
ABSTRACT 

ECENBARGER, CHARLES. Networked Ludic Mobility: Reframing Games as Networked and 
Mobile Experiences (Under the Direction of Dr. Adriana de Souza e Silva).  
 

This dissertation is a study of how video games are mobile and networked experiences 

which are shaped by networked connections. More specifically, this dissertation operates to reveal 

how network connections influence physical mobility through video game play and the ties to 

capitalist logics that inform those networks. This is accomplished by synergizing Castells’ network 

society, mobilities, and critical theories into a framework I call networked ludic mobility. This 

framework works to reframe video games as mobile and networked experiences and unpacks how 

and why this is through a critical lens chiefly informed by Deleuze and Guatarri, Raymond 

Williams, and Nick Srnicek. Through the framework of networked ludic mobility, I examine three 

distinct video gaming contexts – hybrid reality games & the striation of space, online console 

gaming & immobile privatization, and cloud gaming & platform mobility – as connected 

experiences are, and always have been, inherently mobile and rooted in profit generation through 

data collection. In order to unpack the everyday lived experience of game play and mobility, I 

draw from popular press articles, scholarly journal articles, and the lived experiences of players. 

Doing so provides a robust narrative of game play, networks, and mobility that considers the daily 

experience of users and ongoing decisions made by the game industry that are informed by big 

data practices. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Video Games, Networks, and the Mobile Experience.  

In 2019, research done by the Deloitte Insights and Research found that the average US 

household owned 11 connected devices, of which seven had screens to view content (Deloitte, 

2019). The tech industry expects this number to continue to rise as the 5G mobile network becomes 

more accessible across the county (Spangler, 2019). This expectation is based on 5G’s ability to 

deliver lower latency to devices due to faster speeds than previous mobile connections—which 

goes beyond phones and considers cars, environmental sensors, thermostats, and other wireless 

devices. As such, the 5G expansion is expected to spur growth in the home automation, home 

control, wearable technology, and gaming sectors as more devices become connected, and in turn, 

generate more data to feed into the plethora of algorithms we engage with every day. That being 

said, the promise of better, stronger, and faster networks and connected devices has attracted the 

interest of both users and the technology industry. Interestingly, the same study by Deloitte also 

found that individuals would be 40% more likely to play more video games once they gained 

access to the 5G network, citing that it would change the way in which they experienced hybrid 

reality games and virtual reality due to the increased speeds (Deloitte, 2019). While already having 

devices to participate in hybrid reality games, like smartphones, users suggest that it is their 

connection that is holding them back from playing. While the report gives no clear indication as 

to why that may be, it is suggested that it refers to coverage and speed of their current network—

two factors often cited amongst mobile network consumers (Deloitte, 2021). Less than three 

months after the release of the Deloitte report, COVID-19 became a global health crisis that 

ultimately helped cause a year-long 5G delay (Kapko, 2020), thus the results of the report’s 

predictions are yet to be fully seen. Despite this, the Deloitte report illuminates two matters 
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important to this dissertation: individuals and industry are both interested in expanding 

connections, and better connections increase the likelihood of gameplay. 

Similar to our networked connections, the ability to game is a ubiquitous and connected 

activity. Furthermore, most devices that we engage with daily now have a ubiquitous internet 

connection. These devices—TVs, streaming media players, cell phones, tablets, computers, etc.—

often can run video games as well. Statista (2021) recently reported that not only did nearly every 

home in the US own a dedicated gaming device, but had at least two mobile phones, two home 

computers, a smart TV, and a tablet—the large majority of which have the ability to run a video 

game. Accessing a game or, at least, having the ability to play one, has never been easier. Many 

are now built directly into hardware and available upon purchase or are easily downloadable and 

free. Even dedicated home consoles—Microsoft Xbox, Sony PlayStation, Nintendo Switch—are 

not gaming specific, as we can download videos, music, and other streaming content onto them. 

As gaming has become increasingly a networked activity that occurs across different devices and 

hardware, it starts to complicate questions of how, where, and why we play. It also draws attention 

to the role of our networked connections in how we experience said gameplay. The entanglement 

of mobility and connectivity in relation to video games is one I call networked ludic mobility. 
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Figure 1:  Video game play per device visualized by Hootsuite. Globalwebindex, 2019. 

Network ludic mobility examines the historical and contemporary contexts of internet 

connected play. For example, connected console games gained popularity in the mid-2000s1; 

however, looking through the history of dedicated gaming consoles, there is a lineage of attempts 

to connect consoles to networks reaching back to the late 1970s and early 1980s, starting with the 

Intellivision. The Intellivision was designed so that a TV cable could be connected and games 

were transmitted to the console—an early iteration of game streaming. Later iterations of consoles 

attempted to tap into networks and connect to users, particularly to allow games to be downloaded 

or to offer additional services. The Atari, for instance, had a peripheral known as the GameLine, 

which was planned to offer an early form of email and news delivery before the project was shut 

down. While dreams of connected gameplay were sometimes considered mere fantasy, they 

 
1 It is important to note that gameplay on personal computers has its own history gameplay that 
is often, as it is here, overshadowed by the console revolution of the mid-2000s. 
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ultimately became a reality. Whether we are playing on a mobile device, home console, or cloud 

gaming peripherals such as Amazon Luna or Google Stadia, our gameplay takes place on networks 

and across a myriad of devices. And depending on the device used for play, it also transforms 

mobility. 

Players sitting in front of a TV, computer, or arcade cabinet tethered to the machines by a 

controller or mouse and keyboard was once thought to be the exclusive gaming experience—

immobile.  In and of itself, this is a specific form of mobility that is enabled through gaming 

consoles and personal computers. While console gaming remains a popular form of play, gaming 

has become an increasingly mobile experience. Smart phones and tablets, of course, play a huge 

role in crafting this gaming experience. In fact, the most common device used for video game play 

is a smart phone, with over 61% of adult players using one. Dedicated gaming consoles and 

personal computers were used by 52% and 49% of adult players, respectively (Electronic Software 

Association, 2021). Whether a player is moving from their living room to the outdoors seamlessly 

with their Nintendo Switch, tethered to their personal computer, or using their smart phone to move 

around their neighborhood or city—how one plays is going to inhibit or facilitate mobility in 

certain ways, or one’s mobility could influence play in specific ways. Interestingly, this 

overlapping of mobility, networks, and games has led to changes in how game software and 

hardware are being designed to adapt to a more mobile experience. 

As game developers have adapted to the interface, haptic, and design challenges of creating 

games for mobile devices, there has been a stark rise in the type of and quality of video games 

found in Apple and Google’s App stores, which were once considered to be only for simple games 

such as Candy Crush or Angry Birds. For instance, Riot Games has created Wild Rift—a mobile 

version of their wildly popular esports title League of Legends—which was downloaded over three 
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million times on the day of its release and upwards of 45 million downloads as of July 2021 

according to Sensor Tower app tracking data (Bitner, 2021; Sensor Data, 2021). Alongside games 

such as Pokémon GO and other hybrid reality games that are more commonly found on mobile 

devices, the rise in interest, enjoyment, and time spent on mobile games from players and 

developers, seems obvious.  

On the other hand, Google Stadia, Amazon Luna, and Microsoft’s Game Pass are examples 

of gaming platforms that have adopted a form that challenges established definitions of mobile 

gaming by allowing games to be played on multiple devices. Stadia, Luna, and Game Pass are 

cloud gaming platforms that allow players to connect and stream video games across a host of 

devices: mobile phones, tablets, laptops, Apple computers, personal computers, and smart TVs2. 

Furthermore, hardware peripherals have been designed to turn a smartphone into a type of 

handheld gaming device. These services work like streaming services for movies and television 

such as Netflix or Hulu. Players simply log in, select the game they are interested in, and it is 

streamed to whatever device they are currently connected with. Like other streaming applications, 

the games are not bound to any one hardware platform. A player can seamlessly move from device 

to device if they so choose. In other words, a player could begin playing on their internet-connected 

smart TV and immediately pick up where they left off on their mobile phone and play over their 

cellular network, a practice that is expected to become far more popular with the 5G mobile 

network (Gabeci, 2020). While it is often called cloud gaming, it is an inherently mobile 

experience. Interestingly, mobility is not only afforded to the player and their physical movement, 

but the games themselves become mobile in where they may be accessed due to being streamed 

from a centralized database over networks to a gaming-enabled device. 

 
2 In the case of Xbox Game Pass, you may download the game onto the hard drive of that device.  
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Figure 2: Razer Raiju Smartphone Controller. Razer, n.d. 

Networked ludic mobility is a framework to analyze networked gameplay that engenders 

specific forms of movement through various connected devices. By using this framework, we can 

start questioning how and where we play and what we are doing while playing; in this dissertation, 

these questions are often linked to capitalist logics. Through this idea, I also investigate how 

gaming enabled hardware are being considered and designed to cater to the player’s connectivity 

and mobility. By exploring video game play with attention to how and why a player is moving or 

not, networked ludic mobility illuminates the imbrication of play, networks, and mobility. Indeed, 

connectivity and online play has a long history in games scholarship, and work done on mobile 

games is inherently linked to connectivity and mobility. Networked ludic mobility focuses directly 

on how our Internet based connection and the flow of data encourage different forms of movement 

to happen in specific ways while playing video games. 



   

7 
 

Connected and mobile literature on games 

The two core components of networked ludic mobility are connectivity and mobility. 

Video game play encompasses a wide body of research that covers a wide array of networked 

connected gameplay activities and phenomena.  

In a 1989 article, Mullen details the way Saint Joseph’s University was moving toward 

networking their dorm rooms. Mullen (1989) was interested in how Saint Joseph University would 

implement the Internet and make it available to students on campus, and within the article outlining 

the school’s plan—he makes note of students programming and figuring out how to play games 

together across the network. Another example explores the networked connected interactivity that 

was possible in video games to be overlaid onto theme park rides (Robinett, 1994). The idea was 

to use the same input methods but implement them into rides and attractions at location-based 

entertainment sites (theme parks) and link them through a network which the thrill seekers could 

control throughout the ride. The idea was proposed by Warren Robinett, the developer and 

designer of the first graphical video game Adventure (1980). These two examples signal long held 

desire to harness the power of networked connectivity for various uses, particularly interactivity 

and multiplayer gaming.  

In 2002, the magazine Personal and Ubiquitous Computing dedicated an entire special 

issue to networked video gaming. In this issue, Bjork et al. (2002) outlined a future of game play 

that would be “networked, mobile, and truly multimedial ... that make use of multiple 

heterogeneous devices such as mobile phones, fax, email, and the Internet” (p. 359). The authors 

went on to state that as technology continued to advance, games would eventually be always 

present and always available to the player through the ubiquity of networked connections and new 

technology (Bjork et al., 2002, p. 360). Interestingly, the same year Microsoft released a report 
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detailing ideas and concepts on how to reach additional people who may be interested in networked 

video games—particularly through spectatorship (Drucker et al., 2002). Indeed, a decade later we 

would see the rise of Justin.tv (which would become Twitch.tv) and a few years after that 

Microsoft’s purchase of now defunct streaming service Mixer. These examples illuminate not only 

a prescience toward what video games would evolve into, but also a desire to capture more than 

just players, but audiences and spectators as well. 

The trajectory of networked gameplay is one that would lead scholarship to begin thinking 

through culture, identity, experience, labor, and other issues as they related to playing online video 

games. One such work on online game play is T.L. Taylor’s “Play Between Worlds” (2006) which 

detailed how digital cultures and relationships move between online and offline boundaries. This 

pushed the boundaries of thinking that gameplay was an isolated and alienating experience and 

investigated the complex social relations of online multiplayer gaming.  

Taylor’s work illuminated the social and cultural dimensions of online play, while others 

focused on critical and political economic impact of online gaming. For example, Dyer-Witheford 

and de Peuter (2009) offered a political critique of video games and their relationship to global 

capital. While not inherently focused on the Internet or connectivity, networking is a theme that 

runs through the book as the authors work through the flow of capital, power, immaterial labor, 

and online gameplay in games such as Second Life, World of Warcraft, and Grand Theft Auto, 

which are all online networked gaming experiences. Mark Chen (2010), on the other hand, 

investigated becoming an expert in online group play through a ten-month netnography of World 

of Warcraft where he documented the shared activities which lead to establishing communication 

and material practices and the associated transformations of them through online game play. 

Lastly, the idea of networked careers in video games has become an increasingly popular concept 
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among players and academics. Witkowski and Manning (2019) describe networked careers of 

video game players as being ones that require high-performance play as well as being able to 

negotiate a “complex configuration of networked practices” (p. 955) that take place online. This 

configuration considers expert game play, as well as intimate knowledge of the media, production 

practices, communication to an audience, small group, and professional settings, entertainment 

value, and generally being tech savvy—all of which particularly take place in online, networked 

settings.3  

Gameplay has long been studied from various angles, including what it means to play 

online, to close distances, and have access from anywhere. Previous research is crucial to 

enhancing our understanding of this dynamic and are hugely important contribution to 

communication and video game research; however, the impact and influence online or networked 

gaming has on mobility is largely an afterthought or not rigorously explored. Part of the goal of 

this dissertation is use the idea of networked ludic mobility to think more closely about the 

network’s role as it relates to a player’s mobility. Connected gameplay offers a way for players to 

explore relationships, socialize, work, play, and scholarship has worked to illuminate the various 

facets of how this occurs over several decades. While issues of sociability, capital, relationships, 

 
3 The literature covering online games is vast and covers a wide array of topics - far more than could be covered in 
this section. Additional sources include: Broadcasting virtual games in the internet (Otten, 2001), Don't hate the 
player, hate the game: the racialization of labor in World of Warcraft (Nakamura, 2009), Hollywood Gamers 
(Brookey, 2010), Deviant bodies, stigmatized identities, and racist acts: Examining the experiences of African-
American gamers in Xbox Live (Gray, 2012), Prolonging the Magic: The political economy of the 7th generation 
console game (Nieborg, 2014), Now you’re playing with audience power: the work of watching games (NT Taylor, 
2016), Daddy Issues: Constructions of fatherhood in the last of us and bioshock infinite (Voorhees, 2016), The toxic 
meritocracy of video games: why gaming culture is the worst (Paul, 2018), Doing/undoing gender with the girl 
gamer in high-performance play (Witkowski, 2018), Intersectional Tech: Black users in Digital Gaming (Gray, 
2020), Battlepass Capitalism (Joseph, 2021). This list still barely touches the surface.  
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race, and identity have been explored in games scholarship, I consider how connectivity shapes 

players’ experiences of movement.  

Graham Candy (2012), while writing about trust, time, and speed in online video games, 

touches upon the importance of network speed in determining “life or death” in the first-person 

shooter Counter-Strike. While Candy may not have been alluding directly to mobilities, his 

description of network connectivity as it relates to game experience, proximity and location while 

playing online, and movement is one that harkens to networked ludic mobility. The time it takes 

for data to be sent from the player to the server, and back to the player (ping or latency) can 

dramatically change the experience of the game. In a game of skill, such as a first-person shooter, 

a higher latency can cause frustrating gameplay due to skipping around the screen (known as 

rubber-banding as the player moves forward on their screen, but is pulled back seconds later due 

to the slower server response time), missing important shots due to outdated (often by 

milliseconds) information on your enemy, or simply not being able to connect because of slow 

response times causing a timeout to the server, where the network simply takes too long to process 

information. Graham’s work, while ultimately on speed and trust, it is one of the few instances 

where networked connectivity is the center of understanding the game play experience and 

potential for mobility (albeit in game). In this example, having a strong internet connection, 

literally, determines if a player can move their character in the game. In this dissertation, I am 

interested in exploring how being connected influences or transforms the experience of a player’s 

mobility (or not) outside of the game.  

Video games and mobility, like connectivity, also has a robust history of scholarship; scholarship 

that runs throughout my work and illuminates these concepts under a new set of conditions related 

to the experience and mobility of connected game play. Sheller and Urry’s (2006) call to extend 
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to new questions of globalization and deterritorialization, but also challenging the boundaries of 

“appropriate subjects of social inquiry” (p. 212) inspired my thinking about the mobility of 

networks and games. Considering and pushing the boundaries of how we understand mobility 

ushered in the (at the time) new mobilities paradigm, Cresswell (2009) underscored the importance 

of mobility in being “both productive of social relations and produced by them” (p. 21). Important 

for my argument is thinking through three aspects of mobility highlighted by Cresswell (2009): a 

person’s physical movement, the representations of movement that contribute to shared meaning, 

and the experienced and corporeal practice of movement. I take physical movement as well as the 

experience of movement seriously in exploring what it means to be a playful, mobile subject. I 

propose to investigate these “constellations” of mobility through networked connected video game 

play which takes place across a myriad of gaming devices and material conditions.  

Arguably the first handheld and mobile video game device was the Microvision by Milton-

Bradley. Mark Wolff (2008) details the console in his history of video games book as being self-

programmable and used interchangeable game cartridges. The device did not carry its own CPU 

unit and only used microprocessors that were part of the game cartridge itself. Released in 1979, 

the Microvision was discontinued by 1981. Game historians have also examined products such as 

Microvision, Atari Lynx, Nintendo’s “Game and Watch,” and the moments in which they emerged 

from (Wolff, 2008; Ervin, 2017; Kent, 2001). Attention to mobility and gaming seemed to have 

picked up steam in the early 2000s with the proliferation of smart phones. While early handheld 

gaming devices are a potentially interesting avenue of research in terms of mobility and games, I 

am interested in the entanglement of networked video game play and mobility. Thus, I will explore 
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the intricacies of mobility and video games through contemporary gaming and Internet enabled 

devices4 we can take, ostensibly, anywhere. 

As de Souza e Silva and Hjorth (2009) illuminate urban spaces have been play spaces 

before location-based mobile gaming was popularized; however, the ability to map and/or layer 

the digital over the physical was transformative to thinking about mobility and video games. 

Revealing the nature of these hybrid spaces offered insight into how interactions and 

understandings of space can be shaped or changed through a game’s digital overlay. Johnson 

(2003) speaks to this as adding value to physical space, which could make certain areas more 

lucrative for users. The overlaying of the digital onto the physical and location-awareness is a 

specific form of mobility and games as it is inherently a networked activity through our Internet 

or cellular connections. This is distinct from the aforementioned mobile gaming of handheld 

consoles that were mobile in the sense that you can take them with you easily. In particular, I 

explore how playing a networked connected game is, regardless of device, a mobile experience. 

At its core this formulation of mobile gaming requires an understanding of space as a social 

practice (Lefebvre, 1991). Lefebvre’s perspective suggests what people do in a space determines 

what the space is. Lefebvre (1991) discusses this construction of space as linked to economic and 

power relations that enable different social practices. Important to unpacking the political 

economic relations in this context is the hybridization of space. 

Adriana de Souza e Silva (2006) extends the work of Johnson (2003) and discusses hybrid 

spaces as merging the physical and the digital through connected devices (p. 263). In this space, 

internet connection is constantly available and digital spaces are not a separate space that are 

 
4 Smart phones, tablets, or dedicated consoles like a Nintendo Switch or the upcoming Steam Deck for example, as 
well as typical consoles and personal computers. 
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entered into when sitting in front of a screen. The constant connectivity our devices transforms 

how we think about the space and experience it.  

Most scholars to date addressed mobility and video games through lens of mobile gaming 

or location-based games, that is, games played on a smart phone or tablet. Liccope and Guillot 

(2006) document an early inception of mobile gaming out of Japan in the early 2000s, called 

Jindeo. While the game did not officially launch, the authors note that it laid the groundwork for 

the evolution of geolocated games that were mobile, communicative, and connected (p. 151).  In 

order to release the game, developers had to iron out deals with telecommunication and game 

development companies that created a pathway for mobile gaming to flourish. As the early work 

of game developers and the continued eye toward mobility and games from scholars has developed 

over the years, it became clear that the embedding of the Internet with mobile interfaces “can 

influence our interaction with other users and with the space we inhabit” (de Souza e Silva, 2006, 

p. 273). While those spaces are often examined through cities and other urban areas, I look at these 

interactions through the daily lives of online game players. 

Crucial to understanding mobility in mobile gaming is a broader perspective on what 

mobile gaming is and how gaming is a mobile activity. This perspective is also directly tied to 

globalization, urbanization, and connectivity. From a media archaeological perspective, Parikka 

and Suominen (2006) argue that mobile games and the experience of movement would eventually 

become inextricably linked due to the highly mobile and transformative nature of contemporary 

society. The authors argue that our entertainment has consistently been made more portable (thus 

more mobile), pointing toward the Sony Walkman which transformed listening to music to a 

mobile experience as one example. Parikka and Suominen present a case for understanding 

western culture as mobile culture, and the meteoric rise of mobile gaming (at the time of writing 
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in 2006) was largely inevitable from a cultural historical perspective that takes seriously 

modernity, privatization, and the transformations of home entertainment to being mobile 

entertainment. Samuel Tobin’s (2013) work on the Nintendo DS is a cogent example of this.  

Tobin’s (2013) exploration of the Nintendo DS operates as example of thinking about our 

lived, connected, and mobile lives while at play. This is accomplished through a framework for 

examining gaming devices and their role in our daily lives. His work often moves away from 

directly smart-phone related games and considers devices that are, by and large, strictly for 

gaming. The work explores digital play as a core functioning of contemporary society and takes 

seriously the role of video games in understanding leisure time, mobile communities5, and gaming 

as inherently mobile.  My work extends and continues the conversation as it relates to networks 

and our connectedness to them.  

Indeed, early mobile gaming often supplemented downtime to “remedy moments of 

boredom” (Seppanen, 2001, p. 9), which shifted how one thought of gaming and engendered what 

is often called casual gaming – networked ludic mobility posits that the continued prevalence of 

network connectivity in these gaming experiences is further transforming how we experience and 

understand mobility within gaming contexts. While game studies have considered mobile games, 

location-based games, the cultural history of mobile gaming, and the experience of online game 

play, I explore the role of networks themselves in this equation. It is one thing to be connected to 

a virtual world playing a game, but it is another to consider how the connection itself is influencing 

our experiences, particularly in relation to mobility.  

 
5 Tobin describes these communities through a lineage linked to Allison’s (2006) work on the Tomagotchi being an 
inherently mobile and ludic device since it is always being carried around. For Tobin (2013) and the DS – since 
most players will never meet one – the idea of the mobile community is one that is imaginary and built on the 
imagined sharing of daily practices (p. 63).  
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In this dissertation, I analyze the mobile and networked experiences of gameplay under the 

framework I call networked ludic mobility. Networked ludic mobility is about the daily, connected 

lives of players. Within the larger conversation of networks, games, and mobility, network ludic 

mobility provides insight into the influence of internet connectivity on a player’s mobility 

(networked), their experience of play (ludic), and one narrative of how and why it occurs the way 

it does through a mobilities framework (mobility).  If scholarship has explored these issues 

discretely as online connected play or mobile gaming or thinking about portability in games and 

its relation to contemporary society, then we need to connect these areas of the study: the role of 

the networks in the experience of online connected gameplay and the mobile experience that is 

afforded by our network connections.  

Differential Mobilities 

Throughout this dissertation networked ludic mobility is deployed as a general framework 

for thinking through how internet connected video game play is linked to the mobile experience 

of players. The particular approach throughout this analysis often uses universalistic language 

when thinking through the "players" experience; however, it is important to acknowledge that there 

is not one universal experience for video game play, mobility, or daily life in general. Race, 

sexuality, gender, class, ability, body types, geographic location, and other factors all play into the 

nuance of how one experiences play and/or (im)mobility. Ideally, future work will employ 

networked ludic mobility to provide insight into games as connected and mobile experiences in 

relation to various identities.  

Research on mobilities and games have both engaged with the experiences of play and 

mobility from these perspectives in different ways. For instance, mobility scholars Cook and Butz 

(2019) pose the core question of mobility research as: "how are particular social actors situated in 
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relation to various (im)mobilities, and to what political effects?" (p. 5). Cresswell (2010) unpacks 

this as thinking about “the ways in which mobilities are both productive of social relations and 

produced by them” (p. 21). These questions are interrogated through discussions of mobility 

justice, uneven mobility, or differential mobility. Effectively, thinking through the power 

dynamics of who can move, how, and why often in relation to: "access to infrastructure, 

materialities, subject formation, and events and processes of moving, passing, stopping, pausing, 

and waiting" (Verlinghieri and Schwanen, 2020).  

Mobility scholars have taken up this task in a variety of contexts. Sheller (2008) works 

through gendered mobilities. Particularly in regard to the importance of paying attention to gender 

in the "planning, design, and practice of sustainable mobilities" (para. 1). Sheller, and others in the 

edited collection, draw particular attention to the necessity of thinking through mobility as 

gendered and the role that it plays in the planning of processes and discourses surrounding 

mobility. An extension of this work is Preston and McLafferty (2016) examination of race, gender, 

and commuting in New York City. The researchers consider gender and race, specifically minority 

women, and their access to transportation and how that influenced income inequality and job 

security. Castaneda (2020) engages with cycling activism in Colombia, framing mobility as a "key 

site of intervention for claiming the right to [a] city" (para. 1) and important for participation, 

appropriation, and management of urban spaces in the global south. Similarly, Golub, 

Marcantonio, and Sanchez (2013) examine the struggle of mobility in California, particularly for 

African Americans and their access to transportation, and how urban planning and design has left 

marginalized folks "trapped" in certain areas of these cities. These representative examples are but 

a small sampling of what is available but acts to highlight the type of work that can be done when 

connected to games. 
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Similarly, games researchers have also tackled the lived experiences of different bodies in 

various contexts. Sanford and Madill (2006), for example, work through the reinforced ideas and 

norms of what it means to play games, particularly how technology is objectified and geared 

toward certain bodies and not others. Furthermore, identity play and exploring new identities 

through video games has a long lineage research (Banshick & Banshick, 2003; Aupers, 2007; 

Bessiere, Seay, & Kiesler, 2007; Hutchinson, 2007; Dubbleman, 2011). Moreover, the experience 

of online play from diverse identities has also been engaged with and explicated in a variety of 

contexts such as: the racialization of labor (Nakamura, 2009; Tai & Hu, 2018), racism and 

discrimination in online play (Leonard, 2003; Harper, 2007; Gray, 2012;  Paul, 2018; Coleman, 

2019; Gray, 2020), and representation and cultural production for different races, genders, and 

sexualities (Shaw, 2009; Vitali, 2010; Lauteria, 2012; Wysocki & Lauteria, 2015; Vorhees, 2015; 

Bennett, 2018; Gray, Voorhees, Vossen, 2018; Thach, 2021). Indeed, the list goes on and this is 

but a small sampling of the type of research being done; however, it serves to illuminate the 

connection points that can be made across mobilities and video game research in relation to 

identity.  

The development of mobility justice has opened the door for critical mobilities literature 

to engage with these questions thoroughly. Adey (2006) and Cresswell's (2008; 2010) work on the 

politics of mobility work through the interconnectedness of power, social exclusion and mobility 

and raises questions of who, exactly, is free to move or not and what are the underlying causes for 

that. Being that the capacity or ability to move, one's motility, is a valuable resource that is 

unequally distributed in various social contexts - it is crucial to investigate how one's mobility is 

socially differentiated (Kaufmann, Bergman, & Joye, 2004; Larsen, Axhausen, & Urry, 2006; 

Kaufman and Montuet, 2008; Elliot and Urry, 2010). In relation to video games and mobility - 
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work done by Tekinbaş (2016), Bannister (2017), Laor and Rosenberg (2020), Liao, Yang, Lee, 

and Xu (2020) provide an example of identity politics and the experience of play, space, and 

mobility. While focusing on location-based games, these scholars provide examples of the 

important work of revealing the mobile gaming experience as it is linked to play. Through the 

development of networked ludic mobility as a framework and illuminating the role of connectivity 

in our gameplay and mobility, the door is open for ongoing and contemporary research into gaming 

experiences as mobile in a variety of contexts beyond location-based games. 

With this in mind, moving through this dissertation “players” is generalized in a way that 

favors and embodies patterns of access and mobility to my own. Throughout each chapter, I work 

to provide vignettes or examples of contrasting or differential mobilities; however, my place in the 

hierarchy is one that comes with a specific lived experience that is often being referred to 

throughout this dissertation. Due to this, future work using the framework of network ludic 

mobilities that includes close attention to identity, bodies, and access is crucial and a robust area 

for future work.  

Research questions 

In order to connect games, mobilities, and networks; I will answer two larger questions 

that triangulate these three items:  

• In what ways do networked connections transform players and games into mobile 

subjects? And 

• How are these networked and mobile experiences influenced, controlled, or used 

in the interest of generating capital?   

Investigating these questions will illuminate the complex entanglements of mobility and online 

video game play that has yet to be deeply explored to in game studies research. Introducing 
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networked connection as a key factor in how mobility in gaming occurs allows for the meshing of 

mobilities and game studies to uncover how games are, and always have been, mobile.  

These arching questions are investigated through case studies that narrow down specific 

questions to illuminate the mobile experience of networked game play. To unpack these 

questions further, I will examine, in forthcoming chapters:  

• How does network connectivity influence players’ movement in physical spaces, 

particularly urban city areas?  

• How does connected gameplay assist in the creation of an immobile experience 

while playing in the home?, and  

• What is the role of data and information flows in the ability to play anywhere 

through different platforms?  

This dissertation unpacks the imbrication of networked gameplay and mobilities as specific mobile 

experiences and encouraging different forms of movement in relation to the space in which a game 

is being played. This is accomplished through critical case studies of specific instances and 

understandings of connected game play such as: striated mobility, immobile privatization, and 

platform mobility.  

Methodology 

In order to unpack the everyday lived experience of game play and mobility, I draw from 

popular press articles, scholarly journal articles, and the lived experiences of players. Doing so 

provides a robust narrative of game play, networks, and mobility that considers the daily 

experience of users and ongoing decisions made by the game industry that are informed by big 

data practices.  
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The frameworks of mobilities paradigm (Sheller & Urry, 2006) and politics of mobility 

(Cresswell, 2010) play a foundational role in the critical perspective deployed in this dissertation. 

The mobilities paradigm (Sheller & Urry, 2006) demarcates the converging of the digital with the 

physical in terms of how people interact with space, travel, and leisure activities whether in real, 

imagined, or virtual spaces. This paradigm provides an approach to understanding the way people 

move or do not move, and the power relations associated with said mobility. In their foundational 

work, Sheller and Urry (2006) explicitly call for a rethinking of what should be considered 

“appropriate subjects and objects of social inquiry” (p. 212) regarding mobilities and social 

scientific research. Furthermore, according to Sheller & Urry (2006) movement can be a “source 

of status and power” (p. 213), as well as dispostif which enables specific interweavings of social 

practice and subjectification (Manderschield, 2014). Related to this concept of power is the politics 

of mobility, which extends mobility research to explore instances of movement, meaning, and the 

practice of mobility. Creswell (2010) notes that these are not the only defining characteristics of 

mobility, but they act as a starting point for the “constellations of mobility,” which are “historically 

and geographically specific formations of movements, narratives about mobility, and mobile 

practices” (p. 17). For the analysis throughout this dissertation, these experiences of movement are 

directly tied to networks and cultural formations inhibited through our gaming technologies. 

