readily as other 

people. By understanding, and making space for my informantsô experiences, I am exercising a 

very rudimentary and very early production of types of precarity that live within videogame 

production. Loneliness, silence, and productive people are but a few lines in the script of 

institutionalism. 

 

Feminist Ethnography: Experiential knowledge and feminist objectivity 

 

Much like my treatment of institutional ethnography, it is important to emphasize that I 

am borrowing tools from feminist ethnography, but I am not conducting a feminist ethnography. 

Specifically, I am focusing on tools from Visweswaran and Haraway. One useful tool from 

feminist ethnography that has become especially important to remember and consider in this 

project is óobjectivity.ô Though not specifically a methodological argument, Donna Harawayôs 

work around objectivity in ñSituated Knowledgesò became a center-piece for the second round 

of questioning.  
  Feminist objectivity, and the art of conducting work that involves being objective in the 

face of knowledge-production, is tricky work. The first round of interview questions for this 

project did not leave room for the embodied, lived experiences of my informants. I asked 

questions that did not invite my informants to share their lives with me, but instead, as Informant 

B put it after we finished our second interview, ñfelt like you were waiting for me to give an 

answer that wasnôt the experience that Iôd had.ò Other informants said similar things about our 

first interviews. The questions felt stilted and, to quote Informant D, ñlike I had just had a wet 

dream thinking about a theory book or something.ò Which, admittedly, was probably not far 

from the truth. In other words, I realized that this was a somewhat deductive project, mixed with 

inductive elements. Not from the aspect that it was my daily life, but from the aspect that I was 

talking about peoplesô daily lives, and that, at one time this had, in fact, been my daily life. Some 

small part of me realized that I couldnôt conduct the remaining interviews with the hard 

objectivity that I had been convinced that I needed. I didnôt have a name for it at the time of 

conducting the first round of questions in these first 7 interviews. Once I went through my data 

from these interviews, Haraway helped me to realize that I was creating situated knowledges, 

which then helped me to reconfigure this project in fruitful  ways. This project is predicated on 

limited location and situated knowledge (583): my own experiences, the experiences of my 

informants, the experiences of the people who have been written about in scholarly and popular 

media, how I am processing my own experiences with videogame production, how I am 

processing my informantsô experiences, and how I am processing the already-processed 

experiences of those being written about. All  of these experiences and how they are processed 

are puzzle pieces of a puzzle that doesnôt have a completable picture. To even gesture towards 

this project being able to represent every worker in videogame productionôs experience with 
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precarity would be a one ñunlocated, and so irresponsible, knowledge [claim] (583)ò where 

ñ[irresponsible] means unable to be called into accountò (583). This project embodies situated 

experience. To me, this means that the parts of this project where I reference my own 

experiences, my informantsô experiences, and the experiences of those written about in scholarly 

and popular media are all able to be called into account at some point by being referenceable and 

being concrete. 
  The other aspect of feminist ethnography that I struggled with in this project prior to 

incorporating Harawayôs work, and Smithôs work was that of identity politics. In the early stages 

of planning this project, I was insistent to enforce a binary of ñx number of heterosexual, white, 

able-bodied men, and x number of women and/or queer and/or disabled bodiesò among 

informants in a bid to a) see different manifestations of the precarity that I had identified in 

videogame production (that of race/sexual orientation/gender/ability politics versus the ónon-ó of 

those categories), and b) to try and emphasize the voice of the ódisenfranchisedô of this project. 

Harawayôs very stark redress regarding the treatment of marginal people threw this project into 

disarray: ñSubjugation is not grounds for ontologyò (586). Whereas, in earlier stages of this 

project, I had been set on a binary of óx male bodies versus x women/queer/disabled bodiesò, 

Harawayôs work presented me with an important reminder: not to fetishize ñvisioné from below 

the brilliant space platforms of the powerfulò (583). With this in mind, it became even more 

important to position the experiences of all of my interviewees, myself, and the people in 

scholarly and popular media as all inherently ótrueô experiences. There was no doubt that, at 

some point, each of my informants, myself, and those being written about had experienced 

precarity. Then, it became less important to understand in sweeping generalizations how that 

precarity had been experienced. What, instead, became the focus of this project was making a 

space for a ñpolitics and epistemologies of location, positioning, and situation, where partiality 

and not universality is the condition of being heard to make rational knowledge claims. These 

claims are peopleôs livesò (589).  
  Whereas my initial thoughts and actions toward this project had been grounded in 

impartiality, creating a space for myself in an academic discourse, and creating a foundation to 

build future work on, this project has now become inherently personal and deeply feminist. 

Haraway, speaking about what feminism is at its core, says ñFeminism is about the sciences of 

the multiple subject with (at least) double vision. Feminism is about a critical vision consequent  

upon a critical positioning in unhomogenous gendered social space. Translation is always 

interpretive, critical, and partialò (589). But the reservation of how the researcher is supposed to 

position themselves towards knowledge-production, toward translation, and toward interpretation 

become critical questions, and the underpinning for why feminist ethnography was the necessary 

supporting framework to institutional ethnography became the question. How can I responsibly 

translate these stories, draw conclusions from them, and do so with confidence? Kamala 

Visweswaran in Fictions of Feminist Ethnography, examines feminist anthropological work and 

rebuffs anthropology that could not account for gender ñbecause it was not óat issueô in that 

societyò (30). Instead of assuming that everything that I have experienced and will  write about is 

the only objective truth, or everything that my informants have told me is the only objective 

truth, there needs to be consideration given to the possibility of multiple truths. This is where the 

necessity of ósituatednessô comes into play from Haraway: ñlocation is about vulnerability; 

location resists the politics of closure, finality, or to borrow from Al thusser, feminist objectivity 

resists ñsimplification in the last instanceò (590). It became a linchpin for this project to take into 

account the people that I was interviewing, the spaces that I was interviewing them in, body 
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language, speech patterns, conversation flow, etc. It became about taking into account what the 

person was saying and understanding that their voice is what is giving credence to what they are 

saying. Visweswaran identifies heteroglossia in anthropological texts (31) as another form of 

erasure that feminist anthropologists had engaged with in search of true objectivity. Instead of 

using pronouns like óIô or óweô in transcription of events, complete impartiality was thought to 

have been achieved by removing the author from the texts altogether, so texts read more like ñthe 

subjects didéò or ñthe subjects wentéò. Feminist ethnography is not about a clean-cut 

understanding of a subject or purported absolute truth. Feminist ethnography is about 

understanding situated, embodied experience and creating a space where those experiences can 

be unpacked and translated using an ethic of care to account for what the person is feeling, their 

bodily position, their silence, and their experience without bulldozing over them and claiming 

that I, the researcher, have more knowledge of their situatedness than they do.     

 

Concerns 

 

To this point, this section has been concerned with making a convincing argument as to 

why the way I have structured my methodological approach to this project is the correct one, or 

as correct an approach as possible. There are still a few concerns that I want to address with the 

first being objectivity. This is partially for my own sanity as I have emphasized the importance 

of objectivity, attachment, and bias well before this project started. The other concern that I will  

address here is why, specifically, I did not want to commit to one methodological framing over 

another, and instead chose to pursue a case study over an institutional ethnography or a feminist 

ethnography. 
  As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, I have struggled with balancing how distant or 

close I am to informants and their experiences in this project and seeking to open, and keep open, 

a proper, truthful dialogue about precarity. Even when I acknowledged to myself that absolute 

objectivity was impossible (well before Iôd connected the dots to Harawayôs work) and that there 

were stakes in this project for me as well as whomever I interviewed, I still struggled, and 

continue to struggle a little bit, with the nagging concern that this work could end up being read 

as me talking over or for the people Iôve interviewed, and for the people that have been written 

about in scholarly and popular media. Doubly so at the beginning of this project when I sought to 

basically split videogame production into the binaries of  ñheterosexual, white, able-bodied 

maleò and ñqueer and/or woman and/or disabled and/or person of color.ò I still have a rather 

diverse informant pool, but again, the worry is that because of my inherent position of power in 

the exchanges happening between myself and my informants and between myself and 

representations of experiences in scholarly and popular media, that I may grievously 

misrepresent those experiences and perpetuate erasure. Again, though, Haraway provides an 

important reminder that the people this project is concerned with (or really any project that deals 

in feminist objectivity) are people, not just objects of inquiry: ñSituated knowledges require that 

the object of knowledge be pictured as an actor and agent, not as a screen or a ground or a 

resource, never finally as slave to the master that closes off the dialectic in his unique agency 

and his authorship of ñobjectiveò knowledgeò (emphasis my own) (592). My involvement with 

this work is not to subjugate or to lock people out of speaking, or to seek an objective truth at all. 

