ABSTRACT

JACKSON, JOSHUA. Passion Traps: Cruel Optimism in Videogame Production (Under the
direction of Dr. Helen Burgess).

Working conditionsareprecariousn videogameoroduction.ssuedike crunch,or
extendedperiodsof 60+hourwork weeks opaquemeritocraticadvancemerthatfavorscertain
bodiesover others,andworkplaceculturefits thatactasself-policing measuresll characterize
thetypesof precaritythatvideogameproductionworkersface.LaurenB e r | eoncepibfscruel
optimism,from the book by the samename providesa framewak by which we canexamine
attachmentprecarity,andmostimportantlyhow passions operationalizedn the pursuitof
capitalgeneration.

Crueloptimismaloneis not a productiveway of talking aboutprecaity. Without an
understandingf how individualswithin videogameproductionexperienceprecarity,define
whatprecarityis andis not, think aboutpassionandunderstandheir role in perpetuatingnd
usurpingthe currentstateof productionmovementowardsindustrywide reform cannothappen
in asustainablaevay. | usedtoolsfrom feministethnographyndinstitutionalethnographyo
approachthis project.KamilaV i s w e s wwark feom Bictions of FeministEthnography
Alison Griffith andDorothy Smith 6Motheringfor SchoolingandDorothy Smithd Bstitutional
Ethnographyconstitutethe maintextsfrom which | drewmethodologicaklementsasa way of
establishindhow | approachedhterviewsandknowledgecollection,andwhy a casestudywas
importantfor exploringthecontoursof myi n f o r expenane®

My informantsspokeabouttheir experiencesvith unions,andhow, for some,not seeing
themselvesepresenteth uniondiscoursenadethemquestionthe necessityfor collective
action.Eachinformanthastheir own attachmentandthoughtsaboutcrunch,butall agreethatit
muststopif videogameproductionis to becomesustainablelnformantsalsospokeabout
workplaceinteractionsandculturesandhow largely positivetheir experiencesvith coworkers
were,while theyall hadstoriesof power clasheswith managemenhatseemedlistantandout
of theloop. Finally, informantsspokeaboutthey definedprecarityfor themselvesTheword
0 p r e chacamaingetstoodsanoun,averb,andanadjectve for my informants.

Within eachof my inf o r m &xpdrisnbed, wasableto employfeministand
institutionalethnographyo understan@éndexplainhow powerflowed throughthoseinstitutions,
whereit coagulatedandwhatbodiesit favoredoverothers.lssuessuchassexism transphobia,
minimizingw o r k a&fecsvéstatesdbecausehe productwasmoreimportant,andblatantuseof
privilegeto minimize otherbodieswererevealedhroughfeministethnographiceadingof
situations.Issuessuchashow institutionaldiscoursecircuity, andpower-play allow for power
within organizationgo coalesceut of thereachof certainbodies,andcoalescen waysthatseek
to first codeandthenisolatecertainbehaviorasharmfulto productionwererevealedhrough
institutionalethnographiceadingof situations.

This projectrelieson boththeoreticalwork andqualitativework to help contourwhat
precaritiesaremanifestingin videogameproductionfor my informantsandwhatthose
precaritiedook like. By startingout with anunderstandingf therelationshipbetweercruel
optimism,passionandprecarity,| openthefloor for ethnographiavork to be donewith
informantsthathelpmeto outlineandmoreresponsibleontourwhattypesof situationgheyare
facingthattheydefineasprecarity.Within thoseethnographidetails,| canthenpiecetogether
corepartsof precarityto movetowardsa theorizationof multiple componenpartsof precarity.



This moveallowsfor afuller vocabuary andmorespeciicity whendiscussingssuesof
precaritysuchastrauma,vulnerability,andrisk (re)distribution.

In lieu of providing a pathforwardthatis readily applicableto videogameproductionin
its currentstate,| produceda physicalcritical-makingprojed which hasthreeiterationscalled
PassionTraps Eachiterationoffersa physical,embodiedandinteractablevay of displayingthe
knowledgesandexperiencesf my informants.

Beforea plan of actioncanbe putforth thatinstituionslike Communicabn Workersof
AmericaandGameWorkersUnite arekeento push,it is importantto acknowledgehat, without
granularunderstandingef workplacesandthe bodieswithin them,unionizationandcollective
actionon alargescalecannothgppen.l havecreatedhe groundworkfor furtherexploration,
definitionalwork, andformativestepsto betakentowardsa radically soft ethic of carewithin
work talking aboutvideogameproduction andthe nextstepsareto keepchippingawayat the
inherentserviceto capitl thatvideogameproductionfavorsinsteadof the bodiesthatare
workingin it.



© Copyright 2020 by Joshua Jackson
All Rights Reserved



Passion Traps: Cruel Optimism in Videogame Production

By
Joshua Jackson

A dissertatiorsubmitted to the graduate faculty of
North Carolina State University
in partialfulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

Communication, Rhetoric, and Digital Media

Raleigh, North Carolina

2020

APPROVED BY:

Dr. Helen Burgess Dr. Nicholas Taylor
Committee Chair

Dr. Stacey Pigg Dr. Andrew Johnston

Dr. Anastasia Salter
External Member



DEDICATION

To my family, both hereandresting. f i nal ly did it but never



BIOGRAPHY

Joshua Jakson(MA DePaul University, 2016; Ph.D. North Carolina State University, 2020) is a
media studies scholar who focuses on gender and labour issues within videogame production.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

| ¢ o hhdvelcomjgted this project, nor this degree, without the supplomy advisor Dr.

Helen BurgessYou kept me sane, talked me aftiltiple ledges, and gave me the permission |
needed but coul dndét seem to giveompngommited t o do
membersDr. Nick Taylor, Dr. Stacey Pigg, Dr. Andrew Johnston, and Dr. Anastasia Salter. |
couldndét have done this project without yoball

| also want to thank mgmotional support peopfarah &Max, Sylwester & Kyle, Andy KJ,
and Jeff who all listened to me complain, bemoan my life, and still waned to talk to me after |
was done havingmpt h ment al abygieeadagown of

Last but not leastlessie Anime aka MoonmodWponcord, and the dumpsterdithat is Off
Topic (fpoo®, figpeseo , picture of Moo nThanksdor keepimgmehi s o0 w
company many long and sleepless nightheartymoon2PREGARIGand @Plead, NaM



TABLE OF CONTENTS

N
N
N
N

Y4 Y4

N
N

N

N

Listof Figuresé é é e ¢ é e e ééeéééecééeéeééeeééeéeéeecéé
URoadmappingé ¢ é ¢ é ¢ éecéécécéeéeéecéeééeeeée. . ¢
Chapter 1: Multifaceted Manifestationsé ¢ é e é e é e é e é e éeéeéeééc
Cruel Optimistic Attachment é. ééeée
Passion and Precarity in Videogame
Whose Passiomnd Why Doesti Matt er ? éééééeééeéeeéé
| mmaterial Labour eééééeéeéeéecéeéeté
What Now, What Next? ééeééeéeéeééecée
Chapter 2: MakingaMethodé ¢ é ¢ é . . ééééeéeéeéeéeéeéeé
Groundwork(ing) and Front Matter ¢é
Deductivel nducti ve, and Project Revisi
Correlating Experience ééeéeéeéeéeée
Il nterview Experience éééeéééeéééeéceé
Institutional Ethnography: Tracing power, (re)creating authentic experie €
Femi ni st Ethnography: Experienti al
Concerns éééeéeéecéecéecéecéceéeeéeéeée
Preparing for Defining, Negotiatin
Chapter 3: Methodology: Situated, Experiatial, Granularé ¢ € € € € é é é ¢é € ¢
l ntroducingté éeeéééééééééééééééééé
Data Wrangling ééééeééecécécéecéecéeécé
Uni ons: Reticent, zealotry, and qu
Crunch and the Necessity of it to
WorkplaceCul ur e and Power Cl ashes ééécécé
Precarity? Precarious? Misattribut
Conclusive Proof in Granular Exper
Chapter 4. Case for a Case StudyObjectivity, Institu tions, Pastordism é é é é é é
Feminist Ethnography, Objective Tr
I nformant I nstitutions éééeééeéeéece
| Dunno What To Say Except That Both of These Things Discriminate Again
Workers éééeeééecéeéeccéaeereéeecéeéeccetéd
Where do We Go Next ééeééeéeéeeéeceté
Chapter 5: Towards a Theorization ofPrecaritiese ¢ € € é é é € € € € € é é é ¢
Trauma ééééeeééeeéeecééeecéeeecéecéecte
Vul nerability ééééecécéééeééeéeééceéeéeecé
Risk and (re)Distributio ¢ é ¢ é ¢ é €6 é e e éééééeééeéééééc
Precariesé ¢ ¢ é ¢ é e ééeééeéecéécéeééeéeécécée. .
Chapter 6: Passion TrapsDeveloping, Community, Moddingé é é é é € € € é é «
Artist Statement ééeéééeéeééeecééecécéececé
InteractingwithPassionTraps’zéééééééééééééééééééé
fiPassion Trapd-Dev el oper 66ééeeéeaémnaédécéce
Touchpoints, Context, Material Discursivifyassion Trap4-
Devel oper 06ésé éDeiél éeénentaésé e e e €€ e éééé
fiPassion TrapT Communi t yée PasEeé dhde e ééé

Touclpoints, Context, Material Discursivitfpassion Trap&-

83
85
87
89
93
97

103
105
107
107

108
114

O~ DD O O -

o
oo o
o o P o
o o P o
o o P o
fa»)

D D D

oWI edog

D D
5 D

o M

O v oo T O D

D~

D D
D D

M -

101

CD\ (‘D\ ('D\ o CD\

o M D

M-
QD d DS D D
(o= I ONNONEO RN O ON

D

D~

([N

CD\ (‘D\ ('D\ [ CD\

N

M\ S

D~

D

CD‘ CD\ [N (@] CD‘

D~

D -

D

@ D D T D

T -

o o O D D D D~

D~

D

D



Community Passiopr é é e é é 6 éécéeééeééeééeérllp
fiPassion Trap8i Moddi ng Méeéeeaketgaé. . 123
Touchpoints, Contd, Material DiscursivityPassion Trap$-
ModdingMaterialityé ¢ é ¢ e é é e ééecéééeéééeééeéé 124
Parting Shots and Final Thoughts: Reflection$anmsion Trape é é é é é é é 130

¥ Conclusion:1 t 6 s Al |l OverééReté étéree é@régién g é é 132
ThoughtsonUnionand | mmateri al Labour ééé136
ThoughtsonDver sity, Workplace Cul ture, 137
What Happens Next ééééééééécééééééé 140

WorksCitedé e e é ¢ éeééeéeéecéeéeéeéeéeéeéeéeéee 14

Appendix .é ¢ éeéeéecééecéecéeéecéeceéecéeéeeéeéeéeé 1

Vi



Figure A
Figure B

LIST OF FIGURES

/////////

Vil



U
Roadmapping

Popular press coverage has laid bare what types of precarity videogame production
workers face in the industry. Issues like crunohn extended periods of 60+ hour work weeks,
opaque meritocratic advancement that favors certain pewpteothers, and workplace culture
fits that act as selbolicing measures all characterize the types of precarity that videogame
production workers fac&018 work from Jason Schrier put forth a call for production workers to
unionize alongside a 2019 NeXork Times piece that exposed the backbreaking labour that

goes into making a videogame. James Batchelor
consicerers what the stakes are regarding the controversy aReroh®ead Redemptidrd s
100+ hour work week . Rebekah Valentineds work examines

Software Association (ESA) is in regarding how best to divorce themselves ofthgtast
valorized overwork and burnout. In the past, videogame production has leveraged narratives such

aa of 6égaming while you worké, o0doing what you
minded peopleinlikeni nded environmenamob Ebgvaea, BBraetarhn
references i mages of dApl ayi ngdsgaonfe selaetc twoornki c

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

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

place behind the scenes of videogame productiotil iy recently, the perennial popular
culture example of toxic working conditions i
IGDA Leadership Forumamments. He stated that 60 hour work weeks were an expectation at

the videogame production company Eind 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 thathey were making. Other expg@sregarding precarity have fleshed out the contours of
thisproblem.laswi | | i amés 2013 Jacobin piece titled fAY
how the videogame production industry subsists on exploitation of passaomeans of
producing games with such quick tEABpows® ound. T

! 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 videAgbghlmBNi ghbdubyi ban Wi
AThe Recrui hmand €bmkPasastyg in the Service of Capital o
and AThe PeBdded oWo rPk @ j keyHarkisnkomadna Weststar,tandcSeeve McKenna. Each of
these pieces discusses an dtrasditeafional andlabouelated tradppilgss 6 over wor k
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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 theggbst came from spouses of
videogame production workers. These blogs recount, for «idemgame prduction audience,

the tumult that production workers endure, and the toll it takes on their families. The questions
remain, though: how do we keep accbofithese instances? How do we engage with them from

a scholarly standpoint and a cultural standpdi#a® do we come to understand the labour
processes that occur in videogame production specifically, and media production widely that are
producing the fams of precarity that this project will discuss? What can we do to address these
concerns as scholams activists, and as consumers? How can we quantify immaterial labour

agaiharedt ofateritdb | abour jobs when we ta@lking about ul
rights? How can we understand the situated, embodied experiences of digital media production
work ers in such a way that i1t becomes real to U

These questions char act er stianewhat Hoespregaritylgolelikee 6 s m
in videogame production, and how does it function?

For the puposes of this project, | am borrowing definitional work around what
6precarityd6 manifests as or has beobogy i denti fi
studies, and English Language Teaching (ELT). Through a triangulation of culture, technology,
andsemiotic theory, it becomes clear how best to prepare for initial definitional work around
what precarity looks like in videogame production which tédldone ifMultifaceted
Manifestations. This definition will not stay static, though. Precarity is miatteted and
presents different based on circumstances. Pa
a Acondition r esul égimeig wHich deragulated labaumpmarkegsmieerrise r
to various types of insecure work; in which sogaidtections are minimized; and in which the
ability to plan a coherent future is compr omi
consisting of deMaation of labour of those teaching English in simglish speaking countries,
and research and teacpimaterial for ELT increasingly becoming beholden to capital
generation and marketing i mperatives (460). ClI
Vuner abilityo |l ocates precarity in -andsapitdi | ar w
basedput Han draws upon Marx & Engels to understand precarity through a socioeconomic
working lens: as states have withdrawn welfare and undergone austeagunmas, encouraged

the casualization of | abour, and aealeseedd ed i nfo
digital lumpenproletariat or unanchored lower/unskilled class that is forced into intermittent

|l abour to survive. As |l abour regimes have bec
continues, and the global economy becomes incregsimgirtwined with the informationa
economy, Han | ocates precarity as-temestable ng At h

employment and the benefits of a welfare state [who today], instead, live through intermittent
labour while thwarted intheiraspr at i ons f or a2 (flglo)od (I3 ¥%)o. (MBiemrd
Phoebe Moore iThe Quantified Self in Precaritgcates precarity, again, in terms of capital, but

more as a bodily attribution: A precarsty] 1is
all personal association with thebor she performs. She is disposed and locad¢issin her

working |ife and all value is extracted from
precarity something closer to what Lauren Berlar@inel Optimsmcharacterizes the namesake

ofte book as: a search for the fAgood | ifeo, or

attachments. Moore characterizes labour in an-gu@ving informational economy as
consisting of @const(@Mn wHich rerddrsaspatiahagartgotale next 06 g
consistency in life out of reach of workers. Through these three pieces of definitional work in



other fields, the idea of whédcilitatesprecarity becomes easier to talk about, but the act of

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

is exacerbated by, neoliberalism, casualization of labour, and themstiipg of worker

protections and worker welfare, and we can ascertain that there are certainveisiwations

in which these ingrdients must be present for these attributions to be attached to a person. The
informational economy, and derivative forms o
provides the circumstances necessary for prgdaritnanifest.

Mauricio Lazzarab in AlmmaterialLabor describespecificallynon-physicalwork that
produceknowledgecapitalto the benefitof capitalism.Immateriallabouris often
unremuneratedndthoughtof asé | anethefjobr e s p o n snimbchof theteghéector,and
espeially in mediaproduction.SystemgheorytheoristsJudithinnesandDavid Booherin
i Co n s Building andComplexAdaptiveS y s t andits derivativeCommunication
Constitutionof Organization(CCO), takenfrom TheEmergentOrganizationby JamesTaylor
andElizabethVan Every,bothinvite a positivistapproacho dealingwith interorganizational
problemssuchasprecarityby decenteringhe individual(s)experiencingorecarityandinstead
inviting theorizingandaction basedon strategicalliancewith otherorganizationsThis means
that,in lieu of situatedprotectiongor workersfrom systemicorganizationaviolence,
organizationseekto align themselvesvith dnitiativesdor Gstance8againstot-buttonissues.

This public-facing stanceagainstfor example pverwork,garnergositive public sentiment,
which allowsfor capitalgeneratiorto continueuninterruptedvhile alsoallowing organizations
to continueallowing abuseo propagate

Whattheseandsimilar theoeticalapproacheslide,arethe peoplethatthe precarityis
affecting,andhow thosepeoplecameto be entangledn precarityin thefirst place.Within
videogameproduction,moresothanmostothermediaproductionsectors@assiodoro b ea n g
gamerd®d eh argd aretraiesthatarefetishizedin job admaterial,interview material,and
workplaceculture.CeciliaD &nastasidn i | n she Gukureof SexismatRiotGa me s 0
providesa succinctexampleof this by talking aboutRiot G a m evsrk culture. Thehiring
processlescribedy herinformantsseemedontingentonthembeingd h ar d a metethe 06
point thatoneinformanttold a storyabouta hiring manageblatantlyharassindgherabouther
c h ar agedramdrasd@rogressionn World of Warcraftto makeherproveshewasé har dcor e 6
enoughto work there.AphraKerr andJohnKelleherin i T lRecruitmenbf Passiorand
Communityin theServiceof C a p i desclibéhehiring processjob material,andjob
expectation®f communitymanagersn gamesandfind thattheword @assiordis oneof the
mostusedtermsin thejob ad materialtheyexaminedThesgobsrequirepeoplewho are
passionat@aboutthe gameghattheyaresupportingto undertakehe hugeemotionallabourof
supportingandbeing the faceof anentiregamingcommunity. Understandindiow ¢passiodis
operationalizedo exploitworkersandcreateprecarityis the main conceptuabackingof this
project.But to understanavhy passioris sucha powerful motivator,thereis adeeper
understandinghatneedgo be unpaked.The conceptof ¢passiodoftencomesup asa footnote
to someotheridentified problemswhenthinking aboutbodily entanglemenuith precarity.The
passionpr lack thereof thata persondisplaystowardstheir workplace ,work itself, bosses,
peersetc.israrely,if ever,addresseth termsof its role in facilitating precarity

LaurenBerlant sonceptof crueloptimism,introducedin her2012book of thesame
name,is away of understandingvhy peoplewould put themselvesn problematic precariousor
exploitativesituationswillingly. Crueloptimismasa conceptdescribeshe proverbialcarrotona
stick allure of a possiblytoxic situationfor a person:somethinghatcanbedangledn front of



themto encouragehemto work harder,do more,or pushthemselvesn the hopesthattheir hard
work will berecognizedandtheywill be promotedor givenmoreresponsibilitiesBerlant
characterizetheseattachmentasfi c | udf p e 0 ® i(23)avhich canbe examinedo
understandhow attachmentdecomeixruel d Attachmentsarenot alwaysstraightforward Why
we becomeattachedandtransfixedby somethings not alwaysclear.Berlantargueghatthese
attachmentsanbefi i n c o bre n & g i adtdasairmationof our irrationality butasan
explanaton of our senseof our endurancen theobject insofarasproximity to theobjectmeans
proximity to the clusterof thingsthatthe objectpromisessomeof which maybe clearto usand
goodfor uswholeothers,notsomu c [i28).In videogameproduction thewaysin whichthese
crueloptimisticattachmentduild andbecomerecognizeathwaygo successtegardles®f
whethertheyvalid pathwaysor not, canbe seenin anumberof instancesWilliamsin i Y oQan
SleepHere All Ni g andRulutin i G| a Above,PrecarityB e | dalk aboutquality
assurancgvorkersworking gruelinghoursin crampedoomsin the hopesof theirwork ethic
beingrecognizedBulut,ini G| a Above,PrecarityB e | alsodalksaboutvideogame
productionworkersworking monthsof crunchin the hopesthatthe gamesellswell andtheyget
rewardedwith vestedstockoptionsor yearslong payoutsthatwill makethework feelfi wo r t b
RobinJohnsorin i T o w@reaterProductionD i v e rtadksabou oontractlabourers
constantlyoverworking in the hopesthatthey could be hiredto be partof a coredevelopment
teamon someintellectualproperty(IP) or failing that,to makesurethattheykeepfrom being
blacklistedin the productioncommunity.Thes problemsarebut observablenstancesof how
crueloptimismmanifestsTheinvestmentghatgo into building andmaintainingthesecruel
optimisticsituationsaremuchdeepermndmoreinsidiousthantheseisolatedinstancesContract
work, quality assuracework, andcrunchareexampleghat assistn creatinggrounded
understandingef why andhow passiorandcrueloptimismcometogethelin videogame
productionto be sucha powerfultool for exploitation.To taketheseexamplesf work-related
precarityfurther,though,andunderstandhe infrastructuralandcapitatproductiondriven
reasongor why theysubsistin videogameproductionrequiresan understandin@f manyfacets
of videogameculture,gamestudiesandvideogameproductionprocesseto getto the heartof
theissue.

This projectrelieson boththeoreticalork andethnographiavork to help contourwhat
precaritiesaremanifestingin videogameproductionfor my informantsandwhatthose
precaritiedook like. By startingout with anunderstading of therelationshipbetweercruel
optimism,passionandprecarity,| openthefloor for ethnographiavork to be donewith
informantsthathelpmeto outlineandmoreresponsibleeontourwhattypesof situationsheyare
facingthattheydefineasprecarity.Within thoseethnographidetails,| canthenpiecetogether
corepartsof precarityto movetowardsa theorizationof multiple componenpartsof precarity.
This moveallowsfor afuller vocabuary andmorespecificity whendiscussingssuesof
precaritysuchastrauma,vulnerability,andrisk (re)distribution.

Thebasisof this projectis to understandfrom anembodiedpersonabperspectivethe
stories feelings,andexperiencesf videogameoroductionworkersin a multitudeof different
ways. The mostimportantway is throughexperienceof informantsthathavevolunteeredo
sharetheir storieswith me.Batchelor,Schrier,andV a | e n warkmatk &bsuthow precarityis
manifestingin videogameproduction but do not considerat any lengththe peoplewho are
sufferingthroughtheseabusesThe closesthatthesearticlescomeis makingsweeping
generalizationgboutcrunchandtoxic workplaceculturesasbeingbadfor ALL production
workers.Otherpopularculturework thatl will engagewith thattalksaboutprecarityin



videogameproductioncommitto the samemethodof generalizationEventhe scholarlywork
thatl engagewith throughouthis projectthattalksaboutvideogameproductiondoes notdo an
adequatgob of understandinghedistindly humanelementof videogameoroduction.Often,
productionw o r k thaught@or experiencegreusedto substantiatana u t hctaim abeut
videogameproductionasa wholeinsteadof attemptingto engagewith the embodiecelementof
thosestories.

Without the clarity andgranularitythatexploringindividual, embodiedexperience$ring
to light, generalizationsnadeaboutvideogameproductionwill alwaysmissthe markandwill do
no goodin helpingto bring aboutreform. At its core,this projectis anintimately humanproject;
it is imperativeto understandhe stories,contextsandexperiencesf theworkerswho have
sharedheir storieswith me.In doingso,| seekto providea platformby which| canelevatethe
storiesandexperiencepeingentrusedto meandmakea casefor why embodiecknowledgeis
integralfor collectiveactionandunionization.l alsoseekto explorethe contoursof whatcurrent
videogameproductiond i far ény informants,and whatit couldbe. Whatwould ethicsof care
look like in videogameproduction™How drasticallywould workplacecultureshaveto shift to
accommodatandrehumanizevorkersseekingethicsof care? aimto exploreandcreate
actionablanterventionsn baoth a scholarlyandactivistcapacitythatdo not repeatthe missteps
thatpreviousinterventionganto videogameproductionculturehavemade.The only way to
accomplishthesegoalsis to usemethodologieshatencouragéntimate,embodiedaccountof
boththe positiveandnegativeexperienceshatworkershave regardingprecaritythroughtalking
to asmanypeopleworking in theindustryaspossiblelt is alsoimportantto understandhat
thereis no possibilityfor a catchall explanatioror courseof actionthatwill protectand
empowerall videogameprodudion workers.l arguethatwithoutintersectionalfeminist,and
gueerinterventionsn videogameproduction theimportanceof (re)centeringpeoplewhen
talking abouttechnicalspacesvould arguablynot exist,anda projectlike thisthatseekgo
foregraund granularexperienceasa desiredresearctoutputwould not be possible.
Understandinghe granular,experientiaknowledgeof videogameproductionworkers,the
affectsthatsurroundheir interpersoal interactionsandhow bestto talk throughthesethings
responsiblyis difficult.