Relatedly, work on networked urban mobilities engenders critical attention to the role 

networks play in the daily lives at the scale of a contemporary urban center. Stephen Graham 

(2001) coined the term Flow City when investigating how people, information, products, money, 

and natural resources are mobile through Internet connection that enables control from a distance. 

Along with Marvin, Graham (2001) suggests the globalized world is dependent on this atemporal 

access, which is consistent, nearly instantaneous, and happens on around the clock. Shipping 
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logistics, for example, require constant connection across the globe at all hours of the day to ensure 

the continued flow of goods. As such, transportation and logistics networks are often the focus of 

networked urban mobilities; Bell and Lida (1997) describe energy, roadways, and freight shipping 

through networked infrastructure or Keelings (2008) work on global infrastructure that creates and 

maintains the networks which allow for the movement of goods, people, and services at various 

scales. As networked urban mobility explores networks with logistics and the flow of resources 

and people, I take a similar approach through networked ludic mobilities to exploring video games. 

Just as networks assist in determining, for instance, the logistics of where our goods and products 

are moving to; networks can assist in determining how we move while at play.  

In order to illuminate networked connectivity’s role in the game play, I draw upon a 

conceptual framework presented by Manual Castells (2001)—the network society, and more 

specifically, the space of flows. The space of flows is predicated on the idea that “social structures 

and activities are organized around electronically processed information networks” (Castells, 

2001, para. 2), thus the different encounters we have throughout our day are, in some way, 

interconnected through the continuous movement of networked information. For Castells, it is no 

longer about being the biggest, but being the fastest and most connected to send and retrieve 

information efficiently. Stalder (2001) expands upon the space of flows as both material and 

immaterial and allows real time interactions between people and infrastructure from a distance. 

This triangulation illuminates the importance of connected interactions with not only people, but 

resources, capital, and information networks. In the case of networked ludic mobility, the space of 

flows is the rapidity at which information is sent back and forth from a player to the game (or the 

game developers, whatever the case may be), and back to influence how one understands not only 

the game, but how and why one is playing the way they are due to the movement of data, capital, 
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and people. Connected video game play often occurs within the space of flows –“the material 

arrangements that allow for simultaneity of social practice without territorial contiguity” (Castells, 

2000, p. 19). To unpack what this means for the player, and by association, the video game 

industry, I employ critical theory Williams’ concept of mobile privatization, (1974) Deleuze & 

Guattari’s concept of striation (1980), and a broad understanding of platforms (Andreessen, 2007; 

Gillespie, 2010; Srnicek, 2017) to examine connected video game play.  

Thinking through the relationship between games and players, as well as the role of the 

network in moving players and data, critical analysis requires an investigation into the, likely, 

unequal distribution of power. I am interested in how networks and the movement of data and 

information changes our experience of space, and their relation to capitalist logics. Indeed, the 

video game industry is complex and generates more money than movies, music, and television 

combined. Furthermore, during the pandemic video games also surpassed North American sports 

in market value (Quast, Bruning, & Deo; 2021; Witkowski, 2021). Savvy decision making and 

harnessing the power of data collection, networks, and player generated data seemingly serves the 

interest of those with vested, capital-driven, interests. .  

Chapter overview 

Each chapter illuminates different areas of networked ludic mobility within video games 

and digital culture. As such, each chapter requires specific attention to the different contexts in 

which the analysis takes place. A common thread running throughout each chapter is that Castell’s 

(2002) framework of the “network society” has overlapped networked connections with various 

forms of mobility. Thinking through the politics of mobility and issues of power, both over 

technology and how and where we move, are key to each chapter. I reveal how our networked 

connections, digital technologies, and movement are tied to larger power structures that encourage 
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distinct understandings of space, play, and mobility. Effectively, networked ludic mobility 

suggests a new way of thinking about our daily connected lives and how unseen stakeholders 

encourage certain forms of mobility. As such, each chapter couples mobilities and the space of 

flows, engaging these ideas with frameworks that provide an understanding of networked 

gameplay as a means of expanding networks and data collection for capitalistic means. To that 

end, each chapter deploys a discrete critical perspective to highlight the role of power in that 

specific context: Deleuze and Guatarri’s (1980) striation of space in chapter two, Williams’ (1974) 

mobile privatization in chapter three, and Srnicek's (2017) platform capitalism in chapter four. 

Together, these perspectives serve as the guiding political framework that provides the basis of 

networked ludic mobility.  

This dissertation takes place over four chapters that create the narrative of networked ludic 

mobility. Each chapter serves to situate the arching ideas and concepts, and then deploy analysis 

and discussion to our contemporary situation.  

Chapter one, Network Ludic Mobility, unpacks the theoretical framework deployed 

throughout this dissertation. Chiefly working through scholarship on games, mobilities, game 

studies, and networks, this chapter speaks to the intersections of the approaches that make up the 

core of networked ludic mobility. This chapter works through the important concepts engaged with 

throughout the dissertation as well as describing networked ludic mobility as a concept and 

framework. Networked ludic mobility is interested in thinking about how networked connections 

inform our movement through video games. I position networked ludic mobility as a fluid and 

continually changing concept that I encourage future scholarship to adapt, mold, transform, or 

extend to fit the contemporary moment. 
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The second chapter, Striated Mobility and Hybrid Reality Games, frames networked ludic 

mobility within the Deleuzian framework of spatial materialism, specifically thinking through the 

striation of space. This is accomplished by unpacking the relationship between location-based 

applications—specifically games such as Pokémon GO, Harry Potter Wizards Unite, and Jurassic 

Park Evolved—and technology companies’ big data practices that transform space into deceptively 

nomadic experiences. Through the guise of “play anywhere” marketing and advertising, hybrid 

reality games outwardly suggest that anyone with an internet-connected mobile device can roam 

their local spaces and play; upon further evaluation, the promise of “play anywhere” doesn’t hold 

up in practice. By examining the design, development, and business practices of hybrid reality 

games, I find these games lead players around preferred spaces and encourage players to stay 

within them. For example, centers of consumption (urban centers, shopping malls, etc.) are far 

more likely to have “playable spaces” than rural areas, thus discouraging players from leaving 

urban centers while playing. I specifically investigate how the games’ design and business 

practices, such as having sponsored locations, encourage players to move to certain locations over 

others, guided by network connectivity. By making the game accessible or non-accessible, 

effectively, our mobile, game-based networked connections dictate where and how we interact 

with space and place. Ultimately, space is striated in service of the continued datafication of 

players and finding new and novel ways to capture, analysis, and deploy data in the service of 

capital and industry. This relationship between our spaces, connections, and the capture of data is 

a running thread throughout each chapter.  

Chapter three, Immobile Privatization and Home Gaming Consoles, approaches the history 

of connected gaming consoles and contemporary digital distribution practices as part of a nearly 

half-century long effort to reach consumers where they are the most—in their homes. Before the 
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recent proliferation of home streaming devices—such as Apple TVs, Fire TVs, and Rokus—home 

gaming consoles had a network-connected history, supported by an industry that has attempted to 

reach players in the home since the early 1980s. As technologies developed and infrastructure 

advanced, the ability to deliver content into the home became more efficient. I examine this lineage 

not only as technological advancement, but also as reflecting a cultural zeitgeist. I argue this 

history of industry motives show that there has long been a desire to connect with consumers and, 

ultimately, keep them connected. By following this trajectory, we see that the desire to reach into 

homes has been achieved by industry transforming their practices to adapt to new conditions. 

Video game mechanics and updates, for instance, are made in real time based on player feedback 

provided by data collection from connected gameplay, often done in the service of keeping 

gameplay engaging and playable. Throughout this chapter, I provide details as to how the 

connectedness into the home has changed game development, design, and sales that encourage 

players to keep playing, ostensibly, in their home. I situate this history and transformation of home 

video game play with a play on Raymond Williams’ (1972) concept of “mobile privatization,” 

suggesting that the lineage of home consoles tells a story of connected desires, personalization, 

and liberal control meant to reach and immobilize players. 

The final chapter, Platform Mobility, examines application programming interfaces (APIs) 

as platforms that play a role in networked ludic mobility on two fronts. First, APIs impact the 

mobility of data. Information is moving throughout networks, reaching new locations, devices, 

being stored and accessed, constantly on the move. Platforms, as described in this chapter, operate 

as the intermediary that allow this to occur. The programming/coding of contemporary platforms 

allow users to connect via virtually any device that has an internet connection. Thus, our data 

becomes mobile, and not inherently linked to any one form of device. Through the development 
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of APIs, our platforms have become more mobile, in that they are active, enabled, and agile enough 

to receive information from various sources. This engenders the second part of platform 

mobility—the elimination of hardware specificity. By eliminating the need for hardware—

particularly in connected game play—players can connect and play from anywhere, at any time. 

While the previous chapter demonstrates how home gaming consoles reached players in the home 

and keep them playing there, platform mobility extends this idea to connect to players everywhere. 

Further, this chapter thinks through how players experience the movement of data in this context. 

Chun (2008) details the ephemerality of digital media, particularly as it relates to storage and how 

the ephemeral nature of digital media persists through repetition and regeneration (p. 171) pushing 

against fixed ideas of temporality. Furthermore, the enfolding of new practices in video game often 

allows for the management of bodies “and their abilities, without the full awareness of human 

users” (Bollmer, 4). Eliminating hardware specificity allows for gaming to take place across any 

device, at any time, and with an expansive pool of players who are now seemingly unbound but 

now producing and experiencing the game and the movement of their data in different ways. In 

the past players were required to be on the same hardware to play together; platform mobility and 

the platformization of games eliminates this concern for players. As games became platformed, 

evolving into intermediaries for connections to each other and to networks, players became more 

mobile. In turn, industry continues to reach them through new and novel methods. Ultimately, this 

continues the cycle of player datafication and data circulation directly linked Nick Srnicek’s (2017) 

concept of platform capitalism, which suggests that platforms are the dominant business model for 

not only connecting consumers to services or goods, but also acting to generate and collect data as 

it has become an infinitely renewable resource for industries. 
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Digital culture and daily life seem to be exceedingly intertwined. Networked ludic mobility 

operates as the conceptual framework for thinking through how our networked connected 

gameplay, whether at home or on the go, transforms our mobile experiences. Networked video 

game is a mobile experience and one that is increasingly reliant upon Internet connectivity. By 

parsing through the role of the network in a ludic experience, I extend the conversation of mobile 

games beyond smart phones, handheld consoles, and tablets. Gaming, in many ways, has always 

been mobile and this is increasingly true as we continued to increase the number of networked 

connections we have at any given moment.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Networked Ludic Mobility 

At home, on the go, on your couch, in flight, even while sleeping; we are now almost 

always connected to a network in some capacity. Even the remaining few of us who choose not to 

have a cellphone or refuse to enter our name and email into a business’s database cannot help but 

take part in ubiquitous networked connections. These networked connections are not something 

from which we can choose to unplug, as they are not restricted to computers and mobile devices. 

They are all around us, embedded in the urban and domestic spaces through which we move and 

live. 

Consider traffic lights, for example. They help us avoid vehicle collisions, allow 

pedestrians to safely traverse busy streets, and provide order to our daily commutes. But they also 

structure our movement through physical spaces, regulating when we stop, when we go, and even 

the very directions we are allowed to travel. Intelligent traffic systems require a network 

connection to monitor the flow of traffic and decide when a traffic light should change colors. 

Such systems are networked together throughout cities to keep the flow of traffic orderly and 

maintained. 

Not surprisingly, Dutch researchers recently discovered vulnerabilities, not unlike what we 

see in films, where traffic lights can be manipulated through almost any Internet connection 

(Greenberg, 2020). As entertaining as it was in the 2003 hit The Italian Job, the thought of a hacker 

controlling a city’s network of traffic signals and directing everyday citizens’ travel is troubling at 

the least. This everyday convergence of the digital and physical world is rapidly generating 

literature on networked mobility, network society, and in this dissertation, networked ludic 

mobility.  
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Stephen Graham (2001) used the term “networked mobility” to describe how cities were 

becoming (and would continue to become) more networked, using those connections to influence 

infrastructure, people, transit, and other facets of the modern urban city, which he called a Flow 

City. Graham’s Flow City describes how the space of flows (Castells, 2001) operates within a 

globalized city. Graham describes how cities operate through networks in the interest of facilitating 

the constant movement of bodies, capital, and information. Elsewhere, Graham and Marvin (2001) 

explain how urban networked infrastructure and spaces are crucial for supporting a globalized 

world. For example, the fiber optic cable system that covers the center of London was a crucial 

infrastructure addition to the city, supporting the urban core of one of the world’s financial hubs; 

at the time of their writing, such a network was not available in other any global financial city 

(Graham & Marvin, 2001). The two describe a complex series of networks, both digital and 

logistical, that connected basic utilities such as drinking water, heating, and phone lines to 

previously unconnected or poorly connected parts of the world. By doing so, the two worked to 

elucidate an understanding of how network infrastructures were being incorporated into urban 

centers and used to support local spaces. 

Defining networks is crucial to understanding networked ludic mobility. The movement of 

information; the connectedness to each other, place and space; the hybridity and amalgamation of 

the digital and the physical; globalization and a desire to be connected to everyone—all at once 

combine to create powerful centers of commerce. The two decades since Flow City have reshaped 

our understanding of how such networks have evolved and currently affect our daily lives, 

particularly in how we have come to think about networks and connectivity. From the concepts of 
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the death of geography6, to the hybridization of space through connections and to what networked 

mobility suggests about the control networks have over space and mobility, our view of networks 

and their impact has evolved dramatically.  

Understanding this rethinking is crucial to composing timely ideas about where we are now 

and where we may be in the future. Networked mobility is an evolving concept, one that will 

certainly morph into something new, if it is not already in a moment of transformation. Exploring 

this progression of thoughts around networks allows fresh ideas about networked mobility to live 

in this moment, one where networks cultivate, influence, and transform how we move, where we 

move, what is moving, and even what we imagine movement looks like. In this dissertation, this 

narrative is told through video games; that is, by expanding our thinking about networked mobility 

via an exploration of networked ludic mobility. 

I define networked ludic mobility as an extension of networked mobilities—an 

interdisciplinary concept that emerges at the intersection of networks, mobilities, and games 

studies. Networked data cultivated from video game play is being used to structure our activities 

in the physical world. Networked ludic mobility particularly focuses on how networks move, 

capture, and generate data, which is then redeployed through video games to manipulate the 

movement of players and data through space. The concept also reveals who benefits from 

networked ludic modalities, and who controls the networks in which we participate through 

ownership of physical infrastructures.  

Network ludic mobility emerges from the entanglement of networks, mobility, and 

practices which influence, direct, and limit how one experiences space while playing video games. 

 
6 This concept refers to a trend which began in the late 1970s that worried about the loss of societal diversity and 
place disappearing due to the rise of information and communication technology (Toffler, 1970; Friedman, 2005; 
McCabe, 2012; Bethlehem, 2014).  
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In this entanglement, industry practices (the video game industry, in this case) and desires are 

promulgated through networks to encourage, discourage, and mold players’ mobility to meet 

specific goals. The games we play and the spaces with which we interact are increasingly 

connected to data storage and analysis systems. Thinking through networked connected gameplay 

and its relationship to mobility builds upon a lineage of research on video games to understand the 

entanglements of digital culture, digital technology, and daily life. Specifically, TL Taylor’s 

(2009) book on players moving between social relations on and offline and Sam Tobin’s (2016) 

work on how portable play functions in today’s society are pillars upon which I build my argument. 

Networked ludic mobility considers our increasingly connected game spaces, our mobility, 

capitalist desires, and the role that video games play in making sense of those entanglements.  

This chapter is divided into four main parts, each with a particular focus: networks, 

mobility, space, and finally, networked ludic mobility. The networks section describes networks 

and the frameworks used to understand them. While networks are often visualized with imaginings 

of clouds and free-floating information in everyday nomenclature, it is important to understand 

them as material infrastructures as well. Understanding that data is constantly moving and 

potentially moving us is just as important as describing online sociability (Castells, 2000). 

Moreover, a network is not only a material infrastructure; it is also an understanding of how people, 

places, industries, and services are connected. Understanding how networks manifest is crucial to 

seeing how they influence mobility.  

I then turn to a consideration of mobilities to understand how networks became mobile. 

Mobilities—particularly the politics of mobility and Sheller and Urry’s (2006) work on moorings 

and immobilities in the mobilities paradigm—is crucial to understanding the relational aspects of 

how a network can structure movement. Coupled with smart messaging, new technologies, 
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promises and dreams of what our connections can do and be, networked ludic mobility provides a 

powerful organizational logic for understanding movement as being manipulated through video 

games in our homes and on our mobile devices. This work is inextricably tied to considering the 

political and power aspects of controlling networks, as well as understanding technology as a 

conduit for mobility.  

Operating within a mobilities paradigm positions networked mobility as adjacent to and an 

extension of de Souza e Silva’s work on hybrid space, location, and social experience. The physical 

space is equally important to this discussion, as networked ludic mobility helps us understand the 

granular aspect of how one may or may not be moving in specific locations. The space we play 

within coupled with the constant movement of information influences not only the space, but the 

game and mobility as well. Changing any one piece of the situation or context influences the 

player’s experience.  

I finish with an exploration networked mobility and networked urban mobilities as spatial 

practices, and examine how privatization, surveillance, and capitalism enable and deploy these 

networks. This will come together to provide a definition of networked ludic mobility. 

Defining Networked Ludic Mobility 

Networks 

The study of networks occurs across fields as a method of study, and sometimes the 

network itself is the object of inquiry, as we see in urban/transport studies, Internet studies, and 

critical media studies. As a method of study, Social Network Analysis (SNA), employs network 

and graph theory to investigate the structured relationships that emerge and endure between social 

entities. This formulation defines a network through nodes and ties, or actors and relationships (or 

interactions). SNA is frequently used to investigate social media networks, the spread of memes, 
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how information circulates, or even interpersonal relationships. It often involves a form of 

visualization that illustrates these relationships and the theoretical discussion about them. 

Moreover, Bruno Latour’s (1996) Actor-Network Theory thinks about social relations as networks. 

These crucial piece to understanding ANT is accepting it as a material-semiotic approach in which 

each actor or “node” in the network obtains meaning based on its relationship to other nodes in 

and around that same network. While each of these conceptions of networks has its affordances 

and limitations, Manuel Castells’s (2000) formulation of the network society provides the most 

useful insight on global capital, infrastructure, and the flow of information that drives networked 

ludic mobility. 

Castells’s concept of the network society provides a framework for understanding the flows 

of information and capital around the globe, which are built upon the material infrastructures of 

networks. In his work, Castells talks about the relationships between commerce, society, and 

technology in a world where physical and digital spaces are interconnected through the continuous 

flow of networked, time-sensitive telecommunication. His belief is that “social structures and 

activities are organized around electronically processed information networks” (Castells, 2001, 

para. 2), demonstrating how our actions are organized by digital data and the spaces they support. 

Castells discusses Silicon Valley as a dominant force in the network society as it is focused not on 

being the biggest and most powerful, but on being the fastest. He describes “vertical organizations 

in a bureaucratic logic” that are both sprawling and micro-managed while retaining the ability to 

“destroy” competition through their monetary power (Castells, 2001, para. 3); at the time of his 

study, Silicon Valley was disrupting this notion by placing its power in being the fastest rather 

than being the biggest. Being able to move information around quickly and efficiently to make 

decisions, create transactions, and foster relations is at the core of network society.  
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Stalder’s understanding of Castells is important as it illuminates how connected 

interactions occur and acknowledges the technologies that allow them to exist. From this 

perspective, we can understand networks as infrastructure able to move information rapidly and 

consistently from one point to another at any time. This ability is more valuable than a city’s 

resources or geographic location. The network society, as Castells suggests, is hinged on the rapid 

transmission of information across distances—the space of flows. Stalder (2001) unpacks 

Castells’s space of flows further by explaining it as the “real time interaction of people who are 

physically distant from one another as well as the material infrastructure that make this possible” 

(para. 17). In that, he believes that “the space of flows has both material and immaterial aspects” 

(para. 16). Stalder’s contribution to Castells’s analysis helps us understand how video game 

hardware—their ecosystems such as digital distribution platforms and the game itself—enables 

connections to capital, people, and organizations. The transfer of information through network-

connected play becomes more valuable for the game industry and offers a perceived more valuable 

experience for game players as it transcends physical location. What matters to both industry and 

players is that there is Internet connectivity, rather than where that connectivity occurs.  

The network society can be contrasted with the dynamics of networks that are more 

interested in relations (SNA) and the lines of connections between things (ANT). Castells’ (2000) 

concern with spaces and capital is important because video game play is increasingly supported 

by networks and organized around the constant movement of bodies, data, and money. He explains 

the importance of megacities such as New York and Tokyo, which have risen due to their position 

within “the global network and capacity to exchange information with other nodes, rather than 

because of their local characteristics or geographic position” as explained by de Souza e Silva and 

Gordon (2014, p. 135). The configuration of the space of flows highlights the flows of capital and 
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information around the globe that allow for “distant synchronous, real-time interaction” (Castells, 

2004, p. 146), which is made possible by networks and networked infrastructure. This type of 

configuration is present in many forms of connected video game play. Increasingly, games are 

connected to global networks that allow players to connect, play, generate data, and spend money 

at any point in time with other players, ostensibly anywhere around the world. Online connected 

game play is thus situated firmly within the space of flows.  

Castells’s concept of the networked society rose at a time when it was common for 

academics and the media to fear or to disregard the hybridization of physical and digital space. 

Digital spaces, “spaces” which are often defined as being displayed on a digital device’s screen 

such as: smartphones, laptops, computers, etc. (Cesare, Harwood, Rowsell, 2016), were thought 

to be inherently separate from the physical. As a result, the proliferation of digital technology and 

globalization was felt to lead to an increase in alienating digital spaces from communal, “real” 

spaces. Mitchell (1995), for instance, suggested that the increasingly connected and digitized 

nature of space and place was despatializing interactions and “destroy[ing] the geocode’s key” (p. 

10). Along with this destruction would come the depersonalization of social interactions such that 

we would come to only know each other by online handles (p. 11). Donath (1997) also demarcated 

the real world as sharply separate from the virtual world, explicitly arguing that the two were quite 

different in most ways and only comparable through some essential qualities such as people’s 

“underlying interests, needs, and motivations” (p. 15). Benedikt (1994; 2001) suggested that the 

increasingly mediated environments we experience were becoming harder to connect with due to 

the lack of authenticity, this lack presumably reinforced by digital interfaces to create what he 

described as the “experience economy.”  
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Taken together, this triangulation of networks helps in thinking about network ludic 

mobility as more than just players connected to a device and playing in isolation. In actuality 

players are constantly connected and their experience is partly related to that connection, while 

what they are doing (their information/data) is constantly on the move across, often, vast distances. 

The condensing of space and the network capabilities allow us to think of gameplay as both 

connected and mobile, as discussed further in the next section. 

Mobilities 

A common intersection of mobility and games is that of comprising health indicators and 

micro-movements. This area is less focused on the communicative aspects of games and mobility 

but is one that is often examined in health and game scholarship. For instance, active video games 

(Wii, Kinect, PlayStation Move) have recently been studied as a way to improve the physical 

performance of older adults (Taylor, Kerse, Frakking, & Maddison, 2018). Here, mobility is 

looked at in terms of one’s physical ability to move one’s body and the range of motion that can 

be achieved. While this form of mobility is beyond the scope of this dissertation, the usefulness 

cannot be understated and is worthy of mention as “games and mobilities” searches often bring 

related results. This dissertation, as evident thus far, is interested in exploring how we are moving, 

how ideas are moving, how our data is moving, and the larger social and communicative 

implications of these movements.  

Kennedy and Giddings (2008), for example, examine movement and learning through Lego 

Star Wars, specifically the movement of players throughout the game and the movements involved 

in learning this gaming. Conversely, Sam Tobin (2013) has explored the “everydayness” of the 

Nintendo DS and mobile gaming, in that it becomes interconnected with our home, commutes, and 

daily lives; Tobin works to uncover various “contexts, constraints, and desires that animate and 
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complicate mobile play” (para. 1). Tobin focuses on the console itself and how it integrates, 

complicates, or accents our day-to-day life. His work is both a study of being mobile while gaming 

and of the gaming hardware itself; in this it is not unlike studies exploring networked mobility, 

which consider the various ways one is mobile while gaming. Alison Gazzard (2011) provides 

insight into how reward systems in different genres of games encourage players to move within a 

game’s world. Gazzard underscores that some games build rewards into their mechanics and 

design to encourage players to move around spaces, facilitating a sense of wonder and glory 

through exploration. Recently, Bjarnason (2020) has explored the idea of play as a form of travel, 

particularly by comparing the representation of travel in literature and film to video games. 

Effectively, he argues, these both allow an immobile player to feel mobile through the experience 

of play. 

Sheller and Urry (2006) explicitly call for a rethinking of what should be considered 

“appropriate subjects and objects of social inquiry” (p. 212) regarding mobilities and social science 

research. The authors were specifically speaking of the static nature of social science research, and 

its insufficient approach with regard to “images and communications” being “intermittently on the 

move” and the role they play in the organizing of social life (Sheller and Urry, 2006, p. 212). 

Effectively, they argue for shifting to a wider conception of what mobilities are and could be, 

moving beyond what previous work often focused on: transport studies, migration, and travel. 

Their mobilities paradigm offers a sense of convergence where digital information, data, and 

hybrid spaces can be explored through mobilities and provides representational, practical, and 

historical perspectives on status and power relative to the Internet, spaces, society, and culture 

(Cresswell, 2010; de Souza e Silva & Gordon, 2014).  
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The ability to game at almost any given time, wherever one may be, complicates 

configurations of “being connected” and “maintaining a moving presence with others” (Sheller & 

Urry, 2006, p. 214) while playing video games. And indeed, questions of access and identity vastly 

changes and further complicates these configurations. The idea of a “moving presence” presented 

by Sheller and Urry (2006, p. 214) shifts us away from thinking only about bodies and moving 

from physical location to physical location. Instead, there is room for “different convergences and 

divergences of physical presence,” which enables forms of mobility that occur through 

connectivity and “self-retrieval” on the network level (Sheller & Urry, 2006, p. 214). Particularly, 

they discuss being able to communicate with other people while not co-present in a shared location. 

Combined with Castells’s conception of space of flows, this is a powerful logic for understanding 

how network logics influence the configuration of spaces where we can be both immobile and 

mobile through the transmission of data, and how our movements are shaped through our network 

connections. This understanding of mobility through its relation to networks is a powerful logic 

for describing the type of mobility experienced through game play.  

The enmeshing of games, networks, and mobility is important as video game play 

increasingly continues to be a connected and mobile experience. While the obvious form of 

mobility and games comes in terms of hybrid reality and location-based games which are played 

on mobile devices, various types of mobility are encouraged or discouraged in all forms of play. 

For example, the body in motion through virtual reality games such as Beat Saber or even the 

immobile experience of sitting at a computer or console to play. Both of which are mobile 

experiences in their own way—through kinetic bodily movements or nonmovement at all. 

Networked ludic mobility opens the door for exploring such configurations of gameplay, to 



   

39 
 

understand what allows them to exist, as well as how one may be influenced to move around 

different spaces (or not) depending on how one is connected and to what games one is connected. 

Mobilities research ushers in a novel way of thinking about movement that incorporates 

often overlooked aspects of mobilities, what it means to move, and how. No matter the medium 

through which video gameplay takes place—arcades, dedicated home consoles, PCs, or mobile 

devices—how and why the user moves is tied to the act of play. Whether we are guided from place 

to place, tethered to a space while playing, or can pick up and take our games anywhere, games 

are inherently a mobile experience and tied to relationships of power, technology, capital, and 

practice.  

Space 

As social interaction increased over digital networks, there arose a fear that physical space 

(and the need for it) would erode over time. This idea, called the “end of geography,” brought forth 

new questions about how digital technology was enfolding (or overlapping) a part of physical 

space (de Souza e Silva & Gordon, 2014). The end of geography describes a point in academic 

conversation where the discourse on what “cyberspace” is and how it would converge with the 

physical could jeopardize our ability to understand and talk about space and place. 

According to Stefik (1996) and Graham (1998), the metaphors used to describe and 

visualize the Internet are rooted in spatiality: the information superhighway, virtual communities, 

early websites connected through neighborhoods, the Internet being called the “wild west,” and so 

forth. Recalling Lefebvre, Graham (1998) notes that how society defines and discusses a thing 

plays a crucial role in the ideological construct of what that thing is. The social construction of 

online space plays a pivotal role in the way information technology develops. The idea that 

geography was coming to an end was rooted in determinist thinking that networked connections 
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would simply overtake real places. Castells’s network society and space of flows, on the other 

hand, offered a way of thinking about the entanglements of networks, daily life, trade, and 

globalization. And this is important for studying games as games have become an increasingly 

popular daily activity for a large part of the world’s population that are directly connected to large 

financial and power systems. 

Concerns about the “end of geography” were stoked by popular media, particularly sci-fi 

writers who envisioned a world separate from our own when entering “cyberspace.” William 

Gibson’s Neuromancer (1984) is the first novel to allude to the idea, written after watching players 

become engrossed in arcade games in the 1980s (Benedikt, 1991). The term evoked a separate, 

virtual world where players move through a fully 3D simulated environment (Benedikt, 1991). 

Gibson (1984) himself described it as a “consensual hallucination, a graphic representation of data 

abstracted from the banks of every computer in the human system” (p. 51). Conceptions of 

cyberspace as a space disconnected from the physical world would persist in popular culture 

through the 1980s and 1990s.  

Messaging from the various technology industries, particularly the video game industry, 

pushed the idea into the 2000s (Ecenbarger, 2015). Commercial advertisements for video game 

consoles, for example, would often suggest playing in one world while living in another. Sony’s 

slogan for the PlayStation 2 gaming console, “Live in your world, play in ours,” is a cogent 

example. Novels, movies, and other forms of entertainment media also took up this idea. Films 

such as Tron (1982), eXistenZ (1999), Avalon (2002), and Ready Player One (2018) perpetuate 

the idea that playing a video game requires stepping out of physical space. Today, marketing 

virtual reality leans heavily upon this concept of stepping out of physical space into the digital 

world. More than augmented reality, which functions as a hybridization of space, virtual reality 
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capitalizes on the promise of replacing your physical space with something more preferable, a 

separate world wherein the player is encouraged to shop, socialize, and go to events (Timar, 2021; 

Minchin, 2021; Solis, 2021). This has been made especially true during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Coleman, 2019; Sing, 2020; Brown, 2020); however, this calls into question who is able to be 

immobile and who is not. This is a question of differential mobilities and thinking through the 

power structures that afford certain bodies various forms of movement and restrict it from others. 