Instead, I am interested in what Nicholas Taylor says of his own methodological investments in 

ñIôd Rather Be a Cyborg than a Gamer Broò: ñI am more interested in exploring how my own 

non-trivial investments in games and masculinity (persistent despite years of attempting to 
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unlearn them) shape how I read, write, and make sense of these play contextsò (13). Once I came 

to terms with the fact that there was no way to extract myself and my prior situated experiences 

from this project, and that I have a non-trivial investment in the labour discussions that I am 

trying to help facilitate, it became important, then, to be aware and be reflective for how my own 

body has taken up space in videogame production spaces and to understand my own complicity 

in possibly re-entrenching precarity. This is why, for the purpose of this case study, my own 

autobiographical experiences are important. They offer me a way to share my own truth, and to 

be reflexive about how I constructed my presence in those spaces. 
  The discussion on talking for/over informants can be thought about, too, through why I 

chose to borrow tools from the methodological frameworks I did instead of fully committing to 

one framework or another. Feminist ethnography is predicated on making space for participants; 

their truths are undisputed as far as feminist ethnography is concerned, and I choose to believe 

that that is the case for this project as well. I believe that my participants are not trying to fleece 

me, or trick me into thinking something that isnôt true. I believe that the things that they have 

told me, they have told me truthfully. I also believe that part of that truth lies in how the 

conversation went: flows of conversation, body language, non-answers, and silence. 

Visweswaran talks at length in Fictions of Feminist Ethnography about silence or the 

unwillingness to relay information between informants and herself and how it felt like a betrayal 

at some points (51). She then recontextualizes how she approaches that sense of betrayal by 

making the case that answers to the questions that she had were not the only source of truth be 

had. There was a rich assemblage of cultures meeting head-on, the expectation of impartiality 

and objective truth when it may not have been earned, and the misconception of ñfriendshipò 

meaning that she had access to information regardless of the wants or needs of those she was 

befriending. The way that she recontextualizes these experiences has been important for me to 

contextualize what I thought were óanomaliesô in my data at first. It isnôt that my informantôs 

segueing in a conversation away from something that they later said made them uncomfortable 

means that I failed to properly extract information from them: it means that they werenôt ready or 

willing to share that truth at the time, and the context in which it was shared (first as not being 

shared, and then later as being contextualized) are important pieces of knowledge creation in 

understanding situated, embodied experiences.  
  Though these are important reminders and important framing tools for how I approach 

this project, the practicalities of carrying out a feminist ethnography on this subject just arenôt 

feasible. In addition to there only really being a handful of triple-A videogame production 

companies in the Raleigh/Durham area, none of them were open to the idea of allowing me to 

embed with their developers for, at most, a month, and at least, two weeks. I reached out to Epic 

Games, FunCom, and Red Storm Entertainment and asked if  they would be amenable to having 

someone around who was curious about how videogame production workers interacted with the 

spaces that they worked in (mostly concerned with physical architecture). Only FunCom 

responded, saying that their management wasnôt comfortable with that considering that they 

were in the middle of a busy season and that they had their IPs to worry about. I replied that I 

would be more than happy to sign a non-disclosure agreement for up to 5 years, but I never 

received a response. So while it would be highly generative to be able to be embed with one 

triple-A studio and to get to know the employees there on a personal level, it wonôt happen with 

this project, and it is unlikely to happen in future projects as well, considering that my work 

consists of critique of production. If  I were interested in how streamlining work processes could 

lead to quicker turn-around on revisions in projects, then my presence may not have been such a 
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burden. But, since I am actively examining exploitative labour practices and precarity, my work 

will  mostly likely not get me invited to embed with a studio. 
  Institutional ethnography, in the scope of this project, provides a naturally supplemental 

way of examining precarity in videogame production. Feminist ethnography is concerned with 

making space for informantsô experiences, while institutional ethnography is concerned with 

figuring out how power structures operate at all levels within an institution: laterally and 

vertically, between peers and bosses, between lay-people and specialists, etc. Since this project is 

concerned with an industry-wide problem, it makes sense, then, that, in addition to understanding 

how informants have dealt with that precarity, what is has meant for them, and how it has 

affected them, it would be the next logical step to try and understand how relational dynamics 

have played out to possibly facilitate or diffuse precarity in their experiences. The theme of 

loneliness, too, became an appealing subject of inquiry for me as well, especially when the 

question is posed about how loneliness and isolation function in keeping workers working. The 

question became for me not why are my participants lonely: that was clear enough. The question, 

then, is what sorts of sociality were occurring within the structure of videogame production that 

made every single one of my participants and myself feel isolated. Between things that have 

nothing to do with videogame production, such as social anxiety, identity issues, and hobbies 

that are inherently meant to be ñlonelyò activities (like console gaming), and the established 

precarities of working in videogame production such as crunch, a widely heterogenous 

workplace culture, and possibly morally questionable themes within the games that my 

informants were making that required them to put aside their own morals, the why of why my 

participants and myself felt so lonely working in videogame production are clear. What taking 

cues from institutional ethnography has allowed this project to do is understand how relational 

dynamics, and how power relations especially, have played a part in at least seven peoplesô lives 

to make them feel isolated and alone. Power, be it seniority among peers, job titles, or monetary 

superiority, has been wielded in such a way as to force my informants and myself, at some point, 

into a period of isolation where we did not feel comfortable discussing a problem with our peers 

or management.  
  In addition to feminist ethnographyôs problem areas regarding being the sole 

methodological approach to a project like this, institutional ethnography shares many of the same 

constraints, and introduces a few more. In addition to concerns about having access to specific 

institutions such as a single videogame production company, the ways in which I would be 

expected to carry out an institutional ethnography present the same concerns that kept an 

innumerable amount of people from working with me: reprisal from their employers. That, and 

one employee possibly telling me something that could alienate a coworker, or exacerbate a 

strained relationship. In Griffon and Smithôs Mothering for School , they had access at multiple 

levels to the school districts that their children were enrolled in; they also had access to 

administrators, Parent-Teacher Association meetings, meetings with teachers, their own 

childrenôs experiential knowledge, and their autobiographical knowledge of what power 

structures were at work in the school district to shape it how it was. I donôt have access, at any 

level, to really any of those structures; let alone have access to all of those structures within one 

specific videogame company. The access that I do have is, admittedly, very well diverse in terms 

of jobs, but very limited in scope, hence I cannot commit to a full  institutional ethnography in the 

way that it would need to be carried out if  I wanted to examine how precarity functions 

structurally.  
  On their own, both of these methodologies would make compelling projects given the 
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same general parameters, but due to lack of access, my ability to frame this project in terms of 

one or the other is impossible. This is why I chose to carry out a case study and to borrow 

heavily from both feminist ethnography and institutional ethnography, as they both have 

important implications for a project like this. What a case study allows me to do is, in lieu of 

having access to a videogame production company and its employees, examine experiential 

knowledge from a number of diverse sources. By examining my own experience, the experience 

of my six participants, and a wellspring of scholarly and popular media experiences, I am able to 

find similarities and differences in much the same way that I could do with a feminist 

ethnography or an institutional ethnography, but I am able to do so from varied sources. 