Whenthefifaced of videogamess still far too oftena white maleface,representatiors
still quite a contentiousssue Evenmoresowhenconsideringvho theserepresatationalbodies
areforgetting. Todd Howard,lon Hazikostas JeramyCooke,RandyPitchford,Ed Boon, Peter
Molyneux, Jeff Kaplan,JohnSmedley SamHouser,Rod FergussonNolan Bushnell,Reggie
Fils-Amie, Andy Gavin,JasorRubin, Trip Hawkins,DougLowenstein,PeterMoore, Mike
Morhaime,ScottOrr, Chris Weaver.eachof thesepeoplehavealmostinstantnamerecognition
amongpeoplewho arefamiliar with thevideogamendustry. Theyarepresidentsfounders,
CEO/COO0sJP managerssommunitymanagersor producersof someof the mostwell-known
andwell-receved gamesplatforms,andinnovationsin videogaminghistory. Time andagain,
we seethesefamiliar facesonstageat PAX, E3, GamesconBlizzCon,CES,GDC, and
DreamHack, presentingi t h e t oftherdP, companyor videogamingasawhole. The
noticedle lack of women,queersnonbinaryandtransbodies,andbodiesof colorin positions
wheretheyarepublic figuresis aneverpresenteminderthatdiversity, anddiversity initiatives
in thisindugry still lack anysortof seriouscommitmentto diversifying videogamingand

2 PAX, E3, Gamescon, BlizzCon, CES, GDC, and DreamHack are prominent gaming conventions that take place in
the US and abroad. Each of these cotiges caters to a specific gaming niche. For example, BlizzE€puation by
game developer Blizzard, and is an annual showcase of upcoming content for their games.
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videogameproduction.To truly promotediversityin this industryrequiresmorethanjust6 q u i ¢ k
f 1 xlikegndludingatokenselectionof diversepeoplein videogame®r including queer
romanceoptions.Promotingandintegratingdiversity requiresystematicallyquestioningwvhy the
videogameandustryvaluesmenmorethananyoneelse.Why menandwhy white peopleareseen
asmorevalid andmoreexpertthannonwhite andnon-menare. Creatingatruly diverse,
welcoming,andacceptingvideogame=nvironmentequireshavingsomeuncomfortable
conversationgsboutwhatanindustrywould look like thatd o e sate@d primarily malepeople;
onethatd o e anftatetechnicalmasterywith a setof genitals.Whatwould anindustrylook
like wherepeopleof color, queersiransandnonbinarybodiesarein chargeatall levels,
includingtechnicalandideological,andarenotjustii d i v énr g tefdl ywheckboxesAWhat
would anindustrylook like whereradicalsoftnesss valuedoverradical overworki where
humandecencyempathyandapronounced s o f towardspsedo pHodiesnéedingrestis
valuedovergrinding peopleinto dust?Whatwould anindustrylook like wherethe people
playing thegameghatareproducedd o rséetheindudry asaserviceindustry,butasan
industrywhereradicallyinventiveideasarevalued?Someof thesequestionsareoutsideof the
scopeof this project.But theyarequestionghathaveinspiredthis projectandwill continueto
inspiremy scholarshigfor manyyearsto come.Thesearequestionghatneedansweringand
this projectwill hopefullybecomea basecampof sortswherel canstartclimbing that
metaphoricamountain.To makeformative stepsowardsansweringhesequestiondully, it is
necesary to examinetheoreticaunderstandingef 6 p r e caaddravtfrgnd qualitative
interviewsto createa foundationaldefinition of precarities Insteadof continuingto use

0 p r e caaarcatcta)l iermto describassuedike trauma,vulnerability,and risk distribution,
thereneedgo beamovetowardsdescribingw o r k expesedcesstheyareandwhatthey
evoke.

In my first chapter] go oversomedefinitionalwork regardingprecarity.This chgter
startsby examineow @passiofis conceivedf andoperationalize@crossa variety of
businessorientedscholarshipThis is doneto lay the groundworkfor understandindpow passion
is approachedh videogameproductionspecifically:how is passiorbeingusedto subjectivate
workersinto acceptingoxic working conditionsandworkplacecultures?To understandhis, the
concepof immateriallabourmustfirst be understoodsothatthe specifictypesof precarity
within immateriallabourcanbe examired. Oncethoseunderstandingareestablishedit
becanespossibleto think throughhow, within videogameproduction,precaritymanifestsand
who it affects.It becomegpossibleto intertwinethe conceptof crueloptimismwith passiorasa
way of understading thecomplicity of onewithin the other.This appoachallowsfor waysof
thinking throughwhattypesof workersandwhattypesof bodiesarein dangerof beingfurther
marginalizedoy thelack of clearunderstandin@f unionizationeffortsandcollecive
organizatiorwithin videogameproduction.This chapteris actingasa literaturereview of what
Opr ecap a g andigenraupet! i mmeanimlidighly specificandtheoreticakircumstances.

In my secondchapter] examinemy methodologicahpprachto this project.With the
everpresenteminderbath to myselfandto thereaderthatthis projectis concernedvith
embodiedgxperientialtoriesandnot working towardssweepinggeneralizationd, outlinehow
feministethnographyndinstitutionalethnographylendthemselves$o a newway of
understandig andemphasizinghe storiesof my informants.Feministethnographyresenta
usefulway of wrestlingwith the questionof objectivity. Feministethnographyespeciallythe
work of KamalaVisweswaran(1994),providesframeworksto help situatemyselfwithin this
necessarilyuncomfortablevork. Objectivity in regardto anthropologicahndethnographiavork



oftentimesformulatesthe scholaror observetassomehowmorehumanthanthosebeing
observedthe observeiis tracingbehaviorspatternsandotherdeeplyintimateandwholly
personabehaviorwhile trying to generalizeThoughgranularaccountsnay makeup partsof the
theorybeingcrafted,the goal of anthropologyi s foitthe authorto challengetheir own views
andmores;it is to createaledgerof agroupof peopleandtheir behavior My own passiorand
increasinglycomplicatedelationshiptowardsvideogamingcreatesa point of contentiorthat, if |
wereto claim anysortof objectivity towards this project,would renderanythingl saidhollow
and untruthful. Feministobjectivity allows meto not only acknowledgéiow closel amto this
situation,butfor this projectto flourish from thatclosenessBy re-centeringwhereandwhat

A t r isin thié projectawayfrom anobijectiveright/wrongtruth andinto anexperiential,
embodiedstory,| amableto presenthetruthsof my informantsin sucha way thattheir granular
experiencearenotlostto generalizationln the sameway thatfeministethnographycreatesa
groundworkfor recontextualizingpbjectivity andrepositioningbodily experienceasthe objectof
inquiry, institutionalethnographyrovidesa horizontalway of understandingnow precarity
comesto be.Dorothy S mi tlrstiusonal EthrographyalongsideAlison Griffith andDorothy
S mi tMotbesingFor Schoolingprovideexamplesof how to scaffoldaninvestigationinto
powerstructureswvithin anorganizationThesenvestigationdracesthe variousinstitutional
appendagethatwork togeherto produceprecarityfor certainpeoplein thatsystem.Institutional
ethnographylsocreatesaway of trackinghow corporatizecentitiesleverageknowledge and
informationproductionto createnecessarprecaritieghatincentivizeworkersto overwork and
not questionstatusquos.

In my third chapter| will introduceand(re)tellmyi n f o r staiesdbgutiheir
experiencesvith videogameproduction.l startby introducingmy informants,giving ageneral
descriptionof wherein thevideogamendustrytheywork, their yearsof experienceandwhat
size studiostheywork/haveworkedfor. Then,l will give anoverviewof thethemeghatthe
chaptemwill cover,andareminderof why seekingexperientialembodiedknowledgef this
kind is integralfoundationabnddefinitionalwork. | thenl examinethe four mainthemeghatl|
identifiedwith my informants.Thosethemesarei) unionsandcollectiveaction,ii) crunchand
why it is necessaryor crunchto stopif theindustryis to surviveandchangejii) workplace
cultureandpowerclashesandtheiv) semantic®f fiprecaritypandii p r e c aTwdo o u s O .
informantstalkedaboutprecarity,andthe feelingof theirjob beinga precariousone.All six
informantstalkedabouttheir experiencesvith reticenceand zealotrytowardsunionization All
six informantsdiscussedhe cultural expectatiorthatcrunchis importantandis a defining
characteristiof, anda weedingout mechanisnior videogameproduction.All six informants
concludedhatcrunchhasno place in videogameproduction Eachinformanthadvarying
opinionsonwhatto do in thewakeof thatdeclarationthough.All six of my informants
experienceaverwhelminglypositiveexperienceasfar asworkplaceculturewasconcerned.
Thecaveato this, though,is thatthey hadpositiveexperiencesvith othercoworkers The
tensioncamefrom interactingwith peoplein positionsof power.All six of my informantsdealt
with powerstruggleswvith managemenrdat somepoint. All six informantsfelt powerlessat some
junctureto dowhattheyknewwasright within ther job. Subjectgangedfrom howtheydealt
with creativedecisionghattheydisagreedvith andknewbetterthanto make,to the knowledge
thatuppermanagementnly viewsthemandpotentialaudience$or theirgameasdatapoints.

In my fourth chapter] usetwo methodologicatoolsetsto examinemyi nf or mant s 6
storiesandexperienceshrough:feministethnographyandinstitutionalethnographyl am
mobilizing the methodologicasynthesigliscussedn my secondchaptettowardsbeingableto



triangulatehowmyi n f o r mmeenadtichgnform their experiencevith otherpeoplein their
institution. By doingthis, | showthatit becomesasierto interrogatenow formsof resistance
suchascollectivebamaininginteractwith, andmovethroughinstitutions.Whencombinedthese
two methodologie®ffer waysof examiningsimilar issuesn a complementaryvay while also
revealinginsightthat, with just usingoneor theothermethodologymaybelost. Similarly, the
conclusionghatthey cometo aresimilar but utilized significantly differently. Theysharethe
goalof understatindiow organizationsonsolidateoower,but theydiffer in how thoseresults
arepresentedndin whatwaysthoseunderstandingsansolveinequity.

In my fifth chapter] maketentatve stepstowardsa theorizationof precarities The
literaturereviewthat! did in thefirst chapterdoesa goodjob of outlining in very generakerms
whatandwhereprecaritycanmanifestandhow that links to crueloptimism.But theterm
0 p r e cdeesniotdoa§oodenoughob of describingthe experiencesf my informants.This
is why it is necessaryo startto think beyondjust a singular,all-encompassingnderstandin@f
the situations affects, entanglementsandextenuatingcircumstanceghatsurroundand
characterizeny informantsasjusto p r e c Enethingsthatmy informantstalkedaboutneed
to beunderstanen a moregranulardevel thanwhatclassifyingtheir experiencesinder
0 p rrei ctappdovide.This chapterjnsteadjs interestng in takingformativestepstowards
understandingnultiple, situated embodiedexperiencessprecarites This chaptedooksatthree
themeghatappearedcrossall myi n f o r staiesbusvariedwildly in scopejmpact,and
fallout. Thesethemesare trauma,vulnerability,andrisk. This chaptemunpacksvhatthesethemes
meanandhow they collocatedalongsidewithin, andoutsidea generalunderstanding@f singular
precarity.

In my sixth, | desribe PassionTraps a critical makinginstallationthat this entireproject
is namedafter.PassionTrapsis aninstallationwith threeiterationsthateachadda dimensionof
physicalityto theissuesof passiorandprecaritythatthis projectcovers Eachiterationmakes
useof quotationdrom interviewsld vcenductedvith varioustypesof videogameproduction
workers.Eachof thesequotess associatedavith a certainobjector pieceof eachiteration.The
firstiteration,i P a s BapslnDe v el ®p ¢ e sninghkgbtsthevoicesof videogame
producton workerswhoseprimaryjob is gamedevelopmentThis iterationis contextualizedn a
standingrectangleof evisceratedooksthatcreatetwo 6 wi n dtlmatuse@canseethrough.
Within thewindow, thereis anold Supemintendocontrollerperchedoreariouslyatthe
intersectingpoint of four 8-inch wood screws Abovethe controlleraretwo more8-inch wood
screwswhich form an6 X ®hisiterationmakesuseof conductivepaintanda Bare Conductive
Touchboardo createseveninteractablenodeson various partsof the controllerwhere ,where
usergpressthem,quotesplay thatl havegatheredrom interviewswith current,working
videogameproductionworkersabouttheir experiencesvith videogameprodtction.

Thesecondteration,ii P a s Braps2in Conmunity P a s s highiiglbtscommunity
managersThe communitymanagershatl haveinterviewedfor thisiterationtalk abouthow
they cameto be communitymanagersandhow they experienceassiortrapsin waysthat
productionworkers,andfan labourersand contingentiabourergthe subjectsof my third
iteration)do not. Thisiterationis contextualizedy anold laptop,missingthe keycaps 1664 ,
OLOE®T®HO M6 K& N Oéndd W&onnectedo thelaptopvia alaptopsecuritycable
is a cellphoneThecellphonehasai 6 shainlessteelshackletype screwpin anchorinsertednto
thetop of the cellphone with theloopedendof the securitycableloopedontotheanchor.
Additionally, apopularself-helpbookthatis oftenrecommendetb workersin technology
sectorsvheretheir job will requirebeingon-call or working crunchentitled TimeManagement



From the Inside Out hashada portion of its innardscut out to accommodata BareCorductive
Touchboardandsix bananaclips. Usingthe Bare Conductivetouchboarcandconductivepaint, |
createdsix touchsensorson thephone laptop,laptopsecuritycable,andpin anchor.

Thethird iteration,i P a s Braps8i ModdingMa t e r iegamineghetypesof
passiorthatunremunerated;oningent,andfan labourersexhibit. This iterationis
contextualizedy al dy 1 dnodelof abedroomFourblackplasticwalls createa squae
enclosurewith ablackplasticfloor. Thereis chainlink wrappedaroundthe entiredisplay.There
areonly two physicalobjectsin thisroom:adoll bed,anda candlein themiddle of theroom.
Therestof ther o o feaétigesareprintedon piecesof paperandgluedto thewalls of theroom.
The decorationgroundtheroomarereminiscenbf a quintessentiallyigeek/o room: action
figuresandmodelsof popularvideogamecharacterspostersof gamesa computerwith two
largemonitors,windowswith the blinds drawn.The candlein themiddle of theroomis atrick
candle.

Eachchapterin this projectoffersa substatial way of approachingrueloptimismin
videogameproduction.This projectoffersa multi-facetedunderstandingf precarity.This
projectalsoprovesthatprecarity,which is oneof the mostimportantaspect®f crueloptimism,
is notonesizefits-all. Precaritiesnanifestan manydifferentinstancegor manydifferent
peoplein videogameproduction.Thoughthosemanifestationshareovelap betweerbody
types,thetype of precaritythatmanifestandhow it manifestds dependenbn justasmany
factars ascrueloptimism.lt is importantto, first, understandhe materialcomponent®f cruel
optimism.Within videogameproduction,crueloptimism requirescertainmateriatdiscursive
conditionalitiesto manifestandto proliferate.



1.
Multifaceted Manifestations

This projectis onewherepositioningandembodiedexperiencesremoreimportant,and
amoredesirableendgoal,thanexplanation®f motivationregardinga broadswatchof people.
In this chapter] will give a broadstrokeandtheorybasedunderstandingf whatprecarityis and
whatits discreetpartsaremadeof accordingto variousliterature.LaurenB e r | @oncepdaof
crueloptimismis animportantstartingplaceto talk aboutthe theorizationof precarity.Once
B e r | theotetiwadcontributiors areestablished|, canexaminethe necessaryliscretepartsof
crueloptimismthatallow for the theorizationof vidleogameproductionasan engineof
subjectivation Subjectivationin this projectis undersoodto be a seriesof eventsactions,
culturalexpectationslabourrelations affectiveandemotionentrapmentandattachmentshat
contributeto andshapeap e r soorredtesentin History of Sexuality(1988),Michel
Foucaulttalks aboutsubjectvity andsubjectivatiorashistorically constitiued andsituated
0 e v ebutnatd@so s u b s tneanmghat@sa personexperiencetife, theyareshapedy
thoseexperienced-inally, | will examinehow passionprecarity,andimmateriallabouropeiate
in relationto videogameproduction.

Themostimportanttheoreticaktoncepthatthis projectleveragexomesfrom Lauren
B e r | bookiCued Optimism By understandingndupdatingB e r | eoncepdiasof how
crueloptimismhappensandwho it happensto, it is possibleto understandhow cruel optimism
manifestan videogameproduction.lt is importantto understandrueloptimismasBerlant
presentshe conceptFromheroriginal definition, it will becomeeasierto understandhow cruel
optimismfunctionsin the specificmateriatdiscursivecircumstancesf videogameproduction.
Crueloptimismin videogameproductionfunctionsakin to arecipe.lt needscertainingredients
to allow it to function. The conceptf precarity,passionandimmateriallabourdescribe
materiatdiscursivecircumstancef which crueloptimismcanexistandproliferate.

Thefirst ingredientof crueloptimismis the setting.Where,exactly,cancruel optimism
manifestAVhatarethe conditionsthatit thrivesin? By drawingonL a z z a definitianélwork
of whatimmateriallabouris, the boundsandcontoursof immateriallabourbecomeapparent.
Within immateriallabour,affectandaffectiveattachmenbecomepowerful subjectivatingools.
Immateriall a b ogoaligtesproducesurplusvaluesof knowledgecapitalby subjectivating
workersto acceptheterogenous/orking spa@sthat caterto certaintypesof peopleoverothers
andvalueiterative,safechangeover sweepingchangelmmateriallabourenablesnstitutional
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circuitsthattrapthreatsto productionandallow for thoseproblemsto beisolated which allows
for prodiction pipelinesto minimally changeor beinterrupted Cruel optimismexistshereto
allow workersto be subjectivatednto conformingto institutionaldiscourseshatdictatewhata
productivebodyis versusa nonproductivebody.

Thesecondngrediert of crueloptimismis passionIn videogameproduction
specifically,passions operationalizeégsbotharecruitmentandaretentiontool. Drawingfrom
managemengtudies,organizationapsychology entrepreneuriagtudies andbusinesstudies t
will bepossibleto teaseout a cohesivecompositamageof what@assiodcanbe definedasand
thenthoughtaboutin regardto videogameproduction.Whataboutvideogameproduction
inspirespassionHow hasvideogameproductionoperationalizegbassionnto a subjectivation
tool? How doesthis operationalizatiorreateprecarity?Videogameproductionis carefulto
showthe playfulnessof videogameproductionasajob andarecarefulto appealo the aspecof
workerso d o whattheyl o vRagsioris showcase@ndoperationalizedsa culturalfit tool, a
meritocracticadvancementomponentand,ultimately, a way of subjectivatingvorkersto
accepthatoverwork, or crunch,is justa partof producingatruly sublimeproduct:a caseof
0 b | ferevidatyoulove. ©rueloptimismridesonthe coattailsof thatsentimentdriving
workersto work harderlonger,andquickerin the hopesof recognitionandmeritoaatic
advancement..

Thefinal ingredientof cruel optimismis precarity.How doesoverwork,casualizéion of
work, job scarcity& insecurity,andoutsourcinggcontributeto precarityasit pertainsto
videogameproduction?n videogameproduction,prearity dependsiponthe nexttwo
ingredientsof crueloptimism:passiorandimmateriallabour.Whenthosetwo areestablished,
precaritycanexistasthe sortof icing onthe cake;the glue thatkeepscruel optimismtogetherin
videogameproduction.Thoughdrecaritypcanpejorativelyreferto how anindustryis positioned
(e.g.the precarityof the bankingindustry,housingbubblesetc.),precarityneedssupportto
exist. Precarityrequireshe conditionalityof immateriallabourenablingwork thatis knowledge
capitalgeneratingdoesnot requireprolongedphysicalpresenceandis interconnected.
Immaterialwork canbe sentelsewheren theworld shouldthe price of keepingthatlabourin the
US betoo much.Oncethe conditionalityis establishedandther e @aneverpresenb t h rofe at 6
losingtheimmateriallabourabody s responsibldor (in this caseoutsourcing),passiorcanbe
operationalize&ndcalleduponto convincea workerto work harderlonger,andquicker.All in
the nameof producinga productin the mediumthatthepersons gassionateabout.

By establishingheseconceptsasthed i n @ m éofdcidiel optimism,it is possibleto,
finally, examinepossiblenextstepsin regardto precarityin videogameproduction.Are unionsa
readymace answer™Doesthe modelof aduniondthatis largely predicatecon andmadefor
materiallabourprovideanablemethodfor workersto collectively bargain?The answers,
unfortunately becomemoremuddythefurtherinto theissueonelooks.

Cruel Optimistic Attachment

Crueloptimismpresents nuancedvay of understandinghe motivationsatwork in
embodiel experiencesvith videogameproductionthatcanfacilitate precarity.Berlantdefines
crueloptimismas

[ r el a thatexistlvbensomethingyou desireis actuallyanobstacleto your

flourishing.It mightinvolve food, or akind of love; it might be afantasyof the goodlife,

or apolitical project.[ € Thesekindsof optimisticrelationsarenotinherentlycruel.
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Theybecomecruelonly whenthe object thatdrawsyour attachmenactivelyimpedeshe
aimthatbroughtyouto it initially. (1)

Thereis anecessargomponenbdf fantasyattachedo crueloptimism:fi t &ffectivestructureof
anoptimisticattachmeninvolvesa sustainingnclinationto returnto the sceneof fantasythat
enables/ou to expectthatthis time, nearnesso this thing will help you or aworld to become
differentin justtherightw a y(3). Fantasyallowsfor imagingnewnormals;situationsbeyond
whatis alreadynotworking. Berlantlocatesthe willingnessto engagewith fantasyasan
importantaspecbf crueloptimism,characerizingfantasyasii t meandy which peoplehoard
idealizingtheoriesandtableauxabouthow theyandtheworld i a dptos o me t H2).mhg 0 0
seart for normalcyandhabitudeareendemico fantasy,andarebolsteredoy allowing affective
attachments$o anchorthemselvesn thosefantasies.The characterizationf affectandits
implicationin the actof attachinga personto afantasyin suchaway thatthatattachmentand
theactionof seekingbeingcloserto thatattachmentbecomeslamagings important. Lisa
BlackmanandCouzeVennin i A f f padidlycharacterizéd a f fash o tevérbal,non
consciouglimensionf experiencgas] reengagemntwith sensationmnemory,perception,
attentionandl i s t €8h This lgedomesmportantwhenthinking throughhow attachmentsan
be bolsteredn fantasy.Affective investmenin a desiredobjector aroutineor thing is not
alwaysdoneconsciouslypr rather,with consciousnes®wardsthe decisionof becoming
0 at t arsteas dfféectgreaseshegeas of attachmentgreatinga decisionmakingprocess
thatgoesbeyonda simpleyes/noof whetherto continuepursuingthatthing. Affect creates
emotianal achorsto andaroundanobjectthatchangehe simpleyes/nodecisionamakingproces
tod y & @1 ando n o y Bedantcharacterizeaffectasa way of finding habitudeandnormalcy
(57),butalsoasanii [ at t atothasdthig¢rgdrchieof inequaity [that] providea senseof
their placein thew o r 1(1849.1t becomes seriesof processesf cognitions,actions,
attachmentsgntrapmentdeelings,labours that producethe materialdiscursivepositioningof a
personwithin a suspendedemporalmoment.Theaffectivestructureof crueloptimismis both
the containingforce of crueloptimismandoneof its drivers.Thereturnto fantasythatBerlant
mentionss aniterativeprocessTheiterativeprocessanbeassimpleasrethinkinga
relationshp, trying to makeit work; downplayingperceivechegativebehavors andhighlighting
perceivedpositivebehaviorgo paintanattainablepictureof a happylife together Or makinga
prosandconslist regardinga decisionwhereobjectivity is really relaive, andtheweightsof
both prosandconscanvastly differ becausehe allure of whatis onthe othersideof that
decisionis greaterthanthedesireto remainin the presensituatedexperience.

Berlantmakesa point againandagainof sayingthat, regardles®f how crueloptimism
operatesn anygivensituatia, thereis no shameto be hadin it. Crueloptimism,sheargues,
i s mbdutdoingtheirrationaljust for the sakeof irrationality T attheendof theday, it is about
searchingor normalcyandeveryday-ness(54) in additionto establishincghabitude(57). But
whatBerlantis buildingto is the contextin which the processesf seekingnormalcyand
habitudeoccur.BerlantusesB o r d o 2001filrn Blabit to understandhow habitudeand
searchmg for normalcyin late-stagecapitalismexistin a constantemporalspaceof crisis. Habit
mirrorsB o r d o ewn dttenfptat creatinganunderstandingf his historicalpresenthow does
his crueloptimismtowardsnormalcyandhabitudeoperatein atimeframeandabodyframethat
is actively non-normal.Dueto stacled cultural stigmas(queeridentificationandbeingHIV -
positive),thetemporalityandfeasibility of normalcybecomes questfor theimpossibledueto
unaccountableircumstancesl he attachnenttowards,andthe processuatnovementoward,a
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habitudeof perceivedhormalcywhile existingin a stateof non-normalcycreatesa discordthatis
impossibleto soothe.

Berlantmakesthe point of sayingthatcrueloptimismis aboutattachmento anobject of
desire(24). Objectsof desirearefi &lusterof promises|[which] allow usto encountewh at 0 s
incoherenbr enigmaticin our attachmentsjot asconfirmationof our irrationality butasan
explanatiorof our senseof our endurancen theobject insofarasproximity to theobjectmeans
proximity to the cluste of thingsthattheobjectp r o mi(2l)eVeghenl talk aboutcruel
optimismin this project,| amtalking aboutatwo-fold thing: thefirst is the attachmenof abody
to anobjectof desire.In the caseof videogameproduction,| hypothesizesomepossibé object(s)
of attachmenasbeingculturalcapital,6 | i &d rnegaanuélqut. As someof my informantsin
later chapterdalk about,theideaof 6 | i thedmr ge affgingin videogamesnd having
accesdgo thecultural capitalassociatedvith a6 c loj@b become®nticingenoughto buy fully
into afantasythatvideogameproductionperpetuates/Vork while you play, play gamedor a
living, passionall characterizationsf the clout asso@tedwith working in gamesThe seconds
thatthe objectitsdf is notthe &cruebpart. Whatmakesvideogameproductionandattachmento
it &cruebis the operationalizatiomf passiorto subjectivatavorkersinto acceptinghe abuse®of
theindustryin orderto succeedThe operationalizatiorf passionrcanmanifestin severalWways.
For my informants,which| will talk moreaboutin chapter3, their passiorfor playing
videogamesheingpartof acounterculture,or seekingandfinding validationwithin videogames
wasa catalystfor wantingto pursuevideogameproduction.The endresultfor my informants
wasalmostword-for-word thattheywantedto havea handin creatingsomethinghatpeople
would play andenjoy.

In videogameproduction the promisesattachedo the objectof attachmenarethreefold.
First, displayinghow passionat@a workeris presents pathto becomethe nextwell-knownface
of avideogamelike Todd Howard:meritocracywill recognizenv o r k @mrsitthentand
rewardthemaccordirgly. Seconds thatthe abuseghatvideogameproductionentailare
defensiblebecausé h ajustbhe cultureof thejob. Activities suchashazingoro passi on
c h e c laresingpl§ aculturalexpectatiorof thistype of job anda necessityto become
sucessful.. Third, havingaccesgo the culturalcacheof i d o-whagyou-I o vmarksa person
asinherentlyé | u ctHatpdyspndoesnot haveto work a job theyhate,andin the caseof
videogameproduction thatpersonhastheoptionto 6 p Iwhilg theywo r kmeanghatworkers
areseenas Miya Tokumitsuin Do What YouLove: AndOtherLiesAboutSucces& Happiness
talksaboutthecultureof 6 d o whatgoul o \asobethatyou mustsufferfor, butonethatis,
ultimately, morefulfilling (49). Ratiorally, apersoncanlook atthesepromisesandseethevague
nature andpossibledangersThereareno concretestepsattachedo thesepromiseghatproduce
verifiableresults.Instead popularmediapresentsideogameproductionthroughinterviewswith
well-knownworkersaslessof atoxic subjectiatiorprocessandmore of a challengeagameto
bewon, anda provinggroundfor why thatwinners h o u besom@&dnelse.Everyoneknows
thatdé g r i nndvideogamesnakesyou strongerandmakest easierto progressyet,
videogameproductionreliesonthesepromisesasa way of coaxingout the passiorof potential
workers.