Recently scholarship has examined the mobility disparity in New York which shows that low 

income, black, and Hispanic neighborhoods were exhibiting more work activity and less sheltering 

ability (Coven & Gupta, 2020), difficulty in abiding stay-at-home orders by low income groups 

due to necessity of movement (Lou, Shen, Niemeier, 2020), and generally low-income, black and 

Hispanic populations being significantly affected by COVID-19 likely due to not having the luxury 

of immobility (Benitez, Courtemanche, & Yelowitz, 2020).  

Despite the messaging from the game industry and game related media, video game play 

is network connected and inherently linked to our physical spaces and, while in play, often 

structures how, where, and why we move. Work done on the digitization of space, sometimes 

called mobile mediality (Sheller, 2016), provides insight into the connections between space and 

network connectivity. Mobile mediality focuses on understanding how physical spaces become 

computerized in ways that alter the fundamental uses of the spaces we inhabit. This is part of an 

ongoing shift in mobility systems (transport, bodies, data) to be more digitized and connected 

(Sheller, 2016, p. 311). Through this computerization, digital connectedness is effectively being 

overlaid onto our physical spaces and transforming interactions within that space.  

According to Sheller, mobile mediality’s premise is that “through everyday practices of 

moving around cities, people are creating new ways of interacting with others, with places, and 
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with screens while moving, or pausing in movement” which is often tied to forms of mobile 

communication that form a new “flexible and mediated spatiality” (Sheller, 2016, p. 309). In other 

words, Sheller references de Souza e Silva’s (2006) hybrid spaces relative to how mobile 

technology enables a flexible and mediated space. In essence, our communication technologies 

create new conditions of understanding and practices that transform “fundamental dimensions of 

contemporary urban culture and urban space” (Sheller, 2016, p. 309). In this dissertation, I bring 

video games into this conversation by exploring video game technologies in their relation to 

everyday life, and the ways in which it is transforming or has transformed our understanding of 

mobility. Contingently, this study demonstrates that video games have always been tied to 

mobilities; such connections are not necessarily new but have lacked scholarly attention in this 

way. 

Graham and Crang (2007) have discussed this as a form of enacted space, where the 

“computer moves to inhabit the most ordinary of things to produce an ‘enacted environment’ 

which is more than an enhancement of our capacities” (p. 793). In other words, such digital forms 

or connected networks become inherently part of our environment rather than simply enhancing 

it. Video games, particularly the hybrid reality games discussed here, become part of this enfolding 

through their layering, mapping, and transformation of how we come to understand space. This 

becomes particularly evident through de Souza e Silva and Gordon’s work (2011) on net locality, 

which also provides a detailed account of how our connections can be tied to and influenced by 

networks.  

Net locality is an extension of hybrid space, as defined by de Souza e Silva (2006). The 

key element of a hybrid space is a constant connectivity via mobile devices, which transforms 

people’s experiences of space. Net locality pushes this idea further by recognizing that “we are 
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networked, but still connected to localities, and that belonging to a global network strengthens 

local connections” (de Souza e Silva & Gordon, 2014, p. 139), a notion that has long been called 

into question in popular media about video games.  

 De Souza e Silva and Gordon (2014) suggest that the Internet is not something we can enter 

and leave at any given time; instead, the physical and digital overlap one another and become 

mutually inclusive. Urban spaces offer an ideal example the ways in which the physical and digital 

converge, thus the authors explore issues of space, mobility, power, and surveillance in relation to 

urban centers and location based mobile applications7. While the focus of net locality is on the 

imbrication of the physical and digital in relation to location, another key aspect of the framework 

is that “network connections influence not only our remote interactions, but also how we interact 

with our surrounding spaces and co-present people” (de Souza e Silva & Gordon, 2014, p. 139). 

To bring this back to gaming, take dedicated video gaming consoles as an example. The 

configuration of a player’s home video game space can influence the arrangement of furniture and 

where the player sits or potentially stands, the length of time spent in a space, and whether that 

space could become something more than just a place for home entertainment —particularly in a 

monetized sense, a potential that is often present in contemporary networked video games. 

Moreover, thinking about who that player is further complicates how the experience of play may 

be imposed upon them (Gray, 2014; Harvey, 2015; Chess, 2017; Bulut, 2021). Of interest to 

networked ludic mobility is the practice and experience of these interactions and how they exist 

through gameplay in various forms related to connectivity and capital.  

 
7 The convergence of “digital and physical spaces” speaks to the way in which mobilities scholars have addressed 
and discuss the transition to understand space as being hybrid. Particularly addressing how space has always been 
this way. See: De Souza e Silva (2006), Lindtner, Nardi, Want, Mainwaring (2008), Frith (2012), McQuire (2017), 
Ash, Kitchin, Leszcynsky (2018), and Hatuka, Zur, & Mendoza (2021).  
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As scholarship and corresponding understandings of our connectivity have moved forward, 

the idea that physical distance would succumb to high-speed transmission has largely been 

disproven (Castells, 2000; de Souza e Silva, 2006; Wellman, 2018). de Souza e Silva’s work on 

hybrid spaces, for instance, shows that users are more connected to physical spaces, than closed 

off from them. de Souza e Silva (2006) defines hybrid spaces as “mobile spaces, created by 

constant movement of users who carry portable devices continuously connected to the Internet and 

other users” (p. 262). Key here is the constant connectivity via mobile devices that transform the 

sense of space an individual experiences while using them. This can be described as the “enfolding 

[of] remote contexts inside [one’s] present context” (de Souza e Silva, 2006, p. 262), with a mobile 

device both acting as an intermediary and adding to a user’s immediate context and situation.  

 As described by de Souza e Silva and Frith (2012), when users use mobile phones to retrieve 

various bits of information, that information becomes part of their space, with the mobile device 

as the interface which enables this retrieval of information. Thus the “mobile device becomes a 

representation [that] individuals use to negotiate their interactions with physical space” (Frith, 

2012, p. 133). This triangulation of hybrid space, both connected and physical, is crucial to 

networked ludic mobility. 

Networked Mobilities 

The term networked ludic mobility is inspired by Stephen Graham’s (2001) examination 

of the flow city, which unpacks the different networked configurations of mobility that 

contemporary cities enable. This requires processes that consider social practices and culture, as 

well as the infrastructures and technologies that connect us. The flow city, for Graham, is a 

configuration of the contemporary city that considers four different forms of mobility engendered 

by networks: e-commerce, airports and fast rail stations, export processing zones, and multi-modal 
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logistic ports dedicated to freight. Doing so is rooted in the ability to connect the flow of “people, 

goods, services, information, capital, waste, water, and meaning” across “distant elsewheres” 

(Graham, 2001, p. 4). These forms of infrastructure supporting the city, for Graham and Marvin 

(2001), are crucial to supporting a globalized world by allowing direct, consistent, and atemporal 

access to financial and logistic centers that are pivotal to the flow of resources.  

For Graham, this is related to Castells’s space of flows in that this is occurring across 

distances and without temporal constraints due to the networked nature of a metropolis. The flow 

of people and information influenced by networks connected through the various forms of 

infrastructure making up a city provides a clear framework for understanding the relationship 

between networks and mobility within urban spaces. Graham’s (2001) work on networked cities 

helps us understand cities as being “socio-technical constructions supporting mobilities and flow” 

(p. 4). Thinking in a similar fashion about video games opens up the potential for understanding 

connected game play and mobility. In this dissertation, I understand games similar to how Graham 

and Marvin (2001) think through the city as a socio-technical construct: by considering the 

relationship between network connectivity and how we move; how the flow of resources (bodies, 

information, and capital particularly) is in constant flux at all times, across vast distances; and who 

benefits or not from this relationship?  

. Roadways, air travel, and freight shipping are transportation networks. Bell and Lida 

(1997) describe various transportation networks in terms of flow and costs, tied to the 

infrastructures that allow them to exist, such as roadways, shipping lanes, and energy. Work on 

the geography of transportation has also discussed the role of infrastructures that allow mobility 

and movement on a regional and global scale to exist (Keeling, 2008). The role of infrastructure 

in networked ludic mobility is filled by the different forms of Internet infrastructure that enable 
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the space of flows in video game play. In a broad sense, Internet infrastructure is a series of 

interconnected networks that allow connection, communication, and interaction to occur through 

devices and across distances (Tyson, 2004). When referring to infrastructure throughout this 

discussion, I am specifically addressing the hardware (gaming consoles, PCs, mobile phones, etc.), 

software (games, application programming interfaces, applications), and Internet connections 

(undersea cables, data centers, power grids, modems, fiber optic lines, etc) that enable and organize 

networked video game play. 

Graham’s flow city and the networks upon which it is built are the confluence of traditional 

physical structures such as transportation lanes; the Internet and other digital networks that connect 

across distances; data centers that house information; and platforms which act as intermediaries of 

information. This combination of many moving parts is what brings the flow city to life. Physical 

infrastructures have long influenced how we move through spaces, but it is its entanglements with 

newer digital networks that changes how we now interface, understand, and interact with space—

such as by closing the distance, reframing communication, and through datafication. Digital 

network infrastructures are an integral part to Castells’s (1996) space of flows and Graham’s 

(2001) flow city. These digital network connections are intertwined and entangled with the 

physicality of our infrastructures and, as Graham describes, engender a sense of networked 

mobility. 

Working within Castells’s (1996) framework of the network society and the space of flows, 

Graham (2001) argues that urban spaces are constructed to manage the movement of goods and 

people, as well as that of the information and energy involved in doing so (p. 4). Graham 

effectively centers networked connections as the organizing logic for understanding how cities 

operated at the time of his writing. This deployment of networked mobility through the flow city 
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inspired my later musings about how connected video game play engenders its own forms of 

movement and mobility. Moreover, Graham’s work illuminates the way in which the physical and 

digital are intertwined and how they can influence mobility. Indeed, while Graham’s work focuses 

on the infrastructure that makes a city work—construction, airports, malls, utilities, etc.—it also 

offers a starting point for considering mobility as a networked logic. 

Conversations about the interconnection between city spaces and mobilities have continued 

since Graham’s writings and have been shaped by studies of networked urban mobility. As 

Freudendal-Pedersen and Kesselring (2017) acknowledge, the contemporary city is a networked 

field of relations that incorporates questions of economics, migration, logistics and transport, 

intercultural relations, and social activities (p. 11). Relatedly, Christian Liccope’s (2017) work on 

urban spaces and sociality mediated through locative media—such as smartphones, wearables, or 

tablets—illuminates the connections between the space of flows, mobility, and networks as well. 

These writers acknowledge the politicized ways mobility is tied to our networked urban spaces 

through architecture, work, interaction, surveillance, finance, and the use of mobile networks on a 

daily basis by those who are part of these spaces. Such works assert that cities are part of a 

globalized workforce that flows to and from the city through interconnected networks of logistics 

and transport as well as through the digital connections between supply chains, transportation, and 

work. Liccope’s work builds off of networked urban mobilities and considers the politics of 

mobility, instances of movement, meaning, and the practice of mobility (Cresswell, 2010), 

revealing a convergence of thinking about the entanglements of networks, mobility, and 

communication technology. These works effectively build upon one another to illuminate the 

confluence of the space of flows, networked mobility, and the politics of mobility. 
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Networked mobility encourages us to think about how networks influence certain forms of 

mobility and about the transformations within mobility that are engendered by networks (and vice 

versa). Network ludic mobility is an extension and overlapping of these ideas, offering a useful 

framework for thinking through the roles that video games play in these dynamics. Video games 

are inherently a mediated experience, and in various forms are connected to our mobility. 

Networked ludic mobility is also inextricably linked to capitalist endeavors and privatization. For 

instance, networked connectivity combined with the ability for transactions to occur via apps, 

within games themselves, or through online store fronts, has transformed the way video games are 

monetized.  

Drawing from networked mobilities, I focus on game play within hybridized spaces. 

Indeed, an examination of players’ movement around physical spaces such as cities is part of my 

study; it is but one configuration of the connections possible between networks, play, and 

mobilities. Video game play can happen ostensibly anywhere. Given that players are often not tied 

to any one location, thinking beyond the city as the site for mobility and thereby investigating how 

networked ludic mobility occurs more broadly is important.   

Characteristics of networked ludic mobility 

Network ludic mobility is an extension of networked mobility that considers how network-

connected video game play is a mobile experience. I am interested in the role that video games 

play in the relationship between networks and mobility. In what ways do video games use networks 

to influence how, why, where, or what is moving? Understanding video game play as networked 

ludic mobility helps us to see the invisible; it highlights hidden networked connections and 

information flows. Whether it is our bodies or our information that is moving, connected gameplay 

and mobility are inextricable and enable different forms of mobility based on the context the player 
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is gaming—on the go, at home, or across devices. As such, this work on networked ludic mobility 

focuses on mobility, capital, and networks. These three characteristics do not work in a vacuum, 

but in relation to and with one another to create a specific contexts and formations of mobility. 

The framework of this is one interested in telling this narrative of daily life wrapped up in games, 

networks, and systems of power that is networked ludic mobility.  

When studying games through Networked ludic mobility, we need to explore the mobilities 

and immobilities of networked game players. As video games are becoming an increasingly 

networked activity, thinking about the enfolding of connection, movement, and games has drawn 

my attention to the politics and practices that enable such configurations. To unpack the politics 

of networked ludic mobility, we must consider the politics of mobility more generally. Cresswell 

(2010) defines the politics of mobility as “social relations that involve the production and 

distribution of power” and the ways in which “mobilities are both productive [and produced] by 

such social relations.” This requires thinking through three key aspects: movement, representation, 

and practice (Cresswell, 2010, p. 19).  

To think of one’s mobility through networked video game play is an inherently political 

process; mobility is a resource for those in power. For example, being able to move players through 

physical space via a location-based video game yields power over a player’s movement as well as 

turning the player’s mobility into a process for data generation. Designing game ecosystems, 

mechanics, and monetization practices that encourage extended periods of play through constant 

updates and on the fly changes likewise exerts a form of power linked to players’ immobility. 

Through network ludic mobility we are able to explore the power relations between the video game 

industry and players that are configured through network connections. As I will discuss in the 

following chapters, understanding the ability to influence movement through connected play is a 
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crucial part of understanding the relationship between mobility and video gaming practices. The 

social relations that are enabled through network connections foster this relationship and are 

constantly producing and reproducing different forms of power over players, whether exercised 

through influence over their movement or through their wallets. 

Networked ludic mobility is rooted in the ways video games and their associated devices 

encourage or discourage movement. While such devices themselves are external to a person’s own 

will to move, other contributing factors related to gaming industry, such as game design practice, 

data collection, and cloud gaming also play a role in how one’s movement is shaped through 

connected video game play. To achieve this, networked ludic mobility draws from Sheller’s (2016) 

concept of mobile mediality.  

Understanding the roles played by games, networked connections, and the influences they 

have over our mobility is the focus of this dissertation. As a critical investigation of networks, 

mobility, and games the power relations involved in network ludic mobility are intimately tied to 

the extraction of capital and ownership.  

Data is a resource, and the video game industry knows it. And networked data is used to 

influence or manipulate users’ mobility. A video game is, at its core, an experience inextricably 

linked to a digital medium in some capacity. It requires a device to access and, in most cases, play8. 

Ostensibly, the device only generates data when in use; in the case of networked connected game 

play, this implies that the device and game are of no value when the game is not being played. 

These practices are the extension and morphing of what has always been in the gaming industry. 

The early days of video game arcades saw folks who were loitering as problematic due to the tense, 

competitive space that was an arcade. As such, arcade attendants would regularly patrol to keep 

 
8 The cases where a device may not be required is when players, perhaps, don’t know they are playing. Such as 
urban mobile games where other players could be obstacles or effecting the game unknowingly.  
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loitering and illicit activity to a minimum (Tobin, 2014). In other words, if you weren’t playing 

(putting quarters into the coin mechanism) – you should not be in the space. 

I seek to uncover how the flow of data to the game industry influences the ways in which 

we experience mobility and space. The gaming industry strives to keep users actively playing 

games, thereby generating more data, and creating more value on their behalf. This isn’t a nefarious 

ploy harkening back to 1980s sci-fi films, with evil corporate gaming overlords scheming to keep 

users connected all the time. Rather, this reality drives home the necessity of understanding the 

ways our information is being used by those who endeavor to collect it. The gaming industry is 

pushing to turn games into platforms and services that are in a permanent state of change and 

access. In other words, they are never complete and constantly being updated, transformed, and 

morphed to respond to data analytics. This business model is often referred to as “Games as a 

Service.” 

 

.Figure 3: The "Games as a Service" Model, an increasingly popular business model rooted in 

data collection and analytics 
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Games as a Service is an increasingly popular business model rooted in data collection and 

analytics. After combing through data and analyzing player behavior, developers make decisions 

about how to tweak the gameplay, monetization options, potential new content, and other decisions 

that directly affect how users play in order to encourage continued engagement. This model often 

leads to content being repurposed or changed on the fly in order to increase game longevity and to 

keep players actively engaged.  

Season passes and battle passes are prime examples of the Games as a Service model. 

Effectively, the progression of player’s online connected gaming occurs over periods of several 

months, usually three or four. At the end of each cycle, each player is reset and starts over with 

slightly new, often repurposed content, forcing players to go back and obtain fresh content once 

again. The “grind” as this form of gameplay mechanics is called, is often slightly refocused and 

tweaked to feel new and different. Importantly, at the end of each cycle, users often must pay to 

reset and start over. The core game is the same, but the carrot on the stick changes just enough to 

keep players playing and connected to their ecosystem, generating fresh data.  

Periodically, usually once a year, a larger, more comprehensive update is released that adds 

extra levels or a new storyline to the game, also for an additional price. While this expansion model 

is common to games usually played on computers or consoles, it is becoming more widespread as 

games become less reliant on specific home consoles (Xbox, PlayStation, Switch, PC, etc.) through 

cloud gaming, where you can take a game once only playable on a home console or PC and play 

it anywhere with internet connectivity.  

Another manifestation of the games as a service model is location-based games that are 

constantly being updated, with locations being added or highlighted and special promotions and 

events being run during scheduled weekends. These brief examples demonstrate how our 
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networked gaming experiences are related to mobility—they are meant to keep us in place, to 

guide us around space, and are facilitated by allowing us to access gaming networks wherever we 

may be.9   

An important aspect of networked ludic mobility is the commodification of space. The 

commodification of space happens when space is striated as per Deleuze and Guatarri’s (1988) 

work on the striation of space, and players no longer fully decide for themselves where they want 

to move or go, as they are directed by roads, maps, crosswalks, or in-game creatures and NPCs. 

As location-based games (such as Pokémon Go) lead players around areas deemed playable (often 

centers of consumption or other urban areas, as opposed to rural areas that are objectively less 

playable), the logic of capital occurs on two fronts: the commodification of space and data 

generation by the player. Games such as Pokémon GO and Harry Potter Wizard’s Unite, for 

example, allow businesses and, ostensibly, other entities, to purchase bonus (such as increased 

visibility or extra rewards for visiting the location) in the game. By doing so, the business hopes 

to increase traffic to their brick-and-mortar location while Niantic, the developers of both games, 

is able to generate data and analyze data on the movement of their players. Doing so allows Niantic 

to determine desirability of areas of play, thus preferring it in the game with more rewards, 

locations, creatures, and other game specific features. This is a form of “player labor,” or playbor, 

as coined by Julian Kucklich (2005). Kucklich developed his concept focusing on the free work 

that players do when they develop game modifications, such as additional game content, bug fixes, 

or add-ons, which ultimately make a game more valuable through the unwaged labor of players. 

In the case of hybrid reality games such as the above, users are playing the game and generating 

profitable data for Niantic through their movements, interactions in game, and purchases.  

 
9 Both examples are explicated throughout each chapter of this dissertation.  
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Playbor is closely related to the free labor explored in Tiziana Terranova’s (2000) work, 

which has consistently challenged the ways in which networks and the Internet are used to exploit 

their denizens. Terranova notes that the expectation of free content production is related to the 

“social factory” where “work processes have shifted from the factory to society” (p. 33). 

Previously, this sort of work would have been done by dedicated research or marketing teams apart 

of the company; however, in the case of networked connected game play, the work is collected 

through play. Terranova’s investigation of the free labor taking place in early webzines and in 

other forms in the late 1990s and 2000s still rings true today. Her insights remain pertinent as big 

data practices continue to reshape what work is and what it looks like as apps, games, and our 

connected habits continue to provide mountains of data and information for controlling entities. 

Playbor encompasses free labor that neither looks or feels like typical labor and which is often 

confused with play despite producing capital for others. Indeed, many forms of networked ludic 

mobility serve this exact purpose, particularly in terms of data generation and capture. 

Playbor feeds into the big data practices of surveillance and collection. Games such as 

Apex Legends or Destiny 2 are in a constant state of change as data is used to determine new 

directions, changes, and updates to the game; hybrid reality games use our physical movement in 

various spaces to specific locations; play anywhere approaches allow for constant, always on 

connectivity allowing these practices to occur, virtually, anywhere. The seemingly constant 

connectivity of games is deeply linked to the datafication, accumulation, and extraction that 

Sadowski (2019) argues is the basis for current business and capital driven endeavors.  

Playbor is not exactly a new form of this sort of labor or data generation, but it is one that 

is becoming increasingly more widespread as the games industry works to find new and novel 

ways to incorporate the work of players into new monetization practices. The capitalist logic at 
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work is one that seems invisible to the player as the information being sent is hardly ever visualized 

or explicated for the player and is rooted in the commercialization of leisure and play when moving 

about physical space (Fulcher, 2005; Kucklich, 2005). Through rampant commercialization, the 

data being generated and used is increasingly becoming the property of those who own the games 

or networks. To better understand the privatization of networked ludic mobility, we must look 

closer at the networked connections that enable gaming in the first place. The networks we connect 

to, both in actual infrastructure and the networked connections mediated by the Web, apps or 

games, have owners who are, in practice and figuratively, making decisions about how users 

experience their network.  

There are several layers to how these networks operate and are maintained. The Internet 

and the Web are, despite popular conflation, two separate ways of connecting in terms of who and 

what is being connected, and where. The Internet is the infrastructure, the backbone as it is often 

called, through which apps, websites, and platforms operate. In short, it is simply a “large network 

of computers which communicate all together” (Mozilla, n.d.). This communication is made 

possible by connecting the network of computers to nodes, or routers, that allow them to send and 

receive information to one another (Leiner, 2009). This is mostly done through Transmission 

Control Protocol and Internet Protocols that govern how the vast majority of users connect; 

however, connecting to other, specialized networks often requires an additional level of technical 

knowledge. For example, the nebulous “dark web” is hosted on Tor, or The Onion Router, using 

a protocol that is accessed separately from TCP/IP.  

While the Internet is a network of computers that allows for connections, the Web (and 

apps, platforms, and online video games) is a service built on top of that infrastructure that allows 

for the processing, rendering, and management of connections between users, spaces, and data 
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storage sites housing information. None of this exists on its own or by the collective good will of 

society, but rather is owned, maintained, and operated by private entities. Infrastructure owners, 

those who own the land, cables, data centers, and other physical materials that enable the Internet, 

rent connection to Internet Service Providers (ISPs), who connect their customers to the Internet 

and allow access to the services built on top of Internet infrastructure.  

While the Internet may seem like a nebulous structure that simply exists with no clear 

ownership, CenturyLink and a host of other communication infrastructure corporations rigorously 

maintain our connections. Level 3 Communications, Inc., now known as CenturyLink, owned 

nearly 80% of the Internet’s backbone in 2014 (CAIDA, 2015). Internet Service Providers such as 

Spectrum and Comcast—uncoincidentally linked to larger media conglomerates such as Time 

Warner and Comcast-Universal—rent parts of that infrastructure, allowing consumers to then rent 

access in turn from their ISPs. While this is an admittedly rudimentary explanation of how the 

Internet is owned, it serves to provide a basic understanding of the Internet and clarify that we do 

not actually own our connections. Even though CenturyLink and ISPs may be relatively hands-off 

as to how we use the Internet,10 the apps or services we connect to are constantly transformed, 

monetized, and put to work in the service of capital. Video games are no exception to this, 

particularly as the Games as a Service business model, microtransactions, and other monetization 

practices have risen out of connected video game play.  

By acknowledging that our connections and data are moving to certain places and 

encouraging specific outcomes, the question of who benefits from these outcomes cannot be 

ignored. By virtue of owning the infrastructure, CenturyLink and Co. benefit, even as Comcast 

 
10 “Relatively” is used loosely as ISPs, particularly Comcast, attempt to control what users can do on the Internet 
through data caps, connection speed throttling, or simply blocking certain websites from being accessed through 
their ISPs (Peoples, 2014; Resnikoff; 2018; Broadkin, 2021). 
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and other ISPs benefit by providing the services used to connect to the Internet. With such a large 

population connected to the Internet, those who create hardware, apps, services, software, 

programs, and other ways of interacting across distance through networked connections have in 

turn developed their own distinct forms of control.  

Unpacking the ties to capitalism and monetization through networked mobility requires an 

awareness of fluidity. Capitalism, neoliberalism and modernity take shape in a multitude of forms. 

Scholars have employed different concepts to uncover how, exactly, exploitation occurs. Frederic 

Jameson’s (1998) work on modernism and imperialism illustrates the complexities of how this 

occurs through texts over time, and how it is incorporated through social determinants such as 

commodity reification, monetary abstraction, mass culture, and technology (Jameson, 2016, para. 

3). Jameson argues it is the confluence of these ideas coming together to create a new space that 

makes it impossible to reduce imperialism and modernism to any one particular form.  

Hardt and Negri follow this line of thinking via their conception of empire (2000). Their 

work investigates a construct of empire that is less interested in imperialism but more interested in 

the acceptance of globalization, a force they depict as being without boundaries or limits where 

expansion is key. Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter tie both of these lines of thought into video games 

in their seminal games studies work Games of Empire (2009), which illustrates how the gaming 

industry has become a salient player in global capital and politics through game design, game 

discourse, and control of the labor surrounding video games. In the case of this analysis, it is clear 

that forms of striation, mobile privatization, and platformization take place in coordination with 

networked ludic mobility to exploit play, players, and devices. In turn, for networked ludic 

mobility, the touchpoints of capital and internet connected gameplay are intertwined with one’s 

mobility.  
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It isn’t only “mobile” games that deal with privatization; video game play at home also 

engages with forms of privatization (examination of which evokes the ideas of Raymond Williams 

(2003). Being connected to a home console or PC requires little to no movement by players; in 

fact, immobility is encouraged by access points that remove the need to move in order to play. 

Consoles, for instance, act as entertainment centers that bring not only video games, but also 

movies, TV, music, and the Web to users in their own homes. They remove the need to travel to a 

brick-and-mortar store, allowing users to access content from the comfort of their couches. 

Movement is instead from platform to platform (from your Xbox to your PlayStation, for 

example), a form of movement that keeps players connected and engaged with games, or within 

an ecosystem where they can purchase games and game add-ons. While Williams (2003) considers 

mobile privatization and the ability to personalize our spaces wherever we go, these video games 

encourage a form of mobile privatization as their entertainment experience and related player 

needs can be met without ever leaving home. In turn, players are also generating data and 

information that can be captured and redeployed by the game industry in new and novel ways.  

Returning to the connections between capital, networks, and video games become clear 

when we use Nick Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter’s (2009) configuration of games and capital to 

look at the global economic impact of video games. Games of Empire confirms that the game 

industry is a hyper-capitalist industry as was theorized by Hardt and Negri’s book Empire (2000). 

Their work outlines games’ relations to globalization and worker exploitation in Africa and India, 

and as part of the military-industrial complex, and the dynamics operating within the gray markets 

surrounding such games. Since that time, these relations have persisted; in some cases, the 

associated practices have been deliberated incorporated into the games themselves. One example 

is what is commonly referred to as the gold farming industry, that is, the buying and selling of in-
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game currency in World of Warcraft and other online roleplaying games. What was once a 

predominantly gray market surrounding massively multiplayer online roleplaying games 

(MMORPGs) has become a practice incorporated into the game itself in to further increase the 

profits of the game’s owners, Activision/Blizzard.  

Virtual currencies and the real money tied to them are but one example of information 

exchange and hyper-capitalist tendencies within the video game industry. This also highlights the 

eagerness of the industry to incorporate seemingly any aspect of profit generation into their games. 

Normalizing a practice that was once highly controversial and often a cause of racial intolerance 

(as described by Lisa Nakamura’s (2009) work on racialized labor in World of Warcraft) in order 

to make more money is not atypical. Video games’ history of manifesting neoliberalism through 

monetization practices is not limited to the enfolding of gray markets. For networked ludic 

mobility, investigating data practices that are often linked to video games as a platform for the 

exchange of information is crucial for understanding the contemporary mobile landscape of 

network connected game play. 

Understanding platformization, as I will show in chapter four, is also important for 

analyzing modern video games. Platforms are built upon Application Programming Interfaces 

(APIs). Platforms are often, if not always, disseminators of information and services (Gillespie, 

2010). As such, platforms are intermediaries that connect users to each other, owners, services, 

and products. By doing so, platformization serves as an organizational model for various 

infrastructures, in particular distributed capitalism, which is the “promise to make everyone a small 

capitalist,” and netarchical capitalism, where the infrastructure is “in the hands of centralized 

privately owned platforms” (Kostakis and Bauwens, 2014, p. 71). Effectively, allowing users a 

limited amount of freedom to assist in the building of the owners’ own capital.  
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The platform model11 has become increasingly popular in the video games industry over 

the past two decades. In a workshop dedicated to Network and System Support for games in 2003, 

researchers from IBM proposed that a gaming platform should be able scale as needed to support 

a growing influx of data through it. The goal is to enable game publishers to operate online servers 

that are malleable to adjust to the needs of one or more games, while facilitating the flow of data 

through their other services. The platform is hailed as a resource management tool for game hosting 

with an objective of “maximizing the revenue ... for the provider” while ostensibly meeting the 

objectives of game developers and players (Saha, Sahu, & Shaikh, 2003 p. 182). This platform 

architecture, described as on-demand grid technology, ultimately came to be used in MMORPGs 

and online first-person shooters to “intelligently allocate resources based on server utilization” 

(Saha, Sahu, & Shaikh, 2003 p. 180). The platform made on-the-fly adjustments to the needs of 

the game based on the activity and flow of information from players into the game servers. This 

early configuration of a gaming platform, deployed particularly for efficiency in online game play 

while being cost effective for the providers, has evolved into a much more robust and complex 

business model that has come to focus on incorporating forms of profit generation rather than cost 

efficiency and is rooted in the flow, or movement, of data through networks. 