Additionally, by conducting a case study, I am free to emphasize that the situated experiences 

that I am examining are just that: personal, situated experiences. They do not speak for an entire 

industry, or an institution, or a region. Instead, they are experiences with similarities and 

differences that are being employed in the hopes of facilitating conversations about labour-

related issues in videogame production.  

 

Preparing for Defining, Negotiating, and Responding to Precarity  

 

By dissecting how I have approached data collection and methodology in this project, I 

have made a case for the óhowsô and ówhysô I chose these particular approaches to this project. 

These methodologies support my goal of making this project about embodied experience: this is 

not meant to be taken as a stand-in for any other part of videogame production, any other 

personôs experience with videogame production, or as a deposition about the definitive ways that 

precarity manifests in videogame production. By setting this project up as a case study in which I 

borrow from feminist ethnography and institutional ethnography to characterize the critical 

approaches I take to my informantsô experience, this project becomes the beginnings of a corpus 

of work that values embodied experiences, record-keeping, and activism as valuable pieces of 

knowledge production in game studies. 
  In the next chapter, I will  go into detail about what themes my informants presented to 

me about their experiences with, and definitions of, precarity in videogame production. This 

chapter will  highlight the main six themes that came to light across all my informantsô 

experiences while also making room for their individual, highly embodied experiences with 

these experiences. Additionally, this chapter sets down concrete examples that I can apply 

institutional and feminist ethnography to see where power has flowed and coagulated for my 

informants.   
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3. 

Interfacing  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this chapter, I will  examine themes that came up within the six interview I conducted. 

Within my interviews, my informants and I talked through their experiences of working in 

videogame production. I will  start by examining the four main themes that I identified from our 

conversations. These themes are: 1) experiencing or showing resistance to or zealotry for 

unionization, 2) the necessity for crunch to stop, 3) positive experiences with coworkers and 

power struggles with management, and 4) informantsô feelings of being referred to as 

óprecariousô, or asked about certain experiences theyôve had as being óprecariousô. These themes 

provide an initial groundworking that I will  continue to build upon through chapters four and 

five. These themes provide grounded instances that introduce issues that feminist and 

institutional ethnographic tools can help to dig further into, which then provide the proper 

theoretical and personal undergirding to access the heart of the issues raised here: multiplicative 

precarities. The themes that this chapter raises help to establish the general working areas where 

my informants have talked about, experienced, and worked through precarity.  

Conducting these interviews highlights the importance of understanding embodied and 

granular experiences within videogame production. Without these workersô accounts of how 

theyôve interacted with, faced down, and overcome precarity, I would still be working with very 

stark binarisms about who is affected by precarity and how they are affected. These interviews 

shed light on the main questions of this entire project: how does precarity manifest? How do 

people working in videogame production experience precarity? Work through precarity? Interact 

with, recontextualize, and reconfigure precarity? These interviews show that precarity is not a 

nebulous, all-encompassing term for bad things happening. Precarity is granular; it has contours 

that, without embodied, experiential data, we would lack a clear understanding of how and what 

is precarious. In addition to shedding light on what precarity óisô for videogame production 

workers, these interviews provide an intimate understanding of how people become precarious. 

A precarious work situation does not manifest the same for two people, regardless of how close 

they are in job/rank/responsibility. There are suites of mitigating factors that present for, say, a 

contract re-signing. Two people could be up for renewal, have done the same amount of work at 

the same quality, and tangential, ethereal complaints like ñPerson Oneôs attitude is bad for 

productivityò can make the difference between getting resigned or fired. But what caused 

someone to say that Person Oneôs attitude is bad? Is there attitude actually affecting 
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productivity? Is it something in their personal life? Did something negative happen between 

Person One and the person who complained? Is the complainer looking to make a sidelong move 

into the position Person One holds? Again, there are a range of mitigating factors to determine 

why or how a situation becomes precarious Again, precarity is granular. It is an adjective, an 

adverb, a noun; people or conditions are precarious, people experience precarity, people interact 

with precarity. These interviews provide important semantic context for more responsibly talking 

about people that are experiencing precarity.  

Within these six interviews, there was a good deal of overlap in how each informant 

approached things like precarity, passion, overwork, and workplace culture. In the second round 

of interviews, I did not approach informants with any clear questions or a deterministicagenda 

that I was trying to get answers through. Instead, I approached them with a few general 

conversation topics, and my goal was to allow them to lead me through their own experiences. 

Those conversation topics included: asking about any experience with unions that they were 

comfortable talking about; asking about any negative work experiences that they felt comfortable 

sharing; asking about their explicit take on crunch; and asking about what they thought of the 

words óprecarityô and óprecariousô.  

 

Introducingé 

 

 My informants for this chapter are six current videogame production workers. Each of 

them have worked at least one full  contract term in North American videogame production. 

Their jobs are all mostly coding and development-based labour with the exception of Informant 

E who performs quality assurance labour and community management labour in addition to 

coding labour. In the interest of keeping my informantsô identities as anonymous as possible, I 

will  not be providing age, gender, or any locative information other than a state. 

  Informant A: Informant A has worked in videogame production since the late ó80ôs. They 

have worked on big-budget triple-A titles that are still around today. During their time working 

on the aforementioned titles, they started as a programmer and were promoted to a senior 

management position when the company they worked for began to corporatize and do away with 

the flattened hierarchy they had. This informant now owns their own game company which has 

less than 10 people. They characterize the places that they have worked as hectic, passionate, and 

willing  to put in long hours to produce good products. They characterize their studio now as 

somewhere where everyone knows and has worked with each other for many years, so they are 

very chill  and very in sync with one another. This person resides in California.  

  Informant A and I talked about their experiences coming up through videogame 

production. Where they started, the games that sparked passion in them, the game that ultimately 

lead them to become a videogame production worker. We also talked about crunch, and this 

informantôs experiences with crunch. For them, crunch started as a challenge: it was a way of 

showing just how passionate they were about making a good product and the lengths that they 

would go to to prove that they were committed. They acknowledged that this is not healthy in the 

long run, and contributed a great deal to burn out that they faced before opening their own 

company and doing consulting work. 

  Informant B: Informant B has worked in videogame production for five years; one of 

those years was as a contractor, and the other 4 have been as a full -time developer. They are a 

developer who specializes in weather systems and game physics. They have worked at the same 

company for all five of those years; the company is a medium-sized studio that produces mostly 



46 

 

indie games. This person characterized their workplace as fairly hands off until they become 

hands on, meaning that there are issues with time management amongst coworkers that have 

been addressed in the past. Other than an occasional intervention from management, this person 

says that they enjoy working where they do most of the time. This person resides in California. 

  Informant B and I discussed at length questions around unionization. Who is it for? What 

does it do? Why are people pushing for it? Informant B was very well informed about 

unionization efforts in videogame production and provided me with a lot to think about in regard 

to how I talk about videogame production. Additionally, Informant B brought up the possible 

issue of misattribution in how I talked about precarity and asked them and others about precarity. 

They said that precarity is not just ñone thingò, but rather, is a whirlwind of things happening at 

once, growing, shrinking, leaving, and coming. They also talked to me about crunch and how 

destructive it is, yet how necessary it is due to how videogame production operates and the 

cultural ticks that constitute why videogame production needs crunch to operate. 

  Informant C: Informant C worked as a videogame production worker (developer) for four 

years and as a labour organizer/unionization organizer for two. They put in extreme hours to 

make themselves available and open to helping others in videogame production understand the 

need for and benefits of collective action. They still work in videogame production at a medium-

sized triple-A company. This person did not spend time characterizing their workplace, but 

instead, their work processes. They described those s hectic, somewhat intimidating, and always 

challenging. On the labour organizing side of things, they characterized that as emotionally and 

physically draining, but ultimately the most rewarding thing they have ever done. This person 

resides in Massachusetts. 