It is importantto remembethatpassioni s adaticinteractionin anaffective
environmentlnsteadit is just anothemprocesghatis operatingwithin, alongsideandin
oppositionto otherprocessesl hoseprocessesombineto form the affectivemomentthata
personinhabits.Berlantsaysthatii T Iseatof dissolvingassurancealsoincludesmeritocracy,
the sensdhatliberalcaptalist societywill reliably provideopportunitiedor individualsto carve
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outrelationsof reciprocitythatseemfair andthatfosterlife asa projectof addingupto
somethingandconstructingcushiondore n j o y (BeQGrueloptimismthrivesonthepromise
of a6 g ol oi dfores@mesortof equilibriumwhereprecaritydoesnot existor is not actively
frayingaway:fi u p wraobildty, job security,political andsocialequality,andlively durable
i nt i 8 Allynyinformantsfor this projectstatal thattheyfollowed the careempaththat
theydid dueto the promiseof somethingoetter.Eachpersonpursuedvideogameproductionto
obtainsomethinghattheydreamedf having:stability for some,a homefor others,enough
capitalto live comfortablyfor themselvesThey sawthe videogameoroductionindustryasa
thriving, vibrantentity thatcouldaccommodatéheir wishesfor somethingpetterwhile also
beingableto seetheir passiorbloominto physicalthingsthatpeoplewouldinteractwith and
absob into their own affectiveprocessing.

Theconstructiorof thed t doedl i éneotnpassebe passionthe objectsof
attachmentthe unsustainabl@romisesthe endurancef peopletowardsa goal,andthe actual
conceptualdentity thatthis projectis ascribingto videogameproduction.In short,theideaof
0t ¢goedl i &sadarrotdanglingon astick thatpeoplestruggletowardis the containingunit of
crueloptimism.Meritocracyandthe neoliberalpushfor everyoneandeverythingto be self-
stating, autonomousandprofessionabut alsowholly beholderto the whims of late-stage
capitalismultimatelyyield a decayingfantasywherehardwork andgumptionarestill the capital
of upwardmobility. Thesebeliefsareintegralfor the currentsurvivalandcapitulationof the
capitalistsocius.If capitalandcultural capitalarethe ultimateproductivegoal of late-stage
capitalismthecoreof it falls apartwithout productive subjectivatablgeople Most specifically
whenpeoplethatbelievetheyhave animperativefunctionin whatAlenaChia(2019)callsa
0 'wee ¢ 0 n oamegxéricated(773).In DisruptiveFixation Sims(2018)talksaboutthe early
New Schoolin NYC asanexampleof rampantsubjectivationin this vein. Studentsrom
economicallydisadvantage@reasverebroughtinto a highly technologizedpaceandtaught
technologicacompetencieandlearningskills thatwould enablethemto switchfrom
knowledgeproductionjob to knowledgeproductionjob.

New method=f productionthatd o rfaiar latestagec a p i t anbdelsf pr@dscing
surpluse®f knowledgeandcultural capitalby way of breakingpeopleinto subjectivated
productionmachinesannotoccuron a largescale Late-stagecapitalismis concernedvith
producingasmuchcapitalasit canwith asfew noncontrollablepartsasit can.Thisis where
subjectivationpr culturalandmateriatdiscursiveexpectation®f 6 w o héc@mamportant.
Late-stagecapitalismsubjectivatepeopleto acceptwhateverconditionsof work aremost
advanageougo productionandnot questionthoseconditions.This subjectivationi s ah@alys
necessarihhorrific, especiallyin immateriallabourin the West.Rarelyis it a sweatshop
narrativewhereworkersareforcedto work exceedinglylong hoursconstanty in unsafe
conditionsfor fractionsof the wealththey are producing.Subjectivatiorcanbe assimpleas
subtlepressureso work overtimeinsteadof relaxing,or just expectingthatcertaintime periods
of theyearwill requiremorework hoursthanothertimes.Subjectivatiorandcrueloptimism
work togetherto becane partandparcelof whatkeepsworkersactivelyengagednd
overworkingtowardsa goal or attachmentPeoplearesubjectivatedo continuecapitulatingthe
ideathatonly hyperproductivébodiesareof anyusein this currentproductiveera.However,
there arecultural stratabeinggesturedo asconsolatiorprizesfor workersto softenthefatalistic
natureof this subjectivationWorking hardcanearnmoremoney,moreculturalcachemore
repectfrom bossesmoreadmirationfrom your peers.The only barrier to thosethingsis
working harder.Pocketof resistanceccur,but the capitalistsocius,which Deleuzeand
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Guattarireferto in Anti-Oedipusasthed b o drfordn of capitalismwhichincludeslabour
processessocialinfluence,andsubjectivation,actively finds waysof consuminghosepockets
andmonetizingthem.Ultimately, this renderghesesitesof resistancaslittle morethanoverly-
idealisticpits of goodintentionthatleadfurtherinto the hellscapeof late-stagecapitalism.For
instancesomethingassimpleaso6 b e m in @asliecomeatool of capitalism.Tom Whyman,in
hisonlinearticlei Wh ls Cupcake= a s c artscufedeshatneoliberalismandlate-stage
capitalismhavestartedto rely not on oppressiveautocraticstructureso beatthe populacanto
submissionbutinsteadon militant nicenesgo bury any unseemlynegativitythatcouldleadto
revolution:i C u p daacksmassertstself violently throughsomethingheinfantilized subject
holdsdeeplyasanideal. This idealis niceness On the onehand,nicenesss just whatthe
infantilized subjectthinksis lackingfrom theworld [they are] hidingf r o Tihe examplehat
Whymanusesto talk this concepthroughis 2011 postriots London.After tensionsnounted
over possiblefinandal crisisandriots brokeout, a pieceof WW2 propagandaeemergedkeep
CalmandCarry On (KCCO) foundits way backinto culturalrelevanceOnly, insteadof KCCO
in the faceof bombingruns,the peopleof LondonwereKCCO cleaningup aftertheriots.
Insteadof confrontingtheissueghatcausedheriotsin thefirst place,anddirectingaction
towardssocialchangean thatregard socialmediaandnewsoutletsinfantilized theriots as

At pem ant randva®rizedthosecleaningup ascoolerheadsrevailing.lt is this
pathologicalneedfor nicenesgo bury theuglinessn theworld thatallowsfor the capitalist
sociusto continueconsumingandmonetizingpotentiallyrevolutionaryactsof resistance.

Passionand Precarity in VideogameProduction

In the caseof videogameproduction,passions usedasa recruiting,retention,and
subjectivatiortool. Workplaceculturein videogameproductionis often createdaroundthe
passiorfor playingvideogamesin ii I n sheQukureof SexismatRiotGa meB®@Anast asi o
outlineshow the workplacecultureandtheworkplaceo f at Ridi Gamesnsistsuponpotential
employeedeingd h a r d a e @ngidfarmantthatsharecherstorywithD 6 Ansios t a
talkedaboutthe hiring processasbeinga constanpushfrom the malehiring committeeto see
how passionatshewasaboutplaying videogamesndto try andcatchherlying abouther
passionWhenthetopic of raidingin World of Warcraftcameup, the informantlisted herraiding
experienceasaboveaverage,andnamedsomeof the raidsthatshehadcleared andthe hiring
committeegrilled herto seeif shewaslying becaus¢heyc o u | seemid graspthatawoman
could achievethosetypesof successe

Kerr andKelleheroutline how, in communitymanagenentpositions,passioris a
buzzwordthatis usedin job materialto maska gruelingon-call schedulefew holidaysoff, and
poorcompensationKerr andKelleheralsonotethatfi P a s wasnwostfrequently co-located
with gamingknowledgeandarguably what manyof theseadvertisementa/eredoingwas
hailing fansandgameplayers.This also,we suggestexcludeghosewho do not seethemselves
aspassionatgameplayersandblursthe boundariebetweerwork andp | a38%).Asis the
casewith D 6 A n a sinfarmand éxperiencegpassioris, again,beingusedasa metricto
gaugeculturefit andwillingnessto sacrificeto work in videogamesTheway in which passioris
collocatedwith knowledgeof gaming in generalor with the particulargamethatis being
recruitedfor, hintsat the necessityof recruitingpassionatevorkersto do the gruelinglabourthat
keepsgamegrofitableasa servicemodel.Without peoplethatareamenablédo thatkind of
labour, andsubjectivatedo bewilling to endureoverworkandthe potential of thatoverworknot
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leadingto the promiseof stability andglamorthatwaspromisedthe modelof makinggame
contentasa serviceto fanswould fall apart.

In i T WPerilsof ProjectBasedWo r KPeétticaHarris, WestarandMcKennalook at
how passiorexplicitly createsenvironmentshatareinherentlyant-unionization.Their work
looksat how passions mobilizedto first hookin talentby promisingthatworkerswill be
workingin fi ¢ o enVironmentgfor instancepizzaanddonutFridays)(5®), andthento
systematicalljkeepthemhookedthroughstockoptionsandkickbacksfrom salesthatwill trickle
in overthe spanof years.Additionally, theway thatblameis shiftedawayfrom humanactors
andontothe projectis anotheiinsidiousmethoddogy of control.l t edsyto be madata person
for demandinghataworkerwork late or work unfair hours.It is muchharderto bemadata
project;especiallywhenthe project,ostensibly is the thing thatrecruitedworkersandmobilized
workersin thefirst placeto join thecompany PetticaHarris, Wester,andMcKennasaythatthe
allureof 6 ¢ ofoodandad ¢ oweotkifg environmenfor employeess away of makingit seem
like the companycaresaboutthemwhile skirting the responsibilityfor their deterioratinghealth
from eatingjunk food constantly working underextremepressureandnot taking careof their
bodies(581).PetticaHarris, Westar,andMcKennasetup the conditionswherepassions,
insteadof justamobilizing forcenow, aforce of spite.Theactof @roductioinvitesworkersto
think of thesgobsin videogameproductionasfi ¢ o antiiioh i insteadof asprecariousand
awful. By appealingo theculturalcapitalof 6 wo r kv n d e 0o cpadn e & &coofj o b 0 ,
thesgobscarry certainexpectationdjke beingok with working 60, 70, 80 hourweeks.(again,
see:Mike C a p RASIDGA comment?). Theentireattitudeof crunch,andof old-style work-
until-you-drop can be summedup with thesayingdé w oharkl,playh a r By haingaccesdo
the cultural capitalthatfew have(e.g.working in videogames)workersareexpectedo
constantlyprovethattheybelongthere.

RobinJohnsonin i Hi din Phaip Sight: RepralucingMasculineCultureata Video
GameS t u doutlineshow hegemonicmasculinityin productionworkplacescanbelinked with
Owi nmidrpgdintheeffgrttogetb e t atgameéy582).Peoplewho 6 w i mor@,or show
morepassiorfor gettingbetier tendto be considerednoremasculinePassiorthenbecomes
workplaceculturefit policing measuravherethosewho loseor do showpassiorfor winning
becomdessmasculineandthe passiorthattheseworkersdo exhibitis discountecbecausét is
not operationalizedor production Workerswho do not or cannotwork crunchareconsidered
lessfit to work in theindustryandsharein theculturalcacheBulutin i P | a y ntheTiesteg
P i talksabouthowthe culturalcacheof workingwithin videogame is soappealingo some
workersthattheyarewilling to takepay cuts,work in abusivework environmentsandcontend
with poorworking conditionsjust to saythattheywork in videogame$243).

Anotheraspecbf precaritythatvideogameproductionencouragess job insecurity.
Contractlabourandoutsourcingcrede new contoursto explorewhentalking abouthiring
practicesretention& advertisingandfollowing passioninto videogameproduction.Contract
labourandoutsourcingieedinto crueloptimism by allowing managemertb operationalizeéhe
passiorof workers to convincethemto work harder,longer,andfasterfor the chanceof upward
mobility, which is moreoftenthannot anuntruth.Contracttabourandoutsourcingalsoproduce
new contourswhen consideringskill mastery Justasmaterialskills suchasmanry require
specializeghysicalskills andworkplacesyideogameproduction andsoftwareproductionin

5Il'nn a panel at 20086s I nternational Ga mdikeDappseheanpfer s As
Epic Games, stated in a panel that worlé@chours 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 havetheir own specializedskills. Softwareknowledge codinglanguagesprocess
knowledge or infrastructureknowledgearemorevaluableto capitalismthanmaterialknowledge
sincethoseknowledgesetsareintegralto producingknowledgeandcultural capital.But with
thosecompetenciesjewformsof precaritymustbe accountedor. No longeris softwareand
immaterialknowledgeproductiontods a privilegedWesterrknowledge EasternEuropean
countriedike Ukraine,Belarus,andTurkey, andthird-world countriessuchasindia, Malaysia,
Irag andlran aredevelopinghighly technobgizedsectorghatarecapableof doingthe same
work asWestermrsat a fraction of the price. Thefaux-promiseof possiblybeinghiredfull time,
andthethreatof losing contractwork to outsourcingcreateanotherdimensionof precaritywithin
videogane production.

Softwareproductionasafield utilizes contractabourandwhatSpinuzzi,in All Edge
refersto aséswarming(73) to accomplishtasksquickly, andthendissipate A coreteammay
work on the planningstagesandpreproductiorof a softwase, thencontractlabouris broughtin
to helpbuild prototypesard iterationsof the software,andwhenthatprototypeis ata marketable
stagethelabourforceis disbandedackdownto acoreteam.Whenthatsoftwareneedgo be
tested or otherfeatures added contraciabourcanbebroughtbackin to 6 s w athosejobs,and
thendisbandedhgain.ln a2014expose JasorSchriertalkedto HoldenLink, publisherof
GamesJobWatchyho said:

"It's weirdly commonto hearaboutpeoplegettinglaid off from the samecompanymore
thanonce i.e.,theygetlaid off, rehired,and laid off againin a spanof two or three
years,oftenwithout a differentjob in between,'saidLink. "Thosescenariosreavivid
illustration of thesekind of layoffsd the companydidn'tneedsomeondor afew months,
thendecidedthey neededhemfull time againuntil somethingelsewentwrong."

In videogameproduction,especially contractlabouris oftenbroughton with the promised
possibility of beingmadecoremembersf ateamoncetheir contractis up. Rarelydoesthis
happen.

As outlinedin a2016expo® calledii T lga@mei n d u slisposaldes o r k €olis 0 ,
Campbelldetailshow contractlabourin videogameproductionareconstantlybaitedwith the
possibility of beingbrough onfull-time while still strugglingwith thereality of being contract
labour.C a mp b ieforinaitsreportedthatii € t hezlynistreatecandevenmisleadby
managersvho danglethe possibility of full employmentputrarelyfollow through.In
employmentaw circles,thisis knownasé e mp | onyinsecnlta s sOnéinfocneantaf o n 6
Ca mp b said:A® [s G aompaniesputyou onayear'scontractandtheysaythatit mightend
with afull-time position.You'rein suspensentil two weeksbeforeyour contractis up andthen
say'ohwe can'tconverty o u As@roducton costsrise, videogameproductionis turningmore
andmoreto contractiabourto evenoutthe pay gap.Campbellspeakgo Nate Gibson,anexpert
on employeamisclassificationwho saysthathiring contractlabourversushiring full time labour
savesappoximately30%in costsfor eachcontractorhired in placeof a full-time staff member
In additionto theability for anemployerto simply fire contractabourwhentheyarenolonger
neededcontractlabourersdo notreceiveinsurancehroughthe comparty contractingghem,nor
dotheyreceivesick days,vacationdays,or personadays.Theyaregenerallypaid by the houror
by the day,which createsan environmenfor contractlabourwheretime literally is money.
Contractlabourersn videogameproductian areoftenfacedwith work stipulationsthatwere
nevermadeclearto them.Similarly, Campbelltalks aboutoneof theirinformantswho worked
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asavideoeditorfor alargepublisher He wasinformed,afterhewashired, thathe actuallywas
employedby a contractfirm andnotthe companyitself. In additionto this omission,his work
responsibilitiesandworking hoursshiftedseveratimeswithout his consentwhile hiswage
stayedthesameii " &vieversignedanythingagreeingo [thesechanges]nor werewe told it
washappening.’hesays."Whenoneof my [contract]coworkersaskedf it wasnegotiablehe
wastold no andthathe couldalwayslook for anothemplacementf hewasnth ap py " 0 .
Thefactorthatmakescontractiabourpossible which thenmakesgob insecuritypossible,
is the practiceof outsourcingandthe constanthreatof outsourcingln additionto the
devastatinglystressfulenvironmentshatvideogameproductiontakesplacein, agoodportion of
thatwork is outsourcedcontributingto furtherjob instability andprecarity.In
A OUT S OU R Wideld GameArt is Increasinglydl'o God PaulHymanexamineshow the
outsourcingpracticesof videogameart wasan early harbingerof thingsto come.Thecompany
he profiles, THQ (todayknownasTHQNordc), is a multi-billion dollartriple-A videogame
producerthatrefersto outsourcingasé di st d & b @ It @ plymameferericeFHQ having
outsourced®0-25% of their artassetdevelopmenin 2008,whereadodaythey outsource
somewheraround80% of their artassetdevelopmentTheirin-houseproductionis now
primarily gamesystemsproprietaryartassetsandmarketing/brandingT H Q éasipant
outsourcingspeakgo the naturevideogameproduction processwhatyou keepin-housewill end
up costingyou morethanoutsourcingThe majority of theartassetshatT H Q dternal
developeroutsourceareto developingcountrieswith burgeoningechsectordike India; this
meanghat, for whatwould costtheseinternaldevelopersnillions of dollarsto devdop in-house,
they canoutsourcdor it to bedevelopedor afractionof thatprice.In i BA Spouséandthe
Crisisof Video GameL a b WDyedWithefordandde Peutertalk aboutwhatwasthenarising
concernsayingii € t higaniatensifyingtrendtoward outsourcinggamedevelopmentwork,
with big studiossuchasEA on a globalquest,from Shanghato Ho Chi Minh, for newsources
of skilled gamelabour.Within evenits mostprivilegedechelonsthereareno certaintiesunder
conditionsofg | o b a | {6@2pAcdcoringio Chebotarevan i WhUkranianCG Marketis
Oneof theDriving ForcesBehindthe Succes®f theGamed n d u dargegninghird-world
techsectorsstill seea massiveshareof outsourcingputnewtechsectorssuchasEasterrEurope
arepresentinga moreenticingalternativedueto &ulturalconcernéandlanguagebarriers (
Crueloptimismis enabledhroughprecarity.If thereis the promiseofad b elt it fore 6 ,
advancemenworkerswould befoolish to not work to their full potental to achievemore,right?
It is exactlythis mindsetthatallowsfor institutionsto keepmovingthe goal postsascapitat
generatiordictatesthe needto movethem.Americanneoliberalismaccading to Julie Wilson,
boils downto humansotbeingencourgedi t uaderstandmuchlesscritiqueor try to change,
their society.Rather theyshouldbetrainedfor competitionin the market.For only via
competitioncanindividualsrealizetheir freedam, which, for neoliberalsmeangealizingtheir
placeandpurposein theunfoldingof spontaneoumarketo r d @3). By encouraging
uncheckedompetitionamongpeoplein a continually-globalizedmarket,precaritypbecomes
controlmechanismnsofarasthe threatof losingajob, it beingoutsourcedandabodybeing
renderededundantrreusedto keepworkersworking at their limits andbeingacceptingof that.
But whatforce canbetappedio makepeopledo this?
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WhosePassion,and Why Doeslt Matter?

In gamestudiesandevendigital mediastudiesthe conceptof ¢passiobis not well-
understoodn regardto howit is leveragedo gaugework, successenjoymentf ajob, or asa
catalystto inspireworkers(or customes) to takegreaterpridein theiré b r altrisdmpdrtant,
then,to turnto a corpuswherepassions well-theorizedanddocumentedo helpusassembleur
own working definition. In managemergtudiesorganizationapsychology entrepreneurial
studiesandbusinesstudies passions leveragechsmeanf undestandingntentionbehinda
setof actions,ap e r sdrivefio succeedtsomethingprap e r swvallmgnessto perseveren
precariousircumstanceso achievea goal. Passionasdefinedby Murnieks,Mosakowski,and
Cardonin i P a t hoifaaysss is astranginclinationtowardscertainactivitiesoverothers
thatactsasanagentof influenceregardingchoicesrelationshipbuilding, or pursuancef certain
pathsof educatioror vocationaltraining (1586).BaumandLocke, in fi AVultidimensional
Model of VentureGr o wdahdracterizédnow entrepreneuriadtudiesapproactpassiorasgrowth
vectordueto the personahatureof both passiorandentrepreneurshipvithout passiorforo n e 6 s
businessnodel,growthis difficult (292). ThorgenandWincent,in i FssionandChallenging
Goal® saythatpassiomi iastronginclinationtowarda self-defining activity thatpeoplelike,
find importantandin which theyinvesttimeande n e r g(3883hTheyhypothesizehat,asan
entrepreneubecomesnoreensconcedh acultureof self-startingandself-sustainingvork
habits,thattheywill exhibitmoreharmoniougpassiorandobsessivgassioraswell.
Harmoniougpassiorrefersto streamliningtheir businessnodel, creatingcohesivemarketingand
modeling,andcreatingmoreuniformity acrosgplatforms,while obsessivgassiorrefersto doing
theaforementioneduringtimesusuallydesignatedor leisureor nonjob activities.This means
their drive for successandthe passiornthatthey havetowardsthe ideaitself andensuringits
successgonsumesnorenonwork andpersonatime thansimilar ideas/initiativesnight for non
entrepreneurialvorkers.This speakgo enculturatiorasa powerfulsubjectivatingneasue in
entrepreneuriatircles:themorebelief thatonehasin theiridea,andthe moretime thatone
spendghinking about,workshoppingandobsessin@bouttheiridea,the moresuccessfuthe
ideashouldbe. And inversely,if adequatgassioris notinvestedn aproject,thenthechances
aregreaterthattheinitiative will fail.

Anotherimportantconceptwithin passiorto understands 6 g r Du¢ckwodth,Peterson,
Matthews,andKelly, in i G r RerseverancendPassiorfor Long-TermG o a Hefinegrit asa
subsetof passionanaugmentatiorio, andexplanatiom of successvithin passionTheyidentify
grit asanx-factorof sortsthatdeterminevhy somepeopleachievemorethanpeersof equal
intelligence privilege, andstation.Theydefinethisconeptasii p e r s e andpassionore
long-termgoals.Grit entails working strenuouslytowardchallengesinaintainingeffort and
interestoveryearsdespitefailure, adversity,andplateausn p r o g 18838&).dheydefinethe
idealii g r ibodyagb®ing someondhatapproachesuccessn their ventureasif theywere
runninga marathonperseverancandstaminaarethe keysto leveraginggrit. Grit andpassion
createanentanglementhatis difficult to undo;without one,the otheris boundto fail accading
to them.Whereaghe previousliteraturewasconcentragdin entrepreneuriatndeavors,
Duckwork, PetersonMatthewsandKelly identifiedthe conceptof grit asa measuref success
acrossacademiamedicine journalism,law, bankingandpainting(1089). The peoplethatthey
interviewedtalkedat lengthabouthow andwhy they perseveredhroughadversityandprecarity,
andthereasornwasthateachbodyhadsomeform of affectiveattachmento their areaof
expertise Grit, for thesepeople exemplified a willingnessto grind againstprecaritybecausef
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the pasionthatthosepeoplehadfor their expertise For some grit wasaugmenteavith a
humanitariaror humanisticspin. Someinformantswereconvincedthatthe world neededheir
passiorandtheir passionprojectto cometo fruition becausewithout it, theworld would bea
lessfull place.For others,grit augmentec desireto achievemore:morethantheir peersmore
thantheir parentsfriends,etc.In bothcasesgrit presentecninterestingand usefultermfor
gauginghow personalpassions metedoutin anyproject.As with mostentrepreneurial
endeavorsgrit is predicatecbn anultimately neoliberalideationthatthe projectat hand,or the
underlyingpassionjs necessaryor enrichingtheworld aroundthe projectowner.

Accordingto Albert, Merurka, ValetteFlorencein i T Hreelingof Love Towarda
B r a npdssigrcanalsobedefinedasa certainentrapmenor dispositionregardinganidea,
brand,or entity (300).Passionastheysituat it, becomedessaboutgrit or perseveringhrough
anactivity in searchof self-fulfilment or charactetbuilding, andbecomesnoreaboutfealty;
affectively, aestheticallyideologically,somethingaboutanidea,brand,or entity createsa
similarly chargedaffectiveresponseswhatpreviousliteraturedescribs. Thereis a certain
quirk or ideaor detailthatappealdo a personthatsetsthatentity apartfrom competitorspr per
Bennetin Vibrant Matter, thatentity hasacertaind s t i ¢ K9 anentidysidvelopsa social
presenceit developdgnstitutionalquirksthatsetit apartfrom othercompetingbusinesses hese
quirks put affectivedimensiongo the entity thatbecomepotentialpointsof positiveor negative
engagementith (potential)cusgomers.Oneexampleof anestablishedbrandusingthe gpassimo
narrativeassociateavith gamingin orderto establisha custometbasess the fastfood franchise
Ar b YAG D .pudceson socialmediais duein largepartto leveraginggeekcultureandmaker
cultureto createrecognizablendrelatablecontentthatthencreateshatteramongpeoplewho
seethe posts.Love or hatethefood, A r b ha8auniqueway of leveragingcontentthatpeople
professto be passionat@bout(gamesgcomics,etc.). The affectivehook comesfrom remediating
thatcontentinto a new patentialform of attachmentor asBolter andGrusensayin Remediation
A n dmediumshave]to find [their] economicplaceby replacingor supplementingvhatis
alreadyavailable andpopularaceptanceandthereforeeconomicsuccessgancomeonly by
convincing customerghatthe newmediumimproveson the experienceof oldero n e(83n This
addsanotherfacetto understandingersonahttachmenandpassiortowardaninstitution. The
entrapmenor dispositionthat Albert, MerunkaandValette Florencetak abouti s ne@édssarily
towardsthe productthatthe businesss creating.In thecaseof A r b yth@ gassionatentrapment
thattheir socialmediainvitesi s abdutthefood. Increasedood salesmay be a byproductof
their socialmediapresencédecaisecustomersnay be morewilling to try theirfoodif theysee
their favorite Final FantasyVIl charactecreatedout of wrappersputthefood itselfis notthe
intendeddevicefor developingpassiontowardsthe brand.Theimportantelemenof Ar by 6 s
sodal mediainteractionis thatit is leveragingaffectiveattachmentso mediathatpeopleare
gladto reminisceabout.A r b \byleveragingsourcematerialthatpeoplearealreadypassionate
about, createsasypathwaygo brandrecognitionandopportuntiesfor chatterand
disseminatiorof knowledgeaboutArbyd Anotherexampleof A r b uniggeunderstandingf
appealingo geekcultureis their presencet GamedoneQuick (GDQ). GamedDoneQuick is
asemiannuagjamingeventwherespeedrunnemun games on atwitch streamandin front of a
live audienceo raisemoneyfor charity. GDQ is thelargestspeedrunningventin North
America,androutinely attractsanywherefrom 15,000to 65,000+viewerson twitch. Viewersare
encouragedo donateto charityto be enterednto contestdo win gamingart, gamesystemsand
othergamerelatedprizes.A r b papescrafhasbeenanincentivefor thelast4 GDQ events.
A r b papesartists,who arerespongle for the piecesbehindthe socialmediasuccesssetup a
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tableat GDQ anddid papercrafduringthe entirefall event.Someof the pieceswereaddedo
the prize poolthatwatcherscould donateto beenteredo win. ThefoodthatA r b prodsces
nevercameup; therewereno awkwardplugsfor aroastbeefsandwech from H. JohnBenjamin,
norwereG D Q detweereventscommentatorsequiredto plug suchandsuchnewspecial
sandwich.The papercraftersvorkedto createrelevantmaterial,andthatwasthe crux of the
attentionthatA r b wasgiven.But simply by mentoning Arbyd sndlinking the namewith the
conceptuapassiorthatnerdsmay havetowardsgamecharactersA r b gréatedootential
entrapmenbpportunitiesA r b wih @meup againlaterin this chaptemwhentalking through
theimportanceof thetypeof labourthatthis nerdsignpostingcomprisesBy understandindgpow
passionis operationalizedhere,how passiorbecome®perationalizedia the materialdiscursive
conditionsof immateriallabaur become<lear.