Today, over 65% of American adults play video games using smartphones, personal 

computers, and dedicated gaming consoles (ESA, 2021). Each of these devices are inherently 

connected to networks, which are in turn connected to industries, designers, other players, online 

storefronts, and data centers. Video games—whether played on a phone, dedicated home gaming 

console, or PC, or transcending dedicated platforms entirely (cloud gaming)—offer distinct 

 
11 The use of the term platform has different meanings when dealing with game studies vs. media studies. Montfort 
and Bogost work on ‘platform studies’ often considers platforms to be the hardware that games are played on, while 
media studies often consider a platform to be a system of commodified connections such as GrubHub, Uber, Steam, 
etc. This is detailed further in chapter 4.  
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windows into how data surveillance and networks play a role in how we move within or understand 

a space. It is the data cultivated by players, and for companies such as Google that own multiple 

outlets of collection, that ultimately determines what we can do while connected and how we 

should be doing it. The striation of mobility through hybrid reality and the restriction of player 

movements through networked gameplay lead players from place to place, often toward urban 

centers and other spaces of consumption. Home gaming consoles, by contrast, have engendered a 

gaming experience centered around the home that is interested in keeping players engaged for long 

periods of time in order to facilitate a constant flow of data. 

Recent announcements by Apple and Google have purported to stop or restrict this sort of 

surveillance of their users (Hardaway, 2021); closer inspection reveals that they only are concerned 

with one small flow of data, specifically cookies, which are the small text files that identify 

computers and networks. The number of innovative and novel ways which organizations invested 

in data extract and capture this renewable resource is vast. For example, Google also has its hand 

in cloud gaming—discussed in chapter four—which is not included in their data collection 

restrictions. Announcements such as these respond to users’ increased awareness of and interest 

in Internet privacy issues, but a multitude of options at the disposal of those who are in the business 

of data remain to be fully addressed. The three forms, striated mobility, immobile privatization, 

and platform mobilization, of networked ludic mobility discussed here are made possible by a 

constant flow of data, our networked connections, and decisions made based on the industry’s 

ideas about how we can access games, and, more broadly, about where we can and should be when 

we play them. 

Network ludic mobility is not just about the technology, our connections and how we move, 

but also considers the nature of these interactions and what occurs through them. The flow of data, 
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business and design decisions, accessibility of an audience, and the interactions between gaming 

and space all come together to engender a form of mobility that is tied to gaming and the networks 

that sustain us and our games. It is a confluence of technology, industry, and social practices that 

structures the very possibilities of movement.  

Conclusion 

Networked ludic mobility offers a way of understanding networked video games through 

mobilities and linked to capitalist desires. The confluence of the different concepts outlined in this 

chapter shape the concept of networked ludic mobility in order to act as a guide for this critical 

examination. Video games have always been a networked and mobile experience. Networked ludic 

mobility draws from theories surrounding mobilities, networks, and neoliberalism to underscore 

this point. As this dissertation reveals, players being networked and mobile goes far beyond what 

is commonly considered mobile gaming, that is, playing on a mobile device. While playing games, 

even if we are simply sitting on a couch, we experience mobility. Networked ludic mobility 

explores networked video game play and its role in our daily lives, and encourages us to think 

critically about how and why we experience games the way we do.  

Revealing how and why things occur as they do is crucial for engendering change, critical 

thought, and work toward the common good. It would be amiss to suggest that owning, controlling, 

and manipulating movement through networks is a privilege extended only to those imbued with 

power, but the imbalances that do exist can be countered. By acknowledging such power 

imbalances, we can begin to cultivate more cognizant game design practices that are not focused 

on the monopolization of bodies, connection, and data. Perhaps we can reimagine networked ludic 

mobility to create civic-minded citizens. Maybe the next great game is one that encourages people 

to participate in democratic processes such as voting, to serve their communities for the better, or 
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to gain a better understanding of viral spread during a pandemic. Networked ludic mobility offers 

a way to begin unpacking these imbalances. By illuminating how networks can and do influence 

mobility and our connected experiences, networked ludic mobility enables us to begin robust 

conversations about what we can do to harness that power thoughtfully and ethically through video 

games.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Striated Mobility 

In early July of 2016, I was taking my dog for a weekday afternoon walk through the park 

across the street from my house in Raleigh, North Carolina. The park was often quiet during 

weekdays while kids were at school and adults were off at their jobs; lunchtime had, historically, 

been a great time to hit the park’s trails and have it mostly to ourselves. My dog Mickey and I 

often would be able to make it through at least half of the two-mile trail without seeing another 

person. This day was immediately different. As we left our development and crossed the street, I 

could see, through the trees that surrounded the parking area, cars. Lots of cars. Unusual, though 

not unheard of. This park had a picnic area that could be rented for parties and it was not too rare 

to see a lunchtime group taking advantage of the spot. As we crossed the street and passed through 

the short trail into the park itself, I immediately noticed that the picnic area, while populated, was 

not the reason for the increase in traffic that afternoon. The trail, from what we could see, was 

packed with people. Teens, adults, children, individuals, and groups. Lake Johnson Park was, 

apparently, the place to be this afternoon. I thought to myself that there was a holiday I had 

forgotten about (as it was shortly after the Fourth of July), or some other local function, yet Google 

searches turned up nothing. While I found it strange to see the park so busy at this time of day, I 

did not think too much more of it as my dog and I continued on our way down the paths that circled 

the lake.  

If you did run into people on your walks, weekday, or weekend, they were usually 

incredibly friendly. Almost always they offered a “hello” or a smile as you passed one another. 

This day I noticed far less interaction, far fewer hellos, and even less eye contact made by 

passersby. In fact, nearly everyone was looking down at their phone, briefly looking up and around 
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them, then back to their phone as they drudged off the path and into the wooded areas or toward 

benches or gazebos that lined the greenway. It became quite clear to me that almost everyone at 

the park that afternoon was participating in some sort of mobile game. We continued to follow the 

path observing those around us congregating in certain areas around the park and then toying with 

their phone a bit. About halfway along the trail there is an opening with a small gazebo and sitting 

area that looks over the lake; here there were at least twenty people standing around looking at 

their phones and talking among themselves. As we approached, I heard familiar names such as 

Pikachu, Charmander, and Gyarados. It was then I knew that Pokémon GO had released and that 

it was what had brought the hordes of people to the park this afternoon. 

 

Figure 2.1: Pokémon GO being played in London. Saker and Evans, 2018. 

Pokémon GO is a location-based hybrid reality mobile game that requires the player to 

traverse their physical spaces to hunt and capture digital Pokémon, visit PokéStops which replenish 

player’s inventory, and battle over gyms for their respective teams by fighting off creatures placed 

in the location by other players. As the name suggests, it uses creatures from the popular 

transmedia franchise Pokémon and overlays them atop physical world locations using a mobile 
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device’s screen. These locations are often tied to popular public places such as city centers, 

monuments, parks, other recreational areas, and centers of consumption. The objective of the game 

is for the player to explore different physical world places in order to “catch them all” as the game’s 

tagline suggests. Players also may team up, trade items and/or Pokémon, and battle together or 

against each other; this set of options expanded its pseudo-multiplayer beginnings where working 

together at gym battles was the main source of player interactivity. While not the first game to 

employ mechanics that require the player to move around physical space, it quickly became the 

most downloaded of its kind (Chan, 2018).  

Interestingly, the developers of Pokémon GO, Niantic, used the geo-mapping of physical 

world spaces from their previous game Ingress to assist in determining PokéStop and Pokémon 

locations. Even more interesting is that the Ingress locations were crowdsourced by players12. In 

other words, the players of the game assisted with determining many of the locations that would 

be used throughout the game. Large urban areas provided the most varied locations, thus they were 

where many of the in-game points of interest were located. Dense urban areas also housed the 

highest number of players, thus across Ingress and Pokémon GO we can objectively notice a 

preference toward urban spaces over rural according to players (see Figure 2.2), academics, and 

government committees alike (Banks, 2016; Colley, Thebault-Spieker, & Lin, 2017; Gray, 2021). 

While I focus on Pokémon GO in this chapter, the core concepts, and ideas behind how, 

why, and where hybrid reality games are played go beyond a single game. Indeed, Niantic are the 

 
12 In terms of mapping and sourcing data, Pokemon Go was and is derivative of Ingress. While both are location-
based games, the way in which play occurs is quite different particularly in terms of player contributions - which 
Ingress was more open to accepting in some ways. Conversely, Pokémon Go is embedded in capitalist logics of 
consumption in terms of how and where one may play or suggest additions to the game. Considering space being 
constructed through various power relations - how the game world is built to construct a playspace influences the 
ludic experience (Lefebvre's, 1974; de Souza e Silva & Hjorth, 2009). 
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preeminent force in this genre, but they are not the only actors. With location data becoming more 

widely available through integration with Google Maps API, smaller companies (read: not owned 

by Google) are able to harness the power of this data. It is important to note that Pokémon GO and 

other Niantic titles are the operating example as they have, effectively, set a standard for 

subsequent HRGs such as Zombies, Run!, Landlord, and Minecraft Earth, while also owning 

several of the largest HRGs on the market.  

 

Figure 2.2: City vs. Rural comparison in Pokémon GO. Goldfarb, 2018. 

Pokémon Go (and similar games such as Ingress and Harry Potter Wizards Unite) falls 

into the category of games dubbed hybrid-reality games or HRGs. The description of how 

Pokémon GO operates provides some examples of the expectations of the HRG genre, as we can 

see when we review the key characteristics that scholars have used to define these games. As 

defined by de Souza e Silva (2009):  

Hybrid reality games and location-based mobile games use mobile technologies equipped 

with location awareness and Internet connection to coordinate players depending on their relative 
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position to each other in physical space. By creating a unique way of connecting players, and 

players to the play space, these games define a new logic of game space, which raise issues about 

our perception of urban spaces, the daily mobility through the city, and the relationship between 

serious life and playful spaces (p. 405). 

As physical and digital spaces are strongly intertwined in our daily lives, so are the games 

we play. However, as mobile games are played across these spaces, it has become clear that they 

also perpetuate a networked and capitalistic logic that determines the way a player moves through 

these spaces.  

The logic of networked ludic mobility assumes we are constantly connected. In the case of 

HRGs, players are connected to space, the internet, digital infrastructures, and capitalistic 

networks; are all in play and affect the way one may or may not move through space. The 

overlapping of movement, networked logics, and game play situates a player’s experience of 

mobility while playing these games. In the specific case of HRGs, which suggest routes through  

urban spaces, a player’s movement is not solely based on their free will and desire, but also shaped 

by the game mechanics and design, the strength of the player’s connection to the internet, and the 

capitalist consumption that allows the game to exist. Harkening back to the anecdote which opened 

this chapter, one can see how these logics begin to transform spaces and the player’s relationship 

to them. Primarily, the park space morphed from a nature filled walk to a digital experience for 

those trying Pokémon GO. No longer were individuals moving through the park by their own 

accord; instead, the locations of Pokémon and PokéStops placed by Niantic determined the route 

players would take. Gazebos that were often empty and unused before they became meeting places 

to spin a PokéStop and connect with other players. Traversing off the beaten path and moving 

slightly closer to the lake or off into the wooded area was now encouraged and thought about 
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deliberately, rather than avoided or happening due to just a stray thought. If it was not for the 

addition of networked game play that Pokémon GO brings to the park, the experience of walking 

the trails around Raleigh’s Lake Johnson, for example, would continue to be the same as it always 

had been; however, the perception of its space changed. The invisible borders of the beaten path 

or the forgotten gazebo were now a vital part of the park’s experience for a person playing the 

HRG. Instead of ignoring the gazebo or the forgotten path, individuals were moving through the 

space in ways that previously went unthought and unexplored.  

A valuable aspect of networked ludic mobility is its ability to illuminate how the logic of 

capitalism determines forms of mobility and spatialization. Indeed, while taking new paths in a 

park or checking out a rarely visited gazebo may seem to suggest that a player has the ability to go 

wherever they please, the underlying mechanics, connections, and pre-determined locations of 

play greatly influence a player’s decisions. Put bluntly, why would a player attempt to take the 

game to an area where it is unplayable? The capitalist functions of a city-owned park that rents 

amenities such as kayaks, barbeques, and party spaces, has a snack bar, and engages with other 

forms of money exchange demonstrates that while the capitalistic logic of an HRG in a somewhat 

innocuous park may not be explicit, it is present, nonetheless. While playing an HRG may not be 

as obviously capitalistic as going to a mall, some of the busiest areas of the aforementioned park 

are at the center of commerce available in the area: near the snack bar or vending machines. 

Purposefully or not, the game leads players to an area where monetary exchange occurs.  

While seemingly falling into Robert Luke’s (2006) view of urban spaces as “commercial 

grids and communication vectors” (p. 189), which invokes Simmel’s (1950) observation of 20th 

century capitalism in Paris and the commodification of space through rampant postmodernity, it’s 

important to reconcile that view with the contemporary practices of play, surveillance, and data 
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collection that leads to various forms of exchange while playing HRGs. This is elucidated by 

Levente Juhasz (2017), who explores how socioeconomic and land-use categories influence the 

density of PokéStops. Juhasz’s findings, focused on South Florida and Boston, show that Black 

and Hispanic neighborhoods are quite disadvantaged in terms of PokéStops compared to 

commercial, recreational, and tourist locations (p. 249). It is not uncommon to find a point of 

interest located in a brick-and-mortar store, while monuments or historical landmarks located in 

underrepresented areas are less likely to be featured within the game. In other words, a more 

lucrative point of interest in the game is frequently tied to a business or capitalist center rather than 

an underrepresented, perhaps less traveled area, where the points of interests are fewer and farther 

between, making the game in that location, ostensibly, less playable.  

How we reflect and act within these spaces changes how we think of our surroundings by 

prioritizing locations. Hjorth and Richardson (2017) discuss this as critical cartography, where the 

“entanglements between geography and everyday life” require an understanding of new mapping 

practices and critique to better understand the performance of place and self through the 

overlapping of the virtual and the physical (p. 6). The capitalist logic at work is one rooted in the 

constant generation of information, or data, which is deployed in ways that presume or encourage 

continued labor, spending, or both. Meanwhile these activities are guised as play, often called 

playbour (Kucklich, 2005). While the games themselves are leading toward centers of capitalism, 

the player is providing the labor of information and data generation used by the controlling entities 

of these games. The capitalist logic at work is one that seems immaterial to the player, rooted in 

the commercialization of leisure and play (Fulcher, 2005; Kucklich, 2005).  

As this capitalist logic is imbricated into our physical spaces and the way in which we 

move around them, it becomes increasingly clear that HRGs are perpetuating a form of striated 
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mobility. Deleuze and Guattari (1980) discuss striation as a spatial arrangement that is focused on 

central organizing tenets. Striation creates parameters and allocated waypoints. Striation, then, 

allows for productive modes of understanding and point to point contact that provide guidance 

through various spaces, thus creating greater efficiency, or at least structured direction, in moving 

through a space. Through the guidance from the omnipotent designers who can manipulate the 

mapping, locations, and points of interest at any time, a player is provided a predefined space that 

aggressively suggests how and where the game is meant to be played and by whom. For example, 

let us look at how a player moves through an urban space to reach various PokéStops in Pokémon 

GO. For the player, the space becomes understood as routes and waypoints to reach specific areas, 

whether they be gyms, PokéStops, or raids, which require specific parameters to reach efficiency. 

This deliberate mapping that guides movement is the manifestation of striation.  

Deleuze and Guattari (1980) contrast striated spaced with smooth spaces that are nomadic 

and fluid, allowing that which is moving to self-distribute through the space rather than guided via 

waypoints. Deleuze and Guattari (1980) explicitly differentiate this distinction as points acting as 

“relays and only existing as a relay” as they are subordinate to the path they are determining in a 

smooth space, as opposed to the gravitational force a point has in a striated space which is the 

determinate of the path to be taken (p. 380). The two consider the sea a “smooth space par 

excellence,” as the open water is free of any predefined routes and can be traversed however one 

pleases; the wind, sun stars, and other celestial bearings allow the sea to be nomadically traveled 

(Lysen & Pisters, 2012, p. 1). As history trudged forward striation continued to occur through 

maps, longitude, latitude, distance, measures, and eventually electronic GPS devices that not only 

route the surface of the sea, but also below. As reliance on water travel increased, so did the 

demand for striation. Lysen and Pisters (2012) note the beginning of great explorations and 
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transatlantic merchant and slave trade linking striation of space to the politics and politics of a 

time.  

In terms of HRGs, operating within Deleuze and Guattari’s definition of striation, striated 

mobility is the manifestation of networked mobility attached to many forms of location-based 

video game play, including for the focus of this chapter, hybrid-reality games. Rather than a player 

being able to choose their own path freely and experience the hybrid world that the game provides, 

clearly identifiable points with a gravitational force are laid out across their surroundings. While 

the player may have direct control over the route to reach their destination, the destinations are 

predetermined and require the player to engage with them rather than wander nomadically through 

the space forging their own paths. Not to mention, urban spaces are exceedingly striated to begin 

with. Roadways, sidewalks, crosswalks, buildings, or trees lining pathways have all been 

meticulously planned and coordinated to influence movement. The game itself introduces another 

level of striation on an already hyper-striated space.  

Many HRGs, specifically the ones tied directly to the networked logistics of capitalist 

consumption, provide a faux-smooth space that seems to be nomadic by nature despite your routes 

being predetermined by the city’s own layouts and locations. A player can have the game open 

and move around the world as they wish; however, by ignoring the grid, contacts, or controlling 

points that determine where the game is meant to be played, the game often becomes unplayable. 

As such, striated mobility acts as a form of networked ludic mobility rooted in capitalist 

consumption, where the network we are connected to dictates one’s preferred movements through 

a hierarchy of predetermined points of interest. Important to mention is that playing the game in 

certain spaces or areas may be unobtainable for certain bodies or identities as well. What is a safe 

space for, say, a white male walking through a downtown neighborhood at night – may not be the 
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same for a black male jogger in the afternoon. Who can move, where, and why speaks to the 

differential mobility that exists across contexts, identities, and situations.  

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an argument as to how and why pre-determined, 

mapped out game spaces, are tied directly to a capitalist paradigm. The core of this chapter will 

focus on various mobile hybrid reality games that promote the idea of “playing anywhere” when 

in fact individuals play where the developers or, in some cases, other players decide they should 

play. To unpack this argument, I discuss striated mobility in five separate but related sections: 

defining hybrid reality games as an object of study, the hybrid space assemblage, the production 

of space, capitalist subjectivity, and affirmative potential. While seemingly discrete, the 

aforementioned arching concepts synergize networked ludic mobility in a way that exemplifies 

how games and their connections to space and societal ideologies allow for the transformation of 

understanding and perpetuate the logistics of said ideologies. In other words, the foundational 

concept of striated mobility is expanded and transformed by the contemporary moment of 

networked and play, thus operating in the framework of networked ludic mobility.  

By examining hybrid reality games through the lens of striated mobility, as exemplified 

through game design, popular accounts, and a capitalist logic, this chapter focuses on an experience 

of mobility where movement is pre-determined in favor of profit generation and where urban and 

rural are distinguished as desirable and undesirable. I analyze hybrid reality games as contributing 

to the production of space, subjectivity, and potential and actual mobilities, and as responsible for 

the creation of a capitalist subject—the player—who experiences striated mobility. 

Defining hybrid reality games 

Early game scholarship was influenced by Huizinga’s (1955) notion of the magic circle, in 

which play is marked off either materially or ideally as a temporary world within the ordinary 
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world. In other words, games exist in their own space outside of the “real” world. Video and analog 

game scholarship perpetuated the magic circle as game and play scholars separated play spaces 

from everyday life spaces (Huizinga, 1970; Sutton-Smith, 1997; Salen & Zimmerman, 2003). 

Effectively, most game studies scholarship focused on play spaces as operating with a different set 

of rules, regulations, and experiences from the quotidian. In parallel, however, a related body of 

research was emerging that unpacked the intersections of games and life. Turkle’s work on 

cyberspace and identity (1995, 1999, 2011) provides, perhaps not the first, but still widely 

recognized investigations into the enfolding of the digital and the physical through computer 

technology. Alongside this, T.L. Taylor explored life in 3-D virtual worlds (1999), illustrating how 

the virtual and the physical worked on separate planes, while acknowledging the multimodal 

nature of the self through games. Partially due to the massive success and vast amount of data, 

news, and players, scholarship on MMORPGs continued to push back against the idea of a closed-

off, impermeable game space that had little or no effect on a player or their real life. As this body 

of research continued to grow, the magic circle began to fall out of favor as the concept seemed to 

be porous and as gameplay was shown to not necessarily be segregated from other spaces 

(Rodriguez, 2006, Consalvo, 2009).  

Hybrid reality games offer cogent examples of the non-existent separation between game 

spaces and physical spaces. For example, de Souza e Silva and Sutko (2008) describe the 

exploration of urban centers and the construction of spatial communities via location-based games, 

challenging the very notion that play spaces and ordinary life spaces are separate and distinct. In 

fact, de Souza e Silva and Sutko suggest that HRGs influence “how players interact with city space 

(and) people inside and outside of the game” (2008, p. 458). They suggest that the way players 

navigate physical space is directly influenced by the games they are playing. In this sense, location-
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based games shape movement by encouraging players to “experience less traveled areas of the city 

or by giving players the freedom to explore new and different areas of the city one would not 

normally visit” (2008, p. 458). If the magic circle requires distinct boundaries between real spaces 

and play spaces, HRGs clearly complicate the primary tenet of the concept. As such, video game 

scholarship has moved away from the parameters set by the magic circle and have accepted video 

games as part and parcel of the real world and the experiences we have within it (Consalvo, 2009; 

Calleja, 2012).  

Recent work examines the close connection between life and play, as hybrid reality games 

employ mobile technologies that muddle the more conventional partition between game space and 

ordinary life (de Souza e Silva & Gordon, 2013; Chess, 2014; Moore, 2015). Indeed, Turkle (1995) 

and Dibbel (1999) were among the first to bridge the connection between play and ordinary life. 

HRGs expound these connections through our physical mobility and integration of mobile game 

interfaces that travel with us as we move.  

HRG research has also looked at the game Ingress and its ties to augmented regionalism. 

Ingress is an HRG where players interact with “portals,” which are real world points of interest 

such as monuments, unique architecture, or other achievements of “human creativity and 

ingenuity” (Niantic, n.d.). Within a science fiction backstory and theme, players “hack” into these 

spaces and take them over for their chosen team. Simultaneously, the opposing teams are doing 

the same as they wrestle back and forth to own the most points of interest. The importance of 

regionalism within HRGs is the recognition that these games, while played globally, are critically 

dependent on local communities. It is easy to posit that without players in local spaces, taking part 

in local events, and providing interactions that feed back into the game systems and mechanics 

through local spaces and places HRGs would be very different or not exist at all. Chess (2014) 
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supports the claim that regionalism is less about global borders and more interested in the 

“character of community” (p. 1109). She contends that while the larger narrative of Ingress takes 

place on a global level, the actions players take reinforce a sense of regionalism, as the game brings 

players to local businesses and landmarks and fosters a sense of community through teamwork 

(Chess, 2014, p. 1112).  

While Chess is interested in the narrative of augmented regionalism, the concept is brought 

to life by de Souza e Silva and Gordon’s (2013) own concept of net locality, which indicates that 

location is paramount to this type of game as it allows for an understanding of social and digital 

interactions as being connected and overlapping rather than on separate planes. Consequently, de 

Souza e Silva and Gordon reject the notion that networked connections overwhelm physical 

distances, instead arguing that contemporary digital networks support social interaction and 

connectivity that transcends physical co-presence (p. 135). In hybrid reality games, physical 

mobility is an essential component of play itself. Moreover, by mandating that players must 

physically move around to play the game, HRGs require player engagement with the spaces they 

occupy. This, in turn, fosters new connections with the local, eliding any division between physical 

and digital. 

Interestingly, Chess (2014) takes the idea of net locality a step further and suggests that 

hybrid reality games, such as Ingress, “open and connect spaces between the regional and the 

global” (p. 1115). Moore (2015), similarly, suggests that local knowledge is key to the situated 

approach to play that Ingress employs. That is, Ingress is framed by not only the sociocultural and 

material circumstances of players, but the environment itself assists in the production of 

understanding (p. 1). The aforementioned examples of the reorganizing potential of HRGs 

demonstrate the way that they are able to foster local connectivity and reshape player perceptions 
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and environments. Various versions of Geocaching, such as c:geo and Cachly, provide a 

destination that may be predetermined yet the routes to get there are less striated. Waymarking, a 

game similar to Geocaching and having its own subset of HRGs¸ encourages players to interact 

with and learn more about their local areas through scavenger-hunt-like games that encourage 

leaving annotated digital footprints. Conversely, HRGs such as Pokémon GO, Harry Potter 

Wizards Unite, Army of Robots, and others are directly tied to centers of consumption and human 

activity. In effect, in the absence of populated space with storefronts and other people, they often 

become difficult or impossible to play. As I will discuss in chapter four, digital games are always 

predetermined in some manner due to the nature of being designed, coded, and planned by 

developers. However, while both types offer a level of striated mobility, it is HRGs that rearrange 

space to benefit from profit generation.  

Hybrid reality games and hybrid space 

Scholars have been looking at how mobile applications transform our experience of space 

for decades. Previous location-based applications such as Foursquare or Dodgeball initiated 

thinking through the ways in which connectivity and networks could change the experience of 

space and how one interacted within it (Gazzard, 2011; Duffy, 2011; Frith, 2013; Humphreys & 

Liao, 2013; Sakar, 2017). These applications allow users to check in or see who else has checked 

into places around their city, whether they be coffee shops, malls, libraries, school buildings, or 

whatever. In most cases, if the location is not readily available in the application the user can add 

it in manually by inserting a pin on the map and typing its name and a short description. As a result, 

user-created pins become a permanent part of these apps’ digital map of the world. While location-

based applications allow people to interact with any location, there are often benefits to doing so 

specifically in urban centers, businesses, and other highly trafficked areas. One could drop pins 
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and check in at their favorite greenway in rural Montana, but the likelihood of other players 

interacting with it would be minimal13.  

Conversely, playing in an urban area usually provides more opportunities for individuals 

to engage with other people, catch a more diverse palette of creatures (in the case of games like 

Pokémon GO), and receive promotions and prizes. This remains true for the current generation of 

hybrid reality games, such as Pokémon GO, Harry Potter Wizards Unite, and Jurassic World Alive. 

In fact, barriers have been placed on certain interactions through these games, particularly the 

players’ ability to engage with or transform the map in meaningful ways. In Pokémon, players 

must play the game enough to even access the ability to suggest new PokéStop locations. In some 

ways, this barrier is likely due to two factors: the sheer number of players, and to create a sense of 

scarcity in the game. If anyone could create new locations at any time, movement, a key component 

of the game, would become irrelevant because there would be PokéStops everywhere.  

Pokémon GO was not the first game of its kind. In fact, it was preceded by more than a 

decade of development of and design documentation for other location-based mobile applications 

and hybrid reality games. This lineage of design documentation, implementation, and iterative 

design has been coalesced into the intuitive, easy to learn design and mechanics of Pokémon GO 

(Yan, 2016; Escribano, 2017; Forde, 2020). Escribano (2017) suggests that Pokémon GO is the 

result of embracing what has worked in other games, ignoring what has not, and wrapping it in 

simple game mechanics (walking, swiping, tapping) that are aesthetically reminiscent of previous 

Pokémon games. As the granular work of teaching an audience how to use and interact with 

 
13 The interactions we have in space influence how we come to understand it. Dropping pins or checking in was an 
affordance given by technology, but also an extension or evolution of how this information would be conveyed 
previously through, perhaps, early SMS texting, local review websites, answering machines, or using a landline 
telephone to make plans.   
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location-based applications was done within previous games and applications, Pokémon GO could 

focus on building its world on the labor invested by players of Niantic’s first game Ingress.  

 

Figure 4: Ingress UI example. Niantic, 2019. 

Ingress was released in 2013 and incorporated game space into real world locations. It has 

often been described as an amalgamation of geocaching and capture the flag, in that players locate 

points of interest in the physical world, and then need to work together to claim the space from 

opposing factions (Davis, 2016). As Ingress developed, Niantic continued to implement more 

ways of playing including missions, which allow players to create waypoints to places and interact 

with the space in specific ways, such as revealing the points of interests progressively or attempting 

to reach them in a certain amount of time.  

Key to Ingress’ gameplay are portals. These are akin to the flags in capture the flag. Color-

coded to determine which faction, if any, controls them, portals are sought by players who deploy 

an in-game item known as a “resonator” in an attempt to capture a portal for their faction. Portals 
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are often linked to buildings, businesses, landmarks, and places with historic or architectural 

significance. Interestingly, portal locations were originally mapped out through Google Maps 

locations, though a component of the game allowed players to submit their own locations for 

potential implementation into the Ingress world, a feature other Niantic games have adopted as 

well. To do so, players have to reach level ten and then use an in-app map tool to set perimeters 

around a space and then submit it. These portals, suggested and often implanted by players, are 

central to striating the game space for players. By acting as landmarks, they are the points of 

interests that players must traverse toward in order to play.   

The simplicity of the process has led to a massive number of portals being submitted over 

the lifespan of the game. Niantic has reported that over fifteen million portals have been suggested 

by players with five million of them being placed into the game. The portals, by and large, were 

selected by an upvote system where players would vote on photos of submitted locations in relation 

to the in-game map, which is broken into a striated grid Locations within a certain square of the 

grid would be put up to a vote against each other, and the one with the most upvotes would become 

the portal (Niantic, n.d.). By 2018 there were over 2,000 world events completed and 1.2 billion 

portals visited by players (Niantic, 2018).  

Ingress’s popularity with players and developers and the abundance of crowdsourced 

physical location data influenced Satoru Iwata and Tsunekazu Ishihara’s vision for Pokémon GO. 

Working for Nintendo and The Pokémon Company respectively, the two saw the underlying 

structure of Ingress as optimal for bringing Pokémon to the ‘physical world’. Interest in this sort 

of game was gauged through an April Fool’s Joke collaboration between The Pokémon Company 

and Google, who put forth the “Google Maps: Pokémon Challenge” in 2014 (Statt, 2014).  
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The Pokémon Challenge was, effectively, an early form of Pokémon GO that took place 

on the Google Maps application. Pokémon would appear and players could catch them by scrolling 

around their location, clicking the 2D image of the Pokémon on their map, and hitting a catch 

button. One could argue that the joke was more of an attempt to gauge interest in the concept rather 

than a concept born out of the joke itself. The success of the “joke” led to the refinement and 

release of the game that would become Pokémon GO. The initial launch of the game used the 

crowdsourced data from Ingress to populate the world with PokéStops and gyms, while using 

information from Google Maps to spawn specific types of Pokémon on certain terrain. Indeed, 

Pokémon GO harnessed the productive work done by Ingress and its player base to produce the 

early iterations of the game, points of interest, and potential for future updates. 