  Informant C and I talked at length about crunch. They characterized crunch as the issue 

that got them into organizing in the first place. They donôt like to see people suffer, therefore 

they started to try and find ways of alleviating the stress and precarity that they saw their 

coworkers embroiled in. They also talked about how they served on a board for an initiative at 

the company they were working for. This board had a crossection of people from across the 

company including QA workers, the CIO and CTO, marketing and communication workers, 

developers, and even administrative workers. They characterized their time working on this 

board as odd at times, upsetting at other times, and downright frustrating most of the rest of the 

time. The peers to this informant in other departments could communicate with this informant, 

be nice, and share ideas, but anyone above their seniority in the company that was on this board 

was rude, derisive, and seemed to be speaking another language when talking about the games 

that were being made. This informant characterized management as out of touch and completely 

obsessed with numbers. 

  Informant D: Informant D has worked in videogame production for 10 contract cycles 

now. They have only worked as a developer, though they have worked on games, game engines, 

and game tools through their work. All  of their contracts have been for very popular triple-A 

games. They have characterized their previous workplaces as mostly chill, but with the 

occasional transphobe which makes their job hard.They are currently in a contract with a triple-A 

company in California. 

  Informant D and I ran the gamut of questions. We talked about everything from fandoms 

to queer modding and resistances in making games, to being trans and working in games, to 

struggling to date while working in games. They characterized their experience in videogame 

production both as a labour process and as a social experiment. They talked often about how the 

entanglements of videogame production like overwork, burnout, and obsession interrupted and 
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rearranged their social life to the point where dating was next to impossible because their 

partners never shared the same level of passion for games that they did. This informant also 

helped me to build upon what Informant B brought up about misattribution. Informant D and I 

had a long talk about what precarious and precarity means (the same type of conversation you 

would hear in a 1000-level Philosophy class) and how we can talk about it as such a multifaceted 

óthingô.  

  Informant E: owns their own game studio in Canada. They characterize their studio as 

óindieô and put out games that evoke óindie aestheticsô: pixelated graphics, 2D or isometric 

views, unique art styles. This informant has worked in videogame production for eight years and 

has worked at a few major triple-A companies. They decided that they wanted to change the 

work culture of videogame production and started their own company. They characterize their 

workplace as work-focused; they have largely dispensed with the ñwork while you playò ethic of 

triple-A production in favor of workers leaving the work they do at work instead of taking it 

home with them. They characterize their workers as people who enjoy playing and making 

games, but equally enjoy having lives outside of making games. This person resides in Canada.  

  Informant E and I talked mostly about workplace culture. Having worked in a few triple-

A, big budget studios, their take on what workplace culture constituted was more than just who 

you see on a daily basis. It became about office politics; not tipping your hand too soon before 

you knew someone. There always seemed to be a sense of secrecy and possible back-stabby-ness 

at work in those environments. Thatôs why, when this informant opened their own studio they 

were adamant about making it a place of work, not a typical ñvideogame production studioò. 

They encourage a 40 hour work week with rare instances of possibly 45-50. They foreground the 

importance of understanding timelines, sticking to timelines, and communicating if  something 

cannot get done in the time frame it was originally needed. Since their studio is fairly small still, 

issues with communication are non-existent for the most part; everyone gets on well, everyone is 

down to help everyone else if  they need it, and everyone enjoyed the company of their coworkers 

and being able to work somewhere that values their time as much as it values their labour. 

  Informant F: Informant F works for a mobile-games company and has supported a very 

popular mobile title in addition to helping create another title that will  release later this year. 

Though they do not self-identify as a ñvideogame developerò, they do acknowledge that they 

carry out some of the labour associated with development, but also they carry out labour 

associated with quality assurance and community management. They have worked here for four 

years, and they characterize the company as ñindie with a twistò meaning that they are largely 

left alone to do their work, but they are aware that the company does have investors and bottom 

lines to meet. This person resides in Texas. 

  Informant F and I talked a lot about videogame production form a social aspect. Having 

shared roots in Austin, it was easy to talk about what bars we go to, who we would see, what 

barcades are better than others, so on and so forth. This informant also talked to me about 

interactions with coworkers which presented quite an interesting case. Though they are adamant 

that their company does not have a union structure, this informant and their coworkers are so 

supportive of each other that, in effect, they have a class solidarity system where no one faces 

scrutiny alone and everyone shares the burden of work. 
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Data Wrangling 

 

 Now that my informants have been (somewhat) properly introduced, it is important to 

quickly go over how I handled coming up with the themes of this chapter, processing my 

informantsô stories, and figuring out how best to (re)tell their stories in such a way as to 

foreground what they are saying instead of me saying what they are saying. I transcribed all my 

interviews using an Express Scribe Pro transcription kit. After I transcribed all of my interviews, 

I started to look for similar sentiments in the stories that informants were sharing with me. From 

our conversations, I had ballpark ideas about what themes would be more prevalent, and what 

the stories that my informants were telling were gesturing towards. As time went on, and I had 

informal communication with them outside of our interviews to ask follow-questions like ñHey, 

what did you mean when you said x and yò, I identified these four themes over and over again 

across all my informantsô conversations with me. Though they are similar themes, the context 

that my informants talked about these themes varied heavily from person to person and theme to 

theme. Each informant had their affective attachments, hopes, dreams, fantasies, and motivations 

for pursuing a job in videogame production. These mitigating factors became apparent as I 

worked through assembling each theme. So while the themes themselves provide some common 

ground through which I can ógroupô experiences, I want to stress that the informantsô experiences 

Iôm talking about are different and unique to them. 

  In each section, I highlight certain parts of informantsô stories. This is not because other 

informants talked about it in a way that was counter to the narrative that I wish to spin. In large 

part, these sections of story were picked because they echo the bits and pieces of conversation 

that I had elsewhere and with other informants and raise important questions that are attached to 

the subject matter of the stories. For example, in the Crunch and the Necessity of it  to Stop 

section, I highlight informants C, A, and Eôs comments about crunch because they touch on 

deeper issues than just ñcrunch is bad and it needs to stop.ò All  my informants were of that mind; 

informants C, A, and E had novel takes on complicated relationships with crunch, why crunch is 

a gross but necessary evil in videogame productionôs current state, and how possible it is for 

production to change.  

    

Unions: Reticence, Zealotry, and Questions 

 

  Each one of my informants brought up unionization at some point during our 

conversations. Informantsô opinions and experiences with unions ranged from being indifferent 

or neutral to being actively involved in fighting for collective action and trying to assist 

workplaces in taking formative steps towards unionization. When my informants spoke about 

unions, they tended to do so in context of other themes. For example, one informant talked about 

their experience working 80 hour weeks for 3 months on a popular online title that launched in 

2016 and how the overwork ended up giving them chronic stomach ulcers. Shortly after 

wrapping this project and seeking medical attention, they were approached by a co-worker 

asking them about how they felt about unions. This informant hadnôt really given unions too 

much thought outside of what they had seen on twitter or via International Game Developers 

Association (IGDA) forums/facebook. The conversation that this informant and I had was less 

them taking an affirmative stance about unions and more about them using our conversation as a 

sounding board for how they understood current union rhetorics. It was a very natural back-and-

forth between this informant and myself about the good, the bad, and the ugly of unionization in 
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videogame production.  
  Another informant talked about unions in terms of workplace culture. They experienced a 

lot of negativity from their manager that manifested in abuse workplace practices. They 

described the experience as ñthe old saying ódad yells at mom, mom yells at the kid, the kid kicks 

the dog, who does the dog bite? The other dogò. Meaning that, as negativity pervaded the 

workplace and trickled down from management to workers, workers started to become toxic to 

one another because they had no outlet for the toxicity they were dealing with from management. 

One of this informantôs fellow workerôs spouses brought up Game Workers Unite (GWU) to 

their spouse, who got in contact with GWU regarding what a union might mean in terms of 

making their workplace less toxic and deal with bad management. They then brought that 

information to this informant and they worked to set up precedents to unionize their workplace. 