Immaterial Labour

To understandurtherhow andwhy passiorandprecaritybecomentertwinedin
videogameproductionto createthe materialdiscursiveconditionsthatit currentlysubsistsn, it
is importantto understandhe typeof labourbeingperformedimmateriallabour,asdefinedby
Lazzaratdas fi t laborthatproducegheinformationalandculturalconceptofthec o mmo di t y o
(134).Insteadof beingconcernedvith creatinga physicalé t h thatlgagits own static
capabilites, quirks,andpositioningthatrequiresphysicalityto changethoseaspectsimmaterial
labouris concernedvith creatingknowledgecapital. Additionally, knowledgeproductionrelies
muchlesson physicallabourthanmaterialproductiondoes.Insteadof performingtypesof
laboursuchasheavylifting, welding,or structuralbuilding, knowledgeproductionrelieson
0 | i ghysicaflabourthroughwhich knowledgecapitalis producedTyping, drawing,clay
renderingwalking, standingandplayingareexanplesof thetype of physicallabourneededo
createknowledge capital. Knowledgeproductionutilizes affective, mindful, andpsychical
energyin thesameway that physicalproductionutilizes physical kinetic, andcorporeakenergy.
Thelabourinvolvedwith makingavideogamenvolvesusingimmaterialknowledgebasd skills
to createsign-basedsystemsandarchitecturgahatcanbe changecdeasily. Materiallabouris
requiredfor thingslike dataentry, prototyping,andinterfacingwith colleaguesbutthe bulk of
thelabourbeingdoneis nonmaterial.Immateriallabaur in industriedike videogameproduction
doesnot producea physicalarchitecturgéhatdepend®n utilizing physicallabourwith very little
immateriallabourfor it befunctionalor to becharged.

Knowledgecapitalis, inherently,a commodity:something thatcanbeusedto produce
currency eithermonetaryor cultural currency.Unlike the commoditieghatphysicallabour
producejmmaterialcommoditiesa r enedegsarilyi g o aferdheyareused.Theirthingness,
theirform is notdestroyedr remedatedin suchaway asdestroyinga carfundamentally
renderst uselessinstead whenimmaterialcommoditiesareé u s thelyarenoti d e s tim oy e d
theactof consumptionput rather[enlargedtransformedandcreate]the"ideological"and
culturalenvionmentof thec o n s u(bagzarato134).An exampleof theenlargemenand
transformatiorthatLazzaratds talking aboutis videogamemarketinglni Val wa lrlad i t y o,
Akpinar andBergertalk aboutviral marketingasa highly-covetednon-paidform of marketing.
Teixeira,in i T New Scienceof Viral A d gatksaboutvirality asaform of marketingthat
allows cultural capitalto movethroughpeopleinsteadof gettingstuck.Dueto the natureof
virality, or somethingspreadingrganicallythroughmultiple peopleandproliferating,
companieghatusesocialmediaplatformsasa selling-point aim to createadsandcontentthat
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areinterestingoothwith andwithout the brandnameattachedo it. Unlike materiallabourthat
requiresconsciousreationof componentsto be soldto producerevenuejmmateriallabourcan
rely on somethingbeingd v i asawayto generat&kknowledge andculturakcapital,whichin
turn, will producerevenueBut for revenueto be producedhroughknowledge andculturat
capitalgeneration,andespeciallythroughanavenuesuchasmemesaffectiveattachment
becomesnimportantconsideration.

An importantpartof virality is howthe materialbeingadvertisecappealdo emotions;
Akpinar andBergersaythat

Whereaemotionaladsincreasesharingcomparedvith informativeads,informativeads
bolsterbrandevaluationandpurchasdikelihood comparedwith emotionalnonintegral
ads.Emotionalintegraladscombinethe beneits of bothapproachesheyencourage
peopleto sharewhile alsoboostingbrandrelatedoutcomegby generatingnorepositive
inferencesaboutpersuasiorattemptsandincreasingorandknowledge)(328)

Oneform of viral marketingthatrelieson emotionswithout muchcontextto the productitself is
thatof 6 h y markéting.Hype marketingrelieson contextandaffectto teasepossiblenew
gamesor new content.For example RockstarGamesjn teasingRedDeadRedemptior2 simply
tweeteda pictureof theirlogo, the Rockstard Raidstar,onaredbackgroundThelogois
weatheredandthered backgrounds alsoweatheredA pictureof thetweetcanbe seenin

Bethesda Game Studios &
Rockstar Games & % @BethesdaStudios

@RockstarGames

#PleaseStandBy

Figure A: RockStad teaselimageof Red Figure B: B e t h etsadeantageof
DeadRedemptiorl Fallout: 76

Figure A. Fansof the original RedDeadgamecouldrecognizehe weatheringeffectasa
commonthemeon environmentahrtwork. Thefirst game releasedn 2010,wasa cult classic;
well-reviewedandwell-receivedby fans.Thereweresix yearsof silencearounda possible
follow-up to thefirst game,andthe announcemerfor ReadDeadRedemptior2 seemingly came
out of nowhere Thetweetwastweetedn Octoberof 2016,well outsideof awardseasoror
typical showseasorior videogameproduction.Within minutesof Rockstartweetingtheimage,
aRedditpost(linkedherg reachedhefront pageof Redditandther/gamingsubreddit,
amassingver25,000upvotesn thefirst threehoursof the post. The postwasarchivedat nearly
55,200upvotes Anotherexampleof hypemarketingisB e t h etsadiregd¥ Ballout 76 prior to
e3in 2018.A pictureof thetweetcanbe seenin Figure B. Thisgameannouncemengspecially,
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https://www.reddit.com/r/gaming/comments/57rbqs/rockstar_just_uploaded_this_to_social_media/

rodethe hypesurroundingpreviousFalloutgamesFallout 4, the newest~alloutgamebefore76
wascritically praisedandhasbecomea fan-favorite rankingwith Fallout: NewVegasand
Fallout: 3. ThemarketingaroundFallout 76 followed muchthe sameformulathatRockstarused
for RedDeadRedemptior2. Nothinghadbeenannouncedegardirg anotherentrancen the
Falloutfranchisesince4, andconsideringhat4 hadreleasedn late 2015,anewgame
announcemenw a s forédastedAs with R o ¢ k sanmoundesentjo contextwasgivenin
teasingFallout 76 exceptthatit usedassetshatare recogniablefrom previousFalloutgames.
Similarly to the Redditpostthat skyrocketedo thefrontpagesf Redditandr/gaming,

B e t h etsadeaeg@esvedsimilar attention butthethreadwassummarilydeleteddueto trolling
regardingthis just beinganotherSyrim announcement.

Partof the goalof immateriallabouris to produceknowledgeandcultural capitalas
easilyandquickly aspossiblewith aslittle expenditureof bodiesor resourcesspossible Limor
Shifman,in fiMemesin a Digital Worldo definesmemesasii ¢ u | infermaséidnthatpasses
alongfrom personto personyetgraduallyscalesnto asharedsocialp h e n 0 m@68)Tihed
goalof hypemarketingis to stir asmuchinterestarounda newtitle aspossiblewithout
expendinghe maketingbudyetof, say,Final FantasyVII6 eriginal $100million. Another
importantaspecof hypemarketingis to keeppotentialcustomergalking about,spreadingand
culturally ingratiatingthesegamesnto socialvernacularJaneBennet,in Vibrant Matter, talks
aboutsuccessfullyspreadablenediabeingo s t i likekpgabufutter.Like peanutbutter,it is
difficult to un-stick oneselffrom a particularlyexciting or appealinggameannouncement,
especiallyif someondasaffectivetiesto the game,series,or company.

Immateriallabourfunctionsto enableknowledgeproductionby creatingpathwaysof
subjectivationn which precarityandpassioncombineto form crueloptimism.By enabling
knowledgeproductionasa newarenaof production,neoliberalsm allowsfor productionto
becomea competitionin whichd wi n wakner@,producemore,andsacrificemore.In
videogameproduction this overworkmanifestsasandis operationalizedhrough@assiod .
Passiorrelieson, andis invigoratedby, aper® n wiki ngnesgo perseverén precarious
circumstanceso achievea goal anddrive for successPassiornis, then,usedto subjectivate
workersinto alwaysworking harder,longer,andquickernot only asa meritocraticdimension
but alsoa precariouslimension Capitatgeneratiorin vidleogameproductiondictateshat, if a
workeris notdoingd e n o (n@vkverthatis defined,which is beyondthe scopeof this
project),thatwork canbe outsourcedo developingcountries,or a new,youngerbody canbe
broughtin to dothe samejob for lesspay simply becaus®f the cultural cacheof workingin
videogamesn North America.All of thistakentogetherformswhatcruel optimismlookslike in
videogameproductionin North Americafrom atop-down, generalistviewpoint.

What Now, What Next?

This chaptertasdefinedseverakconceptandmadea casefor atheoreticalunderstanding
of whatprecarityis, how it mightmanifestin certaincircumstancesandunderwhatconditionsit
might becomeexacerbated?assionasa conceptjs away of gaugirgap e r soomndtsento
athing overotherthings.Businessandentrepreneuriatudiesconsidermpassiorasa driving
metricin understandinguccessthe moreof oneselfthatis committedto anideaor aproject,the
more successhatthatprojectwill have.Immateriallabour,ori | a hhatproducegshe
informationalandcultureconceptof thecommaodity(Lazzarato,l 3 4 Qreatesnewformsof
precaritythatarenot presenin materiallabour.Theseprecaritiegposeless of a bodily-injury
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risk, andare morefocusedon job insecurityin theformsof contraciabourandoutsourcing.
Within videogameproduction,passions leveragedasa way of justifying contractiabour
positionsandjob insecurity:thosethatarewilling to showtheir passionn theform of labour
will berewardedwith full-time positions,lessprecariousvorking conditions,andlessjob
insecurity(Johnsor2013a).Passioris alsousedasa recruitmentandretentiontool within
videogameproduction,andas a workplacepolicingmeasureD6 A n a s texaspleof 85 ot 0 s
toxic recruitingculture,andhow oneinformantreportedoeingsubjectedo extensivequestions
aboutherWorld of Warcraftexperiencearecommonplaceasfar aspassiorbeingusedasa
workplacepolicing method.Within videagameproduction passions usedto create
environmentghatareinherentlyantrunionbecaus®f the valorizationof overwork(Pettica
Harris, Wester McKenna,580)

As previouslystated the goalof this project,andthe intendedacademicontributionsare
notto makegeneralizabl®r anthropologicatharacterizationsf anentiregroupof people.l
haveusedthis chapterto lay out, theoretically, what precarityshouldor couldbe. Thereare
formsof precarityin this chapterthatcanapplyto certaincircumstancesr job-typesthatw o n 6 t
transferto othercircumstancesr job-types.Whatthis chaptertheorizess animpersonal
understandingf 0 p r e caaanumbrgllaterm.Theliteraturel havereviewedin this chaper
talksat lengthaboutcharactesticsandconditionalitiesof precarity,andis usefulfor
establishingcontextsto try andexamineprecarityin.

Cruel optimismpresents very convincingway of understandingnotivationregarding
p e o pdhacstdstay in videogameproductionor to pursuevideogameproduction.The
conceptaccountdor passiorasbothadriving forcein subjectivatiorandasanoverarching
explanatiorof how videogameproductioncankeeppeoplehookedinto potentiallydamagingor
traumdic situationslIt accountdor the necessityof seatingthis entiretheoreticalargumenin
immateriallabour.Without knowledgecapitalasthe goal of the activity beingdiscussedpassion
andprecarityassumalifferentroles,answerto differentmateria-discursiveandontological
imperatives,andcannotbe understoodn the sameways.It alsohighlightshow neoliberalism
enablegrecarityby decenteringagencyfrom producersandinsteadfocusingon productive
capacityasthetelling 6 w o roftabodly.

Whatthesetheoriesfail to acauntfor is theindividual, embodiedexperiencesf people
working in videogameproduction.Thesetheoriedendthemselveso makingtheoreticaklaims
regardinghow labouroperatesandhow precaritymanifestsput integraedworld capitalism the
capitalst socius,andplatformizationdo nottakeinto accountthe peopleinvolvedin these
processegjor the affectivedimension®f whatabodyis processinghroughandexperiencing.
Crueloptimism,on the otherhand,accouns for who, what,andwhy peoplethat areinvolvedin
videogameproductionact,feel, andprocessem thewaysthattheydo. But whatcruel optimism
cannotaccounffor is theembodiedexperiencef the individualsinvolvedin production.As
Berlantremindsuswhensheis first sketchingthe contoursof crueloptimism,this conceptis an
understandingf how capitalismandneoliberalismare privileging certainbodiesandmodesof
consumptiorover others(3). The purposeof this project,andthe purposeof Ber | awworkGss
notto makea sweepinggeneralizatiommegardingntentionality.B e r | waanktisdnere
concernedvith how the affective contoursof bodily processingenderthemselveporousand
nonsensicalWhatthis projectis interestedn, onthe othe hand,is takingthe singular,enbodied
experiencesf peoplethatareat work in variouspositionsin videogameproductionandgiving
thema platformto sharetheir truths.Cruel optimismcanexplaincertainaspect®f decision
making,especiallyhow affectandemotionalityplay into dedsion-makingregardingconstructs
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of capital,butit cannotproducethe personatruthsof thosethatareinvolvedin theindustryfor
betteror for worse.In thenextchapter] will go overmy methodologicahpproacheso this
projectin additionto my understandingf theimpactthosechoiceshaveon this project.
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2.
Making a Method

In this chapter will outlinethe methodologicaframeworksof my researctandmakea
casefor why thosechoicedfit this projectbetterthanothers.This chaptermuilds on definitional
work from the previouschapterto definewho andwhat constitutesvideogameproductionin a
theoreticalsenseMuch of the previouschapterdealswith definitionalandfoundationawork
explainingwhy precarityis the lynchpinof this project,andwhatdifferentforms precaritycould,
theoretically takein videogameorodudion. Sincethis projectis concernedvith understanding
precarityin videogameproduction,it is importantto useaccurateepresentationsf the
experiencesf informantsbraveenoughto sharetheir storieswith me. Without thosefirst-hand
representatinsof experienceshis projectcannotunderstangbrecarityfrom a granular,personal
level up throughaninstitutionallevel. .

Toreproducemyi n f o r staiesttuthfally andascarefullyasl possiblycanputsme
in apositionto morefully undersandthesequestionandhowmyi n f o r expenencefiave
beenshapedy prearity. Thisis why this projectusestoolsfrom feministethnographiavork
like KamalaV i s w e s wretiores of BesninistEthnographyandinstitutionalethnographic
work like Alison Griffith andDorothyS mi tMotbesingfor Schoolto helpframewhat, exadly,
| amhopingto uncoverby talking to informants.Not only do | wantto produceanauthentic
accounofmyi n f o r expenenceshutl alsowantto understandhe powerstructuresand
powerstruggleghatoccurwithin their storiesandhow they hande them.

By usingthesemethodsascomplimentarytoolsto oneanother] amableto morefully
explorethe questionghatthis projectis basedn. Thesemethodsothexcelat revealing
intricacies relations,andhiddencontourshatarenot easilydiscernable Feministand
institutionalethnographybothrely on locatingpeoplewithin systemsof power.The difference,
andwhatmakesthe pairing of thesetwo methodsso enticing, is whatthosepeoplearebeing
locatedin relationto. To locatepeoplewithin videogameproductionin relationto passiorand
precarityrequiresunderstandingmbodiedharrativesanddefinitionsfor thoseexperiencing
precarityandworking throughandwith their passionlt alsorequiresunderstandinghe potential
impactof thes peopleon corporatizedstructureof videogameproduction:wherepeopleare
trappedn institutionalcircuitry, wherepowerimbalancesakeplace,andwheretherulesarenot
the samefor all typesof people.l donotseekto speakfor everybodyin videogame production,
nor do| seekto beableto quantifyall of their experiencednstead, seekto build a corpusof
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experientiaknowledgeof how workersdescribeandcharacteze precarity.If thereis everto
comea pointwherecollectiveactionandunionzationareachievablegoals,duediligencemust
be doneto takeinto accountwhatactualworkersareexperiencingandwhereweaknesses
corporatevideogameproductionlabourarepresent.

Groundwork(ing) and Front Matters

In the previouschapter] determinedhatprecaritysignalsa possiblestateof uncertainty
towardsjob safetyor the ability of peopleto find gainful employmentContractlabour,andwhat
Colin Campbelltalking to Nate Gibson,labelsasé e mp | onyinsecnita s siedemtc at i on 6
precaity in awaythati s miGatly clearto thoseenteringinto contractdigital labour.Often,
contractpositionswill statein the job materialthatthe positionis in placefor somanymonths,
with the chanceof the positionendingin fulltime employmet, dependingon budgetapproval
andworkplacefit. But question®f who theemployeas actuallybeinghiredby complicatethis
further;l gaveanexampleof avideoeditorthatwas6 h i byedd®ogameproduction
companyonly to find outthathewastechnicallyhired by a contractfirm thatthevideogame
productioncompanyhired. Soeventhoughthefront matterof thisi n f o r ocoatnadisiated
thattherewasa possibility of thembeinghiredfull-time at the endof the contract this falsehood
wasonly madeclearto themaftertheyhadstartedIn additionto the crueloptimismof being
hiredasa contractenployee,afull -time positiondangledn front of workersto forcetheminto
working harderandgoingoutsideof the boundsof their contractto completework, andthen
finding out thatthatwasnevera possibilityto beginwith, the questionof basicthings suchas
sick leave,insuranceandpayscalesrefurthercomplicatedoy contract(mis)classifications.

Havingthatdefinitionalwork in place,it become®asierto try anddeterminehow
precaritymanifestdn videogameproduction.Sincel amnotinterestedin creatingwork thatis
totalizing or canspeakfor alargeportionof videogameproduction the bestchoicefor figuring
outwhereandhow precaritymanifestgs by conductinga casestudy.Thetermo ¢ & 4 au lthgad
few differentunderstandingdependingon the contextthatin which the casestudyis being
conductedHerveDumez,in i Wh ia a CaseandWhatisaCaseS t u dsgyy8that, within
sociologicaldiscoursea casestudycanbe saidto revolvearounda singularitythatcanbe
isolated(44). Additionally, ClydeHerreidin i Wh isdaC a s ée?iniesa casestudyasanevent
or casethathasa narrativeelemento it (92). JohnGerring, in i Wh ia @ CaseStudyandWhat
isit GoodF o r offebsadditionalclarification of why casestudiesareuseful methodological
toolsby interrogatingwhattheyaregoodfor in thefirst place(344). Gerringsaysthattheyallow
for multidisciplinarytheoreticalpproachesandallow for researcherto approactperceived
problemswithout beingembeddedn a singular community,butinstead usingembedded
researclrom multiple communitiesasonecohesivehoughtexperiment.

| choseto conducta casestudy for two reasonsoneof thosebeingaccessandthe other
beingsafetyof my informants.As | touchedon in theintroductionto this project,videogame
productionis a blackboxasfar ascritical researclgoes.Potentialinformantsalreadydealwith
overreachingNDA agreementandfearof gettingfired or blacklisteddueto speakingll of the
companylssuesf popularnewsmediaandacademigublishinggrosslymisquotingor
glamorizingvideogameproductionprecaritycreateevenmoremistrustbetweerpotential
industryinformantsandjournalistsandacademicsln this project,| havegoneto the extentof
usingthrow-awayDiscordand Skypenamedor interviews,askingmy institutionto purge
deletedemailsfrom my trashcankeepinginterviewson a passvord protectedJSB stick thatwill
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meltif theincorrectpasswords enteredoo manytimes,andnot keepingidentifying detailson
anyinformantsoutsideof whentheinterviewtook placeandthefirst letterof their lastnameqif
theyconsentedo that) Seekinganethnographicembeddedxperiencavith avideogame
productioncompanyraisesthe sameissuesin termsof seekingto critically analyzeworkplace
culture,themachination®f production,or the peopleat work in keepingthesestructuresn
place,very few companiesrewilling to openthemselvesip to this kind of observation.
Ethnographigrojectsin videogameproduction suchasthoseconductedy RobinJohnsorand
Ergin Bulut, provideusefulunderstandingsf thelimitations of just how far aresearchecan
pushandprodbeforetheir work is nolongerwelcome.Their ethnographiavork chroniclesthe
steadydeclineof theresearchebeingananomalyandbecominga nuisanceJ o h n svorkid s
A T o w &GreatessProductionD i v e rasksqtiegtionsaaboutgendergxpectationracism,and
sexism,andthe answersereceivedo someof thosequestionsarevery guardedandcareful,but
clearlycontentiousB u | wvorldirsi P 1 a y intheTiesied? i askssimilar questionsand
receivedsimilar starkand guardedanswersBoth researcherprovidevaluableinformationabout
how productionoperateshow previouslytheorizedprecaritycanmanifestandembodied,
experientialdataaboutworkplaceculture.Unfortunately ethnographiacatabeyondthosepoints
is absentTo someextent,thelack of accesspr moreaccuratelythe privilege of accessafforded
to few, limits theinsightsthatcanbegarneredrom work like theirssincewhattheypublishdoes
notincludethe entiretyof theirfield notes, transcripions, etc. This is yetanothereasonwhy |
choseto employthe methodologieshat! did: theyarepredicatedn careful,thoughtful
reportingandrecordingi | producemyi n f o r swaiestrughfally andaccuratelyand
acknowledgehattherearegaps,but nonethelesgheir storiesconstituteimportantadditionsto
thebody of literatureaboutproductionspaces.

All of thisto say,for the scopeof this project,andfor thetime (andmoney,relocation,
lodging,food, etc.)constraintson meto do this project,embeddedesearcipresentedoo much
of apersonaliability. By leveraginga casestudyapproachthough,andby makingit explicitly
clearthatnoneof this projectis meantto standasgeneralizablé&knowledgeregardingvideogame
productionbutinsteadassituated embodiedexperienceveingsharedo triangulateprecarity,
passionandcrueloptimism,it hasbecomepossibleto completea projectthat! feel haswider
implicationsin providingworkerswith a platformto sharetheir experiencesnd definetheir own
precarity.Additionally, this projectactsasa public-facingandaccessiblelocumenthat
productionworkerscanlook to andseethatt h e yabalorein experiencingassortedorms of
precarity.

Deductive, Inductive, and Project Revisions

At theoutset,| approachedhis projectasleaningon deductivedatagatheringo further
refineatheory: thatcrueloptimismrunsrampantin videogameproduction,which, then,breeds
precarity.l did sounderthe guisethatit wasaninductiveexperimentandthatl wasopento
hearingi n f o r staiesdnde&perienceshuthow | wasstructuringmy questions,the
interviewsthemselveshow | wasrespondingo informants,andhow | waswriting about
informantswasnotinductive. This projectewlvedinto atruly semiinductive,but mostly
deductive datacollectionproject.Whereagraditionalethnograpi, andthetwo typesof
ethnographyhat!| borrowfrom, approachissuesopenlyandallow for problems patternsand
implicationsto emerge] am approachinghis projectwith a particularobjectof study:precarity.
How | goaboutsearchingor precaritydetermineshatthisis notawholly deductiveproject,but
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somewherén betweerdeductiveandinductive.Thefirst roundof interviewsweremore
concernedvith furtheringmy own agendawith its own definitions,preconceivedhotionsof
precarity,andown nearly-alreadywritten outcomesl approachedhe second-oundof
interviewsasaway of allowing my informantsto talk aboutwhattheyfelt wasimportant.|
allowedinformantsto leadmethroughtheir lives, settheir own boundsandcontours definehow
they conceivedf precarity,if theyevendid, andhow theyapproachedollectiveactionand
otherstrategiegor minimizing precarity.By establshinginstitutionalethnographyndfeminist
ethnographysthe maintwo toolsin my kit throughwhich | conductthis qualitativecasestudy
aboutprecarity thefocusalsobecamdessaboutfinding red-handedexamplesf pre-formulated
ideasof whatmakesprecarity,andinsteadoecameconcernedvith letting my informantstell me
whatprecaritywasin theirlives. My informantstold mehow theydefinedprecarity,whatevents
theyhadexperiencedhatmadethemfeel vulnerableandprecarioushow they defined precarity
versusprecariousnes@vhich informsagoodportion of my theorychapter)andhowtheir
resiliencein thefaceof theseeventshelpedto strengtherthem.By engagingwith institutional
ethnographyespeciallyn this project,| ammuchmoreinterestedn genderedelationsof
powerandmodesof production,andusinginstitutionalethnographyasa way of accessing,
acrossa numberof non-ethnographisourcesembodiedexperienceshatspeakio whatprecarity
is for them.