While Ingress was met with its own success, Pokémon GO quickly rose to the top of most 

downloaded charts and has fostered a player base of over 100 million players (Phillips, 2018). 

Several key factors have played a role in the success of Pokémon GO over the years, including 

Pokémon’s nostalgia value and deployment on mobile platforms. Pokémon as a franchise has a 

history of mobility as its origins are located on Nintendo’s handheld device Gameboy, an 

undoubtedly mobile gaming platform. We can thus infer that Pokémon has an embedded sense of 

mobility, due to its original nontethered iteration that allowed for play anywhere. Its mobility, 

according to Keogh (2017), is tied to a sense of nostalgia for players who grew up playing the 

Pokémon series on handheld devices. Later iterations continued to be mobile, with the occasional 

home console release. Interestingly, Nintendo’s latest platform, Switch, has a level of hybridity 

that allows it to be a stationary or mobile platform. Mobile phones, however, seem to be the perfect 

platform to reach a large casual audience. Jesper Juul’s (2010) survey of players illustrates that 

standard video game console is too “inflexible” for some players, as they often require longer 
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periods of play to feel satisfied. Instead, so-called “casual” players are interested in experiences 

that integrate with their life rather than interrupt it. Pokémon GO and similar HRGs do just that as 

the interactions with the game itself usually only last but a moment, with the player soon moving 

on, then eventually returning to the game.  

While Pokémon has evolved into a household name in terms of entertainment media, it is 

important to highlight the fact that it is a transmedia franchise: video games, card games, movies, 

television shows, comic books, toys, and more comprise the varied Pokémon branded products 

that exist. The design of the game itself lends itself to widespread appeal. As movement within the 

game world is tied to real world locations, simply opening the application places you within the 

game space, wherever you may currently be. Players need to react to onscreen cues through 

pressing or swiping their screen to battle gyms, catch Pokémon, collect items at PokéStops, or 

manage a basic inventory of items. The mechanics and systems in place are easy enough for people 

of all ages, making it not uncommon to see younger children playing with their parents (or in some 

cases, teaching their parents how to play!). Finally, and perhaps most obviously, the ubiquity of 

smartphones plays a major role in the success of Pokémon GO.  

Niantic’s successor to Pokémon GO, Harry Potter Wizard’s Unite, has used the same 

aspects to propel itself to popularity: recognizable brand, clear user-interface, and mobile devices 

as the chosen platform. Despite being popular in its own right, Wizards Unite has not met with the 

same success as Pokémon GO. This is attributed to several key factors by the gaming press, 

including market share and complexity. Wizards Unite adds a level of complexity not found in 

Pokémon GO, which may make it difficult to play for younger users. Its features go beyond simply 

catching and battling and move into the realm of more traditional roleplaying games, with 

mysteries, challenges, and potions that can be concocted (Barrett, 2019). Further, the Verge’s 
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Chaim Gartenberg, a video game pundit, (2019) suggests that the the massive market share held 

by Pokémon GO and the timing surrounding the release of Wizards Unite may suggest that players 

are not looking for another HRG to play. It is projected that Wizards Unite, despite 17 million 

installs since its launch, is currently housing well under one million active users (Forde, 2019). 

Jurassic World: Alive, the third most popular HRG, has under 225,00 active players (Ludia, 2019).  

The popularity of HRGs provides various pathways for further inquiry into how striated 

mobility plays a role in social and mobile engineering. The wealth of information being collected 

through these games and other location tracking applications is not stagnant nor without 

consequence in its own right. How it is being used, who is using it, and what it is being used for is 

often summed up simply as “it’s being sold”—but for what, to whom, and by whom? These are 

primary questions to networked ludic mobility and will be unpacked thoroughly in chapter four, 

Platform Mobility. 

Hybrid reality games and production of space 

While Pokémon GO brought renewed interest in hybrid reality games, space, and players 

in the news media, interfacing digital and physical spaces extends back to at least the early 2000s 

with the invention of geocaching and the first location-based games such as BotFighters. 

BotFighters used cellular triangulation and a website to send players out in the physical world to 

complete missions that centered around engaging in battles with other players. Battles took place 

through text message commands that alerted each player to what was happening in the game 

(Sotamaa, 2002). Through participating in battles in physical spaces, players could earn in-game 

money to upgrade their digital robots and make them more powerful, thus making them stronger 

in future battles. While these early games were rudimentary in terms of user interface (reflecting 

the state of mobile technology then) and mechanics, they laid the groundwork for later games such 



   

84 
 

as Ingress and Pokémon GO. The switch from location-based games that only tracked location to 

hybrid reality games came with the overlaying of a graphic digital interface onto the physical 

world, or vice versa, through a mobile device’s screen and camera (de Souza e Silva, 2009).  

Pokémon GO has been described as “hyper-realistic even if it is still a bit crude in 

phenomenological terms” (Licoppe, 2017, p. 25). Licoppe (2017) describes the cartoonish, 

polygonal design of the game’s representation of physical world space while traversing terrain and 

searching for PokéStops, Pokémon, or other encounters, that shifts to the location captured by the 

camera when an encounter with Pokémon overlaid onto the location begins. The camera is a key 

component for the imbrication of the digital and physical. While the two-dimensional map that the 

players move around in real time in conjunction with their physical movements is nothing new for 

location-based games, it is the interface with the world via the camera that makes the hybrid nature 

of the game clear to the player. The marketing of the game supposes that encounters are no longer 

housed inside a digital representation of physical space; the merge of digital and physical became 

actualized through representation via a camera. In practice, the phone itself is capturing the 

environment via a camera and uses the phone’s screen as a mediator to augment the space. While 

the Pokémon may not be projected into real world spaces, the meshing of physical objects and 

digital information come together to create an ephemeral space where one can catch a digital 

creature.  

Niantic’s CEO, John Hanke, previously worked on Google Earth and Google Maps with 

Google, which has long sought to overlay the digital onto the physical with devices such as Google 

Glass (Bogle, 2016) and more recently a virtual reality application for Google Maps. While Google 

Glass was ultimately cancelled, Hanke and his team have found alternative ways to integrate digital 

and physical and create unique experiences for users. With Ingress and Pokémon GO, Niantic 
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continues to work directly with hybrid experiences and location data. The points of interest in 

Pokémon GO were directly selected through data collected by player movement data in Ingress. 

Hanke explained that public high foot traffic areas were selected alongside landscape features such 

as historical markers, public art, unique architecture, and local businesses (Bogle, 2016).  

Indeed, while places of historical or artistic significance maybe points of interest – they too 

are often found amongst highly commercialized areas. Take Washington D.C. for example. While 

the popular areas are filled with free monuments, statues, and the like – the surrounding area is 

highly desirable and packed with restaurants, shops, and other places of commerce. The most 

playable areas, despite offering landmarks that may not be immediately commercialized, are often 

moving players to, through, and around highly commodified spaces. Today, high-level players can 

suggest points of interest to Niantic for consideration into the game, further complicating and 

illuminating how the production of space becomes inscribed and prescribed on different levels by 

allowing players to suggest or point out areas that they view to be desirable which may not always 

be places of commercial interest.  

The dynamics of striation become evident when we look toward where players are being 

encouraged to play. While contemporary hybrid reality games are often championed by game 

journalists for selecting as points of interest that are of cultural importance, altruistic, good for the 

economy, or safe (Pleasant, 2016; Chamary, 2017), news media is often quick to cite the more off-

kilter, bizarre, or dangerous locations available to players. Some of the more unusual locations 

available to Pokémon GO players upon release included gentlemen’s clubs, sex shops, graveyards, 

and abandoned warehouses (Menegus, 2016). Other uncommon, marked locations found within 

HRGs included private homes, police and fire stations, and memorials. This prompted officials to 

amend and clarify what constituted appropriate behavior in these locations to account for the 
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increased traffic to the areas as reported through players and press alike (Peterson, 2016; Plante, 

2016, Sheridan, 2016). Moreover, what is appropriate and for who is called into question as not 

all bodies and identities are able to traverse certain areas the same way. One can see how chasing 

a Golden Snitch from the Harry Potter HRG might be frowned upon at a local police precinct or 

a somber war memorial dedicated to those lives lost. Despite the bizarre nature of these locations 

being play spaces, the increase in foot-traffic is a clear example of a user’s space being striated as 

it is unlikely that players would otherwise visit these locations to play.    

News articles homed in on the potential new dangers of playing HRGs during this time as 

well. According to various articles, dangers of playing HRGs included armed robbery, falling 

hazards (particularly from cliffs), finding dead bodies, and dangerous racial discrimination 

experienced by people of color playing the game in white dominated areas (Akil, 2016; BBC 

Newsbeat, 2016; Oberhaus, 2016; Tribune Media Wire, 2016). There were also reports on the 

complicating of social standards when players were found to be playing during the birth of a child 

(Samuels, 2016) and how GPS tracking resulted in a player getting caught in an affair (Elefteriou-

Smith, 2016). The early days of Pokémon Go provided much content for mainstream and video 

game journalists to say the least; however, scholarship would soon investigate similar issues. 

Evans and Saker (2019) show how a player’s mobility is linked directly to the game and 

leads players to make strategic choices as to how, where, and why they will follow specific routes. 

Not only are players taking new routes, but they are also partaking in a form of ambient play that 

enfolds into their daily lives and experiences (Hjorth and Richardson, 2017). The mediation and 

embeddedness of HRGs not only affects and effects their movements, but also spatiality (Saker 

and Evans, 2016) and sociality (Wilken, 2008). Scholarship on differential mobilities highlights 

how this occurs for different identities and bodies in various spaces (Sanford and Madill, 2006; 
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Sheller, 2008; Preston and McLafferty, 2016). One’s mobility is often tied to a variety of factors 

and is not a universal experience. For example, the experience of Pokémon GO for marginalized 

groups illuminates real fears about safety. Tekinbaş (2016) cogent and timely survey of the non-

white experience of space while playing Pokémon GO provides several clear examples of how a 

non-white, or generally marginalized experience, is vastly different than the white experience:  

To all my black & brown friends and all ppl with black & brown kids: 
watch ur surroundings playing Pokémon GO. U don’t have the same freedom. 
(JOHNSON \\\ [@Johnson20XX], July 7, 2016) 

Someone needs to make shirts for Black people playing Pokémon Go so 
that when we show up in random places, people know the deal. Lol. (Paladin 
[@thirdeyesquints], July 9, 2016) 

It’s summer, so I’ve been playing at night when there is less traffic & it’s 
cooler. Night’s the most dangerous time to play if you’re black. (Read Diverse 
Books [@_diversebooks], July 10, 2016) 

The above examples provided by Tekinbaş (2016) reveal how playing Pokémon GO is 

different for a person of color. Jenkins (1998), describing the social and psychological benefits of 

playing outdoors, suggests that these types of gaming experiences should include active 

exploration, exercise, and the development of self-confidence through the autonomy to explore; 

however, we see that there is a “friction between the ideal and real play of the game” which 

includes the “game’s goal of wandering and exploration” that is “is simply unobtainable” for some 

(Tekinbaş, 2016, para. 4). The striation of mobility complicates issues of access and how one may 

be “allowed” to move. While we can, ostensibly, move anywhere – it may not always be the case 

that certain bodies should move to certain places, or may even be figuratively allowed to move 

around certain spaces. While the game striates our space, it takes no consideration into the 

experiential aspect of who is moving, how they are moving, and if they are allowed to move there.  

https://twitter.com/Johnson20XX
https://twitter.com/thirdeyesquints
https://twitter.com/_diversebooks
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An abandoned warehouse or “white space” visited by a Black, or Indigenous person, for 

example, immediately changes from being a place normally not visited due to safety concerns, to 

a play space that is required to be visited to participate fully (Stein, 2016). Layland et al. (2018) 

work through instances of marginalized groups being ostracized while playing Pokémon GO. The 

researchers suggest that even as the game itself fails to offer representation for various body types 

and races, there is a “unique” physical context in which social inequities persist despite “unfettered 

access to innovative gaming technologies” (p. 15). Research on toxicity, race, and video games, if 

nothing else, provides visibility for the continued inequality in gaming spaces that is highlighted 

in countless personal accounts and by the popular press (Akhtar, 2016; Hudson, 2016, Akil, 2016). 

Could one simply avoid these less than ideal spaces? Surely, yet the game is meticulously designed 

and constructed to pull the player to specific areas for optimal play (let alone the deeply 

problematic aspect of dictating what is an appropriate place to play for some but not others).  

The other interactions, such as playing an HRG during childbirth or being exposed for 

infidelity, may be considered what Wilkens (2008) describes as micro-practices (p. 42). While 

Wilkens is describing phone use for person-to-person communication, it is suggested that the 

mobile phone “loosens the ties between place and person” and operates “independent of place” (p. 

42). Differential mobilities, as the name implies, are often uneven. The aforementioned 

experiences underscore varying positions and contexts related to the experiences of space, play, 

and the game itself. The combination of factors such as race, gender, identity, location, specific 

contexts (such as childbirth or an affair) shape these experiences in different ways and engender a 

relational experience of space. This experience of space is greatly affected by mobile media use, 

and when a game such as Pokémon GO can be “played anywhere” as it purports to do, even the 

most impactful moments in life can be interrupted by the complexity of “competing discourses, 
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ever-shifting social relations, and internal (and external) events” (Wilkens, 2008, p. 46). It seems 

that even childbirth or an extramarital affair are not free from this transformation of spatiality, 

sociality, and location-on mobile technologies.  

Considering the vision and experience of playing HRGs as documented by academics, the 

news media, blogs, and tweets, it becomes clear that the way space is perceived, interacted with, 

and understood is transformed through hybrid reality gameplay. The spatialization that occurs 

through the introduction of mapped hybrid game spaces is a complex arrangement of transforming 

social norms, but one that is congruent with our resonating capitalist and networked logics. The 

production of space is actualized through hybrid reality games, players, and space itself, which 

together produce and reproduce these arrangements which ultimately affect our spatial practices 

and perceptions. Through the careful selection of interactive locations and points of interest, HRGs 

effectively lead a player from place to place in a manner that is tied to optimal game play which, 

in turn, is tied to urban centers with often little regard for what may actually occupy said space. 

Additionally, being guided changes the spaces in which players may normally travel and how they 

interact with a certain space.  

The transformative potential provided by technology, designers, and industry desires 

becomes evident not only in the way that players themselves interact with the space through the 

game, but in how the locations selected to be points of interest adapt to become part of the game. 

Particularly that these decisions are often made by parsing through the data generated by players 

through play which is enabled through a network connection and linked to capitalist intentions. 

The ongoing construction of these experiences seems to be influenced by players, adapted by 

designers, and then deployed through the game interface. Soon after Pokémon GO was released, 

businesses both embraced and shied away from the influx of foot traffic from players. At first the 
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influx was seen as a nuisance by many, which resulted in signage and policies that refused service 

to those just playing the game and not patronizing the store; however, that quickly shifted as news 

of the game’s popularity led to acknowledgment of its potential for turning these players into 

consumers (Evangeho, 2016).  

On top of their normal wares, stores began selling Google Play and iTunes App Store gift 

cards which can be used to make purchases of in-game items, offering discounts on certain days 

dependent on the faction you play in a game, and giving additional savings or items to players who 

find rare creatures or items in their store and share it on social media (Sophy, 2016). Some of the 

more ambitious shop owners even went as far as to set up pop-up shops near popular in-game 

locations or buy in-game items themselves to make their in-game locations more popular (Lures 

in Pokémon GO, for example, cost roughly two dollars and attract extra creatures to a particular 

location). This idea of using location to attract customers was established long before Pokémon 

GO and other HRGs found mainstream popularity.  

Over a decade ago it was noted by the Wall Street Journal that location-based advertising 

could be worth significantly more to developers than non-location-based advertising (Thurm & 

Kane, 2010). Scholars, such as Frith (2015), have covered the commodification of location 

information and the generation of data to be bought and sold for commercial purposes. Humphreys 

and Wilken (2015), for example, discuss Foursquare’s use by businesses to attract customers 

through practices such as paid advertising and game mechanics like earning badges or becoming 

the “mayor” of a location by visiting it frequently. Businesses, already a place of consumption, 

became networked into the game space, transformed their practices, and capitalized on the 

increased foot traffic and new bodies entering their spaces. Not only did brick and mortar stores 

rearrange themselves to cater to their position inside of a virtual world, but players did as well. 
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These locations became reimagined not only as a place to buy products, but a place to play and to 

play efficiently given the increased foot traffic, potential discounts, lures, and other amenities. 

Effectively, these areas, spaces, and businesses become the most desirable places to spend time 

with an HRG and signify a shift in the values and meanings associated with these consumerist 

spaces (Wilkens, 2008). Store fronts continue to adapt and transform their marketing plans to 

current trends; they become gamified spaces that are fun, engaging, and capture those engaged in 

leisure activities.  

The productive work of gamification here is the pervasive and hybrid nature of play that 

showcases a product or location through various gamified elements such as points, leveling up, or 

a customizable avatar (Bailey, Wise, & Bolls, 2009). In the case of HRGs, the gamified elements 

often include harvesting items, catching, battling, and trading with other players. The envelopment 

of game mechanics and space is one that highlights networked locality and the coalescence of 

physical and digital spaces (de Souza e Silva, 2008; Hjorth, 2011). de Souza e Silva and Hjorth 

(2009) describe the player experience in terms of the “phoneur.” This is a play on Baudelaire’s 

flâneur, who transforms power within an urban space into an observational game where the flaneur 

is both participating and unaffected. The phoneur, however, is soundly part of the game experience 

for themselves and others.  

Participation in game as a phoneur assists in the engendering of a hybrid space where 

strangers are brought into the game play and the bounds between the physical and digital are made 

indistinct through the “order of various ‘flows’—geographic, electronic, sociopolitical—of the 

context” (de Souza e Silva & Hjorth, 2009, p. 608). This is key to understanding gamification at 

this level: unlike applications that are simply location-based and triggered by being near certain 

geographical places, hybrid reality games require a player’s attention and the “pushing and pulling 
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of play” (de Souza e Silva & Hjorth, 2009, p. 609). The larger example of this is striated mobility. 

Players are moving around spaces to achieve certain goals within the game and those goals are 

inextricably linked to centers of consumption. Other individuals and simply space itself are part of 

the game as either hindrance or help. No longer is consumerism in a clothing store only about 

fashion and protection from the elements, but now it is about fun, advancement, and leveling up 

your digital self as it was directed to by the mapping and interactions within and outside of the 

game space. Capitalism and consumerism are ultimately gamified through the guided movements 

provided by HRGs, and thus are leisure and play directly tied to neoliberal goals of a larger system 

of surveillance—data collection in and through movement—that instrumentalizes the game into 

“larger networks of control and capital” (Hulsey, 2016, p. 106) that determine how and why the 

striated mobility manifests the way it does. 

While businesses have taken this transformation upon themselves, HRGs are also evolving 

to fit into their new position of power within consumptive spaces. While not specific to HRGs, 

various forms of location-based advertising are found within the frameworks of the games. Most 

of us are familiar with various forms of mobile advertising such as ad screens between swipes, 

around-the-app ads that display at the top and bottom of the screen, beacons that geofence an area 

that pushes ads for specific locations when users pass by, and so forth (Alvin, 2020). These are 

common types of advertisements found across mobile applications, HRGs, and other devices that 

track your location. However, HRGs and their ability to dictate movement around space offers a 

unique advertising experience that other forms do not: the ability to promote one’s location on the 

game map itself. These sponsored locations, effectively, pay the developers of the HRG to increase 

the size of their point of interest on the map, provide a unique graphical image for it, unique 

promotions such as discounts or coupons built into the game, mini-games specific to your location, 
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and analytical data of the players who visited the location (Niantic, n.d.; Kumparak, 2019). 

Pokémon GO¸ for example, replaces the generic PokéStop photo with an enlarged logo of 

whomever has paid for the advertising space as seen below. 

 

Figure 5: Pokémon GO sponsored location vs. non-sponsored location 

Up until recently this privilege was only offered to large corporate brands such as 

McDonalds, Starbucks, Sprint, and AT&T. Given the prevalence of these companies, their reach, 

and the diversity of brands and stores associated with them, one can see how this becomes 

immediately problematic for the mom and pop coffee shop on the corner. By providing additional 

resources to companies who, ostensibly, do not need increased awareness and foot traffic, coupled 

with the incentive to physically move toward these locations instead of others, Niantic 

demonstrates a preference for some locations over others, likely in favor of more profitable ones.  
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Imagine a scenario where a Jurassic World player is provided the option to visit a local 

café that has a point of interest but only the standard items and dinosaurs, but the McDonald’s just 

across the street is currently sponsored, offers discounts and other promotions through the game, 

and has rarer dinosaurs to capture. While the choice is up to the player, the game is pulling and 

directing the player to the sponsored location. By guiding the player, subtly or not, toward a 

sponsored location, it is creating a new dynamic for the player in that space. The space is 

complicated with decisions that go beyond hunger pangs and now include gamified considerations: 

ones that are leading directly toward corporate entities whose goal is to snuff out competition (as 

is the goal of all capitalistic endeavors). Clearly, given the financial resources a McDonald’s or a 

Starbucks has, it will always be able to outbid a smaller, perhaps locally owned, business for 

advertising space. While the capitalist logic here is at work, it is done directly through the 

sponsoring of these locations, the mapping that leads players from point to point, and then the 

transformation of space that occurs through these new arrangements.  

The selection of locations, and consequently the promotion of some locations over others, 

carves out a predetermined path that the game has deemed optimal for play: where we move, how 

we move, the routes used for movement, and then the understanding of the social space is all 

transformed for players. Deleuze and Guattari discuss this production of space as smoothness and 

striation. For Deleuze and Guattari (1987), a smooth space is where “space is occupied without 

being counted” while striated space is where “space is counted in order to be occupied” (p. 362). 

This ordering of space is the undergirding idea of striation, that space becomes codified and 

arranged to obtain an overarching goal. Savat and Harper (2016) explain further: 

the smooth is composed of differences; it is open and free of limitations; it is composed by 

the movement of particles, which are able to move freely within it…striated spaces are dominated 



   

95 
 

by lines, directions, enclosures that close off certain parts of the terrain according to a central and 

overarching “goal.” (p. 86) 

In other words, striation is in direct opposition to the nomadic tendencies that follow paths, 

trails, and customary routes that smooth space allows for. de Souza e Silva (2006) explains the 

nomad as one who “does not occupy predefined routes and paths: [they] construct [their] own 

while moving through space” (p. 267). de Souza e Silva suggests that mobile technology users 

extend this idea of the nomad, as their paths and their nodes become mobile. Mobile devices are 

movable connections reliant on user movement. The study of HRGs, however, provides fresh 

insights into how mobile technologies interface with and between users, space, and specific 

locales, calling into question whether interactions facilitated or aided by mobile technologies are 

actually nomadic.  

The routes, paths, and trails that a player takes are defined by the game; no longer are they 

able to travel freely throughout space, as instead they become homogenized and controlled by the 

network they are connected to, whose overarching goal is that of continued, constant, and 

indefinite consumption. Indeed, on the surface level it may seem as if a player is able to fulfill 

nomadic ideals of free movement and construction of their own space, but preferential treatment 

given to certain locations over another and the actions taken by the physical spaces themselves to 

draw players to their location ultimately direct players from preferred point to preferred point.  

Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) explanation of smooth and striated spaces using the games 

of chess and, ironically, GO, illuminates a clear path for reconsideration of the nomadic tendencies 

of hybrid reality games. GO provides a smooth space that is open and free of boundaries and 

divisions, and the game play itself is unpredictable and “winning” movements are engendered by 

nonhierarchical lines and moments of specific circumstance. Deleuze and Guatarri use the 
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metaphor of GO to “describe the logics of contexts existing, or desiring to exist, in relations of 

exteriority to the state-capital alliance” (Sullivan, 2012, para. 18). Chess, on the other hand, relates 

more closely to contemporary hybrid reality games. The organization of chess is both physically 

and conceptually striated: movements are rigidly codified, and pieces have clear identities that are 

hierarchically structured and can only move in pre-defined ways. The flow of a game of chess is 

predictable as the number of moves is finite and hierarchical, and masters and novices can easily 

study optimal strategies and pathways. The game pieces in chess represent the mobile nodes; the 

board and available movements are predetermined by outside forces. This also describes 

movement in the game world of HRGs. There is an illusion of a smooth space that a player can 

move freely about within a hybrid reality game. In chess, we know in which direction and how 

pawns, knights, rooks, and queens may move. This is predetermined by the rules of the game that 

dictate the movement of the pieces.  

HRG players in the physical world are seemingly less rigidly bound by game rules as the 

game itself purports to be able to be played “anywhere.” The faux-smooth space provided by an 

HRG provides an illusion of freedom in mobility, when in reality, the locations, creatures, and 

raids determine where the game can be effectively played. The primary difference is that HRGs 

offer connected, networked gameplay that is ever changing and evolves to adapt to the social and 

structural hierarchies in which it operates.  

Due to the underlying engineering of the game world which links it to Google Maps, the 

game can seemingly be played anywhere, yet movement toward rural or sparsely popular areas is 

inherently less playable: points of interest are few and far between, the chances of items or 

creatures spawning are much lower and finding other players to engage with becomes less likely 

(Juhász & Hochmair, 2017). Furthermore, playing in more rural areas is tied to an increased need 
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for users to spend money. Due to the lack of points of interests, items, people to trade with, or 

access to whatever mechanic the game has installed to replenish the player’s inventory, rural 

spaces may require real money purchases from the in-game store to continue playing. The presence 

of an in-game store ultimately commodifies a space that was not previously, and in favor of a 

company that does not have any stake in said area. Effectively, HRGs and those who benefit from 

in-game purchases become virtual landlords if you want to play in these areas. This 

commercialization coupled with a striation of space that contains and guides a user through dense 

urban areas of consumption often renders HRGs unable to foster nomadic movement in their 

current state.  

Even Jurassic World Alive, which seems to be designed to be more playable in rural areas 

due to their “supply drops” system, falls short in fostering robust game play in these areas. Supply 

drops are equivalent to PokéStops and, on the surface, seem to be more evenly distributed and are 

not always tied directly to points of interests. However, despite lack of confirmation by the 

developers, players have researched a pattern of dinosaur and supply spawns that is related to what 

they call zones, which rotate on the first Monday of every month (GamePress, 2020). As in 

Pokémon GO, the density of zones is tied to local mapping. A zone in a city could be five to ten 

blocks, while a rural countryside zone could be miles, thus spreading the drops and dinosaur 

spawns out further (Ludia Forms, 2020). While Jurassic World Alive does not seem to be as 

directly tied to capitalistic gain as Pokémon GO, the playability remains higher in areas of 

consumerism.  

When considering the production of space and the role mobility plays within the materialist 

understandings that emerge from it, we can recognize how HRGs and other forms of striated 

movement take part in transformations in spatialization and spatial arrangements. Part of these 
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new spatial arrangements that are inherently connected to networks, the internet, and other forms 

of digital ubiquity is an illumination of how space becomes constructed in favor of regimes of 

control.  

Deleuze’s (1992) late work on control in societies becomes paramount in understanding 

how digital networks, network connectivity, and always-on technology actively work to influence 

people. As Galloway (2014) shows, it is important to note is that Deleuze’s “control” is largely 

referring to the French controle, which implies influence over people and things, and the 

administration of control through various apparatuses. For HRGs, this form of control comes via 

networks that striate our space. The algorithms that connect and track players  collect information 

and allow it to be distributed or rejected in ways that support often support capital and profits.  

This is done through compulsory connectivity that engenders transformations of  forms of control, 

particularly through the striation of space.  

The continued shift from resources to commodities and from production to finance in what 

is often described as late-stage capitalism en masse—but more directly explored by Jameson 

(1991) in his book Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism—is part and parcel 

with the capitalist subject that continues to be developed through varying forms of cybernetics, the 

communication control systems linking humans and machines. The illusion of self-regulation 

through striation, social interaction as a commodity, and the production of unending capitalist 

spaces together allow for HRGs to take part in the development and production of a capitalist 

subjectivity that is intrinsic to networked ludic mobility. Striated mobility elucidates a form of 

networked mobility that is causally linked to the mechanisms of capitalist production of space. The 

next logical step is to explicate how striated mobility operates to produce a capitalist subjectivity.  
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Hybrid reality games and capitalist subjectivity 

Striated mobility is crucial to understanding how the construction of space enables control 

of a subject who is guided from place to place through the networked logics of an HRG that 

explicates mobile desire. The capitalist paradigm is doubly interested in the production of 

subjectivity. The guided, controlled, and mechanical movements put forth through striation do not 

otherwise exist on their own and serve no ulterior purpose. Instead, the subject being guided from 

place to place is constructed in a way to desire, produce, and reproduce continued capitalist 

production. It is easy to make lofty claims about varying subjects and subjectivity, but unpacking 

what this means and how HRGs, striated mobility, and the players operate in an ongoing 

construction to perpetuate subjectivity must be explored. 

Being a subject, and what it means to be a subject, is often challenging to define. Modern 

cultural studies often use the term interchangeably with identity, agency, or individuality 

(Solomon, 2005; Allen, 2002; Strazzoni, 2015); however, despite all three factors being part of 

subjectivity, individually they fail to adequately capture the essence of the processes involved in 

constructing one’s ongoing subjective state. Wiley (2005) unpacks a Deleuzian approach to 

subjectivity as one that complicates agency and individuality, pulling the concept away from 

identity and toward understanding “processual character” (p. 65). When considering the 

relationships between mobility, networks, space, and play, the subject is constructed through 

various processes that become performative routines perpetuating an ongoing preferred paradigm. 

Taking this approach, agency becomes decentered from subjects while allowing for the 

consideration of tendential forces such as the state, technology, democracy, or in this case, 

capitalism. Just as we are connected through various networks in our day to day lives via the 

Internet, there are a multitude of relations that allow for us to be understood. Often understood as 
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part of an assemblage, “human individuals and collectivities are not (or at least not necessarily) 

narrow, ideologically defined subjects; [but] are complex and dynamic assemblages of matter, 

energy, affect, and subjectivity articulated into particular organizations of space, place, and 

mobility” (Wiley, 2005, p. 79). From Wiley’s spatial materialist perspective, conceptualizing 

subjectivity requires attention to not only the individual but also their connections to media forms, 

networks, and tendential agency within a complex assemblage that constructs meaning.  

Hybrid reality games actively work to reconstruct space through the continued overlapping 

of layers of striation (the already striated city spaces overlaid and further mapped by Pokéstops, 

Gyms, Raids, and so forth for example).  I argue that this is largely due to the hyper-capitalistic 

nature of the game, its navigational preferences, and how businesses decide to interface with 

players. Restaurants, businesses, and events take action to highlight their venues as places to play 

HRGs, using the previously mentioned in-game marketing tactics such as lures and discounts. 