Though the original employee who brought GWU up to my informant was fired (as a note, my 

informant is convinced it was about trying to unionize while the reason given was ñpoor 

workplace fitò), my informant is still carrying on trying to unionize, and has branched out to 

helping other game companies start unionization proceedings.  

 

Retelling 

 

  Being as close to this project as I have been for as long as I have been, I realize that I 

routinely make assumptions about what people do and donôt know or think about unionization 

and collective action. Informants F, C, and B reminded me that this issue is not as important to 

everyone in videogame production as it is to a few. They also reminded me of the importance of 

representation within media that sought to unionize people. When informant F mentioned that 

they did not see themselves in the media that was being shared, that was a stark reminder that I 

inhabit a privileged space where I can critique the people being shared because they mostly all 

look like me. I want to highlight Informants F, C, and Bôs comments in this section. Parts of my 

conversation with these informants presented contours regarding understanding what a union is, 

who can be part of unions, and what a union looks like from a managerôs perspective. Informant 

F, especially, brought up some important points about their experience with unions. 

 

F: We looked through [Game Workerôs Uniteôs] twitter, and it seemed like, from their 

beginning, they were retweeting good stuff! But we didnôt see them retweeting anyone 

that looked like us. Like, I think the only person of color that got retweeted was Austin 

Walker? Itôs cool that Anna [Anthropy] got retweeted, and some women got retweeted. 

Oh! And then we looked at their website, and I get that most of the óAboutô stuff is going 

to be slightly nebulous for something like this, but some of the answers from the FAQ 

they had were weird. Like, who can be in a union. The answer to that question on their 

website was literally anyone who does anything with games. Thatôs good, donôt get me 

wrong, but that, taken with who theyôre retweeting just didnôt instill a lot of trust in me. 

 

That Informant F did not see people who looked like them being given attention via the official 

twitter account of GWU is important to consider. It begs investigation into how, structurally, 

organizations that are concerned with anti-capitalist practices, promoting diversity, and creating 

equitable working conditions mimics how the systems they are critiquing are set up. This also 

speaks to problem of heterogeneity within videogame production that I have brought up prior. 

Due to the gender imbalance within videogame production, it would follow that even counter-
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capitalist measures within videogame production would see similar gender imbalances. 

Informant Fôs comments about not seeing anyone represented that looked like them, and the 

language being used to describe what the official function of GWU is as nebulous present 

important distinctions in terms of recent announcement by the Communication Workers of 

America (CWA) to assist videogame production workers in unionization. The CWAôs official 

statement shares similar nebulous, non-specific, non-committal language with GWUôs general 

óaboutô section, which signals a problem that is more broad than just who we see being retweeted 

or shared by social media accounts. It signals a problem of scope. In the case of unionizing 

videogame production, the problem of an unidentified scope. There are not solid bifurcations as 

to who can and cannot participate in union efforts and receive union support, so we continue to 

see the language around unionization efforts as unwieldy and too broad.  
  Informant B discussed concerns of theirs around who they can and canôt see being in 

unions that echoed the problems that Informant F raised. Informant B was not adamantly for or 

against unions, and their careful scrutiny of what unions meant not only for them, but for the 

whole of videogame production produced important talking points that forced me to think about 

my own relationship with and agenda towards union activity. 

 

B: Ok, so, unions. I know what theyôre for. I know what the reason is. Better work 

conditions, less crunch, better pay, job security. Right? [I  nod] Ok. Soé who is that for? 

Who gets that and who doesnôt? 

 

J: Ummmé well, according to Game Workers Unite, I think they think that everyone 

who works in videogames could get access to union help. 

 

B: Ok, thatôs helpful. But how far reaching is that? Who are we defining as óworks in 

videogamesô? Does office staff or administrative staff get access to the union and 

protections? Hackers? Modders? 

 

J: Uhé um. I donôté know. Do you have any ideas regarding that? 

 

B: Initially, maybe. When you think about it, everyone who has a hand in actually 

creating the game should definitely be included. So programmers, artists, Foley, writers, 

directors. But from there, for me, it becomes harder to pinpoint. I donôt think, right now, 

there is enough of an understanding of who actually works in videogames to provide an 

objectively correct answer. A-and donôt get me wrong, Iôm not trying to mine for an 

objectively correct answer, but it bothers me that I canôt have more clarity for myself on 

who my colleagues and peers might be in a union, you know? [é] My way of thinking, it 

might come down to someone who makes money working on videogames. But even then, 

yôknow, I think of the Bethesda store and their half-assed attempt at monetizing mods. 

Are those people entitled to join the same union as someone who, say, works on The 

Elder Scrolls 5 For Samsung Smart TV? [laughs] Or do they have to make their own 

union? [é] Also, what happens to contract people? Do you think they get to be part of a 

union? But if  they can be part of a union, why even bother having contract workers in the 

first place? If  unions are fighting for job stability, and allowing people to not have to 

labor and overwork through contracts trying to get hired? Does that mean that the 

industry would shrink? I mean, if  you take on a bunch of full -time people and canôt really  
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fire them, what else would happen, right? If  that happened, then maybe the industry 

would stop wasting money and being so poorly managed, but I donôt think that would 

happen in a day, you know? What seems like would come first is definitely a recession. 

 

For Informant B, the nebulous language that is associated with unionizing became a point of 

contention for them. Informant B pointed to multiple tweets and portions of GWUôs website that 

provided very little context about anything that GWU was about or supported. I refer back to my 

previous example of GWUôs FAQ section that says ñéif you are doing any kind of job for a 

game company ï whether that be in-house, in an agency, on contract or casual ï youôre a game 

worker.ò Without any sort of specificity to what issues GWU is aiming to tackle, focused plans 

of attack become highly improbably, and any plan that wishes to take on all the issues being 

listed is setting itself up for failure. Issues gestured toward through the website are poor pay, 

politics, abuse, bully/harassment, neoliberal ódo what you loveô mentality, overly competitive job 

market, crunch, weak negotiations with potential employers re: overly competitive job market, 

sacrificing person time in service of production. Throughout our conversation, they had been 

careful to say that they were still learning about unions, and what the unionization process could 

be like, but that the resources that they had at their disposal (e.g. GWUôs website, twitter, 

googling ówhat is a unionô) raised more questions than they answered. Even though they had 

their own initial formulations about who feasibly could be involved with unionization and seek 

protection through unions, Informant Bôs ideas about who could be protected ended up relying 

on the flow of capital through the institution of videogame production. Without considering how 

capital flows, who enables it to flow, and the real possibility of contractions in videogame 

production due to unionization, coming to any sort of initial understanding of who can and canôt 

take part in unions in production will  stay abstracted and we will  continue to see vague language 

like that from CWA and GWU.  
  Even though terminology around unionization is still nebulous and imprecise, Informant 

C talked at length not about the broad view of unionizing the videogame industry, but their own 

individual motivation for wanting to help unionize. As I said previously, often the themes that 

my informants spoke with me about were not isolated. Informant Côs experience with organizing 

unionization efforts came from working crunch, and their concern with people they knew having 

access to working conditions that allowed them to have a normal work-life balance. 

 

ñ J: Do you think that that stress and that separation played a part in why you gravitated 

towards unionization and helping with unionization so much? 

 

C: I certainly think that was part of it. I am a person who doesnôt enjoy seeing other 

people suffer. I donôt like seeing my friends, coworkers, strangers on the street sad. I 

think that my involvement with unions started to present these really great opportunities 

to not be alone in that I am always with people, talking about this stuff, and I am also 

helping people to craft plans on how they can get back to their families or have some sort 

of work-life balance that they maybe didnôt have previously. I certainly think that that 

was part of it. [é] The more I worked, the more I didnôt want to work. It was always 

crunch that made me fall more and more out of love. I just didnôt have the passion to stay 
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long nights or work all week anymore because I had seen a better side of things. I saw 

what it could be. 