Thematterof precaity living andthriving in productionof anysortis not newtheoryor
agroundbreakingdea.As with any knowledgeproductionventurein late-capitalism digital
mediaproductionespeciallywideogameproduction relieson producingunits of knowledgeat
the costof anythingelse.Bodies,bothtechnicalandbiological,aredisposabletheir useis
creatingcurrency Theeasielit is to subjectifyworkersinto working relentlesslyandwithout
guestionthe easierit is to producecapital. Whereasnaterialproductionandskilled trade
labourersuchasairline mechanicsfactoryworkers,andcarpentergoundthe methoalogiesof
collectivebargainingandstriking asa way to demandequityin their work, immaterial
production,especiallyvideogameproduction hasnot foundtheright methodologyby which
collectivebargainingcanbetruly effective,yet This projectseels to allow my informantsto
definethis for themselveswhatis precarityfor the peoplewho areworkingin thesetrenches
everyday?Whatdoescollectiveactionin anyform or facetlook like for them?How cangame
studiesmediastudiesandacademiat largesupporttheseworkersto find equity andcollective
bargainingmethodghateffectthechangehattheyneedBy utilizing a casestudyapproach
wherel pull from institutionalethnographyndfeministethnographyl havebeenableto
explorenotonly myi n f o r expenance®ith their examplesf precarity,butalsofind
commonplaceswithin theinstitution of videogameproductionwheretheseproblemstendedto
occur.

Correlating Experience

Thisp r o j rmethbddlsgicabpproachwasthatof a qualitativecasestudy,with that
casebeingdé vi d e p g a tha A tasestumdyniadethe mostsenseasa way to approachhis
projectbecausdt allowedmeto correlatetwo differentexperientialaspets thatrelateto
videogameproductionwithout havingto committo along-term ethnographyandwithout having
accesgo employeesn onevideogameproductioncompany or accesso a numberof employees
in a setregionalarea.By conductinga qualitativecasestudy,| wasableto referto numerous
first-hand,seconéhand,andthird-handaccountof videogameproductionto triangulatehow
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eachexperiencd examinecomplementsindcontrastswith otherexperiencesBy borrowing
from feministethnographyndinstitutional ethnographwithout havingto commitfully to either
of thoseframeworks, wasfreeto look for andidentify patternan my datain complementary
waysthathaveyieldedboth a personalinderstandin@f the stateof precaritythatinformants
face, while alsoformulatinganunderstandingf how precarityfunctionsin abroadly
institutionalsenseln the caseof this project,the dnstitutionbthat! try andbeginunderstanding
i s adgingle companyor region,butthewhole of North Americantriple-A videogame
productionsincemy informantswerespreadout all overthe continentaluS, andmy own
experiencaook placein two differentstatesVideogameproductionasan activity takesplacein
similar enoughmateriatdiscursivecircumstancesegardessof the gamebeingmadethatthe
trappingsof the activity (e.g.prototypinganidea,creatingassetgor the game storyboardingr
developingthe script,coding)makefor aninterchangeablenaerial entity throughwhich it
becomegpossibleto look atthe actof videogameproductionasonecohesived t h ilf mny pad
of this projectwereto be generalizableit would bethatthe placesin which videogame
productionwork takeplacearesimilar enoughto find commonalitybetweemneworkspaceand
anotherin termsof whatthingsanddevicesarepresenf{computersphones|aptops,screens,
memorabilia)Jandhow thosethingsbeingpresentonstituteandgive agencyto the spaceasa
Apr odepa@ iKarenBaradinii Po st h P ma h io s maksabauithe agtrdutionof
agencyasbeingdefinedby i ma t -discursavépracticethroughwhich boundariesre
const (8i8)A spat@naybecodedasi p r o d ulwtomnlydghnoaghthe practicegdaking
placewithin thatspacelt follows thenthatthe generalizabléit thatmakesvideogame
productionspacesimilar is not justthattheycontaincertaindevicesbutthattheyassisin
articulatingpracticeghatareproductive Wherethe differences stat to populateregardinghow
theinstitution presentglifferently comefrom the embodiedexperiencesf my informantsand
the experiencesf eachandeveryvideogameoroductionworker. Eachoneof themhastheir own
truth for theeventsthatarehapp@ing within videogameproductionwhich thenfurther
illuminate how videogameoroductionworks, wherepowercoagulatesandhow powerflows.
Thefirst aspecof experientiaknowledgethatthis projectis concernedvith is scholarly
andpopularmediarepresenttions of precarityin videogameproduction.Theserepresentations
providedanentryinto thinking andinitially theorizingabouthow crueloptimismandprecarity
havebecomeentangledvith passiorandprecarityin videogameproduction.Scholarshiguch as
Johndidn @is PammSi g Bu | @&tGd | mMboue;PrecarityB e | oStephanid-isher
andAlisonHar vely B serfore nt | omndkerandioe | | efihTeRebrigtmenof
PassiorandCommunityin the Serviceof C a p i proaidecorncreteexampleof videogame
productionculture,talk aboutpreviouslytheorizedareasof precarityin digital mediaproduction,
andusehighly curatedrepresentationsf theunderstandingef the peoplebeingwritten about.
By thevery natureof whatthesepieces of mediahighlighti precaritywithin videogames- and
wheretheyarebeingpresentedthe curationcomesn theform of word count,articleflow, or
doctoringstoriesto fit thep u b | i coatlhee d n €tcrtariad Thesearenot necessarilynegative
things,though.Thesepiecesof literatureprovidean entry pointinto labourrelatedpolitics in
videogameproduction,andprovidepolarizingheadlineghatgrabthe attentionof scholars,
peoplein mediaproduction,andpeoplethatmay not usuallybeinterestedn thesetypesof
narrativesForexampleJ o h n did re&@ $1 n o maasdttsunfluenceintVideo Game
P r o d u ddtailsopfranthowthe broadconcepof hypermasculinitppecomesntwinedwith
playinggamesn productionspacesbut useshighly curatedandoftentruncatedfeeling
narrativessuchasii C a antifioC h r cosv@érsationbelow:
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Carl: So back in the winter of 1996, | put on a suit, and | came here and asked for a job.

They said, ONo, you dondtsdcapaaydenmnthee gh expe
street. You could probably go there to get

up applying for the job there, and a few months later, | got an interview. They hired me
on the spot actually, which was pretty nice. That resuttede not getting thrown out of

my parentsd house and proving to my mother

games did not hurt but actually helped me. That was pretty cool (256).

ChrissWhat helps me is that | 6vebdspndusbagameé vy pl a
series] than anyone el se, which is both
had | not then it would have been a probl e
game until |l got hired, anyhowdt heatwavorkissddédrm
had | ots and | ots of experience with thi

become aware over time the things that people like and dislike, and the issues that might
arise from these ideas.

Thesenarrativesothdetal how alifetime of passiortowardsplayingvideogamegulminatedn
ajob for thesepeoplewithout exploringany of thefacetsof the precariousatureof job hunting
(asidefrom i C a beingii h e a r t bnorddkheyygive)any substantivensightto what these
two peopledid in theinterim of job-searchinghow their passiormay haveshifted,whattheydid
to marketthemselvesetc. Thenarrativeshatauthordike FisherandHarveyareworking with
are,by nature third-handaccountsyhich meanghatthe ahlity to accountfor themis trickier
thanaccountingor my own experiencespr the experiencesf thosethatl havespenttime
personallytalking to*. Thatd o e sneadithattheir perspectiveareanylesstrue,butit does
meanthat| ammakinga cons@ousdecisionto usescholarshigike J o h n sBounl 8uerband
Kellehe6 saandFisherandH a r v asfrainsgtools,andasentriesinto the discussiorabout
labourandprecarityin videogameproductioninsteadof usingthemassituated experienial
knowledgethat| canpersonallyaccountfor like my own experiencesindthe experiencesf my
informants.Usingthesescholarlyworksasa basisfor furthertheorizingandrecontextualizing
how precarityoperatesit becameeasierto talk aboutmy own experencesin videogame
production.

Thesecondandfinal aspecof experientiaknowledgethis projectis concernedvith are
the experiencesf my informants.Of the six peoplewhoseaccountsarepartof this project, 2 of
themarein managemenpositionsat triple-A studios(big-budgetstudiosusuallybackedby a
publishingcompany)2 of themarecontract/contingergmployeesvho arecurrentlycontracted
onayearlybasiswith two triple-A studios,andthe other2 weresalarieddevelopersvith two
triple-A studios.l wasconcernedirst andforemostwith makingspacdgor my informantsto
sharetheir truth abouttheir embodiedexperiencesvith videogameproduction.My own
experiencas differentfrom their experiences anumberof ways,but our experencesoverlap
in anumberof ways,too. Theacknowledgemerthatlonelinessvasa sharedsymptomof my
i nf or Imesmy ewd life, andthelives of thepeoplewho| amreadingthird-handaccounts
of indicategthat,acrosgheseaccountsye all shareaffective experienceshatwe maynot have
beenawarethatwe sharedBut thewaysin which we handledthoseaffectiveexperiences
somewha(re)definedprecarityfor myself,andcertainlyfor my informants.Thatis why the

4Fisherandar vey, on pg. 28 of @l nt aessexanplesioftHardEf er Sbotc ktugdsit

(HES) media.
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spacebeingmadeherefor their situated, experientiakruthsis integraltothisp r 0 j sua@es® s
andthe future succes®f labourrelatedscholarlyactivism.My i n f o r staiesansllowthey
sharedhosestories,alsoshareda secondargembodiedaffectthatis important:thingslike body
languagesilence ,nonranswersyredirectiongn conversationandsharingraw feelingsabout
reliving possiblyscarringsituationsgive furtherautonomyandcredenceo their experienceand,
in my mind, instill in methattheir experiencesre their truths. And to be ableto sharewith them
the procesf constructingour truthsis powerfulandtimely for a projectlike this.

Interview Experience

Theinterviewsthemselvesandtheinterviewexperiences wherethis projectbecame
whatit is: asem-inductive experiencen which | talkedto informants talkedto themwhile they
definedwhatprecaritywasfor themselvesandthenhelpedthemtalk throughhow theyhad
handledprecarityandin whatwaystheyhadbeenempoweredy theseexperiencesowards
consideringcollectiveaction.

This projecthasgonethroughtwo formal roundsof questionswvith informants.Thefirst
formalroundof questiongollowed a strict, semistructurednterviewformatfollowing the
structurethat SharanWebsterdaysoutin QualitativeResearclt§89). This first roundof
guestioningvasprimarily focusedon securingformal, on-the-recordaccountsof thefollowing
guestiondrom participantsAll sevenof theseinterviewstook placein the CarolynB. Miller
conferenceoomin RicksAnnexon North CarolinaStateU n i v e rcanpuset@eenhe dates
of August16,2018andOctoberl5,2018.

Unlike a purelyinductiveproject,| recognizethat,with bothroundsof questionghatthis
projectwentthroughwith informants,| was looking for somethingn particular.Thedifference
betweernthesetwo roundsof questionghatl wentthroughis thatthefirst roundof questioning
wasnecessitatedn meexploringmyowntheorizationsaandformalizationsof whatprecarity
lookedlike. | wentin with very smallview of whatprecaritywas,how | think it shouldmanifest
in videogameproduction,andl wascontenton pushingthatagendawith my informants.Hence,
| only have6 usableinterviewsbecausé failed to embracehe sortof open,invitinginterview
stylethatfeministethnographyespeciallyisweararanemphasizedn the secondoundof
interviewswith my informants,| allowedthemto guidethe discussiorandusetheir experience
working in videogameproductionto guidewhatwe talked about.We still focusedon the concept
of 6 p r e clatinsteagof trfing to fit their experiencemto my narrowdefinition of what
precarityis, | madethe conscioushoiceto allow their objectivetruthsto guidemy definitional
processThis createda morerobustandmoreembodiedsenseof whatprecarityo i andhow it
manifestgor peopleactivelyworking within videogameproduction.

Thed b | i redt@espeakihatl putonthis projectweresimple:building from my
theorychapter] haddefined whatimmaterialprecaritylookedatin abroadsenseandthen
possiblewaysin which crueloptimismcould be seenasanentanglemendf precarityin
videogameproductionthatpreyedonw o r k gassi®riandalsowork misclassificationto create
necessay conditionsof exploitationin videogameproduction.n theé s e ccdhrnadintes/iéws,
| putthis definition asideandinsteadsoughtto engaganyi n f o r itemsoftwhabprecarity
meandor them.Their definitionalwork, how theyapproachediefining precarity,andhow they
dealtwith the situationstheytalkedabout,wentalong way to helpingmeredefinemy own
boundsandcontoursof how | talkedaboutprecarityin this project.

To find participantsor my project,l sentout 649 emailssoliciting interviewswith
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developersquality assurancgorkers,systemsvorkers,communitymanagerslocalization
teams sounddesignersandengineersandartistsaboutmy project.l receivedresponsefrom 53.
Of those53, 39 saidthattheydid not wantto speakwith meaboutthe subjectd wasbringingup
for anumberof reasonsOneof themostcited reasonsvasjob safetyandthefearof punishment
shouldtheir informationor whatthey confidedin mewould getout. Of the 14 potential
intervieweedeft, only sevenwereableor willing to carrythroughwith interviews.Two of the
seventhatdid not carrythroughwith beinginterviewedcited thattheir workloadwastoo intense
to really taketime awayto do somethindike this,andanothercited,again,fear of reprisalfrom
the companythattheyworkedfor. Theotherfour thatdid not participatein my projectdid not
respondo my follow-up email aftertheinitial email. Fromthe sevenpeoplewilling to be
interviewed,| conductedsix usableinterviews.By usable | meanthatthe six thatl amusingfor
this projectwereamenabléo at leasttwo furtherroundsof questions.

Thefirst formal roundof questiondor, atthetime, sevenparticipantsvassplit into three
roughsectionsThefirst sectionconsised of four questionsgachof which wasgearedowards
theactualstructuralandarchitecturatoncernsf the placeshatmy informantshadworked.
Theseguestionsanbefoundin AppendixA. Questiondocused specifically,on where
informantsdid the most amountof their work. For someinformants this wasa setdeskwith
privacy,for someinformantsthis wasanopenarea.A follow-up to thatquestionasked
informantsaboutcolors, patternsfurniture, personakffects,andhow their spacevasorganized.
Thes weremy attemptat situatingwhere,exactly,my participantsveresothatl couldgeta
betterideaof whattheir actualmaterialworking conditionswerelike. | thenaskedwhether
informantscouldremembemany specifictimeswherethe spacehatthey describedto me
impactedtheir work habits,healthhabits,and/orinterpersonatommunicatiorhabits,or had
hamperedheir ability to performatask.l hypothesizedhatthe spaceshatthesepeoplewerein
everydaywould havedeepaffectivemeaningsincetheyspentwell beyondd n o r %ba | 6
working hoursin theseplaces| hypothesizedhattherecould be a connectiorto theactual
architectureof thesespaceslike imprints.In retrospect| seethatl wassettingthesequestions
up almostasa way to segieinto traumastudiediteraturein the sameway thatin Cruel
OptimismBerlantseguedrom literary criticism into talking aboutslow-deathandcontinual
trauma(97).1 assumedhatthesepeoplehadthe sameemotionaltraumaas,say,adomestic
abue® survivor. Theywereboth,for somereasoror anotherpoundto a spacewvhere theycould
notleave.In the senseof videogameproduction this wassometimediteral (overwork,crunch,
etc.).

Thenextsectionof questionslealtwith interpersonatommunicationandworkplace
cultureconcernsinformantswereaskedfirst aboutcoworkers:wereyour coworkerdriendly,
whatdid you like aboutthem,whatdid their working spacedook like, whatsortsof interactions
did you havewith them,wasthereeveryary friction? Next, informantswereaskedf they,
personally hadeverfelt discriminatedagainstandif so,couldtheydescribethe spacehatthe
eventtook placein. Colors,furniture,did the spaceseembigger/smalleretc. wereencouragedo
beexpourdedupon.l thenaskedinformantsabouttimesthattheywitnessedcoworkersbeing
discriminatedagainstor coworkersbeingdiscriminatory.Again, | encouragedliscussiorabout
spatialawareness;olors,furniture,etc. Akin to thefirst section,| wasquestioningin sucha
way thatinformantswould eitheranswerin line with my presupposetiypothesesr their
informationwould not be usefulto me.| washyperfocusean fitting eachparticipantinto a
readyfit mold whereeverythingtheyhadexperiencedvas terrible,andwherenegativityand
negativeexperiencefiungoverthemlike araincloudoverPortland.This hyperfocusvasduein
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largepartwantingto not6 mi anghingthatcorrelatedvith my operatingconcernof digging
out explicit instance®f precarity.

Thefinal sectiondealtwith anassortmentf questionghatd i dfih r@eatlyinto one
category.Thefirst questionof this sectionaskednformantsto try andremembemwhattheir
ma n a goficeslomkedlike andwheretheywerelocated.Specifcally, if theofficeswere
overlookingthe productionfloor, or wereon a separatefloor from theinformant.l thenasked
aboutextraneousurniture thatwasnotin the spacefor the expresgpurposeof facilitating
videogameproduction.Thingslike ping pongtables,beanbagchairs,beerkegs.l inquiredabout
thefunctionality of thesefurniture pieceswho usuallyusedthem,andwhatthe spaceallottedto
thoseitemswasversusspaceallottedto working furniture.| thenaskednformantsabouttimes
whentheyfelt pressuredo staylate/worklate.l especiallywantedto understad if comments
regardingdeadlinesvereusedasto pressurevorkers,or if the furniturethatwasextraneouso
videogameproductionbecamemorethanjust a duringthe-daywork break. Oneparticipant
mentionedhatthey sleptmanynightsof crunchon beanbagchairsin their communalworking
spaceandwhentheywereaskedto staylate but protestedthosein chargealwaysmadelight of
the situation,sayingsomethingo theeffectof i We t h e plenty af roomonthebeanbag
chairs!C 6 m d@ateamplaye r Sofor this questionfurniture,again,becamamportantfor
locatingwhereexploitationwashappeningFinally, | askedparticipantdf theyfelt like the
spaceghattheyworkedin weremeantto keepthemthereandkeepthemworking. Again, these
guestionsweredesignedo solicit very specificanswerdrom participantghatwouldfit into my
pre-determinecharrativeof videogameproduction.

Thelogic behindthesequestiors specificallywasthe leadingassumptiorthateverything
with videogameproductionwasoverly-negative no onewantedto work there,peoplewere
working their out of spiteor to provea pointto someonegr thattheir passiorfor videogames
hadpressuredheminto somesortof indenturedservitudewith videogamesThis line of
reasoning,of coursedid notmakeroomformyi n f o r expendnceshatdid notfall in line
with what| wastalking about.Theway thatthis first roundof questionsvasformatied (andto
someextent,askedn conversationpushedanagendahatputthe humanbeingthatl was
talking to in a stateof subjugatiornto the architecturearoundthem.l wasobsessedvith
understandingnow architecturesubjugatesndsubjectivatepeople to thedetrimentof the
conversationghat! hadwith informants.This obsessiveinsistenceon architectureover person
led to oneof my participantdeelingalienatedandnot feelinglike theywerebeinglistenedto
andactuallyheard.To thatinformant | cannotapologizeenoughfor my misstepsbut| thank
themfor sayingwhattheydid. With this project,it hasalwaysbeenmy intentionto locatethe
(ersodinthed p e r 8 a n B athail knewd Wwould be collecting.Whatl did notaccountor
wastrying to locatethe peoplein questionsointently in theenvironmeninformantsinhabitedon
adaily basisthatl completelydisplacedhemaltogethemandlost themto whimsandfanciesof
my own.

Thesecondoundof questioningvasconductedn the sameplaceasthefirst roundand
took placebetweenJanuaryl, 2019andJanwary 29,2019.Thistime, | d i dpmepareguestions,
andl d i dpmepareanagendao getthrough.l simply hadafew pointsof conversatiorthatl|
wantedto cover.l emailedead of my 7 informantsabouta follow-up roundof questionsand6
wereamenal#. | framedthis secondnteractionwith my 6 informantsasa conversationlike we
shouldhavebeenhavingin thefirst place.l wantedto talk to themaboutthreemain pointsand
whatevercamefrom thatdiscussiormixed with whattheyhadsaidin the previousinterviewwas
the situated embodiedknowledgeandexperiencehat| hadto work with. | wantedto talk to
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themabouthow theydefined@recarityin videogameproduction,and whattheir experiences
werewith precarity.Next, | askedtheirthoughtson unionization. Werethey pro-union, antr
union, or abstainedFinally, | wantedto askthemfrankly how theyfelt aboutvideogame
productionasawhole.Thesethreelooseareasof interestfacilitatedmorefruitful conversations
thanthe previousl1 quesionscombined.

By no meansam| insinuatingthatthis second-oundof questionsvasthe textbook
&correcbway thattheseinterviewsshouldhavebeenconductedn thefirst place. Work from
PattiL a t hGettifgSmart(1991)andAnnieOa k | @ ly 1® sweng Wao m e (2@L6)were
instrumentain helpingmeto movepasttheinitial senseof failure thatl felt in committing
mistakeghatl| read,synthesizedandthenpromptly seemedo forgetVizweswarartalking at
lengthabout.Their work helpedme (re)shapeny second-oundof questionsnto something
moreconversationadndlessformalandmoreaccessiblel amvery certain,however thatthe
discussionghatl hadthe secondime aroundweremuchmoregenerativebecause approached
theseconversationsvith theintentto makespacefor myi n f o r expenence#steadof
bulldozingovertheir experiencespr trying to conformtheir experienceso my own agenda.
Instead this secom roundof questionsvasconductedvith theacknowledgemerthatl was
enterng into thesesessionsvith anopenmind andanopenagendathatthe storiesthatneeded
to betold would betold, andthosewould be the situated embodiedexperienceshatHaravay
talkedabout,andwhatthis projectneededo succeed.

Institutional Ethnography: Tracing power, (re)creating authentic experiences

With the acknowledgementf possiblebiasthatis built into all projects,| wantto move
forwardtowardwhat,exacty, | hopeto gainby employingthe methodologieshatl amworking
with. Ingtitutional ethnographyeekgo understangbowerrelationswithin socialorders.Alison
Griffith andDorothy Smith,in Motheringfor Schooling choseto examinehowé mu n dtaks e 6
thatparentsvereexpectedo performimpactedandshapedhe schoolenvionmenttheir
childrentook partin andthec h i | duceesasfd@mal schooling.Theyconductedhiswork in
thelate8 O anslearly9 0 dvbkichinformedthetypesof socialrelationstheysoughtto
understandthetasksthatthey examinedandultimately, how theydeterminecpowermoving
throughtheinstitutiontheyexaminedTheyrecognizedhattherearedistinctlevelsof power
within the structureof formal public schoolediwcation:namely thatthereareinnumerabldaken
for-grantedtasksthatparers (mainly women,asexplainedon pages23 and27 of Motheringfor
Schooling areexpectedo performto prepareheirchildfor 6 | e a rimtheincgse®! ear ni ngo
wasdefinedasdistrictmandatedearningobjectivesthat studentavereexpectedo meet
throughouttheschoolyearsin differentsubjects Strict blocksof time wereallocatedper subject
(60-61). SmithandGriffith identifiedthattheselearningobjectivesandexpedationssetforth did
not accountfor familial dynamicsbesidesniddle- to uppermiddle-classfamiliesthathadfree
time andresourceso assistchildrenin learningoutsideof school.Thingslike helpingwith
homework for instance Theyidentified distinctinstance®f disadvantagéor finon-normative
family structuresvhere,say, asinglep a r etime igpartitionedoff muchdifferently thana two-
parenthouseholdTheyalsoidentifiedvaryinglevelsof engagemeramongparentswith regard
to theirchil d @dcationSomeparentdid not pusheducatiorlike othersdid becaus¢hey
deemedhattheir child wasdoingwell enoughwithout prodding.What Griffith andSmithend
up comingawaywith from examininghow familial structuresnteractwith, andshapeeducation
structuregs thatfi t public schoolsystemwith its apparenpotentialfor equity, hasbeen

35



hijacked,largely by middle-classwomen,to becomean engineof inequality. Changesn thelast
20 yearshaveremovedmanyof the economicunderpinnngsof the middle-classfamily
h o u s e (GoffithdaddSmith,133).

Griffith andS mi tMuotbesingfor Schoolingoroughtto light howthe entiresystemof
educationn Torontoregardingfi | e a risrpiiedicgt&bn animaginedmiddle-class,
heteronormave, nuclearfamily wherethefatheris the primarywageearnerwhich thenfrees
themotherupto conductsupplementargducationaivork andschoolenhancemen27). What
this doesis systematicallydisadvantagehildrenfrom non-normativefamiliesby a) expecting
thereto bea parentthathasthefreetimeto facilitate out-of-scdhool learningandenrichmentand
b) not providing, or evenacknowledginghe needfor, a courseof actionfor childrenwhose
parentsarebothrequiredto work or only oneparents present.

More thananything,Motheringfor Schoolingoroughtto light how powerstructures
operatewithin thevery specificexampleof Tornto Public Schoolsystemsandhow therearea
multitudeof granularmpowerstruggleshappeningn all levelsof the systemnotjustagrand
declaratiorof iPARENTSVERSUSSCHOOLS Insteadthis work showedparentsversus
parentsparentsversusteachersteacheryversusteachersteacherversusadministrationparents
versuschildren,childrenversusteachersetc It is this multiplicity of understandinghatmakes
institutionalethnograpy soimportantto this typeof project. Thoughl amnot conductingan
institutionalethnographyl amborrowingfrom the understandingthat Smith,in Institutional
Ethnographyand Griffith andSmithin Motheringfor Schoolinghighlight. Namely,thatthereis
granularity,or anumberof differentexpectations/reactions/interactiomsthin any systemof
power,andto understandhatgranularityis to betterunderstandhe personbeinginterviewed,
andtheir specificplacewithin notonly anorganizatiorsuchasa gamestudio,but their placein
personabkndfamilial matters,socialandpolitical mattersandthewide assemblagef media
production.And by understandingpeopleandtheir experiencest a deep,intimatelevel,| am
ableto moreauthentically(re)produceheir storiesandgainamorenuancedinderstandingf
theirembodiedsituatedexperiencesWithin institutionalethnographyspecificlocative
characteristic$or ther informantsthataretelling to how, within the institution of Torontopublic
schooling,nonnormativityis punishedIn revisitingthework that Griffith andSmithdid in
Motheringfor SchoolingS mi tcéséstsidyin Institutional Ethnography highlights how public
schooland&succes8within public schoolfavorscertaingeographicatharacteristicef a family:
namely,mobility, or theability for parentgo getchildrenhomequickly. Thatmaybe by useof
car, or living within closewalking distanceof theschool.dSucces8alsofavorsfamilial
locativenessDualparentfamiliesandfamilieswith extrahelp (meaningthatat leastoneparent
is freeto earnaliving without havingto be primecaregiverfor children)hadanadvantagever
singleparentfamilies,or familiesin which both parentsvorked full -time jobswithout
assistanceSucces8waspredicatedn disposablencomeanddisposabldime, aswell. The
locativenes®f thesetraitsis importantbecauseasGriffith andSmithmentionmultiple times,
succes$n public schooloccursin the hone, not necessarilyithin the school. Withoutthe
materialdiscursiveenvironmentandtoolsthatthetheyidentified wereimportantto the
institution of TorontoPublic Schools studentsaandparentghatdid not matchthosetraitswereat
astarkdisadvarage.