These tactics fit squarely within the realm of capitalist intent, by turning players into consumers at 

their location.  
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Figure 6: Sign outside the now closed Artful Dodger in Virginia. Szymczyk, 2017. 

This pursuit of the digital and its effect on the material is what Frith (2017) has called 

commercialized hybridity. Frith (2017) argues that a digital object can impact the physical world 

through increased movement to and through digital spaces. While the space is already hybrid and 

the interpolation of the digital and the physical has long occurred, these capitalist strategies 

illuminate how HRGs play a key component in the continued hybridization of space and capturing 

of the desires that striate a player’s movement from location to location. Players are not only 

attracted by lures and creatures—aptly named as they lure both digital creatures and potential 

consumers to the location—but by a desire that is normalizing and converts play into consumptive 

habits. 
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As the most playable areas of the game are often city centers and bustling streets, the 

striation of the space forces the subject to accept that the optimal play is in these spaces which 

already encourage spending, consumerism, and capitalist desire. As noted, this is built into HRGs 

for both the player and the selected locations. Not only are the players pushed in specific directions, 

but the selected locations, often businesses, choose to embrace their “free” advertising through 

various strategies. This stranglehold on space, location, and navigation provided by HRGs almost 

always leaves developers and publishers of these games as the ultimate winners, as spending within 

the apps is all-but-required of both players and businesses. Interestingly, smaller start-ups, service 

workers, and entrepreneurs have also found ways to leverage HRGs.  

A popular press and blogger narrative around the time of Pokémon GO’s release focused 

an increase in physical activity for players (Belluz, 2016; Press Association, 2016), including 

personal trainers creating full-blown Pokémon GO-oriented workouts which include exercise 

movements tied to events that occur in the game (Bathurst, 2016). For example, when a player 

comes across Pokémon, they should jog in place, or if a player misses a throw with a pokéball, 

they should do five push-ups. These increased levels of activity suggest the potential for reducing 

anxiety and increasing mental wellbeing through game play (though these effects could simply be 

linked to an increase in activity and vitamin D (Klein, 2016)). Negatively, there has been reports 

that HRGs, specifically Pokémon GO, have been used to accost women who were playing these 

games (Vinter, 2016), as it is used as an excuse/tool to follow or initiate conversation with women. 

Moreover, observers have also noted as an increase in mobile phone related automobile accidents 

involving distracted players (Baker, 2017). The latter became problematic to the point that speed 

constraints were placed in Pokémon GO to discourage play while driving.  
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In general, self-reporting on websites such as Shapescale (Banda, 2016), Cosmopolitan 

(Koman, 2016), and Nerdfitness (Bathurst, 2016) and news reporting of HRGs discursively 

positions such games as beneficial by gamifying exercise and stress relief. The logics of capitalism 

are at play in various ways here, particularly through mobilizing an entrepreneurial spirit to 

incorporate the game into one’s own business (personal training) that may not have a physical 

location in the game, harnessing the broad audience and mobility-inducing power of the game to 

capitalize on consumers. Unbecoming behavior, on the other hand, calls for a level of self-

regulation which is also a key component of contemporary capitalism, as illustrated by the 

corporate move to self-management, flat management, self-interest, and public legitimacy 

(Pauwels, 2019; Frederiksen & Himley, 2020). In other words, the benefits of the game for 

businesses are unending, while any less than desirable behavior is not the responsibility of the 

business or establishment, but the onus relies purely on the player.  

Indeed, the commercialized hybridity has restructured thinking about how we interact with 

consumer spaces, as such a spatial materialist approach to capitalist subjectivity is key to 

understanding novel forms of control, agency, identity, and structures which come together to 

create the social relations, spatial organization, and mobile media. Grossberg (1993, 1996, 2000), 

Hay (2001), and Wiley (2005) are paramount to understanding spatial materialism, the latter two 

particularly in relation to technologies of production, maintenance, and management. Hay (2001) 

directly suggests that material media is both site and network; as such, media matters in 

considering how subjects move into, out of, and around capitalist landscapes (p. 215). From here, 

Hay explicates how identity is formed across multiple sites and how media is part of the production 

of space and spatial representation that impacts the formation and movement of the subject.  
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It becomes clear how the striation of space through HRGs acts as an agent for producing 

subjectivity from a distance by incorporating the role of space in forming and normalizing 

capitalist subjectivities. As players are guided from location to location by the game, the 

hybridization of space previously mentioned extends the regime of neoliberal control over the 

player. I can offer one example from personal experience.  

While visiting San Diego and playing Pokémon GO with a group of friends, we were 

repeatedly guided toward Dunkin’ Donuts, Starbucks, and other places of consumption, instead of 

the various landmarks and historic locations we walked directly past. To be clear, this is not to 

suggest that historical or landmark locations are ignored by Pokémon GO or other HRGs; rather 

they are drowned out by the sheer number of commercial locations. Bluntly, to be meaningfully 

involved in the game, the player needs to be engaging with, producing, and reproducing specific 

forms of labor and consumerism. In chapter four I will discuss further how something a simple a 

having the game open and walking is a form of labor which produces data for Niantic and Google; 

once the prime location is reached, the PokéStop is swiped, and the process repeats.  

This striation of space not only constantly enforces the capitalist-preferred movement from 

place to place, it creates self-regulatory expectations for the subject: “Go here, not there, make 

sure to visit the shop with lure, is there a discount at this other shop?” As players internalize these 

behaviors, they become part and parcel of their daily routine and thought processes, unconsciously 

employing capitalist logics that have been instilled in them through game play.  

This connection between mobility and subjectivity is one that is tied to networks, of which 

allows the player, me in the above example, to receive the information being provided by the game 

makers. While the physical networks we are connected to are key to engendering connections and 

the hybridization of space, the metaphor of a network also serves to illustrate the systems of control 
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at work. Building off Foucault’s discipline society, Deleuze suggests that “disciplinary man was a 

discontinuous producer of energy, but the man of control is undulatory, in orbit, in a continuous 

network” (p. 6). Deleuze offers the example of a highway, seemingly allowing us to travel and 

move about anywhere we please; however, highways are linked to check points, toll booths, and 

on and off ramps built to collect data. That data is then used, one way or another, to striate the 

driving experience.  

The illusion of personalization or individualization of experience is provided through a 

perceived freedom, even while participating in acts of self-management. Crary (2014) purports 

that “the illusion of choice and autonomy is one of the foundations of [the] global system of auto-

regulation” (p. 46). This perceived freedom, in the case of HRGs and our always on, always 

connected society, is both desire and punishment, enacted through data collection, individuation, 

and the amplification of mechanisms of desire and punishment that inform our behavior. 

Punishment, in the case of HRGs, being the inability to engage with or play the game.  

The striation of mobility through HRGs illustrates these forms of control as HRGs are 

directly tied to data mining, machine learning, and designed points of control that cover the 

apparatuses at work. Like most location-based apps, or potentially any application that requires a 

login and internet connectivity, HRGs gather an inordinate amount of data from the user. In 

particular with HRGs and other apps that explicitly ask for GPS permission to track location, they 

are tracking the user’s movement. HRGs that allow for login through sites such as Google, 

Facebook, Twitter, etc., enable access to the information connected to those accounts as well.  

During the initial release of Pokémon GO, logging in through Google on an iPhone allowed 

Niantic access to your emails, your location, where you traveled to, voice mails, Google searches, 

and more; this was supposed to be patched soon after being exposed by angry players (Cipriani, 
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2016, Royce, 2019). As of this writing, on both iPhone and Android devices grant Pokémon GO 

access to contacts, camera, location, physical activity, network access, some social media 

accounts, and your phone’s storage (Google, n.d.). Often the terms of service for HRGs suggests 

that the information collected is used for in-house research, but it may also be shared or sold to 

conduct “research and analysis, demographic profiling, and other similar purposes” (Market 

Intelligence & Insights, n.d., para. 3). Of course, this level of data collection and what is done with 

it is going to change dependent on the controlling interests; generally, the data collected is used 

for advertising, selling, or generally finding ways to increase a company’s bottom line (University 

of Pennsylvania, 2019).  

While a player moves willfully and seemingly autonomously, the capture of desire is folded 

into the game mechanics that lead players throughout a space that has been routed for capitalist 

endeavors. The two-fold process of control described by Deleuze and Crary is further explicated 

by Lazzarato (2014), who suggests that the individual is characterized by a dual regime of 

subjectivity: subjection—centered on the subjectivity of the individual subject-and enslavement, 

involving a multiplicity of human and non-human subjectivities … [these] two regimes are 

complimentary, interdependent, and contribute to the functioning of capitalism (p. 34).  

Capitalism, for Lazzarato (2014), is capturing desire and finding increasingly more 

powerful ways to produce subject under the basis of desire (p. 51). To coalesce this with the society 

of control, it becomes exceedingly clear that this form of subjectivation and control are built into 

the desires captured by HRGs. Hybrid reality games, pervasive data collection, the demarcation 

and guidance of space, and the capitalist logics inherently built into these transforming spaces 

complicate our understanding of games, mobility, capitalist paradigms, and the way computational 

control is a key mechanism to capturing and channeling mobile forms of desire. The desires 
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Lazzarato speaks of are not one’s that are individualized out of a person’s wants, dreams, or hopes. 

Instead, the desire that is captured is new possibilities, a disruption of what came before, and the 

opening of the impossible (Lazzarato, 2014, p. 52). Thinking through desire in this way, the desire 

HRG’s capture is one of fresh possibilities of data collection, surveillance, control, and capital 

through these mechanisms.  

The reactive critical stance of cultural studies is one that has been challenged, and instead 

calls for subversion, political potential, and affirmative theoretical practices to become central to 

a materialist approach. Wiley (2005) champions the ability to “constitute an alternative 

philosophical ground on which new theoretical, methodological, and political strategies can be 

developed” (p. 86). de Souza e Silva and Sutko (2011) similarly call for more attention to the 

interpolation between space, information, and materiality to provide ethical praxis. Galloway 

(2014) expounds a crucial need for us to empower ourselves with this information and that it is 

essential to operate against it:  

The ultimate significance of control society is not so much the continuous encroachment 

of the border checkpoint or the passport control, not so much data mining or facial recognition 

algorithms, but that it has eviscerated history, not by banning dissent but by accelerating the 

opportunities and channels for critical thought to infinity and therefore making it impossible to 

think historically in the first place. Thus the central challenge within control society will be not 

simply to resist the various new nefarious control apparatuses, but to rescue history from its own 

consummation (p. 146). 

These calls demand that cultural studies explore the critical affirmative potential of our 

situation. Thus, I end this chapter through an examination of the affirmative potential of HRGs 

and whether they are part of an assemblage of control or liberation. 
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Hybrid reality games and affirmative potential  

HRGs do not garner nearly as much news attention today as they did during the initial surge 

in the popularity of the genre in 2016. Outside the mainstream media coverage on Pokémon GO, 

there were glimpses of the potential for grassroots activism through the application. The infamous 

Westboro Baptist Church, for example, is a gym in Pokémon GO. The Westboro Bapist Church is 

a designated hate group as per the Southern Poverty Law Center and the location in question is 

their headquarters. In response, users are taking advantage of a feature of the game which allows 

you place Pokémon in the gym to show off a victory. Players can view the name and type of 

Pokémon when it is inside of a gym. Players have taken it upon themselves to ensure that, as often 

as possible, purple Pokémon with names such as “loveislove” or “nohate” or other variations of 

inclusivity are housed inside the gym at Westboro Baptist Church (Hernandez, 2016).  

 

Figure 7: Jigglypuff named loveislove at Westboro Baptist Church gym. Tyeson, 2017 

Other acts of protest have taken place in Hong Kong and Venezuela. In Hong Kong, during 

the political unrest and often violent protests in 2019, hybrid reality games were used to participate 

in protests. The protestors used HRGs to congregate in areas that authorities have blocked off from 
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protestors by saying they are there to play, not march or protest. This was done in coordination 

with other apps such as Tinder, Apple Air Drop, and Uber that allowed for message amplification 

on profile bios and unmonitored instant messaging or note dropping (Shanghiiast, 2016; Borak, 

2019).  

In Venezuela, one of the countries in the world with the highest number of homicides per 

capita (Smith, 2018), players are using HRGs to protest the ongoing violence. Players are resisting 

violent crime by not following orders to stay at home or use their phones in public, as refusal to 

cooperate in a robbery often leads to homicide in the country (Hernandez, 2016). The predominant 

idea of this form of resistance is that the game acts as a catalyst for players to stand up to the 

violence through organized groups which promote safety and awareness of the crime problems in 

the area (France-Presse, 2016).  

Lastly, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic that has immobilized much of the world has led 

to HRGs adapting to and being adapted for the decreased ability to be in public spaces safely. 

Niantic’s HRGs have been adjusted for indoor play and have cancelled or postponed many of their 

planned physical-world events. A recent study by Laato, Laine, and Islam (2020) demonstrates 

that HRGs have gone on to take additional measures to ensure playability during stay-at-home 

orders and social distancing guidelines. For instance, Pokémon GO removed walking requirements 

for certain activities, barriers to completing other activities while at home, and increased the 

distance allowed for a player to interact with a space. Interestingly, Niantic intended on removing 

these pandemic oriented changes, but community backlash prompted them to walk back this 

decision and make the changes permanent (Silberling, 2021).  

Harry Potter Wizard’s Unite and Jurassic World: Alive made similar changes that allow 

for easier stationary play through increasing in-game items and decreasing the range for activating 
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in-game locations (Laato, Laine, and Islam, 2020, p. 11). Laato, Laine and Islam’s study ultimately 

determined, among other findings, that the seven most popular location-based games (based on the 

researcher’s classification) all took measures to minimize the spread of COVID-19 and reduce 

players’ incentives to break isolation orders. Meanwhile, players themselves are using the indoor 

play features to find and maintain connections with friends, to play together, and as social tools. 

For many players of HRGs, exploration and meeting new people at the points of interests is a large 

part of the appeal. While playing during the pandemic is not the same, they are attempting to do 

what they can through the virtual landscape provided by HRGs14.  

These instances are examples of the affirmative potential of hybrid reality games, glimpses 

into what can be done to move away from hegemonic, capitalist logics that shape the games’ 

primary goal of moving a person around space. By critically examining the social forms and 

spatialization that occurs through HRGs, we can also begin to uncover ways of potential liberation 

from the dominant paradigm. Deleuze and Guattari (1983) discuss capitalism as the 

only social machine that is constructed on the basis of decoded flows, substituting for 

intrinsic codes an axiomatic of abstract quantities in the form of money. Capitalism therefore 

liberates the flows of desire, but under the social conditions that define its limit and the possibility 

of its own dissolution, so that it is constantly opposing with all its exasperated strength the 

movement that drives it toward this limit (p. 139–140). 

In other words, capitalism is constantly expanding its own limits through ongoing 

production and reproduction of said limits. It becomes a never-ending cycle of deterritorialization 

 
14 While these changes were positive in an effort to help slow the spread of COVID-19, it must be mentioned that 
this this allowed the game to continue to operate, generate revenue and data, and potentially capture new forms 
of information based on new ways of playing. Despite the capital-machine raging on, I think these were important 
and positive changes for the pandemic-driven moment.  
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that allows capitalism to seem almost endless. Important to note is that not all of the mentioned 

flows (social norms, organization, space, ideas, etc.) are captured by a capitalist axiomatic. 

Moments like ones mentioned above move away from capitalist logics and show potential for a 

radical strategy for breaking the proverbial capitalist chains. Deleuze and Guattari recognized these 

moments as moments of schizophrenia—the recognition of desire that is not bound to capitalist 

logics and truths. While I prefer the term affirmative potential, schizoanalysis becomes the basis 

for finding new ways of thinking, producing new assemblages, and potentially changing the course 

of old assemblages (Savat and Harper, 2016). By doing the granular work of mapping the various 

forms capitalism and machinic production take, we can find moments of affirmation and chances 

for possible intervention.  

The imbrication of the physical, digital, and capitalism connecting itself to ideas of 

affirmative potential ultimately complicate affirmative potentiality in various forms. Berardi 

contends that it is no longer about the liberating potential of desire and affirmative actions; instead, 

we must replace these with a consciousness of exhaustion and the limits of living organisms. 

Contrast this to Deleuze and Guattari’s schizoanalysis, which did not foresee capitalism’s 

expansion of its own limits, limits which are quickly produced and reproduced through electronic 

media and the valorization of leisure activity and time (Berardi, 2012). Berardi specifically calls 

for a reemergence of the social body and intellectual labor as the path toward productive 

subjectivities that are unconstrained by the capitalist paradigm (Berardi, 2012, p. 117). This call is 

complicated through the emergence of networked ludic mobilities, which include spaces becoming 

increasingly hybridized particularly through HRGs and other location-based applications. 

Networked ludic mobility is tied to profit generation through data capture and the valorization of 

leisure space and time.  
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Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter has been to explore, uncover, and offer new ways of thinking 

regarding the way in which we move around space when playing hybrid reality games. Networked 

ludic mobility is a way of understanding how the networks we are connected to, both physically 

and metaphorically, shape our movement across spaces. Hybrid reality games, as I have 

demonstrated, often work toward a capitalistic end in order to generate profits for various actors: 

the developers themselves, their parent companies, on a lesser scale the locations that are 

determined to be worthy of support within the game, and almost never the players (who are the 

source of the profit). Striation is done through the networked gameplay of hybrid reality games 

and is constantly updated through the manipulation of space through these games. By limiting how 

one can play and where, HRGs force players to explore in a pattern that has been constructed for 

them. The freedom and nomadic movement that is presented as the essence of these games is, 

currently, merely an illusion.  

The narrative provided in this chapter illuminates how striation takes place and what it is 

working to do. I cannot maintain that this is the experience of every person who plays a hybrid 

reality game; however, the inherent capitalist logics and striation are hard to overcome. Important 

to note is that hybrid reality games are a vessel for the ongoing construction of space and its 

assemblages. While they may be the focus of this chapter, it is important to avoid a deterministic 

attitude toward these games as they do not operate in a vacuum, but are part of an ongoing 

assemblage of players, industries, technology, locations, and mobility.  

Working through the sociality and spatialization of hybrid reality games in this manner is 

akin to “a prism which refracts the social field in all its complexity, from a specific standpoint 

within the social field” (Wiley, Becerra, & Sutko, 2012, p. 192). Understanding our own 
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positionality within these assemblages allows us to explore instances of nuance that may not be 

obvious otherwise. More specifically, the approach allows for a more comprehensive mapping of 

the way hybrid reality games influence the production of space and the subject, and also allows 

for the uncovering of possible affirmative intervention.  

We are beginning to see this arise with HRGs being used to facilitate protest as described 

in Venezuela and Hong Kong, or the ostracization of hate groups like the Westboro Baptist 

Church. The controlling companies themselves have made attempts to adjust for social 

distancing and stay-at-home orders during the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite the game 

companies’ self-interested motivation in keeping players playing, HRGs allow for continued 

connectivity and a feeling of belonging during grim times. These are glimpses of a sea of 

possibilities that could be engendered through critical play, critical game design, and an explicit 

understanding of HRGs and their purposes within our daily lives. 

Hybrid reality games have been the subject of academic inquiry for decades, as well as the 

focus of experimentation by the military, medicine, and the tourism and entertainment industries 

(Azuma, 1997; Furht, 2011). The past five years, however, have shown a renewed and energized 

interest in these games by mainstream players. From the massive success of Pokémon GO and 

other popular media franchises such as Harry Potter, Jurassic Park, and Star Wars, it is more 

important than ever to direct a critical eye toward these applications that transform space and 

mobility at will. Doing so helps us understand how HRGs complicate not only our relation to 

space, but how it is folded into a capitalist logic, and how we can begin to work out of or around 

it as it shapes various forms of subjectivity. The striation of space, for me, is an insidious 

consequence of capitalistic endeavors that is easy to overlook when guised as a game or leisure 

activity, yet we still see moments of affirmation to let us know that hope is not lost and that we 
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can regain a semblance of the social body that constructs space with and against applications meant 

to guide us around our towns, cities, farms, parks, and dictated places of interest. While HRGs 

provide a glimpse into understanding the physical moment, these games’ influence on mobility 

extends beyond movement around physical city spaces. As we will see in the next chapter, video 

games influence how we remain immobile in our home spaces when tethered to home game 

consoles, thus being the focus of the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Immobile Privatization 

           Being a product of the 1980s and 1990s who was privileged enough to afford video games 

in various forms. In fact, some of my most vivid memories take place in arcades. My family owned 

a vending business that worked closely with arcades in New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania 

to ensure that they had the newest and most popular arcade cabinets available. The most prominent 

chain of arcades in my area was aptly named Time Out. Usually found within malls, they were the 

gold standard of what I thought an arcade should be: dimly lit and filled with the sounds of pinball 

machines and the beeps and boops of games of chance, the latest fighting games like Street Fighter 

or Mortal Kombat, and the newest peripheral shooters such as Time Crisis. Parents would drop 

their kids off while they wandered the mall to shop. As discussed in the previous chapter, this is 

not a coincidence, as gaming is intrinsically connected to malls and centers of consumption. 

Obviously, this was not the only experience of arcades in the late 1990s and early 2000s, but it is 

one that seems to resonate based on message board posts, articles reminiscing about arcades, 

scholarship, and, generally, the public memory of that time in video games. 

Time Out was a national arcade chain; it was the paramount experience of arcades in the 

Tri-State area. However, chains like this were far from the only places that arcade machines were 

prominent. Pizza shops, roller skating rinks, and bowling alleys were also popular spots for 

teenagers to gather to test their skills against the games or, more notably, each other. Perhaps a 

regional occurrence, but where I grew up, the bowling alley was where the “real gamers” went to 

socialize and test their skills. Not once do I remember any of the players bowling or playing 

billiards; every Friday and Saturday evening they would be huddled around the Mortal Kombat 

and Street Fighter machines holding in-house competitions. It was at a bowling alley where I first 
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experienced the symbolic quarter on the screen which represented a claim to play the winner of 

the ongoing match. I recall this type of gathering occurring until the mid-2000s, which seems to 

have been the case on a larger scale as according to journalist Laura June (2013) and media scholar 

Carly Kocurek (2015) in their cultural-historical investigations of the rise and fall of arcades. 

Eventually players just stopped showing up, the bowling alley’s game area was empty on Friday 

and Saturdays, then eventually Time Out began to shut down arcade after arcade.  

By 2005, the former spaces of competitive play and socializing shifted focus to games of 

chance positioned for impulse spending rather than hours of fraternizing amongst rivals. I myself 

first noticed this shift in my family’s business when the new games became crane machines where 

the player would try to win a toy, bar-top touch screen machines with different card games to play, 

or large, flashy Golden Tee Golf machines meant for an older crowd at restaurants or pubs. No 

longer was the new Street Fighter or Mortal Kombat coming in year after year, and eventually 

arcade cabinet versions were no longer readily available. Recently, a handful of companies have 

begun producing arcade cabinets more regularly in response to the rise in popularity of Barcades, 

nostalgia-driven bars that provide drinks, sometimes food, and a wide range of arcade cabinets 

ranging from retro favorites to new releases. A small victory for those looking to relive the late 

golden age of arcades, the arcade gaming scene is a far stretch from what it once was.  

I provide this narrative regarding arcades in a chapter regarding networks and immobility 

for two reasons. First, it establishes a history of video gaming as inherently mobile. Players had to 

go to these places for this specific form of play, and the shift away from arcades demarcates a point 

in history where internet networks transformed this play by removing the mobility that was once 

inherent in play. Competitive video game play at an arcade or huddled around a console at one’s 

own house was slowly diminished by the introduction of widespread broadband internet and 
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internet-ready console devices. No longer did players have to be in the presence of one another to 

play, they could do so remotely. While this may seem overly deterministic, it is important to note 

the moving parts which engendered these transformations. While advancements in technology are 

part of how this may have taken hold, the desire to privatize gaming in the home is one that has 

been around as long as video gaming itself. Home consoles have almost always reflected a desire 

to be connected and the industry has always been pointed in this direction. This chapter will work 

through a history of consoles that not only looks at internet connectivity and the hardware of the 

consoles, but also the messaging and business models that coaxed players into staying home while 

staying connected. 

Microsoft’s Xbox introduced Xbox Live, their service that harnessed internet connectivity 

to support online multiplayer gameplay, in 200215. Xbox Live was able to power through the early 

hiccups and challenges that came with broadband connectivity at the time such as subpar speeds 

or questionable connection stability (likely due to the unfettered funding provided by Microsoft) 

and ultimately became the gold standard for console online play. By 2005, when the second version 

of Xbox Live was released on the Xbox 360, gaming in arcades was effectively nonexistent minus 

a handful of hold outs and a few specific locations in large cities (June, 2013). By then Xbox was 

no longer the only console with homed in, polished internet multiplayer gameplay. Sony, and to a 

lesser extent Nintendo, also touted robust online networks and features within their devices. No 

matter the console of choice, during this era of video gaming you could connect with your friends 

while playing from the comfort of your own home.  

 
15 Sega had attempted online play with Dreamcast two years earlier, a move, perhaps, ahead of its 
time as it was limited by the lack of broadband connectivity (England, 2018). 
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It is important to note that PC gaming had been reaping the “benefits” of internet 

connectivity for decades prior to the console revolution of the 2000s but was mostly perceived as 

niche or only for geeks (Winter, 2006)16. The focus on this chapter is not to ignore the long history 

of MUDs, MOOs, MMOs, and other computer games at the time, but to focus on a specific moment 

which illuminates a change in how gaming was viewed and understood. The histories of PC and 

console gaming diverge and converge at various points and are increasingly linked today. The so-

called revolution, however, sparked a resurgence of video games in the public spotlight, boosted 

by high profile marketing from Sony and Microsoft (Gurwin, 2020).  

The shift from multiplayer video gaming that relied on physical mobility to access an 

arcade or to go to a friend’s house continued to diminish as internet connectivity and video games 

consoles became faster and more powerful. Along with arcades, another casualty of the 

aforementioned shift was LAN Centers. LAN centers, a relic of the early 2000s in gaming 

businesses in the US, were also slowly becoming obsolete. My hometown in North Eastern 

Pennsylvania once felt like a hotbed for LAN centers. I can recall three being open at one time—

which seems like a lot for a town with fewer than 10,000 residents. Several of my friends were 

owners and patrons of these establishments, with whom I am still in contact today. While speaking 

about this dissertation chapter with them, they described the proliferation of the internet and being 

able to game at home in no uncertain terms as the nail in the coffin of the business:  

Kids didn’t need to come into the store to play anymore. Computer parts and 

consoles got cheaper, games became more optimized, everyone was getting fast 

 
16 From launch to 2010: Xbox Live grew to 23 million users (Whitten, 2010), PlayStation network grew to 60 million 
users (Moss, 2010), and the Wii had sold over 100 million units (Nintendo, 2010). It is difficult to find how many 
Wii units utilized online features. Online PC players accounted for just under one billion users (Clement, 2021). 
While these are worldwide stats, it is important to recognize that different regions have different levels of access 
or no access at all to some of these services.  
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internet. It didn’t make since for them to spend the twenty bucks to come play here 

when they could play at home. Sure, they’d show up for the tournaments sometimes 

to win store credit, but then they’d never come in to use it. I even had a team ask if 

they could play from home once (Shay, May 2020).  

One of the former patrons of the above store echoed the same sentiment: 

I mean, yeah I liked going and hanging out at G3 but it was a real project to get 

down there. I didn’t drive yet so I had to get someone to take me then find a ride 

home all while hoping people were there who wanted to play the same things I did 

because what if your boys weren’t there? It was just easier to team up with friends 

on [Xbox] Live. Plus, we all had an Xbox, why pay to use one? (Getz, May 2020).  

Like arcades, LAN centers have fallen out of favor in the United States17 with only a handful 

surviving throughout the country. Interestingly, however, esports arenas are beginning to be 

constructed in large cities and college campuses around the world; these centers are often used for 

tournaments or practice spaces for the teams associated with the city or college team but also open 

tournaments and/or free play hours (Kane & Spradley, 2017; Kauweloa & Winter, 2019; 

Takahashi, 2021). Persistent physical spaces for communal video game play are now few and far 

between outside of Barcades, theme parks, or venues for professional play.  

Instead, console and PC gameplay chiefly takes place in online spaces while players are at 

their residence or other location with an internet connection18. Participation in these spaces 

requires little to no movement (aside from the micromovements of using a controller or perhaps 

 
17 While LAN centers and internet cafes have fallen out of favor in the US, Asia, particularly mainland China, still 
has a large if declining market for them. Reports show a roughly 4.5% decline in Asian internet cafés year after year 
since 2016 (Reynolds, 2019). Important to note that the usage of Internet Cafes is not always directly related casual 
or competitive video gaming – in some cases, it is a place for work (Terranova, 2000; Nakamura, 2009) or general 
internet usage.  
18 With the exception of in-person tournaments where players are often playing together in a shared space.  
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moving to a couch or computer chair) and encourages the player to sit for extended periods of time 

tethered to a console or PC. Contemporary home gaming is an immobile experience that requires 

little to no physical movement, while increased networked movement from platform to platform 

or network to network occurs, all offering various services and experiences. This form of 

networked immobility is part and parcel of the continued encroachment of the commodification of 

leisure time, home spaces, and connected networks. 

The mobile shell that Williams (2003) discusses as mobile privatization, for gaming a form 

of immobile privatization – an intensification of William’s concept which thinks through access to 

the public sphere that is experienced privately such televisions or radio at the time of his writing 

(McGuigan & Moran, 2014). Players are encouraged to stay in place as everything they need can 

be accessed through their console, or—as Williams would call it—their gadget. In William’s 

terminology, this is their “shell.” The platforms that the game industry has launched (Xbox Live, 

PlayStation Network, Steam, etc.), for example, are separate ecosystems owned by large game 

publishers such as Epic, Microsoft, Sony, Blizzard, or Valve, that all contain a variety of 

transactions, games, and incentives to keep you seated and engaged on their specific network. 

Video games have also begun to incorporate task oriented, labor-analogous systems into their 

games that are often dubbed “grinds”, with players enticed into this work by the carrot of small, 

usually inconsequential items for that game. Not only are players connected to the actual networks 

of the game publishers, but they are also participating in a larger assemblage of capitalistic forces 

that are interested in keeping them playing, keeping them watching and desiring, and keeping them 

immobile for extended and indefinite periods of time. These formations taken together are the core 

of immobile privatization and networked ludic mobility. 
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As mobile games encourage striated mobility, home video game consoles and PC gaming 

employ their own set of networked and capitalist logics intended to manipulate a player’s physical 

mobility. The tension between mobility and immobility has been a key feature of gaming for 

decades, thus connecting it to the politics of mobility; the entanglement of movement, 

representation, and practice (Cresswell, 2010); and late-stage capitalism. Just as important as 

mobility for thinking through how we move around space, as guided by games like Pokémon GO 

or Harry Potty Wizards Unite, immobility has its own historical implications that can be explored 

to better understand the links between networks, techno-capitalism, and video gaming. Keeping a 

population completely immobile seems to be an impossible task, as made evident by the defiance 

of many during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020; therefore, finding the means to mobilize 

ecosystems driven by financial transactions and data that encourage constant connectivity becomes 

the next logical step toward the pursuit of profits.  