 

J: With collective bargaining?  

 

C: That and unionization. Around the time that my contact told me about that union 

group, I started thinking about how I could help. How could I be productive with this.  

 

In other parts of our conversation, Informant C said that their experience with unionizing and 

helping to establish union plans for videogame production companies wasnôt done to help or 

hinder agencies like GWU. Informant C brought up the nebulous language on GWUôs website as 

a point of contention for them as well when I asked. They said that, due to this, and due to their 

own upbringing in a primarily blue-collar household, they understood unions to be not an ideal 

that is intellectualized and turned over and over, but as an action plan to help people. They said 

that their approach in talking about unions both to people like me and to potential clients wasnôt 

to get them to think about the whole of unionizing videogame production, but how Informant Côs 

experiences could help potential clients to recontextualize their relationship with production to 

recapture a work-life balance. 
  While each informant had their own understanding of, contextual examples of, and 

interactions with unionization/the idea of unions within videogame production that ranged from 

indifferent to zealous, informants brought up important questions about unionization that, 

without their embodied experiences, I would not have been able to consider. What is especially 

important about what they shared is the attention that needs to be paid to the types of language 

that are currently being used to talk about unionization and what deeper issues this signal. For 

Informant F, the lack of clear language or clear action plans goes hand-in-hand with 

heterogeneity and not seeing themselves being represented by high-profile unionization entities. 

The lack of diverse engagement that they had witnessed did not instill in them the sense that 

GWU, or formal unionization at all, was necessarily what was best for them or their workplace. 

For Informant B, a lack of clear language means a lack of understanding of who unions would be 

serving. Their acknowledgement that money ultimately will  probably dictate who can and canôt 

be considered part of a union also speaks to the embedednes of capital-generation in all parts of 

videogame production, whether it is in the making of games, the playing of games, or in the 

unionizing of games. For Informant C, the nebulous language of unionization didnôt bother them; 

they talked about current discussions around unionizing videogame production as being overly 

intellectualized, which is why they valued approaching potential unionizing as a personal, 

actionable approach and not one that is overly concerned with making sweeping statements. 

Their primary goal in unionization was to get people help to establish a work-life balance that 

they themselves saw so sorely lacking in the industry.  

 

Recontextualizing 

 

  Each of my informants talked to me to some extent about what the purpose of unions was 

to them. For some, it was to create fair working conditions. For others, it was to create actionable 

plans towards addressing precarity. For both of these groups, though, unions represented a path 

forward for them to harmonize what they enjoyed about the industry with what they didnôt; a 

middle-ground where their problems and their colleaguesô problems could be solved. What my 
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informants spoke about around unions presents important instances where the definitional work 

precarity from my first chapter can be updated in respect to what these workers experience. 

Unionization continues to be something that videogame production workers are pushing for, but 

it never seems to get any closer. According to my informants, this is due in large part to the lack 

of a cohesive narrative, lack of actionable plans, and lack of representation. The problems that 

my informants identified characterize a fundamental misunderstanding, or possibly a 

fundamental refusal to understand, what constitutes precarity within videogame production on 

the part of union outfits.   

  A recent example of this lack of understanding comes from the Communication Workers 

of Americaôs (CWA) announcement in January that they would be assisting tech and videogame 

production workers in unionization efforts. For such a large unionization body to step forward 

and announce that they would be deploying resources specifically to help game workers unionize 

is exciting news. But the CWAôs statement repeats many of the same problems that other 

unionization outfits like Game Workers Unite canôt seem to move past, and raises new concerns 

as well. The CWA seems to be linking tech workers and game workers together, without any sort 

of distinction between the two, or who is eligible for this new initiative. Game workers and tech 

workers are used interchangeably both in the official statement put forth by CWA president 

Chris Shelton and on the initiativeôs website. There is also a distinct lack of actionable plans put 

forth. In the statement released by Shelton, more time is spent discussing who the initiative has 

hired and their merits than what the actual problems being addressed are. Similarly, on the 

Campaign to Organize Digital Employees (CODE-CWA)ôs website, there is a lack of any sort of 

plans of action, previous research, acknowledgement of specific cases where actions listed in 

Sheltonôs press release have occurred, or ways in the interim to help to start to talk to coworkers 

about organizing. Instead, there are buzzwords that adorn the front page, a very stark summary of 

ñrightsò, and an óaboutô section that does nothing to characterize the immediate, timely actions 

being taken by the initiative (if  any).  

  Without any sort of plan in place, or a plan even hinted at, my informantsô concerns are 

substantiated. The CWA, CODE, and GWU are not not equipped to make inroads. There is 

capital behind these groups, there are people willing to collectivize, but there is a distinct lack of 

current videogame production workersô voices being heard or acknowledged. Within that lack of 

acknowledgement, the óissuesô that CWA, CODE, and GWU discuss are void of any meaningful 

engagement. For whom are these situations precarious? Every single videogame production 

worker? Marginal workers? Only certain, non-quantifiable people? As it stands, the issues that 

the CWA identifies in their statement are all just blanketly óbadô and need to be ófixedô without 

any deeper engagement with those issues or the circumstances that have caused those issues. As 

my informants have stated, the media presence of very well-known videogame production 

unionization groups tells them nothing about what the initiative does or is advocating for and 

does nothing to acknowledge in substantial ways the types of precarity that videogame 

production workers face. As Informant F stated about their experience with unionization in 

videogame production ñNothing is a one-size-fits-all solution.ò In addition to this, these union 

outfits are not acknowledging any understanding of the contours of precarity within videogame 

production. Issues such as overwork are gestured towards, but there is no contextualization done, 

nor are there any ethnographic accounts being given. Why are workers overworking? What is 

causing workers to be ok with overwork? Who is dictating that they must overwork? Until  

unionization outfits put forth understandings around contributing factors to precarity, different 

forms of precarity that different workers face, and also acknowledge that precarity does not 
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manifest the same for every production worker, unionization will  continue to be a hollow, well-

meaning activity that, akin to cupcake fascism, diverts energy away from rooting the cause of the 

problem in favor of feeling good about taking a stand against the problem. 

 

Crunch and the Necessity of it  to Stop 

 

 Overwhelmingly, my informants did not support crunch in any way. The universal 

disdain by all 6 informants for crunch was made abundantly clear multiple times. Each informant 

had their own story involving crunch, and each informant recognized that committing to the act 

of crunch had a suite of ramifications ranging from personal inability to create or maintain a 

responsible work-life balance to upholding the expectation that crunch will  forever be part of 

videogame production. When my informants spoke about crunch, some spoke about it as a 

ñnecessary evil.ò None of my informants were happy with crunch as a part of their job, but each 

informant had a different way of contextualizing and coming to grips with crunch. One 

informant spoke about their experience with crunch as being an adrenaline rush: they knew that 

they were toward the end of a project, and they knew they were close to being finished and done. 

So they pushed themselves even harder to be perfect, fix problems quickly, and code late into the 

night, every night. They also tried to use this burst of energy to encourage their fellow workers to 

see the time spent crunching not just as a challenge, but as a team bonding experience (bonding 

through trauma, as they termed it). One other informant talked about crunch as a way of ñfixingò 

themselves in terms of prioritizing the important things in their life. Their first experience with 

crunch nearly killed them (in terms of scarce sleep, over-stress, and poor nutrition). It also took 

an inordinate toll on their relationship with family and friends. The experiences triggered a deep 

depression for them, and in doing so, rendered them unable and/or unwilling to respond to text 

messages, calls, or emails in a timely manner, which as they said, only compounded the 

symptoms of their depression. Once the project wrapped, this informant sought out counselling, 

and one major revelation they had was that, to continue working in this industry, they had to 

learn how to prioritize themselves, firstly, and them prioritize their family, friends, and partner. 