Thenonnormativity beingpunishedn Griffith andS mi tekath@es notasocietal
standardf whatnormalis, though.It is aninstitutionalstandardf whatis normal.In their case,
theassumptiorfrom TorontoPubicSchoolsthat studentsvould have:a) supportstructures
outsideof justtheclassroomto facilitate learning;a static,dependabl&éouseholdvithout

36



interruption;andthe luxury of timely mobility createdthe expectatiorthatstudentsvho arenot
doingwell in schoolwerenottakingadvantagef their resourcesThis s strikingly similar to
videogameproduction.Theinstitution of videogameproductionpresupposea certaintype of
personthatis moreidealfor production.It expectghat thesepeoplehavecertaincharacteristics:
pasion,thedesirefor culturalclout,anda willingnessto do whatevemeedgo be doneto havea
chanceat achievingsuccessWhenpeoplewithin the productionprocesslo not possesshese
characteristicgjuestionsabouttheir passioror their willingnessto dowhatneedgo bedoneare
calledinto questionandusedaspolicing measureslustas TorontoPublic Schoolsdid not seek
to understandhe granularitywithin the studentandfamiliesthatit servedyideogame
productionis notinterestedn undersandingsimilarly granularsituationsandpeople Both
institutionsarein placeto producecertainrevenuestreamsfor TorontoPublic Schoolsjt was
peoplewho could be subjectivatedo work; for videogameproduction,it is peoplethatare
subjectivatedo do very specifictypesof work asquickly aspossibleandwith aslittle pushback
aspossible.

It is importantto pointout thatthewaysin which | amusinginstitutionalethnography
pointto how powerimbalancespecificto thetypesof precaritythatmy informantstalk aboutin
the nextchapterjs oftenfelt from afar. InformantD presents spectaculacasefor how ruling
relationsoperatevhenspatialconstraintgi.e. managemeriveingin anoffice, workerbeingon
the productionfloor) arestrippedaway.Theinstitution of videogameproductionis a systemof
historically situatedmovementshat privilege certainpeopleoverothersi this muchis clear
without institutionalethnographyThe processsat work in videogameproduction,startingwith
investormeetingsvheretargetdemographicssalesexpectationsandproductdevelopment
expectationsgoingall theway downthe hierarchyto contractiabourersvho createbackground
assetall characterie granularhistoricalmovementghatcharacterie theinstitutionitself. The
importanceof institutionalethnographyn this projectcomesfrom locatingmy informantsin
relationto thetypesof powerthatareatwork within the companiesheyareworking for.
Institutionalethnographyffersaparticdar theorizationof how poweroperatesemotelyvia
textualpracticesandprocessethatbecomenstitutionalcircuitry.

By crossreferencingny own experienceshe experiencesf peoplein popularand
scholarlymedia,andthe experiencesf my informants,this projectis creatinga groundlevel
understandingf how precarityfunctionsin situatednstancesbutit alsoprovidesan
understandinghateachincidentis not anisolatedincident;thatthereareotherexampleof that
sametype or precarity happeningat otherstudios Institutionalethnographypecomesmportant
for creatinga basisby which | canexaminethetypesof peoplethatthesenstitutionsfavor, and
how peoplethateitherareunwilling or unableto conformaretreated As | saidwith Griffith and
S mi tekam@eyvideogameproductionandTorontoPublic Schoolssharea similarity in that
oneof their goalsis to producea certaintype of bodythatcanthenundertakespecialisiabour.
Thelonelinesghatl 6 experience@ndthatmy informantshaveexperienceds suchan
importantpartof the narrativethatto notacknowledgeandwork with it is to eraseentiresections
of apersonto tell themthatthatspecifictruthis lessvalid. One thing thatthis projecthasfound
is thatlondinessandisolationareinsidiouspartsof the workplacecultureof videogame
production.This meanghat,on asystemidevel, videogamep r o d u canfinoedegistencas
predicatedn silenceto someextent.

Whattheseresponsetell meis that,on a systematidevel, in everyfacetof work in
videogameproduction silent, productivepeoplearevaluedandarekeptin the herd,soto speak.
InA Hi dinPlamS i g RdbidJohnsorrecountsof how oneof hisinformantstalksabout
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crunchandthe stran of workingin videogameproductionassomethingnot to dwell on, butjust
to getthroughit (590). Makeit throughthis project,takeabreak,startagain.Thereis areliance
on peoplethatvaluework/working over questioningabourpracticesor workplaceculture.The
themesof overworkandsilencearoundé ¢ o mp | becomeéappgréntn my interview material
acrossall 6 of my informants.This understandingf silence lonelinessandproductionare
building blocksto understandingnow theinstitutiond frameworkof videogameproduction
(rangingfrom hiring practicego groomingpracticesn colleges universitiesandcoding

0 b 0 0t cproduysesgubjectivatesandvaluesthesetypesof peopleoverpeopkwho value
work-life balancepr do not proudlydisplaytheir passiorfor videogamessreadily asother
people By understandinggndmakingspaceor myi n f o r expenenced)amexercisinga
very rudimentaryandvery early productionof typesof precaritythatlive within videogame
production.Lonelinesssilence,andproductivepeoplearebutafew linesin the scriptof
institutionalism.

Feminist Ethnography: Experiential knowledgeand feminist objectivity

Much like my treatmenbf institutionalethnographyit is importantto emphasizehat|
amborrowingtoolsfrom feministethnographybut | amnot conductingafeministethnography.
Specifically,| amfocusingontoolsfrom VisweswararandHaraway.Oneusefultool from
feministethnographyha hasbecomeespeciallyymportantto rememberand considerin this
projectis0 o b j e cThaughmotspecifitallyamethodologicabrgumentDonnaHa r away 6 s
work aroundobjectivityini Si t K a b @& U elbcame aenterpiecefor thesecondound
of questioning.

Feministobjectivity, andthe art of conductingwork thatinvolvesbeingobjectivein the
faceof knowledgeproduction,is tricky work. Thefirst roundof interview questiondor this
projectdid notleaveroomfor theembodied|ived experencesof my informants. asked
guestionghatdid notinvite my informantsto sharetheir lives with me, butinstead asinformant
B putit afterwe finishedour secondnterview,i f Bke youwerewaitingfor meto give an
answerthatw a s théekperencethatl éhda dOtherinformantssaidsimilar thingsaboutour
first interviews.Thequestiondelt stilted and,to quotelnformantD, fi | il hadjust hadawet
dreamthinking abouta theorybookors o me t NVhichgdnottedly,wasprobablynotfar
from thetruth. In otherwords,| realizedthatthiswasa somewhatleductiveproject, mixedwith
inductiveelementsNot from the aspecthatit wasmy daily life, butfrom theaspecthatl was
talkingaboutp e o pdaily livés, andthat,at onetime this had,in fact, beenmy daily life. Some
smallpartof merealizedthatl ¢ o u | conductthe remaininginterviewswith the hard
objectivity thatl hadbeenconvincedthatl neededl d i dhaviead namefor it atthetime of
conductingthefirst roundof questionsn thesefirst 7 interviews.Oncel wentthroughmy data
from theseinterviews,Harawayhelpedmeto realizethat| wascreatingsituatecknowledges,
which thenhelpedmeto reconfigurethis projectin fruitful ways.This projectis predicatecbn
limited locationandsituatedknowledge(583): my own experienceghe experiencesf my
informants the experiencesf the peoplewho havebeenwritten aboutin scholarlyandpopular
media,how | amprocessingny own experiencesvith videogameproductian, how| am
processingnyi n f o r expenanas,dndhowl| amprocessinghealreadyprocessed
experiencesf thosebeingwritten about.All of theseexperienceandhow theyareprocessed
arepuzzlepiecesof apuzzlethatd o e fhravéatompletablepicture.To evengesturgowards
this projectbeingableto represeneveryworkerin videogamep r o d u experiencabith
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precaritywouldbeaonefi u n | o andsbieedponsibleknowledge[claim] ( 5 8 Bheré

A i r r e snpeansusabldiolbechlledintoa ¢ ¢ o (588X This projectembodiessituaed
experienceTo me,this meanghatthe partsof this projectwherel referencany own
experiencesnyi n f o r expendncegndtheexperiencesf thosewritten aboutin scholarly
andpopularmediaareall ableto becalledinto accountat somepoint by beingreferenceabland
beingconcrete.

Theotheraspecbf feministethnographyhat! struggledwith in this projectprior to
incorporatingH a r a waork,@relS mi tworkveasthatof identity politics. In the early stages
of planningthis project | wasinsistentto enforcea binaryof fi xaumberof heterosexualvhite,
ablebodiedmen,andx numberof womenand/orqueerand/ordisabledb o d iama@
informantsin a bid to a) seedifferentmanifestatonsof the precaritythatl hadidentifiedin
videogameroduction(that of race/sexuabrientation/gender/abilitpolitics versusghe6 n -@of
thosecategories)andb) to try andemphasizeéhevoiceof thed d i s e n f rofahis projacts e d 6
Ha r a wary staskredresgegardingthetreatmenof margnal peoplethrewthis projectinto
disarray:i S u b j uignatgroundsforo n t o I(586). Widereasijn earlierstagesf this
project,| hadbeenseton abinaryof 6 malebodiesversusx women/queer/dabledb o di e s 0,
Ha r a wark presenteanewith animportantreminder:notto fetishizefivisioné from below
thebrilliant spaceplatformsof thep o w e r(883).Wibh thisin mind, it became=venmore
importantto positionthe experiencesf all of my intervieweesmyself,andthe peoplein
scholarlyard popularmediaasall inherentlyo t rexperi@ncesTherewasno doubtthat, at
somepoint, eachof my informants myself,andthosebeingwritten abouthadexperienced
precarity.Then,it becamdessimportantto understandn sweepinggeneralizationsiow that
precarityhadbeenexperiencedWhat,instead becamehe focusof this projectwasmakinga
spacefor afi p o | andepistemologiesf location,positioning,andsituation,wherepartiality
andnot universalityis the conditionof beingheardto makerationalknowledgeclaims.These
claimsarep e o plivesod589).

Whereagny initial thoughtsandactionstowardthis projecthadbeengroundedn
impartiality, creatinga spacefor myselfin anacaeémicdiscourseandcreatingafoundationto
build futurework on, this projecthasnow becomenherentlypersonabnddeepy feminist.
Haraway,speakingaboutwhatfeminismis atits core,saysii F e mi isabautthe science®f
themultiple subjectwith (atleast)doublevision. Feminismis abouta critical vision consequent
upona critical positioningin unhomogenougendeed socialspaceTranslationis always
interpretive critical, andp a r t(58%. Bubthereservatiorof how theresearcheis supmsedto
positionthemselvesowardsknowledgeproduction towardtranslation andtowardinterpretation
becomecritical questions,andtheunderpinningor why feministethnographyvasthe necessary
supportingframeworkto institutionalethnographyecamehe question How canl responsibly
translatethesestories,draw conclusiongrom them,anddo sowith confidence’Xamala
Visweswararin Fictionsof FeministEthnographyexaminegeministanthropologicailvork and
rebuffsanthropologythatcouldnot account for genderii b e ¢ iawasneto a ts simtead
s o c i (80}.Igsteadof assuminghateverythingthatl haveexperiencedandwill write aboutis
the only objectivetruth, or everythingthat my informantshavetold meis the only objective
truth, there needgo beconsideratiorgivento the possibility of multiple truths. This is wherethe
necessityof 6 s i t u adoreedimogppaysrom Haraway:fi | o ¢ & aboutvuinerability;
locationresiststhe politics of closure finality, or to borrowfrom Althusserfeministobjectivity
resistsi s i mp | iinfthelasé tnisa NEb8OL IEbécamea linchpinfor this projectto takeinto
accounthe peoplethatl wasinterviewing,the spaceshat| wasinterviewingthemin, body
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languagespeeclpatternsconversatiorflow, etc. It becameabouttakinginto accountwhatthe
persorwassayingandunderstandinghattheir voiceis whatis giving credenceo whattheyare
saying.Visweswarandentifiesheteroglossien anthropologicatexts(31) asanotherform of
erasurghatfeministanthropologisthiadengagedvith in searchof trueobjectivity. Insteadof
usingpronoundike 6 lor@® w & éranscriptionof events completeimpartiality wasthoughtto
havebeenachievedoy removingthe authorfrom the textsaltogether sotextsreadmorelike i t
subjectsd i d ér@ t subjectsv e n t Eeministethnographys notaboutacleancut
understandingf a subjector purportedabsoluteruth. Feministethnographys about
understandingituated embodiedexperienceand creatinga spacewvherethoseexperiencesan
be unpackedandtranslatedisinganethicof careto accountfor whatthe personis feeling, their
bodily position,their silence,andtheir experiencevithout bulldozingoverthemandclaiming
thatl, theresarcherhavemoreknowledgeof their situatednesthantheydo.

Concerns

To this point, this sectionhasbeenconcenedwith makinga convincingargumentsto
why theway | havestructuredny methodologicabpproacho this projectis the correctone, or
ascorrectanapproachaspossible Therearestill afew concernghatl wantto addressvith the
first beingobjedivity. Thisis partially for my own sanityasl haveemphasizedheimportance
of objectivity, attachmentandbiaswell beforethis projectstarted.The otherconcerrthat! will
addressereis why, specifically,l did notwantto committo onemethodobgicalframingover
anotherandinsteadchoseto pursuea casestudyoveraninstitutionalethnographyr afeminist
ethnography.

As | mentionecdearlierin this chapter] havestruggledwith balancinghow distantor

closel amto informantsandtheir experiencesn this projectandseekingio open,andkeepopen,

aproper truthful dialogueaboutprecarity.Evenwhenl acknowledgedo myselfthatabsolute
objectivity wasimpossible(well beforel dcdnnectedhedotstoH a r a wwork)@rsdthatthere
were stakesn this projectfor measwell aswhomever interviewed| still struggledand
continueto strugglealittle bit, with the naggingconcernthatthis work couldendup beingread
asmetalking overor for thepeoplel 6 wmterviewed,andfor the peoplethathavebeenwritten
aboutin scholarlyandpopularmedia.Doubly so at the beginningof this projectwhenl soughtto
bascally split videogameproductioninto thebinariesof i h e t e r wiste ablelmdied

ma | andh g u and/orwomanandbr disabledand/orpersonof ¢ o | bstill. havearather
diverseinformantpool, butagain,theworry is thatbecausef my inheren positionof powerin
the exchanges®appeningetweermyselfandmy informantsandbetweermmyselfand
representationsf experiencesn scholarlyandpopularmedia,thatl maygrievously
misrepresenthoseexperienceandperpetuat@rasureAgain, though Harawayprovidesan
importantreminderthatthe peoplethis projectis concernedvith (or really any projectthatdeals
in feministobjectivity) are people hotjust objectsof inquiry: A Si t knawledgkgequirethat
the objectof knowledgebe pictured asanactorandagent,notasa screeror agroundor a
resourceneverfinally asslaveto the masterthat closesoff the dialecticin his uniqueagency
and his authorshipof fiobjectived knowledgé (emphasigny own) (592).My involvementwith
thiswork is notto subjugateor to lock peopleout of speakingpr to seekanobjectivetruth atall.
Instead] aminterestedn what NicholasTaylor saysof his own methodologicalnvestmentsn
A | RatherBe aCyborgthanaGamerB r oficthmmoreinterestedn exploringhowmy own
norttrivial investmentsn gamesandmasculinity(persistentiespiteyearsof attemptingto
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unlearnthem) shapehow | read,write, andmakesenseof theseplayc o n t €LR).tOscel came
to termswith the factthattherewasno way to extractmyselfandmy prior situatedexperiences
from this project,andthatl havea nontrivial investmenin thelabourdiscussionshat!l am
trying to helpfacilitate, it becamamportant,then,to be awareandbereflectivefor how my own
body hastakenup spacen videogameproductionspacesndto understanany own complicity
in possiblyre-entrenchingprecarity.Thisis why, for the purposeof this casestudy,my own
autobiographicaéxperiencesreimportant.Theyoffer meaway to sharemy own truth, andto
bereflexiveabouthow | constructedny presencen thosespaces.

Thediscussioron talking for/overinformarts canbe thoughtabout,too, throughwhy |
choseto borrowtoolsfrom the methodologicaframeworks did insteadof fully committing to
oneframeworkor anotherFeministethnographys predicatecon makingspacefor participants;
their truthsareundisputedasfar asfeministethnographys concernedandl chooseto believe
thatthatis the casefor this projectaswell. | believethatmy participantsarenottrying to fleece
me, or trick meinto thinking somethinghati s tru@.1 believethatthethingsthattheyhave
told me,theyhavetold metruthfully. | alsobelievethatpartof thattruth liesin howthe
conversatiorwent: flows of conversationbodylanguagenon-answersandsilence.
Visweswarartalksat lengthin Fictionsof FeministEthnographyaboutsilenceor the
unwillingnessto relayinformationbetweerinformantsandherselfandhowit felt like a betrayal
atsomepoints(51). Shethenrecontextualizehow sheapproachethatsenseof betrayalby
makingthe casethatanswerdo thequesionsthatshehadwerenot the only sourceof truth be
had.Therewasarich assemblagef culturesmeetingheadon, the expectatiorof impartiality
andobijectivetruth whenit maynot havebeenearnedandthemisconceptiorof i f r i ends hi p o
meaningthatshe hadaccesgo informationregardles®f the wantsor need<f thoseshewas
befriending.Theway thatsherecontextualizegtheseexperiencesiasbeenimportantfor meto
contextualizevhat! thoughtwereé a n o man my dataatfirst. Iti s thétmyi nf or mant 6 s
segueingn a conversatiorawayfrom somethinghattheylatersaidmadethemuncomfortable
meanghat| failed to propely extractinformationfrom them:it meanghattheyw e r eaadyadr
willing to sharethattruth atthetime, andthe contextin which it wassharedfirst asnotbeing
sharedandthenlaterasbeingcontextualizedareimportantpiecesof knowledgecreationin
understandingituated embodiedexperiences.

Thoughtheseareimportantremindersandimportantframingtoolsfor how| approach
this project,the practicalitiesof carryingout afeministethnographynthis subjectusta r e n 6 t
feasible.In addition to thereonly really beinga handfulof triple-A videogameproduction
companiesn the Raleigh/Durhanareanoneof themwereopento theideaof allowing meto
embedwith theirdeveloperdor, at most,a month,andat least,two weeks.l reachedut to Epic
GamesfFunCom,andRedStormEntertainmenandaskedf theywould beamenabléo having
someonaroundwho wascuriousabouthow videogameproductionworkersinteractedwith the
spaceghattheyworkedin (mostly concernedvith physicalarchitecture).Only FunCom
respondedsayingthattheirmanagement a s cothfbrtablewith thatconsideringhatthey
werein themiddle of abusyseasorandthattheyhadtheir IPsto worry about.l repliedthatl|
would be morethanhappyto signa non-disclosue agreementor upto 5 years,butl never
receiveda responseSowhile it would be highly generativeo be ableto be emlkedwith one
triple-A studioandto getto know theemployeeshereon apersonalevel, it w o nh@dgperwith
this project,andit is unlikely to happerin future projectsaswell, consideringhatmy work
consistf critique of production.If | wereinterestedn how streamliningwork processesould
leadto quickerturn-aroundon revisionsin projects thenmy presencenay not havebeensucha
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burden.But, sincel amactively examiningexploitativelabourpracticesandprecarity,my work
will mostlylikely notgetmeinvited to embedwith a studio.

Institutionalethnographyin the scopeof this project,providesa naturallysupplematal
way of examiningprecarityin videogameproduction.Feministethnographys concernedvith
makingspaceor informant®experiencesyhile institutionalethnographys concerneadvith
figuring out how powerstructureoperateat all levelswithin aninstitution: laterallyand
vertically, betweermpeersandbossesbetweenay-peopleandspecialistsetc. Sincethis projectis
concernedvith anindustrywide problem,it makessensethen,that,in additionto understanding
how informantshavedealtwith thatprecarity,whatis hasmeantfor them,andhowit has
affectedthem,it would bethenextlogical stepto try andundestandhow relationaldynamics
haveplayedout to possiblyfacilitate or diffuse precarityin their experiencesl he themeof
loneliness,too, becamenappealingsubjectof inquiry for measwell, especiallywhenthe
guestionis posedabouthow lonelinessandisolationfunctionin keepingworkersworking. The
guestionbecamdor menotwhyaremy participantdonely: thatwasclearenowgh. The question,
then,is whatsortsof socialitywereoccurringwithin the structureof videogameproductionthat
madeevery singleoneof my participantsandmyselffeel isolated Betweenthingsthathave
nothingto dowith videogameproduction,suchassocialanxiety,identityissuesandhobbies
thatareinherentlymeantto befi | o naetiviyyes(like consolegaming),and the established
precaritiesof working in videogameproductionsuchascrunch,awidely heterogenous
workplaceculture,andpossibl morally questionabléhemeswithin the gameghatmy
informantsweremakingthatrequiredthemto put asidetheir own morals, the why of why my
participantsandmyselffelt solonely working in videogameproductionareclear.Whattaking
cuesfrom institutionalethnographyhasallowedthis projectto dois understandiow relational
dynamicsandhow powerrelationsespecial, haveplayeda partin atleastsevenp e o plives s 6
to makethemfeelisolatedandalone.Power,beit seniorityamongpeersjob titles, or monetary
superiority,hasbeenwieldedin suchaway asto force my informantsandmyself,at somepoint,
into a periodof isolationwherewe did not feel comfortablediscussinga problemwith our peers
or management.

In additionto feministe t h n o g preblerhayedsegardingbeingthe sole
methodologicabpproactto aprojectlike this, institutionalethnogrghy sharesnanyof thesame
constraintsandintroducesafew more.In additionto concernsabouthavingaccesgo specific
institutionssuchasa singlevideogameproductioncompany thewaysin which | would be
expectedo carryoutaninstitutionalethrographypresenthe sameconcernghatkeptan
innumerableamountof peoplefrom working with me: reprisalfrom their employersThat and
oneemployeepossiblytelling me somethinghat could alienatea coworker,or exacerbata
strainedrelationshipln Griffon andS mi tMotbesingfor School, theyhadaccesst multiple
levelsto the schooldistrictsthattheir childrenwereenrolledin; theyalsohadaccesgo
administratorsParentTeacherAssociationrmeetingsmeetingswith teacherstheir own
childr e rexpearientiaknowledge andtheir autobiographicaknowledgeof whatpower
structuresvereat work in the schooldistrictto shapeit howit was.l d o rhéveaccessatany
level, to really any of thosestructures|et alonehaveaccesgo all of thosestructureswithin one
specificvideogamecompany.Theaccesdhatl dohaveis, admittedly,very well diversein terms
of jobs,but verylimited in scope hencd cannotcommitto a full institutionalethnographyn the
way thatit would needto be caried outif | wantedto examinehow precarityfunctions
structurally.

Ontheir own, bothof thesemethodologiesvould makecompellng projectsgiventhe
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samegeneralparametershut dueto lack of accessmy ability to framethis projectin termsof
oneor theotheris impossible Thisis why | choseto carry out a casestudyandto borrow
heavily from bothfeministethnographyndinstitutionalethnographyastheybothhave
importantimplicationsfor a projectlike this. Whata casestudyallowsmeto dois, in lieu of
havingacces$o avideogameproductioncompanyandits employeesgxamineexperiential
knowledgefrom anumberof diversesourcesBy examiningmy own experiencethe experience
of my six participantsanda wellspringof scholarlyandpopularmediaexperienced, amableto
find similaritiesanddifferencesn muchthesameway thatl coulddowith afeminist
ethnogaphyor aninstitutionalethnographybut| amableto do sofrom variedsources.
Additionally, by conductinga casestudy,| amfreeto emphasizeéhatthe situatedexperiences
thatl amexaminingarejust that: personalsituatedexperiencesTheydo not spealkfor anentire
industry,or aninstitution,or aregion.Insteadtheyareexperiencesvith similaritiesand
differeneesthatarebeingemployedn the hopesof facilitating conversationaboutlabour
relatedissuesn videogameproduction.

Preparing for Defining, Negotiating, and Respondingto Precarity

By dissectinghow | haveapproachedatacollectionandmethodobgy in this project,|
havemadea casefor thed h o ansl® w h Y chdsetheseparticularapproacheto this project.
Thesemethodobgiessupportmy goalof makingthis projectaboutembodiedexperiencethisis
not meantto betakenasa standin for any otherpartof videogameproduction,anyother
p e r sexper@escavith vidleogameoroduction,or asa depositionaboutthe definitive waysthat
precaritymanifestdan videogameproduction By settingthis projectup asa casestudyin which |
borrowfrom feministethnographyndinstitutionalethnographyo characterizehe critical
approachestaketomyi n f o r expeniéncethis projectbecomeshebeginningsof acorpus
of work thatvaluesembodiedexperiences,ecordkeeping,andactivismasvaluabk piecesof
knowledgeproductionin gamestudies.

In thenextchapter] will gointo detailaboutwhatthemesny informantspresetedto
me abouttheir experiencesvith, anddefinitionsof, precarityin vidleogameproduction.This
chaptemwill highlightthemainsix themeghatcameto light acrossallmyi nf or mant s 6
experiencesvhile alsomakingroomfor their individual, highly embalied experiencesvith
theseexperiencesAdditionally, this chaptersetsdown concreteexamplegshat| canapply
institutional andfeministethnographyo seewherepowerhasflowed andcoagulatedor my
informants.
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3.
Interfacing

In this chapter] will examinethemeghatcameup within thesix interviewl conducted.
Within my interviews,my informantsandl talkedthroughtheir experiencesf workingin
videogameoroduction. will startby examiningthe four mainthemeghatl identifiedfrom our
conversationsThesethemesare: 1) experiencingdr showingresistanceo or zealotryfor
unionization,2) the necessityfor crunchto stop,3) positiveexperiencesvith coworkersand
powerstruggleswvith managemengnd4)i n f o r feelimgsokbéingreferredto as
0 p r e c araskedabsuicertainexperiences h e yhadasbeingdé p r e ¢ alhesethened .
provideaninitial groundworkingthatl will continueto build uponthroughchapterdour and
five. Thesethemegrovidegroundedinstanceshatintroduceissueghatfeministand
institutionalethnographid¢ools canhelpto dig furtherinto, which thenprovidethe proper
theoreticalandpersonalindergirdingto accesshe heartof the issuegaisedhere:multiplicative
precarities. Thethemeghatthis chapteraiseshelpto establishthe generalworking areasvhere
my informantshavetalkedabout,experiencedandworkedthroughprecarity.