This chapter is an examination of the lineage of online console game play and its links to 

contemporary commodification of video game play: we will move first through the proliferation 

of connected home consoles, then the prior attempts to create online connected play and the 

deliberate advertising marketed toward players, and finally the business model of games as a 

service as made possible by broadband internet and platformization. Detailing these 

transformations requires discussion of several game features, as well as detailing the history that 

led us to them. As discussed in the opening anecdote of this chapter, the shift from physical to 

online spaces of play is quite clear. These transformations have encouraged constant connectivity 

and physical immobility through being tethered to networks that provide video game play and 

purchasable content, which are often controlled by multibillion dollar corporations such as 

Microsoft, Amazon, Epic Games, and others.  
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This chapter unfolds through several sections. First, I unpack the links between immobility, 

critical theory, and capitalist logics. By doing so, I reveal how the practice, experience, and 

representation of home video gaming became inextricably connected to the transformation of 

leisure, pleasure, and fun for profit generation; discussion of this transformation will take up the 

remaining sections of the chapter. After the foundational section, I detail periods of video gaming 

that have encouraged immobility including: the implementation of online services such as Xbox 

Live and PlayStation Network; the rise of downloadable content and microtransactions; and the 

games as a service business model. This progression over the last several decades illuminates a 

desire for the capture of mobility, time, and money through video games. This is not a teleological 

history that describes the how and why, but one that examines the developments rather than the 

phenomena or root cause. The constellation of events that has transformed into practices reveals a 

goal of immobility linked to profit generation and exploitation of players. Within the larger milieu 

of networked ludic mobility, when discussing games, immobility becomes paramount to 

understanding the a/effect our connectedness has had on how and why we move, where we move, 

and how we spend our time and money in the spaces we inhabit. 

Video games and immobility 

Punctures in the fabric of understanding take place over time, are resisted, then ultimately 

accepted through persistence and the unrelenting momentum of capitalistic logics. In the 

introduction of this chapter, I put forth an abridged account of multiplayer gaming in arcades prior 

to the connected console revolution of the early 2000s. The remainder of this chapter explores the 

move toward widespread immobility, starting with connected console gameplay. From there, I 

chronicle the moments of change that have perpetuated this desire. By doing so we can see video 

games are no exception to the politics of mobility and their surrounding assemblages. Indeed, 
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while as hybrid reality games ask us to move through striated patterns, sit and play video games 

ask us not to move at all, yet both are in the service of capitalism. Williams (2003) connects our 

mobility and privatization directly, particularly in the context of private versus public space. 

Sheller and Urry work through Williams’s example of a car and how it is increasingly 

individualized through “micro-electronic informational sources, controls, and sources of pleasure” 

(p. 6). There is a sense of individuality coupled with being able to move from place to place. Video 

game consoles, on the other hand, afford the opposite: a sense of immobile privatization.  

The complexity of immobility relative to video games is one that requires great care in 

unpacking. The various institutions, policies, technology, software, and networks create an 

assemblage of parts that come together to create an experience that can be diverse, complex, or 

confusing. Bærenholdt (2013) offers the concept of governmobility as a way of understanding how 

our mobility becomes enacted relationally and through systems that are ultimately self-governed. 

Bærenholdt’s (2013) work, an expansion on Foucault’s governmentality, is one that defines 

governmobility as “ruling through connections—mobilising mobilities” (p. 29). Accomplished 

through bodies and technology, governing is self-regulated and relational to the embedded systems 

and institutions. Separating from Foucault’s governmentality that works through subjects, 

governmobility operates through objects and relations “in an era where the internet, mobile phones 

and very many other information and communication technologies are embedded everything” 

(Bærenholdt, 2013, p. 29). Governmobility assists in understanding how one becomes immobile, 

particularly in the case of immobile privatization as through connected console play. The question 

of how one becomes immobile and their experience is tied to various conditions of socioeconomic 

status, race, gender, sexuality, geographic location, technological assess, and a myriad of other 

factors.  
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When people play these games, their mobility is enacted through these devices. Hannam, 

Sheller, and Urry (2006) would describe this as a mooring. In connected console gaming, a player’s 

mobility is governed and controlled by the system that is in place, namely the console, a device 

that directs gameplay with other people to take place online, by oneself at home, connecting 

through networks. As described in the introduction of this chapter, the change in technology—

broadband internet, connected home consoles—shifted players away from arcades. It shifted the 

player away from being mobile in the sense of leaving their house for a multiplayer experience. 

Similarly, the need for a couch co-op, two to four players playing split-screen or sharing a 

controller, became less necessary as one could simply connect via their console’s internet 

connection. Important to note is that even the ability to share a screen or play together in a couch 

co-op type situation is becoming rare, as the option is seems to be left out of many contemporary 

games.  

Over time, this system of play predicated how players would move—they wouldn’t—as 

they played. The players’ movement was relational to their connection, which was and is through 

a console or other gaming device. The conduct of connectivity is one-way games have physically 

immobilized players, creating new opportunities for video game companies to capitalize on the 

immobile subject. Ultimately, video game consoles and video game culture offer a “necessary 

spatial, infrastructural, and institutional mooring that configure and enable mobilities” (Hannam, 

Sheller, Urry, 2006, p. 3). Thinking through game consoles as a mooring allows networked ludic 

mobility, as a concept, to reveal the tensions of mobility and connectivity for players.  

Moorings, whether as objects or systems, act as conduits that allow mobility to occur in 

specific ways. Hannam, Sheller, and Urry (2006) describe moorings as “interdependent systems 

of ‘immobile’ material worlds and especially some exceptionally immobile platforms ... through 
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which mobilizations of locality are performed and re‐arrangements of place and scale 

materialized” (p. 3). Devices, such as network connected consoles, accomplish this physically by 

restructuring ideas of what it means to play together.  

A new configuration was available that enabled congregation online rather than physical 

congregation in arcades. Furthermore, that configuration—the immobile player connected to a 

networked platform—enabled new modes of capitalism in video game culture that activated new 

modes of consuming game content: games as a service, live video game streaming, and video 

content creation. Considering game consoles and game platforms as a mooring, we can then think 

through them as having motility. Kaufmann (2002) describes motility as the potential for mobility 

that is key to understanding unequal distributions of power.  

The experiential aspect of mobility varies considerably. This experience is vast, and how 

one reflects upon and understands mobility in relation to their ongoing situation is going to vary 

(Adey, 2006). Adey (2006) provides the example of someone seated in an airplane, moving quite 

fast, but still feeling captured, incarcerated, and unable to move (p. 83). In this case, immobility is 

tied to perception and interactions with those around the passenger. Looking out of a window on 

a flight, the clouds may seem relatively immobile, floating in place as the plane soars through 

them, yet we know they are constantly shifting and moving due to geographic and weather 

conditions. Perception and immediate experience dictate whether we feel immobile or not. All of 

this occurs while the airplane itself configures and enables this form of mobility to exist—the 

airplane, in this case, is the mooring for mobility.  

Connecting this to the previous chapter on striated mobility, a player’s experience with 

Pokémon GO could be one that feels largely immobile—perhaps trapped in the suburban mall that 

is necessary for play. For that player, moving around the mall may not feel mobile at all while they 
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are locked within the center of consumption. Here, the game configures and enables a specific 

form of mobility, thus acting as the mooring. Perhaps a player is moving around a virtual world, 

sitting static in a computer chair or on a couch but feeling free, mobile, and agile within the game 

world. Sarah Sharma’s (2014) book In The Meantime works through specific examples of these 

temporal relations; for instance, how time is experienced by a Taxi driver whose days and nights 

are experienced at the behest of their passengers while the front of the cab becomes their living 

room, dining room, and office. These relations may be temporal but are directly related to the 

experience of (im)mobility. Through these examples, the mooring is in place that allows for 

motility, the potential for different types of mobility. As networked ludic mobility is interested in 

the transformations of play and movement, the motility of a player is a key component in 

understanding what is occurring through games and networks to reveal how mobility is 

experienced.  

As Lefebvre (2004) tells us about movement and time, games may look slow as a player is 

seated and immobile, but it is only “slow in relation to our time, to our body, to our rhythms” (p. 

20). While the player’s body may be fixed in place, their gaming experience may be moving quite 

fast; the networks a player is connected to are moving quite fast, and the speed at which the 

computer or gaming console renders characters on screen is quite fast. A player may be tethered 

to a gaming device but may not feel immobile at all. Through networked ludic mobility—the 

converging of networks, space, time, and movement—the politics of mobility are differentiated in 

power that is exerted over the player through games in various ways with an ultimate goal of 

physical immobility (the body on a couch) and networked mobility (extended connected player 

sessions). As Urry (2003) suggests of this type of relationship:  
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The complex character of such systems stems from the multiple time-space fixities 

or moorings that enable the fluidities of liquid modernity to be realized. Thus 

mobile machines such as mobile phones, cars, aircraft, trains, and computer 

connections, all presume overlapping, and varied time-space immobilities (p. 125). 

Mobility requires immobility and vice versa. One does not work without the other, 

otherwise the systems of mobility would not be as complex. Much like the example of the 

airplane, the connected nature of game play is one done through a mooring—the console—

which enables a configuration of mobility that is paradoxically largely immobile.  

The games themselves are the anchors for experiencing a sense of mobility or 

motility, while the connected device itself operates to keep you seated, keep you connected, 

and, by and large, eliminates the need to explore venues outside of the home in order to 

play, purchase, or watch video game content. This relational experience is often tied 

directly to the service of profit generation in various ways, as indicated in the previous 

chapter, and will be explicated as we move forward.  

Akin to Handel’s (2018) work on distance, I understand networks not as “pre-given, 

independent variable(s), across which people, goods, and ideas are on the move” (p. 474), 

but as holding concrete significance in histories, understandings, and power relations 

related to how (im)mobility is experienced. For networked ludic mobility, the network is 

used to connect individuals or objects at various speeds and distances, often in the abstract 

with terms such as “being networked” or “network connection speed”—thus providing an 

abstract idea of how networks are mobile in the first place. Yet the type of network one is 

connected to can also play a role in the experience of power based on how strong your 

network is.  



   

128 
 

For example, think about the advantages of fiber internet connections versus dial 

up or DSL, significantly slower connections that do not have the same affordances of faster 

broadband connections. The speed of one’s internet directly determines what one can do 

on the internet and what one can connect to. Having a slower connection speed, for 

example, could render online video games unplayable or, perhaps, a person would not be 

able to login to their online bank account due to being timed out, as a result of the slowness 

of data being sent and received. These networks are comprised of internet connections, the 

mediator for the network (in this case, video games and their property owners), and the 

player—an assemblage of moving parts working together to create the possibilities and 

realities of mobility for a player. These three agents working together create the 

phenomenological experience of a network and the physical experience of immobility. 

Cresswell’s (2006) distinction between movement and mobility is key to this understanding, 

in that movement is abstracted mobility—mobility in thought, experience, or relation—

while mobility itself is practiced and embodied. 

Video games and immobile privatization 

While online video game history begins well before 1998, the focus of this chapter is on 

the sixth generation of video game consoles and beyond. The history of console video games is 

often demarcated in generational terms. The first generation was in the mid-70s with the Atari 

2600, Magnavox Odyssey, Telstar, and other early home consoles. Subsequent generations, of 

which there are currently eight, are marked by the level of graphical output of a specific console 

and the library of games that run on these technologies. These categories seem to be largely general 

groupings accepted throughout the video game industry, game journalism, and players rather than 

a set of codified guidelines.  
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Figure 8: Console generation chart, not seen: PlayStation 5 and Xbox X. RetroJack, n.d. 

The sixth generation of consoles focused on internet connectivity and a convergence of 

features, such as digital downloads and optical media support such as DVDs, that enabled a console 

to be a full home entertainment system, (University of Michigan, n.d.). To focus on what is 

sometimes called the console revolution by the gaming press (Newstalk, 2016) is not to ignore the 

rich history of online computer gaming, but to follow an adjacent trajectory of gaming and 

immobility. Computer gaming’s own niche can be exemplified through its ability to co-exist with 

arcades of the 80s through mid-90s—yet as home video game consoles were popularized and 

increasingly networked, there was a stark decline in the popularity or need for arcades. While it 

was widely recognized in the gaming industry that consoles cut into the sales and profitability of 

computer gaming (Ferrell, 1989), one could posit that PC enthusiasts who were home playing 

computer games already were likely not the same players—arcade goers and couch co-op console 
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players—engaging with consoles in later years. Without question the early history and trajectory 

online computer games and their relation to mobility are a worthy area of study, but it is out of the 

scope of this chapter. 

The console revolution of the late 1990s through 2000s ushered in a new way to play: one 

connecting players in their homes instead of other spaces. Undoubtedly this is a form of mobile 

privatization (Williams, 2003), which I call immobile privatization, where the home has 

increasingly become the center of media consumption and consumerism through our broadband 

connections (Hay, 2006; Groening, 2010). Like TV, video games are a historically located cultural 

form that adapt to transformations in cultural conditions. Over time as technological and cultural 

conditions began to transform home-based consumption, video games adapted and transformed to 

meet these conditions. Not only did the technology change, but so did how we played, what we 

could do while playing, and with whom we played. Effectively, these changes allow us to feel a 

sense of connectedness and of mobility as we move from game to game or console to console, 

with anonymous players and friends joining us in game lobbies or virtual worlds, all while 

comfortably playing in our homes. Indeed, ushered in by increased Internet capability, the 

immobile experience of the console revolution is part and parcel with the transforms networked 

ludic mobility is interested in.  

For video games, immobile privatization arguably began with the Atari Gameline in 1983, 

followed by the Famicon Modem peripheral that connected to the Nintendo console in 1997. This 

modem accessed a proprietary network that provided access to cheat codes for Nintendo games 

and general content not directly related to their games such as jokes and the weather (Masaharu, 

1995). While never making it to the US, it had some small success in Japan and gave Nintendo the 

experience for a second attempt in 1995 using the Satellaview network that operated with the Super 
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Famicon (a.k.a. Super Nintendo), the successor to the Nintendo Entertainment System(Masaharu, 

1995).  

This network was largely the same as the previous modem’s but required a monthly or 

semi-yearly fee to operate. Additional content was still limited to cheat codes, gaming magazines, 

and other related forms of text-based content. It is important to note that in these early stages of 

the internet, connected online play was not quite accessible due to the limitations of connection 

speeds and networks, thus their services were mostly geared toward text-based content delivery. 

This was not unlike the bulletin board systems of the time, though for players it was receive only 

and not a two-way form of communication.  

 

Figure 9: Sega Dreamcast. TechRadar, 2018. 

Despite the lack of broadband connectivity, Sega began the development of the SegaNet 

in 1996 (Sega, 2000). SegaNet was Sega’s own internet service provider designed specifically for 

connected online gameplay through a dial-up connection and their Dreamcast gaming console. The 

network operated in collaboration with the General Telephone and Electronics Corporation, which 
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would eventually merge with Bell Atlantic to form Verizon Communications. SegaNet’s peak was 

in late 2000 and early 2001 when there were over 1.5 million connected Dreamcast consoles, yet 

only 400,000 of these were in the continental United States (Sega, 2000). The Japanese version of 

the Dreamcast had a similar service, unrelated to the SegaNet, that could also work with the 

Dreamcast gaming console. In 2000, SegaNet cost users $21.95 per month, roughly $33.20 today, 

compared to the $10 an internet service provider would usually charge for dial-up internet service 

(Wired, 2000). The Dreamcast is often considered a console that was “way before its time” due to 

its online capabilities (Patrick, 2015; Wojnar, 2020), and it underscores a moment in gaming 

history where the possibility of playing across networks from a console became fully realized 

despite technical limitations.  

Dreamcast was the first to launch the sixth generation of video game consoles on 

November 27, 1998. It had a two-year head start on its competition: PlayStation 2, Xbox, and 

GameCube. During this time Sega leaned heavily on the online capabilities of the Dreamcast, as 

it was a first of its kind feature on a home gaming console. SegaNet was key to a marketing 

campaign that touted the ability to have downloadable content available to consoles, which was 

almost exclusively a PC game feature at the time. While being first to market is usually an 

advantage in video games (Cox, 2006), the access to broadband in the United States was still 

nascent and Dreamcast would never be able to harness the power of internet speeds faster than 
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dial-up. 

 

Figure 10: Xbox and PlayStation 2 side by side. Gamerant, 2020. 

Later consoles of the sixth generation, particularly the Xbox, were released when high 

speed internet access was more readily available19. PlayStation 2 would eventually take advantage 

of high-speed internet access as well; however, it was through an attachable peripheral rather than 

a built-in modem, which both Dreamcast and Xbox had. Another similarity between the Dreamcast 

and Xbox was their online interfaces: SegaNet and Xbox Live. Years prior to the release of Xbox 

or Dreamcast, Microsoft partnered with Sega in building SegaNet. Eventually the two would end 

their partnership over differences in direction (Thurrott, 2000). Microsoft would go on to form 

their own version of SegaNet which would become XBOX Live in 2002.  XBOX Live introduced 

achievements—a numerical score attached to your online profile that increased by completing 

 
19 Xbox Live and the 6th generation of consoles released around 2002 when roughly 59% of Americans had 
broadband internet access (Pew, 2015). Throughout the lifespan of the 6th generation of consoles, roughly 210 
million internet-ready consoles were sold (Xbox, 2006; Sony, 2009; Nintendo, 2010; Zackariasson, Wilson Ernkvist, 
& Mirko, 2012), of which roughly 8% were played online primarily according to a 2009 report by the Electronic 
Software Association. 
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tasks in a game—customizable 3D avatars, the Microsoft Store and a currency (Microsoft Points) 

that allows players to purchase games, additional content for games, aesthetic items for their 

XBOX Live interface and avatar, tv shows, music videos, movies, and more.  

 

Figure 11:  Xbox Live interface over time. Rocket Sloth, 2018. 

PlayStation would introduce the PlayStation Network (PSN) in 2006, largely following the 

model that Xbox set. Nintendo joined the online fray in 2006 with their Virtual Console on the 

Wii. In 2012, Nintendo introduced the Nintendo Network, which is more akin to Xbox Live and 

PlayStation Network than the Virtual Console, which they began to phase out in 2019 (Whitwam, 

2019). While Nintendo is notorious for withholding information regarding their decision-making 

process, it has been speculated that the decision to phase out the virtual console was linked to it 

being out of date in comparison to Xbox Live and PlayStation Network and a desire to introduce 

a subscription model (Valentine, 2018). The subscription model provided features such as cloud 

game saving and access to a classic Nintendo Entertainment System library of games for $19.99 a 
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year (Nintendo, 2018), while the Virtual Console allowed classic games to be purchased ala carte 

and not attached to a subscription. The networks that gaming consoles are connected to all largely 

operate the same way: they provide a space to purchase content (additional game content, full 

games, skins to customize your dashboard in the console, etc.) and a way to connect and play with 

friends and players from around the globe. Features supporting this include voice chat and a party 

system that allows players to talk to one another while playing. 

The technological transformations of video game consoles and the proliferation of 

broadband internet access harken to Williams’s (1974) insight into devices such as radios, cameras, 

cars, and eventually TV, that met “imperative need for new kinds of contact” (p. 20). Video game 

consoles met these new needs of players. Internet-connected consoles not only ushered in a new 

way to play with others, but also a new way for a player’s game space to be monetized. Offering 

access to console players in this regard was less about the separation of work and home as Williams 

suggests, and more as a way to close the gap between play and consumption.  

As early as the Atari Gameline, the relationship between consoles and players was one of 

consumerism and commodification and entrenched in finding new ways to deliver products to 

consumers. Castells’s (2000) space of flows seen here attempting to connect the video game 

industry with its consumers, by creating a sweeping set of nodes that reaches any and all homes 

that they could. In this instance, the space of flows is not necessarily interested in making one 

particular urban space a power center, but a distributed network of nodes that connect homes across 

the country to video game hubs such as Seattle, Dallas, Raleigh, and Boston.  

As the processes, interfaces, and connections improved, the social practices of players 

slowly began to transform. Video games have worked to create a constellation of mobility that 

works for itself through “specific formations of movements, narratives about mobility, and mobile 
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practices” (Cresswell, 2020, p. 17) made possible by the space of flows that deliver game data to 

consumers and developers. The sixth generation of consoles ushered in a time that showed players 

that they could play with others from around the world or their friends down the street without 

leaving their house or having to share a couch to play. At the same time purchasing games or game 

content through the network would become more popular, beginning a slow transition to no longer 

needing to visit a store to purchase a game disc or cartridge. Effectively, consoles act as a mooring, 

an object that configures an experience, sense, and logistic of mobility, that keeps players at home, 

a home which was becoming increasingly privatized through the commodification of console 

connectivity and online storefronts. This was not only achieved through technological advances in 

consoles, but through advertisements and messaging propagated by the video game industry 

encouraging players to tether themselves to their consoles. For Microsoft, the first step was 

introducing a series of advertisements directed at perceived “gamers” at the time, known as the 

DarkMaster advertisements. 

Video games and the immobile zeitgeist 

Switching focus from technologies to industry messaging reveals a push toward an 

immobile zeitgeist in gaming which stems from a longer history of media domestication. The 

lineage of media domestication demonstrates continued attempts to reach audiences in their private 

spaces. For example, Lynn Spigel (1992) documents the surge in home televisions in post-war 

America between 1948 and 1955. Television during this time period showcases how advertising 

and the portrayal of domestic life on the small-screen encouraged television to replace radio and 

the fireplace as a familial community space (Spigel, 1992; Silverstone, 1994). Moreover, Spigel’s 

(1992) and Silverstone (1994) work to explain how the television was used for the means of 
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reinforcing the gender roles and how, eventually, the television would be the central focus in 

almost every home as it “created an awareness of family solidarity" (Spigel, 1992, p. 243).  

Video game consoles have been viewed in similar ways - particularly the Nintendo Wii. 

Voida and Greenberg (2009) conducted a quantitative survey which examined the Wii as a 

potential meeting place to enhance sociability and promotes togetherness in families. Later work 

by Deborah Chamberlain (2012) continues considering the Wii as a communal device that 

promotes the ideas of family togetherness through its use and a way of fighting against the idea of 

consoles fragmenting the home. Chamberlain (2012) focuses on the way the system was advertised 

as a device which brings families together in the digital hearth. Relatedly, Nash and O'Malley 

(2018) contest that the promotion and advertising of the Wii, and collaborative gaming generally, 

challenge traditional ideas of family togetherness and suggest collaborative gaming as a vehicle 

for familial interaction that was heavily promoted through marketplace ideologies. 

 While media has long worked to get inside the home, connected consoles allow for a 

different way to commodify these spaces; the next logical step was to push a culture of staying 

home and using these devices. Calling back to Bærenholdt (2013) and Hannan, Sheller, and Urry 

(2006), the console itself acts as technological mooring for which bodies and (im)mobility become 

self-activated. In other words, motility exists through the connected console and the interest of the 

video game industry was to activate it toward staying home and staying connected. Looking 

through the lens of cultural materialism, the kin-aesthetics20, the aesthetics of movement which 

are “enacted, felt, perceived, expressed, choreographed, and desired” (Merriman & Pearce, 2017, 

p. 13), we can uncover the ideological forces which transform our mobility in various contexts, as 

 
20 Kin-aesthetics is often studied and related to the sensation of movement and muscular effort. Humanities scholars 
have worked to frame the through the senses, embodied movement, space and time, expression, experience, and 
situation It is sometimes referred to the gray area between gesture and thought. See: Schivelbusch (1980), Schwartz 
(1992), Cresswell (2006), Merriman (2012), Sheller (2022),  
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well as the histories that lead to the certain pathways, routes, or determining why we move or do 

not move. In this case, the advertising and messaging sent to players about connected console 

gaming coupled with the available features of the console which encourage immobile privatization.  

 

Figure 12: Atari 2600 “We don’t need no babysitter” commercial. Internet Archive, 2016. 

The history of video game advertising is worthy of a dissertation of its own, but it is 

important to mention that such advertising followed a trajectory from focusing on what video 

gaming is to what it ought to be. Early console commercials for the Atari 2600 often focused on 

the novelty of being able to play a game in the home, usually with several people huddled around 

a screen playing a game together. The Nintendo Entertainment system split its time between 

focusing on the graphical power of the system and on friends playing on the couch together. This 

trend continued with the advertising for systems like the Sega Genesis and the Nintendo 64, where 

the focus was on the graphics and communal aspect of playing together in the same space. 

Interestingly, one specific commercial for the game Killer Instinct (1994) focused on cutting an 
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arcade cabinet in half to reveal a Super Nintendo hiding inside. It would be hard to imagine a more 

direct message that the arcade was no longer needed. While this was a handful of years before the 

realization of console connectivity, such messaging throughout the years focused on showing 

players that the console experience—cutting edge graphics and communal game play—could be 

done in the home.  

 

Figure 13: Killer Instinct Chainsaw Commercial. VideoGameAds YouTube, 2012. 

These console gaming advertisements act as a “system of signification” that becomes part 

of historical and social developments and function as modes for “interpreting...our common 

experiences” (Williams, 2006, p. 18), through which new mobility of players, or the lack thereof, 
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shifted with changes in technology and messaging. As Williams would suggest in his essay “Film 

as a Tutorial Subject,” we should not only be studying our cultural forms for what they are (in his 

case cinema), but also for what the controlling institutions are making them out to be (Polan, 2013).  

Network ludic mobility works to consider these systems of signification in thinking 

through our mobility in relation to games, and video game advertising has always been quite direct 

in what it expects from players. The previous examples illuminate a call to stay home and play 

together, while later advertising would continue that call but insist on playing over networks. The 

DarkMaster commercials are significant as they are, arguably, the first to purely focus on the 

connectivity possibilities of the console and clearly demonstrate what the video game industry was 

interested in the console becoming. While the potential for at-home gaming had been realized 

through console advertisements, the shift now is toward home gaming through the internet on a 

device that enables William’s ideas of privatization and commodifies the gaming experience in 

ways that had not been successful before. 

The DarkMaster campaign was a series of advertisements for the Xbox Live platform that 

aired in 2002 around the time of the official launch of the service. The commercials featured 

DarkMaster, a white teenager playing Xbox in a small room with fast food containers littered 

across the floor and table. DarkMaster is shown flailing about the room, jumping around, and 

yelling at his screen (or potentially into his headset) at his opponent in a series of games: a fighter 

game not unlike Mortal Kombat and a soccer game that could be confused with the FIFA series.  
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Figure 14: DarkMaster Commercial Screenshot. TheVHSShell, 2012. 

In these commercials, DarkMaster is shown competing in online games, eating fast food, 

and trash talking his online opponents as he climbs the ranks of the online leaderboards. 

DarkMaster is shown playing opponents from ambiguously Asian countries, stereotypical Russia, 

and England, all while the time passes, revealed by the transitions from daytime to nighttime 

outside the sole window in his room. Finally, DarkMaster meets his match: Crusher. At first, we 

only see Crusher’s avatar as they play against DarkMaster in various games, handily beating him 

each time. Eventually, DarkMaster gives up and the commercial fades to reveal Crusher to be a 

pre-teen girl in a highly gendered bedroom with purple and pinks, fiercely trash-talking 

DarkMaster when he finally admits defeat (Megamoto85, 2012).  
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Figure 15: Crusher from the DarkMaster XBOX commercials. Pure Xbox YouTube, 2016 

The DarkMaster ad campaign harkens back to a time when playing against one another in 

an arcade was an animated experience. Jovial trash talking and “hyped up” animated movements 

around arcade machines were not uncommon; in these ads, the message was that you could now 

have that experience at home. At the same time, these ads also appealed to those too shy, gatekept, 

and/or actively dissuaded from partaking in an experience like that in an arcade, finally freeing 

players to get into the game as they wish. This is particularly true in the case of non-white, non-

male potential players (Gray, 2012; Fox & Tang, 2017; Soebieraj, 2018; Cote, 2020; Kocurek, 

2021). Either way, the need to have another player in the room with you is clearly null. 

DarkMaster’s room is a mess, he is in his boxer shorts, and he is playing with people who are not 

physically around—and he seems to be quite happy doing so. The passage of time in the ad is also 

important to point out. The day comes and goes and DarkMaster is still grinding away against his 

opponents on XBOX Live. This is a clear departure from play occurring at arcades that was 
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regulated by the opening and closing times of the establishment and by whether you ran out of the 

money needed to continue playing.  

DarkMaster has no need to stop playing as everything he needs is around him: food, drink, 

shelter, the game, and people to play with. Being connected to others, sharing that experience, and 

being able to play with anyone, anywhere, at any point in time from the same home location leads 

to a lack of need for mobility, something made possible by networked connections. This 

advertisement places the console at the center of connection by suggesting that its networked 

capabilities will bring players together. While earlier commercials quite literally cut arcades out 

of the picture and encouraged playing together at home, the central positioning in later ones shifted 

to one where players no longer needed to be in the same space at all to play together. Stay home, 

connect through our service, and play with anyone in the world was the new messaging 

disseminated to players.  

Networked ludic mobility is interested in the console itself acting as a mooring that not 

only enables a form of physical immobility, but one that allows for an experience that seems agile 

given the, ostensibly, global reach purported by advertisements. Corliss (2011) asserts that certain 

forms of interactivity can, indeed, “enable new forms of domination and hegemony,” particularly 

when “elements of gameplay extend beyond the realm of the game” (p. 8). Between the desire of 

the industry to keep a player at home and connected, and their normalizing multiplayer gameplay 

as an element of gameplay done over the internet, the privatization of the game space continued to 

evolve.  

Media coverage of Xbox Live expressed much of the same sentiment regarding how one 

should play. While some focused on the technical and business aspects, almost all mentioned 

specifically the social component afforded by the internet. In fact, in an interview with the New 
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York Times, J. Allard, one of the chief designers of Xbox Live, directly stated that the idea came 

to him after seeing long lines for multiplayer games at a convention in Seattle (Markoff, 2002). 

Allard went on to suggest that the social experience afforded by the internet is what would drive 

the video game industry into the future (Pitts, 2013). This prediction now seems unquestionable 

as it is now nearly impossible to play a game that is not connected to the internet in some capacity. 

Supplanting old forms of socializing, particularly physically gathering to play games, is an effect 

never mentioned by game commentators or the industry itself.  