They recognized that if  their body or mind failed, then no amount of help from family, friends, 

and partner can help prop them up. They also realized that, if  they allowed work to cause them to 

alienate the people supporting them, then if  their mental or physical health took a hit, they 

wouldnôt have the support they needed to work through it. In having this realization, they started 

bullet journaling nearly everything related to work  and by doing so were able to restore a proper 

work-life balance, despite having to crunch over and over again.  

 

Retelling 

 

  I want to highlight Informant C, A, and Eôs comments about crunch. Each of their 

experiences raises important questions about what sort of toll crunch takes aside from just time. 

Informants A and Côs relationship with crunch was surprising. I had not considered that a 

concept that has been so universally panned for being exploitative and irresponsible could have 

notes of complication like what Informants A and C presents. For Informant C, crunch was one 

of the predominant reasons for them committing to unionizing their own production workplace at 

the time, which then extended to any production workplace. 
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C: Oh, [crunch] was awful. At the end of it, I was just so emotionally and physically 

drained. And you know how small things sometimes trigger the biggest points of 

reflection? Someone offhandedly mentioned óCanôt wait to do this againô in a sarcastic 

tone, and I heard it and all of a sudden, I had this visceral reaction. I hadnôt done anything 

to try and circumvent this. No one had. We did the work that was assigned to us, and we 

accepted revision requests and did them because thatôs what you do. Ié I guess from the 

start, weôre sort of trained to justé do it. Not to question why weôre doing it, or how we 

could maybe do better. It hit me that we really had zero control.  

 

J: Right, like if  youôre getting bombarded with work, and people are just working and 

working, then what are you supposed to do? 

 

C: Correct. And it makes you think, what are you supposed to do if  you canôt get anyone 

to see that this stuff needs to change! Well, in my case, I started helping with unions! 

[laughs] I- it makes me think that if  we donôt change something, this could just keep 

happening. I mean, it has kept happening, right? No one that I know doesnôt work 

crunch. Itôs just an expectation of the job.ò 

 

Crunch touches across all the themes covered in this chapter, and often goes hand-in-hand with 

contextualizing other themes as well. As I covered in the previous section with Informant C, 

their passion toward unionization and collective action stems from them wanting to help people.  

For Informant C, not only did crunch end up causing medical problems for them in the form of 

ulcers, but it also helped them to find something that they feel strongly about in unionization.  
  For Informant A, crunch was also a facilitating force in their life. Though how they view 

crunch is different than Informant C, both have experienced crunch in such a way that they can 

recognize how awful it is, but also recognize that the act of crunching brought them to where 

they are today. Informant A spoke about crunch in their early days as being ñwhat they signed up 

forò but still refers to crunch with some fondness. At other points in our conversation, Informant 

A referenced crunch as the time when they felt closest to other coworkers; ñshared traumaò, as 

they referred to it. But they also talked about crunch as a way of honoring their early days in the 

industry. Not them crunching or making their employees crunch, but remembering crunch as 

something that they did in the past that they enjoyed and that helped them to create relationships 

that they still have today. 

 

A: Ah- I suppose thatôs somewhat true. I feel like when we were working on [GAME], 

we were renegade in that people still didnôt value us as true programmers. The work we 

did was considered to be ójust for fun.ô So we got this reputation of playing while we 

work and not being serious. I guess we fell into that a little. We worked the long hours 

and did the hard work becauseé I- well, I canôt speak for everyone, but I did it because it 

was fun, and I did it because it meant that I was making something fun. We didnôt work 

those hours because we felté I donôt know, obligated. We did it because we had passion 

for the project. We wanted to make it a good thing. [é]What am I saying here. [pause] I 

thinké that crunch is just sort ofé part of software production overall. It canôt be 

extracted. Y-yôknow I know people who work in software engineering and on operating 

systems and they do crunch, too, sometimes. I- itôs just part of doing this kind of job, I 

think. So when people talk about unions and getting rid of crunch, I- Iôm not sure what 
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they have in mind necessarily to replace it. We already use Agile to speed up and 

streamline how we handle tasks. [pause] Ifé if  youôre talking about doing away with 

crunch altogether, something has to change in the process before that can happen. 

 

For Informant A, crunch was alluring at first; in other parts of our conversation, this informant 

talked about how their overwork was valorized and they wore that valorization as a badge of 

honor to show that they were passionate about making games. Informant A also initially 

considered their closeness to videogames (or as they said ñbeing inundated with videogamesò) as 

something that went hand-in-hand with crunch ï they were passionate, they were always around 

videogames, they always wanted to be around videogames. However, instead of taking as 

pronounced a stance towards crunch ending as other informants did, Informant A raised the 

question of ñwell, what would replace it?ò From their perspective as a manager of a videogame 

production company, someone who has worked in videogames production for many years, and 

as someone who has friends in other sectors of software development, crunch is not something 

that can be easily extracted without a fundamental remodel of how videogame production takes 

place.  
  Informant E spoke about óchallengeô in much the same way that Informant A did: crunch 

was alluring at first because of the challenge it presented. But Informant E expressed the cost of 

crunch, as well, as something that took advantage of habits that they had developed in college 

that were unhealthy, both in terms of physical health and in terms of mental and affective health.  

 

E: In my first job, straight out of college, I was contract on a game that never shipped. 

Financing fell through, I think? Anyway, I came in after prototyping, and I had a year 

long contract to work on cleaning up the codebase, condensing some stuff down, that sort 

of stuff. I went into this job thinking that, if  I did a good enough job, if  I was prepared 

and did well, that I could skip the contracting-my-life-out part and go straight to the 

working part. In college, I was always stressed, and that manifested in insomnia. I would 

routinely just work through the night, take a nap, go to class and go from there. That 

didnôt really go away when I got to that first job.  

 

J: The insomnia? Or the working through the night. Well, I mean I guess both kind of go 

hand-in-hand maybe. 

 

E: Yeah, they did for a long time. I thought that when I was out of school, that, magically 

I suppose, a paycheck would fix  my sleeping problems. Right? Because Iôm getting paid, 

I finally donôt have to eat ramen and be stressed about everything, so that should fix my 

sleeping problem. It didnôt. I thought that what was best at the time would be to soldier 

through it. If  Iôm going to keep having problems sleeping, maybe I could at least be 

productive. If  I was productive, that would look good on me. See where Iôm going? So, I 

tried to use the insomnia to my advantage. And, admittedly, during the crunch that came 

in working about 4 months there, it helped. I was able to just work all the time. And, it 

was a lot more challenging than doing school stuff. I enjoyed it for a while. But, after 

putting my heart and soul into that job and then getting told my work was óadequate at 

bestô, and what I did was ójust part of the job,ô it was a blow. It was definitely a blow. 

Needless to say, I didnôt skip the contracting stuff. I thought that I was proving myself 
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and going above and beyond. I think thatôs when I realized how busted the whole act of 

crunch was.      

 

For Informant E, crunch had the opposite catalyzing effect that it did for Informant A. Instead of 

them seeing it as a positive, character-building experience, Informant E recognized that the act of 

crunching, and the façade of valorized overwork attached to it, was little more than a way for 

their labour to be exploited, and for their passion to be operationalized without them getting 

anything in return. 

  For Informants C, A, and E, crunch presented as something that was alluring, but ended 

up being ultimately destructive, even if  there was still some emotional untangling to do in regard 

to it. The circumstances that each informant underwent crunch in were different, but again, there 

was common ground in that they were forced to crunch. For Informant A, crunch numbered in 

the thousands of hours across their career. For Informant C, that number was in the 150-200 hour 

range. For Informant E, that number was in the 300-350 range. For informant C, crunch created 

medical problems for them, but it also connected them with something that they are truly 

passionate about: helping people unionize. Informant Côs hope is that their efforts will  help 

alleviate and prevent the pain that they experienced. For Informant A, the pain that crunch 

became started as something that was alluring at first, and is still something that means a great 

deal to them. Crunch occurred during a time in their lives when they were seeking 

companionship with other people in a relatively young industry, and within that period of time, 

they made lasting relationships. They also present an important question about what will  happen 

if  crunch falls away: what will  take its place? For Informant E, crunch presented a possible 

challenge and a possible arena to prove themselves in; the example they gave of crunch within 

their first job had the opposite effect on them that it had on Informant A. Crunch became 

something that was ñbustedò; something that was expected of them and that they thought they 

were making the most of, but in reality, was just a way for their labour to be exploited. 