Conductingtheseinterviewshighlightstheimportanceof understandingmbodiedand
grarular experiencesvithin videogameproduction.Withoutthesew o r k a&ccognéof how
t h e ynéemaaedvith, faceddown,andovercomeprecarity,| would still beworking with very
starkbinarismsaboutwho is affectedby precarityandhow they areaffectal. Thesenterviews
shedlight onthe main questionsf this entireproject: how doesprecaritymanifestHow do
peopleworking in videogameproductionexperiencerecarityAWork throughprecarity2nteract
with, recontextualizeandreconfigureprecarity?Theseinterviewsshowthat precarityis not a
nebulousall-encompassintermfor badthingshappeningPrecarityis granular;it hascontours
that, without embodiedexperientialdata,we would lack a clearunderstandingf how andwhat
is precariouslin additionto sheddindight on whatprecarity6 i far Gideogameproduction
workers,theseinterviewsprovideanintimateunderstandingf how peoplebecomeprecarious.
A precariouswork situationdoesnot manifestthe samefor two people regardles®f how close
theyarein job/rank/responsibilityTherearesuitesof mitigatingfactorsthat presenfor, say,a
contractre-signing. Two peoplecould be up for renewal havedonethe sameamountof work at
the samequality, andtangential ethereacomplaintdike i P e rGsnoeattisideis badfor
p r o d u ccanmakietheyifberencebetweergettingresignedor fired. But whatcaused
someondo saythatPersonO n eaitigideis bad?ls thereattitudeactuallyaffecting
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productivity?ls it somethingn their personallife? Did somethinghegativehapperbetween
PersorOneandthe persorwho complained?s the complainedooking to makea sidelongmove
into the positionPersorOneholds?Again, therearea rangeof mitigatingfactorsto determine
why or how a situaion becomegrecariousAgain, precarityis granular It is anadjective,an
adverb,anoun;peopleor conditionsareprecariouspeopleexperiencerecarity,peopleinteract
with precarity. Theseinterviewsprovideimportantsemanticcontextfor moreresponsiblytalking
aboutpeoplethatareexperiencingorecarity.

Within thesesix interviews,therewasa gooddealof overlapin how eachinformant
approachedhingslike precarity,passionpverwork,andworkplaceculture.In the secondound
of interviews, | did notapproachnformantswith any clearquestionsr adeterministicagenda
thatl wastrying to getanswerghrough.instead| approachedhemwith afew general
conversatiortopics,andmy goalwasto allow themto leadmethroughtheir own expeiences.
Thoseconversatioriopicsincluded:askingaboutany experiencevith unionsthattheywere
comfortabletalking about;askingaboutany negativework experienceshattheyfelt comfortable
sharing;askingabouttheir explicit takeon crunch;andasing aboutwhattheythoughtof the
wordsé pr e caadbiptr @ ar i ous 6.

I ntroducingé

My informantsfor this chapteraresix currentvideogameproductionworkers.Eachof
themhaveworkedatleastonefull contracttermin North Americanvideogameprodiction.
Their jobsareall mostly codinganddevelopmenbasedabourwith theexceptionof Informant
E who performsquality assurancé&bourandcommunitymanagemeriabourin additionto
codinglabour.In theinterestof keepingmyi n f o r entitiésasédnonymousspossible)
will notbeprovidingage,genderor anylocativeinformation otherthana state.

InformantA: InformantA hasworkedin videogameproductionsincethelateé 8 OTdey .
haveworkedon big-budgettriple-A titles thatarestill aroundtoday.During their time working
ontheaforementioneditles, they startedasa programmelandwerepromotedco a senior
managemenpositionwhenthe companytheyworkedfor beganto corporatizeanddo awaywith
theflattenedhierarchytheyhad.This informantnow ownstheir own gamecompanywhich has
lessthan10 people.Theycharactrizethe placeshatthey haveworkedashectic,passionateand
willing to putin long hoursto producegoodproducts.They characterizéheir studionow as
somewheg whereeveryoneknowsandhasworkedwith eachotherfor manyyears,sotheyare
very chill andveryin syncwith oneanother.This personresidesn California.

InformantA andl talkedabouttheir experiencesomingup throughvideogame
production.Wherethey started the gameghatsparkedpassionn them,the gamethatultimately
leadthemto becomeavideogameproductionworker. We alsotalkedaboutcrunch,andthis
i nf or expendndewith crunch.Forthem,crunchstartedasachallengeit was away of
showingjust how passionat¢éheywereaboutmakinga goodproductandthe lenghsthatthey
would go to to provethatthey werecommitted.They acknowledgedhatthis is not healthyin the
long run, andcontributeda greatdealto burnout thattheyfacedbeforeopeningtheir own
companyanddoing consultingwork.

InformantB: InformantB hasworkedin videogameproductionfor five years;oneof
thoseyearswasasa contractor andthe other4 havebeenasa full -time developerTheyarea
devdoperwho specializesn weathersystemsandgamephysics.Theyhaveworkedat the same
companyfor all five of thoseyears;the companyis a mediumsizedstudiothat producesnostly
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indie gamesThis personcharacterizedheir workplaceasfairly handsoff until theybecome
handson, meaningthatthereareissueswith time managemerimongstoworkersthathave
beenaddresseth the past.Otherthananoccasionalnterventionfrom managementhis person
saysthattheyenjoyworking wheretheydo mostof thetime. This persorresidesn California.

InformantB andl| discussedtlengthquesionsaroundunionization.Whois it for? What
doesit do?Why arepeoplepushingfor it? InformantB wasvery well informedabout
unionizationeffortsin videogameproductionandprovidedmewith alot to think aboutin regard
to how | talk aboutvideogameproduction.Additionally, InformantB broughtup thepossible
issueof misattributionin how | talkedaboutprecarityandaskedthemandothersaboutprecarity.
Theysaidthatprecarityis notjustii o m & i bugrather,is awhirlwind of thingshappeng at
once,growing, shrinking,leaving,andcoming.Theyalsotalkedto meaboutcrunchandhow
destructivet is, yethow necessaryt is dueto howvideogameprodudion operatesandthe
culturalticks that constitutewhyvideogameproductionneedscrund to operate.

InformantC: InformantC workedasa videogameproductionworker (developer¥or four
yearsandasa labourorganizer/unionizatioorganizerfor two. Theyputin extremehoursto
makethemselvesvailableandopento helpingothersin videogameproductionunderstandhe
needfor andbenefitsof collectiveaction.Theystill work in videogameproductionata medium
sizedtriple-A company.This persondid not spendime characterizingheir workplace but
instead their work processesTl heydescribedthoses hectic,somewhatntimidating, andalways
challenging.Onthelabourorganizingsideof things,theycharacterizedhatasemotionallyand
physicallydraining, but ultimatelythe mostrewardingthing theyhaveeverdone.This person
residesn Massachusetts.

InformantC andl talkedatlengthaboutcrunch.Theycharacterize@grunchastheissue
thatgot theminto organizingin thefirst place.Theydond like to seepeoplesuffer,therefore
theystartedto try andfind waysof alleviatingthe stressandprecaritythatthey sawtheir
coworkersembroiledin. Theyalsotalkedabouthow they servedon aboardfor aninitiative at
the companytheywereworking for. This boardhada crossectiorof peoplefrom acrosshe
companyincluding QA worke's, the CIO andCTO, marketingandcommunicatiorworkers,
developersandevenadministrativenvorkers.Theycharacterizedheir time working on this
boardasoddattimes,upsettingat othertimes,anddownrightfrustratingmostof therestof the
time. The peerdo thisinformantin otherdepartmentsould communicatewith thisinformant,
benice,andshareideas,but anyoneabovetheir seniorityin the companythatwas on this board
wasrude,derisive,andseemedo be speakinganothedanguagevhentalking aboutthe games
thatwerebeingmade.This informantcharacterizednanagemendsout of touchandcompletely
obsessewvith numbers.

InformantD: InformantD hasworkedin videogameproductionfor 10 contractcycles
now. Theyhaveonly workedasa devdoper,thoughthey haveworkedon gamesgameengines,
andgametoolsthroughtheirwork. All of their contractshavebeenfor very populartriple-A
gamesTheyhavecharacterizedheir previousworkplacesasmostly chill, butwith the
occasionatransphok which makesheir job hard. Theyarecurrentlyin a contractwith atriple-A
companyin California.

InformantD andl ranthe gamutof questionsWe talkedabouteverythingfrom fandoms
to queermoddingandresistances makinggamesto beingtransand workingin gamesto
strugglingto datewhile working in gamesTheycharacterizedheir experiencen videogame
productionbothasa labourprocessandasa socialexperimentTheytalkedoftenabouthowthe
entanglementsf videogameproductionlike overwork, burnout,andobsessionnterruptedand
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rearrangedheir sociallife to the point wheredatingwasnextto impossiblebecauséeheir
partnermeversharedhe sanelevel of passiorfor gameghattheydid. Thisinformantalso
helpedmeto build uponwhatInformantB broughtup aboutmisattribution.InformantD and|
hada long talk aboutwhatprecariousandprecaritymeangthe sametype of conversatioryou
would hearin a 1000level Philosophyclass)andhow we cantalk aboutit assuchamultifacetel
6t hingo.

InformantE: ownstheir own gamestudioin CanadaTheycharacterizéheir studioas
0 i n dndpatdutgameshatevoked i nade set h mixelatedigsaphics,2D or isometric
views, uniqueart styles.This informanthasworkedin videogameproductionfor eightyearsand
hasworkedat afew majortriple-A companiesTheydecidedthattheywantedto changethe
work cultureof videogameproductionandstatedtheir own company.Theycharacterizeheir
workplaceaswork-focuseditheyhavelargdy dispensedvith thefi w o whike youp | aethioof
triple-A productionin favor of workersleavingthework theydo at work insteadof takingit
homewith them.They characterizeheir workersaspeoplewho enjoy playingandmaking
gameshput equallyenjoy havinglives outsideof makinggamesThis persorresidesn Canada.

InformantE and| talkedmostly aboutworkplaceculture.Havingworkedin afew triple-
A, big budgetstudios their takeon whatworkplacecultureconstitutedvasmorethanjustwho
you seeon a daily basis.It becameaboutoffice politics; not tipping your handtoo soonbefore
you knewsomeoneTherealwaysseemedo be a senseof secrecyandpaossiblebackstabbyness
atwork in thoseenvironmentsT h a wh§, svshenthis informantopenedtheir own studiothey
wereadamantboutmakingit aplaceof work, notatypicalfi v i d e prgdactoms t udi 0 O .
Theyencourage 40 hourwork weekwith rareinstancesof possibly45-50. Theyforegroundhe
importanceof understandingimelines,sticking to timelines,andcommunicatingf something
cannotgetdonein thetime frameit wasoriginally neededSincetheir studiois fairly smallstill,
issueswith commnunicationarenon-existentfor the mostpart; everyonegetson well, everyonds
downto helpeveryoneelseif theyneedit, andeveryonesnjoyedthe companyof their coworkers
andbeingableto work somewher¢hatvaluestheir time asmuchasit valuestheir labour.

InformantF: InformantF worksfor amobilegamescompanyandhassupporteda very
popularmobiletitle in additionto helpingcreateanothettitle thatwill releasdaterthisyear.
Thoughtheydonotselfidentifyasai v i d e d @ & m &, thqy @oaaknowledgehatthey
carry out someof thelabourassociateavith developmentbut alsothey carryoutlabour
associatedavith quality assurancandcommunitymanagemenilThey haveworkedherefor four
years,andtheycharacterizéhecompanyasfi i nwith & w i rseningthattheyarelargely
left aloneto do their work, butthey areawarethatthe companydoeshaveinvestorsandbottom
linesto meet.This persorresidesn Texas.

InformantF andl talkeda lot aboutvideogameproductionform a socialaspectHaving
sharedootsin Austin, it waseasyto talk aboutwhatbarswe go to, who we would see what
barcadesirebetterthanothers,soonandsoforth. Thisinformantalsotalkedto me about
interactionswith coworkerswhich presentedjuite aninterestingcase.Thoughtheyareadamant
thattheir companydoesnot havea union structure this informantandtheir coworkersareso
supportiveof eachotherthat,in effect,they havea classsolidarity systemwhereno onefaces
scrutinyaloneand everyoneshareghe burdenof work.
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Data Wrangling

Now thatmy informantshavebeen(somewhatproperlyintroduced;t is importantto
quickly go overhow | handledcomingup with thethemesof this chapter processingny
i nf or swaies,anslfiguring out how bestto (re)tell their storiesin suchaway asto
foregroundwhéa theyaresayinginsteadof me sayingwhattheyaresaying.l transcribedall my
interviewsusingan ExpressScribeProtranscriptionkit. After | transcribedall of my interviews,
| startedto look for similar sentimentsn the storiesthatinformantswere sharingwith me.From
our conversationd, hadballparkideasaboutwhatthemesvould be moreprevalentandwhat
the storiesthatmy informantsweretelling weregesturingtowards.As time wenton, andl had
informal communicatiorwith themoutsideof ourinterviewsto askfollow-questiondike i He y
whatdid you meanwhenyou saidx andy dl jdentifiedthesefour themesoverandoveragain
acrossall my informant®conversationsvith me. Thoughthey aresimilar themesthe context
thatmy informantstalkedaboutthesethemesvariedheavilyfrom persono personandthemeto
theme Eachinformanthadtheir affectiveattachmentshopes dreamsfantasiesandmotivaions
for pursuingajob in videogameproduction.Thesemitigating factorsbecameapparentasi
workedthroughassemblinggachtheme.Sowhile thethemeghemselveprovidesomecommon
groundthroughwhich| can6 g r @xpgriénced, wantto stresghatthei n f o r expenened
| O tadking aboutaredifferentanduniqueto them.

In eachsection,| highlightcertainpartsofi n f o r staiesihss& notbecausether
informantstalkedaboutit in away thatwascounterto the narrativethatl wishto spin.In large
part,thesesectionsof storywerepickedbecauséhey echothe bits andpiecesof conversation
thatl hadelsewhereandwith otherinformantsandraiseimportantquestionghatareattachedo
the subjectmatterof the stories.For exampe, in the Crunch and the Necessityof it to Stop
section,| highlightinformantsC, A, and E 6cemmentsaboutcrunchbecauseheytouchon
deepelissueghanjustii ¢ r usbadhAndit needgos t oAl mypinformantswereof thatmind,
informantsC, A, and E hadnoveltakeson complicatedrelationshipsvith crunch,why crunchis
agrossbut necessargvil in videogame r o d u acurrentstaté,adhow possibleit is for
productionto change.

Unions: Reticence,Zealotry, and Questions

Eachoneof my informantsbroughtup unionizationat somepoint duringour
conversationdnformant®opinionsandexperiencesvith unionsrangedrom beingindifferent
or neutralto beingactivelyinvolvedin fighting for collectiveactionandtrying to assist
workplacesin takingformativestepstowardsunionization.Whenmy informantsspokeabout
unions,theytendedto do soin contextof otherthemesFor example oneinformanttalkedabout
their experiencavorking 80 hourweeksfor 3 monthson a popularonlinetitle thatlaunchedn
2016andhow the overworkendedup giving themchronicstomactulcers. Shortly after
wrappingthis projectandseekingmedicalattention theywereapproachedby a co-worker
askingthemabouthow theyfelt aboutunions.Thisinformanth a d nealytgivenunionstoo
muchthoughtoutsideof whatthey hadseenon twitter or via InternationalGameDevelopers
Association(IGDA) forums/facebookThe conversatiorthatthis informantandl hadwasless
themtaking an affirmative stanceaboutunionsandmoreaboutthemusingour conversatiorasa
soundingboardfor howtheyunderstod currentunionrhetorics.It wasa very naturalbackand
forth betweenrthis informantandmyselfaboutthegood,the bad,andthe ugly of unionizationin
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videogameproduction.

Anotherinformanttalkedaboutunionsin termsof workplaceculture. They experienceca
lot of negativityfrom their managethatmanifestedn abuseworkplacepracticesThey
describedhe experienceasfi t blcesayingd d getlsat mom,momyells atthekid, thekid kicks
thedog,who doesthedogbite? Theotherd o gMeaningthat, asnegativitypervadedhe
workplaceandtrickled downfrom managemerib workers,workersstartedo becomeoxic to
oneanotherecauseheyhadno outletfor thetoxicity theyweredealingwith from management.
Oneofthisi nf o r felbwwoikes Gpousedroughtup GameWorkersUnite (GWU) to
their spousewho gotin contactwith GWU regardingwhata unionmight meanin termsof
makingtheir workplacelesstoxic anddealwith badmanagemeniTheythenbroughtthat
informationto this informantandtheyworkedto setup precedent$o unionizetheir workplace.
Thoughthe original employeenvho broughtGWU up to my informantwasfired (asanote,my
informantis convincedt wasabouttrying to unionizewhile thereasorgivenwasfi p o o r
workplacefitd )my informantis still carryingon trying to unionize,andhasbranchecutto
helpingothergamecompaniestartunionizationproceedings.

Retelling

Beingascloseto this projectasl havebeenfor aslong asl havebeen,| realizethatl
routindy makeassumptionaboutwhatpeopledoandd o rkidot or think aboutunionization
andcollectiveaction.InformantsF, C, andB remindedmethatthis issueis not asimportantto
everyondn videogameproductionasit is to afew. Theyalsoremindedme of theimportanceof
representatiomwithin mediathatsoughtto unionizepeople WheninformantF mentionedhat
theydid not seethemselvesn the mediathatwasbeingsharedthatwasa starkreminderthatl
inhabita privilegedspacewnherel cancritiquethe peoplebeingsharedoecausehey mostlyall
look like me.l wantto highlightInformantsF, C, andB 6 commentsn this section.Partsof my
conversatiomwith theseinformantspresentedontoursregardingunderstandingvhata unionis,
who canbe partof unions,andwhata unionlookslike fromama n a gperspécsvelnformant
F, especially broughtup someimportantpointsabouttheir experiencevith unions.

F: We lookedthrough[GameWo r ks®&nit@ gwitter, andit seemedike, from their
beginning theywereretweetinggoodstuff! Butwed i dsedbhemretweetinganyone
thatlookedlike us.Like, I think the only personof color thatgotretweetedvasAustin
Walker?l t coddthatAnna[Anthropy] gotretweetedandsomewomengot retweeted.
Oh! And thenwe lookedat their website, andl getthatmostof thed A b ostuftisigoing
to besslightly nebulougor somethindike this, butsomeof the answerdrom the FAQ
theyhadwereweird. Like, who canbein a union. Theanswerto thatquestionon their
websitewasliterally anyonewho doesanythingwith gamesT h a goédsd o rgétme
wrong, butthat,takenwith whot h e yetweetingustd i dimsfill talot of trustin me.

ThatInformantF did not seepeoplewho lookedlike thembeinggivenattentionvia the official
twitter accountof GWU is importantto considerlt begsinvestigationinto how, structurally,
organizationghatareconcernedvith anti-capitalst practicespromotingdiversity,and creating
equitableworking conditionsmimics how the systemgheyarecritiquing aresetup. This also
speakdo problemof heterogeneityvithin videogameproductionthatl havebroughtup prior.
Dueto the gendelimbalancewithin videogameproduction,it would follow thatevencounter
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capitalistmeasuresvithin videogameproductionwould seesimilar genderimbalances.
InformantF dcemmentsaboutnot seeinganyonerepresentethatlookedlike them,andthe
languagebeing usedto describewhatthe official functionof GWU is asnebulougresent
importantdistinctionsin termsof recentannouncemertty the CommunicatioWorkersof
America(CWA) to assistvideogameproductionworkersin unionization.The C WA @ficial
statemensharessimilar nebulouspon-specific,non-committallanguagevith G WUsgeneral
6 a b sactiorwhich signalsa problemthatis morebroadthanjust who we seebeingretweeted
or sharedby socialmediaaccountslt signalsa problemof scopeln the caseof unionizing
videogameproduction,the problemof anunidentifiedscope . Therearenot solid bifurcationsas
to who canandcannotparticipatein unioneffortsandreceiveunion support,sowe continueto
seethe languagearoundunionizationeffortsasunwieldy andtoo broad.

InformantB discussedoncernsf theirsaroundwho theycanandc a rseelieingin
unionsthatechoedhe problemsthatinformantF raised.InformantB wasnot adamantlyfor or
againstunions,andtheir carefulscrutinyof whatunionsmeantnot only for them butfor the
whole of videogameproductionproducedmportanttalking pointsthatforcedmeto think about
my own relationshipwith andagenddowardsunionactivity.

B: Ok, so,unions.| knowwhatt h e yob Irkeow whatthereasons. Betterwork
condtions, lesscrunch,betterpay,job security.Right?[l nod]Ok. S o évhois thatfor?
Who getsthatandwhod o e s n 6t ?

J:Ummmeé well, accordingto GameWorkersUnite, | think theythink thateveryone
whoworksin videagamescouldgetaccesgo unionhelp.

B: Ok,t h ahel@u. But howfar reachings that?Who arewe definingasé wo mk s
v i d e o g BoesefBcé staff or administrativestaff getaccesso theunionand
protectionsMHackersModders?

J:Uhé um.l dond t Know. Do youhaveanyideasregardng that?

B: Initially, maybe Whenyou think aboutit, everyonevho hasa handin actually
creatingthe gameshoulddefinitely beincluded.So programmersartists,Foley,writers,
directors.But from there,for me,it becomesarderto pinpoint.l d o rthink, right now,
thereis enoughof anunderstandingf who actuallyworksin videogames$o providean
objectivelycorrectanswer A-andd o rgétmewrong,l & mattrying to minefor an
objectivelycorrectanswer put it bothersmethatl ¢ a rhd@vémore clarity for myselfon
who my colleaguesindpeersmightbein aunion,you know?[ € My way of thinking, it
might comedownto someonavho makesmoneyworking on videogamesBut eventhen,
y 6 k nlohimk of the Bethesdastoreandtheir half-assedattemp at monetizingmods.
Are thosepeopleentitledto join the sameunionassomeoneavho, say,workson The
Elder Scrolls5 For SamsungmartTV? [laughs]Or do they haveto maketheirown
union?[ € Also, whathappengo contractpeople?Do you think they get to be partof a
union?But if theycanbe partof a union,why evenbotherhavingcontractworkersin the
first place?f unionsarefighting for job stability,andallowing peopleto not haveto
laborandoverworkthroughcontractdrying to gethired?Doesthatmeanthatthe
industrywould shrink?l mean,if youtakeon abunchof full-time peopleandc a medlly
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fire them,whatelsewouldhappenyight?If thathappenedthenmaybetheindustry
would stopwasting moneyandbeingso poorly managedbut! d o rthink thatwould
happenn aday,you know?Whatseemdike would comefirst is definitely arecession.

For InformantB, the nebuloudanguagehatis associateavith unionizingbecameapoint of
contentian for them.InformantB pointedto multiple tweetsandportionsof G WU ongbsitethat
providedverylittle contextaboutanythingthat GWU wasaboutor supported! referbackto my
previousexampleof G WU &-AQ sectionthatsaysfi é iydu aredoinganykind of job for a
gamecompanyi whetherthatbein-housejn anagency,on contractor casual y o u &garee
w o r k Withoutanysortof specificityto whatissuesGWU is aimingto tackle,focusedplans
of attackbecomehighly improbably,andany planthatwishesto takeon all theissueseing
listedis settingitself up for failure. Issueggesturedowardthroughthe websitearepoor pay,
politics, abusepully/harassmenneoliberald dwhatyoul o vmerdality,overly competitivejob
market,crunch,we& negotiationsvith potentialemployesre: overly competitivejob market,
sacrificingpersortime in serviceof production.Throughoutour conversationthey hadbeen
carefulto saythattheywerestill learningaboutunions,andwhatthe unionizationprocesscould
belike, butthattheresoucesthattheyhadattheirdisposale.g.G WU dwgbsite twitter,
googlingd w hissatu n i oars€dnorequestionghantheyansweredEventhoughtheyhad
their own initial formulationsaboutwho feasiblycould beinvolvedwith unionizationandseek
protectionthroughunions,IinformantB 6ideasaboutwho could be protectedendeduprelying
ontheflow of capitalthroughtheinstitution of videogameproduction.Without consideringhow
capitalflows, who enablest to flow, andthereal possibility of contractionsin videogame
productiondueto unionization,comingto any sortof initial understandingf whocanandc a n 6 t
takepartin unionsin productionwill stayabstractecaindwe will continueto seevaguelanguage
like thatfrom CWA andGWU.

Eventhoughterminologyaroundunionizationis still nebulousandimprecise Informant
C talkedat lengthnot aboutthe broadview of unionizingthe videogamandustry,but theirown
individual motivationfor wantingto help unionize.As | saidpreviously,oftenthethemeghat
my informantsspokewith me aboutwerenotisolated.InformantC 6 experienceavith organizing
unionizationefforts camefrom working crunch,andtheir concernwith peoplethey knewhaving
accesdgo working conditionsthatallowedthemto have a normalwork-life balance.

A J: Do you think thatthat stressandthatseparatiorplayeda partin why you gravitated
towardsunionizationandhelpingwith unionizationsomuch?

C: | certainlythink thatwaspartof it. | amapersorwhod o e £mjoydeeingother
peoplesuffer.l d o rlile seeingmy friends,coworkers stranger®n the streetsad.|
think thatmy involvementwith unionsstartedto presenthesereally greatoppatunities
to notbealonein thatl amalwayswith people talking aboutthis stuff, andl amalso
helpingpeopleto craft planson how theycangetbackto their familiesor havesomesort
of work-life balancehattheymaybed i dha@previously.l cettainly think thatthat
waspartofit. [ € Themorel worked,themorel d i dwadtto work. It wasalways
crunchthatmademefall moreandmoreoutof love. | justd i dhawethepassiorto stay
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long nightsor work all weekanymorebecausé hadseena bettersideof things.l saw
whatit couldbe.

J: With collectivebargaining?

C: Thatandunionization.Aroundthetime thatmy contacttold me aboutthatunion
group,| startedthinking abouthow | couldhelp.How could| be productivewith this.

In otherpartsof our conversationinformantC saidthattheir experiencevith unionizing and
helpingto establishunion plansfor videogameproductioncompaniesv a s doaeto helpor
hinderagenciedike GWU. InformantC broughtup the nebuloudanguageon G WU dwgbsiteas
apointof conentionfor themaswell whenl asked.Theysaidthat,dueto this,anddueto their
own upbringingin a primarily blue-collar householdtheyunderstoodinionsto benotanideal
thatis intellectualizedandturnedoverandover, butasanactionplanto help people.Theysaid
thattheir approachn talking aboutunionsbothto peoplelike meandto potentialclientswa s n 0 t
to getthemto think aboutthewhole of unionizingvideogameproduction but how InformantC 6 s
experiencesould help potentialclientsto recontextualizeheir relationshipwith productionto
recapturea work-life balance.