 

Recontextualizing 

 

  Each of my informants talked about crunch as something that was just part of the job; not 

something they necessarily enjoyed, but a subjectivation measure of óbeing in videogame 

productionô. Some informants talked about crunch as enticing at first, or challenging at first, but 

ultimately bothersome, and others characterized it from the start as a problematic of the industry. 

All  my informants, though they stated that crunch needs to stop for videogame production to be 

sustainable, had admittedly complicated relationships with crunch. What was interesting, though, 

is that they talked about crunch not as something mandated by their bosses first-and-foremost, 

but as something that was intimately linked to their own passion. Four of my informants 

recounted stories of crunch where, to me, the reason for the crunch seemed like gross 

mismanagement on the part of their bosses. Each informant recounted the procedure of crunch as 

an issue that their bosses brought to them as something the project needed; not something that 

they, their boss, needed. None of my informants mentioned mismanagement, bad leadership, or 

botched timelines as being overt contributing factors to crunch. Instead, they talked about it as 

something else expected of them from videogame production.  

  Passion, to my informants, had become such a powerful object of operationalization that 

the way they perceived of crunch was not as mismanagement or as something inherently 

destructive or ñwrongò, but as something they gave freely of themselves to to make sure that the 
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game they produced was something that they would be passionate about playing. This narrative 

is seen again in my fifth chapter regarding informants in the third iteration of my project Passion 

Traps. This iteration examines passion in fan-made videogame production labour, and one 

informant said ñI make mods and small games because Iôm passionate about making things that 

ólittle meô would enjoy. I grew up playing videogames and they were such a fundamentally 

shaping force in my life that, even though Iôm not a professional, I couldnôt imagine not doing it. 

Itôs worship, of sorts.ò Passion for my informants canôt be boiled down to a ñgoodò or ñbadò 

feeling, set of actions, circumstances, or implications. Passion is more multifaceted than that, and 

like much of this project, requires embodied understandings to be responsibly discussed. 

  Passion in videogame production has a duality that needs unpacking, especially for my 

informants. On the one hand, passion for videogames can be seen as a positive, shaping force 

that workers, regardless of remuneration, put into products that they create because they love the 

medium and they want to make things that other people will  enjoy, regardless of the cost to 

themselves. Their enjoyment of and passion for the medium becomes a mixture of what 

Murnieks, Mosakowski, and Cardon in ñPathways of Passionò characterize passion to be and 

what Thorgen and Wincent, in ñPassion and Challenging Goalsò characterize passion to be: a 

strong inclination towards a self-defining activity that people like, find important, invest time 

and energy into, and which acts as an agent of influence regarding choices, relationship-building, 

and pursuance of certain education of vocational paths. All  of my informants talk about 

videogames being an enclave for them in some form: escape from bad home situations, social 

spaces where they can explore themselves, or places where they can become skilled at 

something. For all my informants, videogames constitute a substantial part of their identity and 

their social arrangements.  

  On the other hand, passion becomes a tool for extracting even more labour from workers 

and perpetuates cruel optimism. This works by preying on the positive aspects of passion, 

especially the attachments that workers may have towards videogames as catalysts for social 

relations and as parts of who they are as people. Videogame production exploits those positive 

aspects by then characterizing mismanagement, toxic meritocracy, and other broken or difficult -

to-automize parts of production-based late-stage capitalism not as problems; not even as errors! 

Instead, the problematic nature of these issues is elided altogether, and the blame is shifted away 

from humans and is instead put on the project and recharacterized as ñnecessaryò for the project 

to come out successful. This can be seen when my informants donôt pinpoint where, exactly, in 

the production process crunch stops being a polishing activity, or an investment of passion, and 

instead becomes a methodology for exploiting their labour. 

 

Workpla ce Culture and Power Clashes 

 

  I was not expecting all six of my informants to largely have had very positive experiences 

that, in some cases, bordered on class solidarity with coworkers. So often in popular media, we 

videogame production culture generalized as oppressive, hypermasculine, and antifeminine. Yes, 

my informants had less-than-savory experiences with coworkers at points, but all but one 

informant was able to patch those instances up (and also locate those instances in relation to 

stress). Additionally, I did not expect the types of power struggles that my informants talked 

about. There were instances of violent power imbalances like the story that Informant C shared 

about working on a board, but mostly, the instances of power imbalance were softer than I 

expected. Subtle power play, like that expressed by Informant D each time they were brought on 
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for a contract, almost-promised a job at the end of the contract if  they worked their hardest, and 

then brushed off when there was, in fact, not a job for them. It was in how Informant D 

characterized these decisions that passion seemed to be oddly silent and noticeably absent: 

suddenly, Informant Dôs passion was of no use to them; their passion had been operationalized as 

much as it needed to be, and therefore, that passion was no longer required. All  six of my 

informants reminisced about both good and bad experiences that they had with coworkers. 

Importantly, they all characterized their experiences as one that they made themselves. One said 

that co-worker interaction ñis totally what you make of it.ò When my informants spoke about 

workplace culture, they had a mixture of experiences, ideas about what the concept means, what 

a successful workplace culture looks like, and how to facilitate a better workplace. 

Overwhelmingly, my informants had mostly positive workplace culture experiences with their 

coworkers. When discussing interactions with management (read: not case managers or IP heads, 

but a step above them), all six of my informants had very similar issues: they felt like they were 

being blown off, that no one was listening to them, or that no one cared what they were saying. 

One informant, who was on a board of trustees-type collaboration process talked about how well 

they got on with people that were roughly in their same pay-grade (other coders, technical 

documentation workers, communication/PR workers), but how poorly their interactions were 

with management. In one meeting in particular, this informant was giving a progress report about 

a set of system interactions their team was working on, and a manager in finance asked ñif we 

could hurry the fuck up because it seems like a mindless thing. He said ówe should just pay some 

monkies to do itô referring to Indian peopleò and then laughed with his friend, who was the CFO. 

Another informant, who self-identified as trans, said that during their transformation, their 

coworkers were incredibly supportive and happy to see this informant finally feeling confirmed. 

But their direct manager did not appreciate the progress this informant was making and would 

routinely assign time-consuming work to them, make jokes and misgender them to other 

workers, and make a big deal about doctorôs appointments that this informant had to attend. This 

informantôs coworkers rallied around them, kept notes on what this manager said and work that 

this manager foisted off on my informant, and collectively went to human resources to complain. 

They pushed until this manager was fired. 

 

Retelling 

 

  Informants B, C, D, and F all recalled times where they were annoyed by co-workers and 

struck out at them, or had a co-worker do the same thing to them. Three in particular are 

elucidating for the reason that they were major enough for the informant to remember as possibly 

negatively-coded, meaning that there was overt negativity, but not as a moment of griefing, or 

trying to intentionally make them feel badly about something. They also resolved the conflict in 

a way that was healthy for them and allowed them to continue working with those people. 
  Informant B talked to me at length about how at various times during crunch, small, 

inconsequential workplace behavior that they usually would have ignored ended up being huge 

points of contention for them until after crunch was done. 

  

ñB: I mean, when youôre working crunch, itôs easy to forget that the people you work 

with are actually friendly to you and that they arenôt trying to sabotage your entire life by 

screwing something up. Weôre all tired, weôre all grumpy, weôre all missing family, pets, 

or our beds. One time I will  never forget is when we were almost done with [GAME]. It 