While eachinformanthadtheir own understandingf, contextualexamplef, and
interactionswith unionization/thedeaof unionswithin videogameproductionthatrangedfrom
indifferentto zealousjnformantsbroughtup importantquestionsaboutunionizationthat,
without their embodiedexperienced, would not havebeenableto consider Whatis especially
importantaboutwhatthey shareds the attentionthatneed to be paidto thetypesof language
thatarecurrently beingusedto talk aboutunionizationandwhat deepelissueghis signal.For
InformantF, thelack of clearlanguageor clearactionplansgoeshandin-handwith
heterogeneityandnot seeingthemselesbeingrepresentety high-profile unionizaton entities.
Thelack of diverseengagemenhatthey hadwitnessedlid notinstill in themthe sensehat
GWU, or formal unionizationat all, wasnecessarilywhatwasbestfor themor their workplace.
For InformantB, alack of clearlanguaganeansalack of understandingf who unionswould be
serving.Their acknowledgemerthatmoneyultimatelywill probablydictatewhocanandc a n 6 t
be consideregartof aunionalsospeakdo theembedednesf capitatgererationin all partsof
videogameproductionwhetherit is in the makingof gamestheplayingof gamesgpr in the
unionizingof gamesFor InformantC, the nebuloudanguageof unionizationd i dhotberthem;
theytalkedaboutcurrentdiscussiongroundunionizingvideogameproductionasbeingoverly
intellectualizedwhichis why theyvaluedapproachingotentialunionizingasa personal,
actionableapproachandnot onethatis overly concernedvith makingsweepingstatements.

Their primary goalin unionizationwasto getpeoplehelpto establisha work-life balancethat
theythemselvesawsosorelylackingin theindustry.

Recontextualizing

Eachof my informantstalkedto meto someextentaboutwhatthe purposeof unionswas
to them.For same, it wasto createfair working conditions.For others,it wasto createactionable
planstowardsaddressingprecarity.For bothof thesegroups,though,unionsrepresented path
forwardfor themto harmonizevhatthey enjoyedabouttheindustrywith whattheyd i da 6t ;
middle-groundwheretheir prodemsandtheirc o | | e praplenessoddbe solved.Whatmy
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informantsspokeaboutaroundunionspresentsmportantinstancesvherethe definitionalwork
precarityfrom my first chaptercanbeupdatedn repectto whattheseworkersexperience.
Unionizaton continuedo be somethinghatvideogameproductionworkersare pushingfor, but
it neverseemgo getanycloser.Accordingto my informants,thisis duein largepartto the lack
of acohesivenarrative lack of actionableplans,andlack of represetation. The problemsthat
my informantsidentified characterize fundamentamisunderstandingyr possiblya
fundamentatefusalto understandywhat constitutegrecaritywithin videogameproductionon
the part of unionoutfits.

A recentexampleof this lack of understandingomesfrom the CommunicationNorkers
of Ame r i(CVWAY anouncemenh Januarythattheywould be assistingechandvideogame
productionworkersin unionizationefforts. For suchalargeunionizationbodyto stepforward
andannaincethattheywould be deployingresourcespecificallyto help gameworkersunionize
is excitingnews.But theC WA &Gtatementepeatsnanyof the sameproblemshatother
unionizationoutfits like GameWorkersUnitec a rseéemto movepast,andraisesnew concerns
aswell. The CWA seemsgo belinking techworkersandgameworkerstogetherwithout any sort
of distinctionbetweerthetwo, or whois eligible for this newinitiative. Gameworkersandtech
workersareusedinterchangeablyothin theofficial statemenputforth by CWA president
ChrisSheltonandonthei n i t iwaelsiteWher@isalsoa distinctlack of actionableplansput
forth. In the statementeleasedy Shelton,moretime is spentdisaussingwho theinitiative has
hired andtheir merits thanwhatthe actualproblemsbeingaddressedre.Similarly, onthe
Campaigrto OrganizeDigital EmployeeCODE-C WA ) véelsite thereis alack of any sortof
plansof action,previousresearchacknowedgemenbf specificcasesvhereactionslistedin
S h e | presgdeasdaveoccurredor waysin theinterimto helpto startto talk to coworkers
aboutorganizing.Insteadtherearebuzzwordghatadornthefront page a very starksummaryof
A r isgandand a b seactiorihatdoesnothingto characterizéheimmediate timely actions
beingtakenby theinitiative (if any).

Without any sortof planin place,or aplanevenhintedat,myi n f o r coacerhssed
substantiatedThe CWA, CODE,andGWU arenot not equippedo makeinroads.Thereis
capitalbehindthesegroupstherearepeoplewilling to collectivize,butthereis a distinctlack of
currentvideogameproductionw o r k icesb&ingheardor acknowledgedwithin thatlack of
acknowkdgementthed i s shat€wA, CODE,andGWU discussarevoid of anymeaningful
engagementor whomarethesesituationsprecarious Every singlevideogameproduction
worker?Marginalworkers?0nly certain,non-quantifiablepeople?As it standstheissuesthat
the CWA identifiesin their statemengre all justblanketlyé b aaddéeedto bed f | withald
anydeeperengagemenwith thoseissuesor the circumstancethathavecausedhoseissuesAs
my informantshavestated the mediapresencef very well-known videogameproduction
unionizationgroupstells themnothingaboutwhatthe initiative doesor is advocatingor and
doesnothingto acknowledgen substantialvaysthetypesof precaritythatvideogame
productionworkersface.As InformantF staedabouttheir experienceavith unionizationin
videogameproductionfi N o t Is aomegizefits-alls o | u tniadditianto this, theseunion
outfits arenotacknowledgingany understandin@f the contoursof precaritywithin videogame
production.Issues suchasoverworkaregesturedowards,butthere is no contextualizatiordone,
nor arethereany ethnographi@ccountdeinggiven. WhyareworkersoverworkingWVhatis
causingworkersto be ok with overwork?Who s dictatingthatthey mustoverwork?Until
unionizationoutfits put forth understandingaroundcontributingfactorsto precarity,different
formsof precaritythatdifferentworkersface,andalsoacknowledgehatprecaritydoesnot
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manifestthe samefor everyproductionworker, unionizationwill continueto bea hollow, well-
meaningactivity that,akinto cupcakefascism,divertsenergyawayfrom rooting the causeof the
problemin favor of feelinggoodabouttakinga standagainsthe problem.

Crunch and the Necessityof it to Stop

Overwhelmingly, my informantsdid not supportcrunchin anyway. Theuniversal
disdainby all 6 informantsfor crunchwasmadeabundantlyclearmultiple times.Eachinformant
hadtheir own storyinvolving crunch,andeachinformantrecognizedhatcommitting to the act
of crunchhada suiteof ramificationsrangingfrom personalinability to createor maintaina
responsiblevork-life balanceto upholdingthe expectatiorthatcrunchwill foreverbe partof
videogameproduction Whenmy informantsspokeaboutcrunch, somespokeaboutit asa
A n e c eesvsi&longadf my informantswerehappywith crunchasa partof their job, buteach
informanthada differentway of contextualizingandcomingto gripswith crunch.One
informantspokeabouttheir experienceavith crunchasbeinganadrenalingush:theyknewthat
theyweretowardthe endof a project,andthey knewtheywerecloseto beingfinishedanddone.
Sotheypushedhemselvegvenharderto be perfect,fix problemsquickly, andcodelateinto the
night, every night. Theyalsotried to usethis burstof energyto encouragéheir fellow workersto
seethetime spentcrunchingnotjust asa challengeput asa teambondingexperiencgbonding

throughtrauma,astheytermedit). Oneotherinformanttalkedabout crunchasawayof i f i X i

themselvesn termsof prioritizing theimportantthingsin their life. Theirfirst experiencevith
crunchnearlykilled them(in termsof scarcesleep,overstressandpoor nutrition). It alsotook
aninordinatetoll ontheir relationshipwith family andfriends.The experiencesriggereda deep
depressiorfior them,andin doingso,renderedhemunableand/orunwilling to respondo text
messageg;alls,or emailsin atimely mannerwhich asthey said,only compoundedhe
sympomsof their depressionOncethe projectwrapped this informantsoughtout counselling,
andonemajorrevelationthey hadwasthat, to continueworkingin thisindustry,theyhadto
learnhow to prioritize themselvesfirstly, andthemprioritize their family, friends,andpartner.
Theyrecognizedhatif their bodyor mind failed, thenno amountof helpfrom family, friends,
andpartnercanhelppropthemup. Theyalsorealizedthat, if theyallowedwork to cause¢hemto
alienatethe peoplesupporing them,thenif their mentalor physicalhealthtook a hit, they

w o u | lhwethe supporttheyneededo work throughit. In havingthisrealization theystarted
bulletjournalingnearlyeverythingrelatedto work andby doingsowereableto restorea proper
work-life balancedespitehavingto crunchoverandoveragain.

Retelling

| wantto highlight InformantC, A, andE 6cemmentsaboutcrunch.Eachof their
experiencesaisesmportantquestionsaaboutwhatsortof toll crunchtakesasde fromjusttime.
InformantsA andC & rslationshipwith crunchwassurprising.l hadnot consideredhata
concepthathasbeensouniversallypannedor beingexploitativeandirresponsiblecould have
notesof complicationlike whatInformantsA andC presats. For InformantC, crunchwasone
of the predominanteasongor themcommittingto unionizingtheir own productionworkplaceat
thetime, which thenextendedo any productionworkplace.
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C: Oh, [crunch]wasawful. At theendof it, | wasjust soemotibnally andphysically
drained.And you know how smallthingssometimedgrigger the biggestpointsof
reflection?Someoneffhandedlymentionedd C a wad tb dothisa g ain asércastic
tone,andl heardit andall of asudden) hadthisvisceralreacton.| h a d a@odetnything
to try andcircumventthis. No onehad.We did thework thatwasassignedo us,andwe
acceptedevisionrequestanddid thembecausé h awhadyoudo.l €l guessromthe
start,wed rsertof trainedtoj u sdo# Notto questionwhy w e &doiegit, or howwe
could maybedo better.It hit methatwe really hadzerocontrol.

J:Right, like if y o u @ettirgbombardedvith work, andpeoplearejustworking and
working, thenwhatareyou supposedo do?

C: Correct.And it makesyou think, whatareyou supposedo doif youc a mgétanyone
to seethatthis stuff needgo changeMWell, in my case| startedhelpingwith unions!
[laughs]l- it makesmethink thatif wed o rcildahgesomethingthis couldjustkeep
happenig. | mean,it haskepthappeningright? No onethatl knowd o e svarld t
crunch.l tjdstanexpectatiorofthej o b . 0

Crunchtouchesacrossall thethemescoveredin this chapter andoftengoeshandin-handwith
contextualizingotherthemesaswell. As | coveredin the previoussectionwith InformantC,
their passiortowardunionizationandcollectiveactionstemsfrom themwantingto helppeople.
For InformantC, notonly did crunchendup causingmedicalproblemsor themin the form of
ulcers,butit alsohelpedthemto find somethinghattheyfeel stronglyaboutin unionization.

For InformantA, crunchwasalsoa facilitating forcein theirlife. Thoughhowtheyview
crunchis differentthaninformantC, both haveexperiencedrunchin suchaway thattheycan
recognizehow awful it is, but alsorecognizethatthe actof crunchingbroughtthemto where
theyaretoday.InformantA spokeaboutcrunchin their earlydaysasbeingfi w hthey signedup
f o butstill refersto crunchwith somefondnessAt otherpointsin our conversationinformant
A referencedtrunchasthetime whentheyfelt closesto othercoworkersji s h & rr eediana 0 ,
theyreferredto it. But theyalsotalkedaboutcrunchasaway of honoringtheir early daysin the
industry.Not them crunchingor makingtheir employee<runch,butrememberingrunchas
somethinghattheydid in the pastthattheyenjoyedandthat helpedthemto createrelationships
thattheystill havetoday.

A: Ah- | supposé h asbniewhatrue.| feellike whenwe wereworkingon[GAME],
we wererenegaden thatpeoplestill d i dvaldeusastrue programmersThework we
did wasconsideredo be¢ | ftoisftu 1Bowe got this reputationof playingwhile we
work andnotbeingseriousl guesswe fell into thatallittle. We workedthelong hours
anddid thehardworkb e ¢ a u-swvellél ¢ a rsgeakfor everyoneputl did it becauset
wasfun, andl did it becausé meantthatl wasmakingsomethingun. Wed i dwoik t
thosehoursbecausavef e | Itd @ rki@otv, obligated. We did it becausave hadpassion
for theproject. We wantedto makeit agoodthing.[ € ] Wl tsayinghere.[pause]l
t h i rthatérunchisjustsorto f @artof softwareproductionoverall.lt ¢ a rbé t
extractedY-y 6 k f knew peoplewhowork in softwareengineeringandon operating
systemsandtheydo crunch,too, sometimesl- i tjudstpartof doingthiskind of job, |
think. Sowhenpeopletalk aboutunionsandgettingrid of crunch,l- 1 6 mat surewhat
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theyhavein mind necessaly to replacet. We alreadyuseAgile to speedup and
streamlinehow we handletasks [pause]l f &y o u @lking aboutdoingawaywith
crunchaltogethersomethinghasto changdn the processeforethatcanhappen.

For InformantA, crunchwasalluring atfirst; in otherpartsof our conversationthis informant
talkedabouthow their overworkwasvalorizedandtheyworethatvalorizationasa badgeof
honorto showthattheywerepassionat@aboutmakinggamesinformantA alsoinitially
consideredheir closenesso videogamegor astheysaidfi b e inundatedvithv i d e o gasme s 0 )
somethinghatwenthandin-handwith crunchi theywerepassionatetheywerealwaysaround
videogamestheyalwayswantedto be aroundvideogamesHowever insteadof taking as
pronounced stancetowardscrunchendingasotherinformantsdid, InformantA raisedthe
questionof i w ewhatwouldreplacei t Fraintheir perspectiveasa managenof avideogame
productioncompany someonavho hasworkedin videogameg@roduction for manyyears,and
assomeoneavho hasfriendsin othersectorsof softwaredevelopmentcrunchis not something
thatcanbe easilyextractedwvithoutafundamentatemodelof how videogameproductiontakes
place.

InformantE spokeaboutd ¢ h a | ih raucighe Sameway thatinformantA did: crunch
wasalluring atfirst becaus®f thechallengat presentedBut InformantE expressedhe costof
crunch,aswell, assomethinghattook advantagef habitsthattheyhaddevelopedn college
thatwereunhalthy, bothin termsof physicalhealthandin termsof mentalandaffectivehealth.

E: In my first job, straightout of college,| wascontracton agamethatnevershipped.
Financingfell through,l think? Anyway, | camein after prototyping,andl hadayear
long contractto work on cleaningup the codebasegcondensingomestuff down, thatsort
of stuff. | wentinto thisjob thinkingthat,if |1 did agoodenoughjob, if | wasprepared
anddid well, thatl couldskip the contractingmy-life-out partandgo straightto the
working part.In college,| wasalwaysstressedandthatmanifesedin insomnia.l would
routinely just work throughthe night, takea nap,go to classandgo from there.That

d i dreaflytgo awaywhenl gotto thatfirst job.

J: Theinsomnia?Or the working throughthe night. Well, | meanl guesshothkind of go
hard-in-handmaybe.

E: Yeah,theydid for alongtime.| thoughtthatwhenl wasout of school,that,magically
| supposea paycheclkwouldfix my sleepingproblemsRight?Becausel 6 gattingpaid,
| finally d o rhéveto eatramenandbe stresse@dbouteveaything, sothatshouldfix my
sleepingproblem.lt d i d ntlioaghtthatwhatwasbestat thetime would beto soldier
throughit. If I 6 gauingto keephavingproblemssleging, maybel couldatleastbe
productive.lf | wasproductive thatwould look goodon me.Seewherel 6guing?So,l
tried to usetheinsomniato my advantageAnd, admittedly,duringthe crunchthatcame
in working about4 monthsthere, it helped. was ableto justwork all thetime. And, it
wasa lot morechallengingthandoingsdool stuff. | enjoyedit for awhile. But, after
puttingmy heartandsoulinto thatjob andthengettingtold my workwas6 a d e qtu at e
b e sahddvhatl didwaso j pastof thej o it wadablow. It wasdefinitely ablow.
Needlesso say,l d i dshkidthecontractingstuff. | thoughtthatl wasprovingmyself
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andgoingaboveandbeyond. thinkt h awth@nlkrealizedhow bustedthewhole actof
crunchwas.

For InformantE, crunchhadthe oppositecatalyzingeffectthatit did for InformantA. Insteadof
themseeingt asa positive,charactetbuilding experiencelnformantE recognizedhatthe actof
crunching,andthefacadeof valorizedoverworkattachedo it, waslittle morethanaway for
their labourto beexploited,andfor their passiorto be operationalizedvithoutthemgetting
anythingin return.

For InformantsC, A, andE, crunchpresentecssomethinghatwasalluring, butended
up beingultimately destructive,evenif therewasstill someemotionaluntanglingto doin regard
to it. Thecircumstanceghateachinformantunderwentrunchin weredifferent,but again,there
wascommongroundin thattheywereforcedto crunch.For InformantA, crunchnunmberedin
thethousand®f hoursacrosgheir career For InformantC, thatnumberwasin the 150-200 hour
range.For InformantE, thatnumberwasin the 300-350range.ForinformantC, crunchcreated
medicalproblemsfor them,butit alsoconnectedhemwith somethinghattheyaretruly
passionat@about:helpingpeopleunionize.InformantC 6 hopeis thattheir effortswill help
alleviateandpreventthe painthatthey experiencedfor InformantA, the painthatcrunch
becamestartedassomethinghatwasalluring atfirst, andis still somethinghatmeansa great
dealto them.Crunchoccurredduringatime in their lives whentheywereseeking
companionshipvith otherpeoplein arelativelyyoungindustry,andwithin thatperiodof time,
theymadelastingrelationshipsTheyalsopresenteanimportantquestionaboutwhatwill happen
if crunchfalls away:whatwill takeits place?orInformantE, crunchpresente possible
challengeanda possiblearenato provethemselve#; theexamplethey gaveof crunch within
their first job hadthe oppositeeffecton themthatit hadon InformantA. Crunchbecame
somethinghatwasfibusted somethinghatwasexpectedf themandthattheythoughtthey
weremakingthe mostof, butin reality, wasjust away for their labourto be exploited.

Recontextualizing

Eachof my informantstalkedaboutcrunchassomethinghatwasjust partof thejob; not
somethingheynecessarilyenjoyed,but a subjectivatiormeasureof 6 b e in vidgogame
pr od u &omeinforndantstalkedaboutcrunchasenticingatfirst, or challengingatfirst, but
ultimately bothersomeandotherscharacterizedt from the startasa problematiocof theindustry.
All my informants thoughthey statedthat crunchneedso stopfor videogameproductionto be
sustainablehadadmittedlycomplicatedelationshipswith crunch.Whatwasinterestingthough,
is thattheytalkedaboutcrunchnot assomethingmandatedy their bossesirst-andforemost,
but assomethinghatwasintimatelylinked to their own passionFourof my informants
recountedstoriesof crunchwhere to me,thereasorfor the crunchseemedike gross
mismanagemeran the partof their bossesEachinformantrecountedhe procedureof crunchas
anissuethattheir bossedroughtto themassomethinghe projectneedednot somethinghat
they, theirboss,needd. Noneof my informantsmentionednismanagemenbadleadershippr
botchedtimelinesasbeingovertcontributingfactorsto crunch.Insteadtheytalkedaboutit as
something elseexpectedf themfrom videogameproduction.

Passionto my informants hadbecomesucha powerful objectof operationalizatiothat
theway theyperceivedf crunchwasnot asmismanagemerdr assomethingnherently
destructiveor i wr o bugaespmethingheygavefreely of themselveso to makesurethatthe

57



gamethey producedwassomethinghattheywould be passionataboutplaying. This narrative
is seemagainin my fifth chapteregardinginformantsin thethird iterationof my projectPassion
Traps Thisiterationexaminegassionn fan-madevideogameproductionlabaur, andone
informantsaidfi makemodsandsmallgamesecausé 0 passionat@aboutmakingthingsthat
o0 | intetdbuld enjoy.l grewup playingvideogamesndtheyweresuch afundamentally
shapingforcein my life that,eventhoughl 0 mataprofessioal, | ¢ o u | imagiGenotdoingit.
| twbship,of s o r Passioor my informantsc a rbébbileddowntoaf g o @rdid a d 0
feeling, setof actions,circumstancesyr implications.Passions moremultifacetedthanthat, and
like muchof this project requiresembodiedunderstanding® beresponsiblydiscussed.

Passionn videogameproductionhasa duality thatneedsunpacking gspeciallyfor my
informants.Onthe onehand,passiorfor videogameganbe seenasa positive,shapingforce
thatworkers, regardles®f remunerationput into productsthatthey createbecauseheylove the
mediumandtheywantto makethingsthatotherpeoplewill enjoy,regardles®f the costto
themselvesTheir enjoymentof andpassiorfor the mediumbecomes mixture of what
Murnieks,Mosakowski,andCardonin i P a t hoiRaaysss ¢haratterizepassiorto beand
whatThorgenandWincent,in i P a s andGhallengingGoal® characterizgpasionto be:a
stronginclinationtowardsa self-defining activity thatpeoplelike, find important,investtime
andenergyinto, andwhich actsasanagentof influenceregardingchoices relationshipbuilding,
andpursuancef certaineducatiorof vocatiaal paths.All of my informantstalk about
videogameseinganenclavefor themin someform: escapdrom badhomesituations social
spacesvherethey canexplorethemselvesor placeswherethey canbecomeskilled at
somethingFor all my informants,videogamegonstitutea substantiapartof theiridentity and
their socialarrangemsts.

Ontheotherhand,passiorbecomestool for extractingevenmorelabourfrom workers
andperpetuatesruel optimism.Thisworks by preyingon the positiveaspect®f passion,
especiallythe attachmentshatworkersmay havetowardsvideogamesscatalystgor social
relationsandaspartsof who theyareaspeople.Videogameproductionexploitsthosepositive
aspectdy thencharacterizingnismanagementoxic meritacracy,andotherbrokenor difficult -
to-automizepartsof productionbasedate-stagecapitalismnot asproblems;not evenaserrors!
Instead the problematicnatureof theseissuess elidedaltogetherandthe blameis shiftedaway
from humansandis insteadput onthe projectandrecharacterizedsfi n e ¢ e forstlee project
to comeout successfulThis canbe seenwhenmy informantsd o rpidointwhere,exactly,in
the productionprocessrunchstopsbeinga polishingactivity, or aninvestmenbf pasion,and
insteadbecomes methodologyfor exploitingtheir labour.

Workpla ce Culture and Power Clashes

| wasnot expectingall six of my informantsto largely havehadvery positiveexperiences
that,in somecasesborderedon classsolidaritywith coworkers Sooftenin popularmedia,we
videogameproductionculturegeneralizedisoppressivehypermasculineandantifeminine.Yes,
my informantshadlessthansavoryexperiencesvith coworkersat points,butall butone
informantwasableto patd thoseinstancesip (andalsolocatethoseinstancesn relationto
stres$. Additionally, | did notexpectthetypesof powerstruggleshatmy informantstalked
about.Therewereinstance®f violent powerimbalancedike the storythatinformantC shaed
aboutworking onaboard,but mostly,the instance®f powerimbalancewveresofterthanl
expectedSubtlepowerplay, like thatexpressedby InformantD eachtime theywerebroughton
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for acontractalmostpromiseda job atthe endof the contractif theyworkedtheir hardestand
thenbrushedff whentherewas,in fact, not ajob for them.It wasin how InformantD
characterizedhesedecisionghatpassiorseemedo be oddly silentandnoticeablyabsent:
suddenly InformantD 6 massionwasof no useto them;their passiorhadbeenoperationalizeds
muchasit neededo be, andtherefore thatpassionwvasno longerrequired.All six of my
informantsreminiscedaboutbothgoodandbadexperienceshatthey hadwith coworkers.
Importantly,theyall chaacterizedheir experienceasonethatthey madethemselvesOnesaid
tha co-workerinteractionfi itatally whatyoumakeofi tWhenmy informantsspokeabout
workplaceculture,they hada mixture of experiencesdeasaboutwhatthe conceptmeanswhat
a successfulorkplaceculturelookslike, andhowto facilitate a better workplace.
Overwhelmingly,my informantshadmostly positiveworkplacecultureexperiencesvith their
coworkersWhendiscussingnteractionswith managemenfread:not casemanagrsor IP heads,
but a stepabovethem),all six of my informantshadvery similarissuestheyfelt like theywere
beingblown off, thatno onewaslisteningto them,or thatno onecaredwhattheyweresaying.
Oneinformant,who wason a boardof trustee-type collaborationprocesgalkedabouthow well
theygot onwith peoplethatwereroughlyin their samepay-grade(othercoderstechnical
documentatiomworkers,communication/PRvorkers),but how poorly their interactionsvere
with managementn onemeetingin particular,this informantwasgiving a progresseportabout
a set of systeminteractiongheirteamwasworking on,anda managein financeaskedi iwe
couldhurrythefuck up becausat seemdike amindlessthing. He saido wshouldjust pay some
monkiesto doi teterringto Indianp e o pahdéhénlaughedwith hisfriend, who wasthe CFO.
Anotherinformant,who self-identified astrans,saidthatduringtheir transformationtheir
coworkerswereincredibly supportiveandhappyto seethis informantfinally feelingconfirmed.
But their directmanagedid not appeciatethe progresghis informantwasmakingandwould
routinely assigntime-consumingwork to them,makejokesandmisgendethemto other
workers,andmakea big dealaboutdocta Ggpointmentshatthisinformanthadto attend.This

i nf or ocowarkergrallied aroundthem,keptnoteson whatthis managesaidandwork that
this managefoistedoff on my informant,andcollectivelywentto humanresource$o complain.
They pusheduntil this managewasfired.

Retelling

InformantsB, C, D, and F all recalledtimeswheretheywereannoyedy co-workersand
struckout atthem,or hada co-worker do the samething to them.Threein particularare
elucidatingfor thereasm thatthey weremajorenoughfor the informantto remembeaspossibly
negatively-coded,meaningthattherewasovertnegativity,but notasa momentof griefing, or
trying to intentionallymakethemfeel badly aboutsomething Theyalsoresolvedthe conflict in
away thatwashealthyfor themandallowedthemto continueworking with thosepeople.

InformantB talkedto me atlengthabouthow at varioustimesduringcrunch,small,
inconsequentiavorkplacebehaviorthattheyusuallywould haveignorederdedup beinghuge
pointsof contentionfor themuntil after crunchwasdone

A Bl:meanwheny o u warkigcrunch,i teassto forgetthatthe peopleyouwork
with areactuallyfriendly to you andthattheya r etnyidgtto sabotageour entirelife by
screwingsomethingup. We 06 all &red,w e 6ail grumpy,w e 6atl missirg family, pets,
or ourbeds.Onetime | will neverforgetis whenwe werealmostdonewith [GAME]. It
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