Recent work by de Souza e Silva (2013, 2017, 2020), Frith and Saker (2019), and others 

have pushed against the idea that technology, more specifically mobile devices, would seclude us 

from others or inhibit our mobility; the twinned fear and dream of technology is realized, in that 

connected devices do, indeed, create scenarios where one could live comfortably entirely from a 

residence. The COVID-19 pandemic has certainly pushed the bounds of services that promote 

staying home and being immobile as the mediation of services—grocery, laundry, auto-mechanics, 

etc.—has become more prevalent. 

Castells (1996) alluded to the prevalence of remote and service-based work while 

discussing network capitalism as working toward remote management and production in a 

“timeless space of financial flows” (p. 503). Castells suggested that all work-sectors would 

eventually incorporate telecommuting or on-demand features in some way to varying degrees of 

success; interestingly, the COVID-19 pandemic has seemed to force the hand of industries to adopt 

remote work quicker or in new ways. For example, when mobile auto mechanic services can be 

requested at the touch of a button through an app, rather than having to go a garage or shop; the 

mechanic would just come to you to work on your vehicle (Research And Markets, 2020). At the 

time Castells was writing, remote work in this way was primarily a prediction of the future, one 
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which is now coming to fruition. Nonetheless, consoles provide one of the early examples of this 

sort of immobile privatization where entertainment is brought directly to you without having to 

leave home.  

Castells (2000) discusses this arrangement as a space of flows, an arrangement of 

infrastructure that allows for the “simultaneity of social practices without territorial contiguity” 

(p. 19). Connected consoles, moorings of mobility, have restructured how and where we interact 

while playing console games. Perhaps they didn’t do this as dramatically as printing did in 

McLuhan’s (1962) work on print in the “Gutenberg galaxy,” but this was an important early stage 

in the realization of how industry and player could interact. Benedikt (1991) cogently illuminates 

that there is a transition period when information, data, is passed within new forms of technology, 

particularly noting the physical movement of information through wires and cables. Thinking 

through this with connected console play, what exactly was the transition? It is more than players 

simply staying home.  

In fact, the transition is one of experience, technology, and one’s body – three key 

components to networked ludic mobility. The social experience of an arcade was suggested to be 

recreated through online play, moving it to the home. The physical material of a game—the disc 

or cartridge—could not be downloaded and no physical object was necessary. While fears of 

widespread immobility due to the rise of this technology may not have been realized on a large 

scale, console gaming has continued as a largely at home experience from the point of purchase, 

to connecting with friends, to playing. It is important to note that this is in no way a lambasting 

of the transformations of sociality in gaming, but it is one indicator that physical presence amongst 

others is no longer necessary to form those relationships; physically moving from place to place 

became irrelevant in the dreams of the video game industry.  
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By 2005, Xbox Live had reached over two million subscribers and it became clear 

that online console gaming was here to stay. The next year Sony released the PlayStation 

3 which contained their own network platform, PlayStation Network (PSN). PSN 

contained many of the same features of Xbox Live—identity markers, keeping track of 

achievements, and offering downloadable content—where it differed, however, came with 

online multiplayer support. Unlike Xbox Live, PSN offered this for free to its players. This 

difference between the companies’ approaches remains at the time of writing; interestingly, 

however, Microsoft has said that they will untether online multiplayer from its paid service 

in certain games with the newest generation of home consoles released in November 2020 

(Warren, 2020).  

A core difference between PSN and Xbox Live in 2006 was the sheer number of 

services that Sony was offering. Given Sony’s existing foothold in the entertainment 

industry, it was easier to vertically integrate products into a PlayStation 3, and it allowed 

the company to add movies and music into the platform as well (Columbia, 2006; Williams, 

2007). This demarcates a moment in history where consoles became Home Entertainment 

Systems rather than just gaming consoles. Soon after Microsoft followed suit and added 

similar services to Xbox Live. Interestingly, during the advertising campaign for the launch 

of the PlayStation 3, PSN was integrated into the advertising without fanfare. Unlike Xbox 

Live where Microsoft spent time specifically advertising and promoting the service, such 

services seemed to have already become an expectation for the next consoles and did not 

require particular attention from the media or players. Meanwhile, the coverage and 

promotion of the PlayStation 3 continued to champion the stay-in-place capabilities of 

consoles.  
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Important to note is that Nintendo’s concentrated online efforts also began in 

November of 2006 with the launch of the Wii and the Virtual Console—which was, by and 

large, intended just for purchasing classic Nintendo games rather than a fully-fledged 

entertainment system. Prior to this Nintendo’s online capabilities with the GameCube, the 

predecessor to the Wii, were nearly nonexistent, only offering eight games that could be 

played online.  

Another defining feature of this era of console gaming was the requirement of pay 

to play. Computers and other peripherals of that console generation have been free to users 

after the initial purchase—plug in, log in, and play! But then Microsoft, with their $2 billion 

network, introduced a subscription-based service fee. This has been perceived as a first for 

the industry, despite Dreamcast attempting the same thing previously. At the time Xbox 

Live cost ten dollars a month in addition to your internet connection fees (Morris, 2002). 

Once considered to be an uphill battle for Microsoft to pursue this plan, as we’ll see in the 

next section, the idea of staying home, staying connected, and paying to do so would take 

off just as the industry hoped it would.  

Video games and immobile privatization 

Robert Romanyshyn (2003) describes technology as symptom and dream. His book 

outlines how linear perspective, an artistic technique that influences the relative size and shape of 

objects in still images, has become a cultural habit. Documenting the evolution and transformation 

of artistic practices from the 15th century to the time of writing, the entanglement of technology 

and the human experience offers a way of experiencing the world as well as a desire, or dream, 

from the hegemonic force. Thus far, I have described the evolution of home gaming console 

technology and its subsequent advertising. In Romanyshyn’s terms, the console acting as a 
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mooring for players to connect, purchase, and play is the dream, a dream which has been shaped 

by the evolution of the technology itself and the messaging that followed, but more specifically in 

step with advancements in broadband technology. Physical immobility, constant connection, and 

the continued privatization and commodification of home spaces are the required “symptoms” for 

this dream. With technology and advertising in place, as console gaming dominated the market 

from 2001 until roughly 2011 (Wallach, 2020), the next transformation of the dream was to 

introduce a model of gaming that was never complete, was perpetually monetized, required an 

internet connection, and went beyond home consoles. 

In 1983 William von Meister, an entrepreneur from Washington D.C. and founder of 

Control Video Corporation (which would eventually become AOL), created a cartridge that, when 

plugged into an Atari and a phone line, could download games over an early version of the internet 

(Plunkett, 2011). This device was the Atari GameLine. With the purchase of GameLine, consumers 

received a year’s membership and had access to over 50 titles. Unfortunately, players had to pay 

an additional dollar on top of GameLine’s service fee for the game itself and they only had access 

to it for one week (Plunkett, 2011, para. 6). GameLine thus represents not only an early iteration 

of games as a service, but also a model for downloadable rentals that is prominent in movies and 

TV, but not so much video games quite yet, such as PlayStation’s failed PlayStation Now service 

which allowed players to download games right to their PlayStation for a set period for a fee. While 

the GameLine never quite took off, nor did PlayStation’s later attempt at a digital rental service, a 

desire for this form of video gaming has persisted for over fifty years. The persistence, 

transformations, and the creeping up of these sorts of services are crucial to engaging in the larger 

arguments of video games, mobility, and society that are historical and practical and move away 

from “bald statements” about how we play the way we do (Williams, 2003, p. 4).  
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Advances in computing technology and the proliferation of the internet helped pave the 

way for computer gaming to harness the power of faster internet connection speeds. In turn, 

computer game developers and modders began to utilize faster connections to digitally distribute 

content to players for free. One of the video game developers to do so was Cavedog Entertainment. 

In 1997, the developers of Total Annihilation took an unprecedented step in computer gaming and 

began releasing monthly free content via their website (Cavedog Entertainment, n.d). Each month 

players would be able to download either a new playable unit, game scenario, or map. This was 

done for twelve consecutive months and concluded with the release of the official expansion pack, 

Total Annihilation: Core Contingency in 1998. 

 The distinction between downloadable content and an expansion pack is worth unpacking, 

as the two are often conflated in today’s terms. Up until this time, computer game players were 

accustomed to purchasing expansion packs, software that adds a significant amount of content to 

a game and which was purchased in a traditional brick and mortar storefront; it usually consisted 

of new playable areas and had to be installed via CD-ROMs. Cavedog, while sticking to the 

conventions of expansion packs, introduced consumers to the idea of having smaller bits of content 

delivered to them digitally, efficiently, and for free.  

In the years prior to Cavedog Entertainment releasing DLC monthly, players would usually 

obtain content from game community websites or message boards. This content was typically 

developed by modders, hobbyists who create free video game content. While Cavedog introduced 

players to the idea of professional development teams releasing free content, the community had 

been doing this for years on their own. Mods were often referred to as “add-ons,” which were 

small modifications to an existing game. For instance, an add-on could allow a player to add an 

additional vehicle to a racing game or a new weapon to a shooting game. Something has been 
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added to the game without affecting the core mechanics or engine, hence the name. Another type 

of mod is called the “total conversion.” This type of mod completely changes the aesthetics and, 

occasionally, the core mechanics of an existing game to create a new game. The development and 

release of Counter-Strike, a total conversion mod of Valve’s hit game Half-Life, exemplifies one 

of the key transformations of downloadable content (DLC) that has helped to shape our 

understanding of what downloadable content is and can be. As mentioned, the histories of PC and 

console gaming have various points of convergence and divergence. Those histories are also linked 

and entangled in various ways. Downloadable content and expansion packs being a moment that 

has had a lasting impact on the development of games. 

The importance of GameLine, PlayStation Now, and CaveDog Entertainment is rooted in 

the privatized home. Earlier in this chapter I discussed the sixth-generation consoles’ potential in 

connecting users directly to developers, publishers, and other aspects of the game industry; over 

the next two decades we would see the activation of that potential. The early attempts to bypass 

third parties and connect directly to players were the beginning stages of showing players that this 

was possible, and eventually, shaping the messaging and technology to ensure it became a reality. 

Williams (2003) discusses television and other gadgets as being “applied technology of a set of 

emphases and responses within the determining limits and pressures of industrial capitalist 

society” (p. 21). The colonization of the home by capital is not new; however, the addition of 

broadband connectivity in gaming required the exploration of how far new modes of monetization 

could stretch. While PC gaming dabbled in downloadable and additional content several years 

before console gaming, faster connection speeds and platforms would enable a transformative 

moment where new forms of privatization and commodification, such as live service games or 
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cloud gaming, could be tested through connected gameplay regardless of the “gadget” on which 

one played (Walker, 2007). 

Over time digital distribution has become the preferred method for delivering video games 

to players. As of 2018, physical copies of video games made up only twenty percent of all video 

game sales across platforms (Statista, 2019). This is also true for music and movies where sales 

are nearly 90% digital now (Whitten, 2019). In parallel to Xbox Live, the Valve Corporation 

launched their digital distribution platform, Steam, in 2003. Two years later Electronic Arts (EA), 

the largest game publisher in the industry, released their own platform dubbed EA Downloader, 

which was rebranded as Origin. Origin would eventually be phased out by EA and rebranded as 

EA Play and act as a subscription game service (Humphries, 2020). On the other hand, Valve 

Corporations’ platform, Steam, boasts over one billion accounts and 90 million active monthly 

users (Lanier, 2019). Like Xbox Live or the PlayStation Network, Steam is a digital distribution 

platform oriented toward personalization that allows users to create groups, share reviews, share 

in-game screenshots, buy and sell in-game items on a community market, post status updates, as 

well as a range of other social features.  

Other large publishers such as Epic Games, Blizzard/Activision, and Bethesda have 

launched their own digital distribution platforms as well, though each works more as a traditional 

online storefront than as sites for connection between players that host social features, community 

marketplaces, or anything of that nature. Similarly, Nintendo, Microsoft, and Sony have expanded 

downloading capabilities on their Switch, Xbox, and PlayStation consoles to almost eliminate the 

need to purchase discs for games. In some cases, even when a disc is purchased, inside the box is 

simply a code to redeem on the console to download the game and the inevitable series of patches 

and updates. Moreover, buying a disc copy of a game often requires much of the same installing, 
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updating, and patching. The infrastructure being built across console and PC is one that would 

enable the space of flows (Castells, 2000), linking up the game developers and publishers while 

removing the middleman, the GameStops and the Best Buys, who once stocked their games on 

disc en masse. The embodied experience of entering a store to purchase was isolated and subdued, 

while new material arrangements were put in place to practice not only the act of gaming but also 

the act of purchasing games.  

 

Figure 16: Fallout 76 game code in a physical box. Ecenbarger, 2020. 

Here are the nascent stages of the platformization of video games. If a player did not use 

Xbox Live, PlayStation Network, Steam, or any other digital distribution services it would become 

increasingly difficult to play a game at all without being connected to something—sometimes the 

game’s own proprietary network, sometime the digital distribution platform, or sometimes both. 
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As of writing, GOG (formally called Good Old Games, which has been dropped for simply GOG) 

is the only major platform that still allows players to play without a connection beyond purchasing 

and downloading the game. Steam does have an offline mode, but its stability is questionable at 

best. Players often decry the platformization of games, wondering why there cannot just be one 

game site, why they often cannot play with friends across platforms, or why they must re-purchase 

the same game multiple times despite having purchased it once already. This often comes down to 

Gerlitz and Helmond’s (2013) insight into the platformization of web services, which is interested 

in the decentralization of data production and its recentralization when collected. Effectively, 

platformization is when software or an app or an API becomes an intermediary, a way of 

connecting users, services, and other entities. The platformization of games, and the player’s desire 

to play across platforms, will be unpacked thoroughly in the next chapter.  

This lineage of downloadable content provides a look at how games came to follow a 

service business model, on both console and PC. As the industry has continued to evolve, so have 

the practices that adapt, transform, and manipulate the modes through which players interact with 

games and the industry, the limits being determined as Williams (2003) suggested they would be. 

Sony and Microsoft have both released new console systems, the PlayStation 5 and the Xbox X/S. 

Both companies offer a model with a disc-slot (PlayStation 5/Xbox One X) and another that is 

entirely disc-free (PlayStation 5 Digital Edition/Xbox One S) (Glennon, 2020; Lynch, Leger, 

Hood, & Vjestica, 2001). While home consoles have long had downloading capabilities, until now 

there has always been an option to purchase a traditional disc as well. To be clear, both Sony and 

Microsoft are releasing “traditional” versions of this console as well, but at a higher price point, 

thus nudging players toward the lucrative digital-only editions. The digital editions of these 

consoles push the player toward additional games as a service feature. Subscription plans that offer 
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access to hundreds of titles, cloud gaming (sometimes referred to as game streaming where there 

is no download, but the game is playable in a browser much like Netflix or Hulu), 

microtransactions, full priced transactions, and season pass content—all become exceedingly easy 

and accessible through digital game platforms. No longer do players have to leave their home, get 

in the car, drive to a store, pick out an item, hand money to a cashier, drive home, and install said 

game; instead, console players can access fresh content right from their couches. This has been the 

reality for computer players for over a decade and the success of this approach has not been lost 

on gaming’s console counterparts.  

Cresswell (2010) describes “constellations of mobility” as “historically and geographically 

specific formations of movements, narratives about mobility, and mobile practices” (p. 17). 

Effectively, one can discern power relations through understanding occurrences of mobility, what 

mobility represents, and the practices which surround said mobility. Coupled with Williams’s 

insight into the privatization of our home spaces and the video game industries’ perpetual push 

toward home commodification, we see that the emergent narrative regarding what video games 

are doing to our mobility is that they facilitate a mode that is increasingly sheltered, or immobile, 

in one’s own home space.  

The representative history of downloadable games and games-adjacent content provides a 

narrative, coupled with the evolution of online play, that illustrates a cultural shift brought on by 

technological, industrial, and capitalistic impulses. Through various means, a player’s mobility 

has been and continues to be regulated by the game industries’ decades long campaign that has 

worked to normalize at-home, networked play. While the easy answer as to why is “for ease of 

access to buyers,” a more in-depth explanation of immobility and connection to game platforms is 
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crucial. The always-connected nature of games and new forms of data collection afforded by 

network capabilities has increased the dividuation of the player.  

For Deleuze (1992), “dividuation” is concerned with a form of control and management 

that is exacerbated by the pervasive collection of data about subjects and the ways in which it is 

collected and manipulated across platforms, media, and connections. Gehl (2011) draws the 

examples of how hospitals do not work on the sick, but work on data about the sick, or how 

corporations are no longer interested in spaces of production but in stocks and floating currencies. 

For the games industry, the business model has shifted from a focus on developing new games to 

extending the life of a game and creating loops, grinds, and the carrot-on-a-stick elements that 

seem attractive to players. The connected nature of games has allowed developers and publishers 

to see what is being played, for how long, and who is playing it, shifting the way games were 

designed, developed, and marketed to players. In fairness, the game industries’ move in this 

direction is in line with general societal shifts toward understanding the internet and technology at 

large as a tool for convenience fulfilling the desire to not have to go anywhere or to have the 

internet handle things for you (Wu, 2018; Ng-Kruelle, Grace, et al., 2002).  

The benefits to having total access to consumers while they are in their homes seem 

obvious. There is no longer a need to support brick-and-mortar locations for buyers; profits rise 

with the elimination of physical merchandise; the ability to reach consumers is built into the 

console or computer they are connected through, and this often operates as a total entertainment 

experience that runs parallel to the larger exploitation and commodification of leisure time. As 

Crary (2014) indicates, the ongoing and nonstop processes of late-stage capitalism seek to create 

a sense of ubiquitous consumerism, control, and surveillance. Part of that, for the video game 

industry and its networked connection to players, is keeping players in place, playing games, at all 
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costs. This control over the mobility of players is a direct result of the continued expansion of 

services and games delivered to the computer or console without players ever needing to explore 

other options.  

Not only do the console makers stand to profit from games as a service, but also game 

developers and publishers (who are often the console makers themselves). One example of this 

increasing claim on players’ attention can be seen with Activision’s game Call of Duty, which has 

been met with criticism for using underhanded tactics such as deliberately taking up as much space 

on a player’s hard drive as possible, thus preventing players from putting additional games on their 

systems (Park, 2020). Even if this is not intentional, the daunting task of deleting Call of Duty and 

potentially having to redownload it, which can take hours, sometimes days, is for many players 

simply not worth it—thus, other games do not get played, but the Call of Duty ecosystem of live 

services persists.  

The connection between the growing size of games’ hard drive space requirements and 

immobility can be seen by looking at the season pass model of providing content that has become 

prevalent over the last decade. A video game season pass is the evolution of microtransactions, 

which have not gone away but have morphed into something of their own; instead of an entirely 

new game being released, developers periodically add content to the game over the course of a 

year. Players can opt out of the season pass and play the base game as it is released or choose to 

buy the updates as they come out but buying the season pass is often cheaper. In effect, the game 

they are buying is never complete and continues to grow and evolve over time.  
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The other popular variation of a season pass is known as the battle pass21. Battle passes are 

similar but usually operate over a shorter period, normally three months. Within the battle pass is 

a system of play that offers not new game content such as maps or missions or quests, but content 

that stays behind a paywall until you have played enough to unlock usually cosmetic items or in-

game currency. For instance, Destiny 2, a sci-fi shooter developed by Bungie, offers a battle pass 

every three months that allows the players to earn in-game currency, skins for their armor and 

weapons, vehicles, and additional gear. While the design of a traditional season pass provides new 

content every few months, the battle pass model encourages players to keep playing without pause, 

in order to level up their account to earn more rewards before the pass expires. Effectively, the 

battle pass provides a carrot on a stick that will reset after a three-month period so the player must 

begin again…for a fee.  

Interestingly, the connection between immobility and games becoming a live service was 

noticed briefly in 2015 when people started wondering what traditional storefronts would do if 

players no longer needed to go to them to obtain games. In this moment, players and the gaming 

press criticized the vague nature of the season pass model, suggesting it was somewhat like 

baseball cards where you are blindly gambling on whatever lies behind appealing packaging 

(Bashore, 2015). At one point the gaming press went as far as proclaiming the season pass model 

was dead and soon we would no longer see the practice (Saed, 2017), skipping right over the fact 

that a player no longer had to move anywhere nor did they have to wait for a store to open or deal 

with any of the other “inconveniences” of the brick-and-mortar experience.  

 
21 Daniel Joeseph’s 2021 article “battle pass capitalism” works through the complexities of the circulation and 
consumption of the battle pass as a commodity. His work focuses particularly on the battle royal genre and Apex 
Legends specifically in an effort to real how games operate to mediate in-game commodities.  
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Over the years the concept of games as service, downloadable content, and games as never 

being finished have slowly re-shaped today’s gaming paradigm and are, by and large, accepted. 

Despite pockets of players rejecting the practice, retail stores have seen a sharp decline in the sale 

of physical copies, particularly with the rise of COVID-19, and digital sales are on the rise 

(Howard, 2020; Zentler, 2020). Over the course of the past five years, the game industry has used 

their hegemonic position to ease consumers slowly and steadily into the practice of acquiring 

games digitally. As of this writing, it seems to be almost fully accepted that games and their 

expansions will be available digitally. The Call of Duty franchise, for example, often tells players 

that they can immediately play upon release as they allow players to pre-download games, so they 

are ready at the official launch time. No more going to the store, no more midnight releases and 

waiting in lines; you are home, the game is ready to go, and you can play the moment it is released 

(Landis, 2019; Sabat, 2020; Kain, 2020). Networks, downloads, and evolving online play are 

expected and key to the success of any new game. By focusing on these aspects, the need to be 

physically mobile in any sense while gaming becomes obsolete. The game, its sequels, updates, 

and more are delivered directly to your console or computer, often taking up hundreds of gigabytes 

of hard drive space but giving you almost no reason to do anything else except sit, play, and spend.  

The juxtaposition between our mobile connectivity and tethered gameplay reinforces that 

all-encompassing and hegemonic capitalist logics are operating whether we are at home, on the 

go, or at work. The game industry has a vested interest in keeping people playing as it leads to 

increased sales and facilitates the collection of data that can be used to make decisions regarding 

sales, marketing, or game development. Developers like Activision have set the standard for the 

current business model that the video game industry is pushing and have also extended it to mobile 

platforms, creating situations where you can play Call of Duty on your phone and earn rewards for 
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your console or computer version as well. If they cannot keep you seated, they will give you a 

reason to be back in front of the console as soon as possible. Or, potentially not, as the idea of 

crossplay between consoles and hardware becomes an increasingly popular and profitable 

endeavor for the games industry, and one that is discussed fully in the final chapter of this 

dissertation. 

Conclusion 

While the previous chapter explores novel ways of thinking about our movement around 

space, this chapter aims to investigate the immobile nature of certain types of gaming that has been 

cultivated over several decades of connected play. Just as networks can shape how and where we 

move, they can also shape how and why we do not move. In the case of traditional video games, 

which rely on long gaming sessions where a player is seated, connected to the internet, and within 

an ecosystem built for transactions, immobility is an essential part of the privatization and 

commodification of home video game play. Traditional video games champion a form of 

networked ludic mobility that is not physically mobile at all. The more opportunities a player is 

presented with to sit, consume advertisements, or spend on in-game items, the more the capitalistic 

force behind the games as a service business model is reinforced. As games continue to rely on 

internet services as their main revenue stream, players will continue to be exploited in numerous 

ways. Through the season passes, the battle pass model, microtransactions for cosmetic items, or 

simply having a flow of data from the player that they can monetize, the game industry has worked 

to commodify as many facets of online play as possible and is continually seeking new ways to do 

so. The creation of an immobile subject who is connected to consoles and platforms is key to 

maintaining this financial flow into the game industry.  
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The narratives in this chapter provided a historical look at the evolution of immobility in 

the video game industry. This was done by looking at various historical accounts of gameplay 

through three distinct yet related eras of connectivity and video games, from the early days of 

downloadable content with the Atari GameLine to connected to home consoles, to the later 

proliferation of games as a service business model that is now dominant. There has been a clear 

move away from playing together in person to playing together online, coupled with live service 

games that are never complete but always evolving and monetizing. Taken together, the devices 

that we use to play games enable a form of mobility that is not mobile at all. In fact, this mobility 

calls for us to stay in place. The mobile configuration of our play experience is fundamentally 

transformed by the rise of consoles and online gaming platforms such as Steam.  

It is important to recognize these developments in the video game industry convince 

players to participate in practices that work against their own interests even as players often gain 

hours, sometimes hundreds or even thousands, of enjoyment from these games. The single-player, 

narrative-driven experience still exists in today’s video game market, but the dominant experiences 

take place in internet-enabled worlds where players are offered continually updating content. There 

is a vocal section of players who speak out against these always-on game services, yet such games 

continue to be the most popular games worldwide (Muncy, 2017)—often played by the same 

individuals who criticize them…myself included. Recognizing the tension between one’s thoughts 

and feelings and one’s actions is the first step in working toward a less exploitive industry. For 

instance, as mentioned above, GOG has implemented a model that is connected to an online service 

but makes it easy for one to disconnect and still play. However, it is important to recognize that 

GOG is also just a platform for purchasing games; they do not offer the servers or services that 

may be built into these games. Independent games with clearly defined beginnings, middles, and 
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endings offer another alternative. Such indie games are not tied to big name developers such as 

Epic, Bethesda, or Blizzard, and their indie developers have far more control over their product 

than they would otherwise.  

Traditional video games, like hybrid reality games, play their own part in the construction, 

understanding, and logics of mobility and capitalism. Taking them together with hybrid reality 

games, we can begin to see how the dream of [im]mobility within gaming spaces takes shape and 

reaches beyond any one arena of play or one set of values. If hybrid reality games are working 

toward capturing players as they move about the world, sit and play video games are capturing 

players in their homes. Instead of encouraging players to visit public businesses, a player’s home 

game space becomes the point of interest through the game console; this enables a form of 

immobility, thus adding the diversification of the developer’s property portfolio as it acts as a 

landlord over the spaces players frequent.  

As mentioned, understanding this positionality within these histories and relationships 

allows us to better understand our current situation and perhaps reveal new ways of approaching 

games and players, and developing more inclusive, ethical business practices in game spaces. The 

long, often subtle (perhaps insidious) transformation of video gaming into immobile home 

gameplay is one that may be hard to notice without looking at periods that fundamentally changed 

the way we play together. Digging through these histories, transformations, and the logics of the 

greater system video games are part of is crucial. Maneuvering through these shifts and logics 

enables us to explore new options, new routes, and new opportunities for games to flourish, and 

offers the potential for renewing the sense of togetherness and community that thrived during the 

arcade and couch co-op era of video gaming. Yet the granular work of exploring our connectedness 

is not over. While consoles and PC platforms may have rendered our physical selves immobile, 
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our data is anything but. The circulation of our data, and the platformization of video game play 

both call for increased attention: while we may or may not be moving, our data always is.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Platform Mobility 

Final Fantasy 11 (FF11) is a massive multiplayer online roleplaying game (MMORPG) 

released in 2002 for PC and PlayStation 2. Despite World of Warcraft’s popularity, FF11 has had 

a very successful, and even lengthier, run in the MMORPG market. It was also the first MMORPG 

that I spent any considerable amount of time playing. The world was vast, the graphics were crisp, 

and the gameplay required teamwork with friends and allies who would, over time, become 

friends. It was everything my gaming group and I were looking. In fact, we did not just play 

together in this virtual world; we would play together physically as well. Almost every weekend, 

and even some weekdays (a benefit of being homeschooled), my friends would come over and we 

would set up a LAN22 party in my room. It was a bit cramped fitting five or six of us in my small 

room, but we made it work. We would often fall asleep while playing, crammed next to each other 

or wherever we could find space among the hardware and cables that surrounded us. In hindsight, 

I do not think LAN parties or players crashing in front of their keyboards or controllers were 

anything novel for the time, despite being what I fondly recall when thinking back on gaming days 

past. What was novel was what we were playing on: PlayStation 2s and PCs. Together. In the same 

game.  

 
22 LAN Party is colloquially used to refer to a bunch of players bringing their PCs/gaming consoles to one space and 
playing together. LAN itself refers to Local Area Connection, meaning the connection to the internet service.  
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Figure 17: LAN Party, early 2000s. Collins, 2015. 

It never really dawned on us that this was significant or interesting; it was just something 

that we could do that we thought was pretty cool. It enabled friends who did not have a powerful 

enough PC to run the game to play with us and that was just “sweet” (as I’m sure we so eloquently 

put it). While this was in 2002, the earlier Sega Dreamcast had four games that could connect to 

PCs in 1998. (As previously noted, the Dreamcast’s life cycle was short lived and most of its 

features never became fully realized until half a decade later in other consoles.) This ability to 

connect is often called crossplay and describes a situation when players can play with one another 

regardless of the video game hardware they are using. A contemporary example is Among Us, a 

social deduction party game. Among Us players are not restricted by hardware: mobile devices, 

PCs, and consoles can all connect players to one another. Another example is Call of Duty, a first-

person shooter, which allows console and PC players to play in the same server using different 

hardware, including PCs, Xbox, and PlayStation. While the ability to crossplay is not new, as my 
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opening anecdote suggests, it is one that came to the forefront of gaming discussions in 2017 and 

has continued to have resonance, changing how we think about multiplayer games, and eventually 

games writ large.  

One moment particularly renewed the interest in crossplay capabilities. One weekend in 

September 2017, Epic Games’ massive success Fortnite experienced a network glitch that allowed 

players on PlayStation to play with those on Xbox. From a gameplay perspective, there was almost 

no way in-game for players to tell this was occurring; however, PlayStation users posted on Reddit 

to report that some player names were not meeting PlayStation conventions. For example, the 

PlayStation network does not allow players to have spaces in their names; they must be one word. 

So, when players with spaces in their names began showing up in the game, particularly when 

PlayStation users were eliminated from the game and it showed who eliminated them, it became 

clear that something was up. At first players assumed that crossplay had been enabled with the PC 

version of Fortnite, as Sony had a standing position against crossplay, citing contract obligations 

with various game developers and publishers (Osborn, 2020). Epic quickly clarified that a 

“configuration issue” enabled Xbox/PlayStation crossplay, an issue that was swiftly fixed 

(Stewart, 2020).  

The reaction from players was mostly positive, despite objections from some PC players. 

These objections largely center around the effects on competitive games that require a certain level 

of skill to eliminate your opponent. There is a long-standing fiction in online gaming that those 

playing on a PC with a mouse and keyboard have higher skill ceiling than those who use a 

controller; a high-performance gaming mouse can have incredibly high sensitivity and allows for 

slight, high precision movements not achievable with controllers. The range of motion and 

sensitivities on controllers are often not as large, precise, or as customizable as those of gaming 
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mice. As a result, controller users require aim assist—a game mechanic that assists controller 

players in hitting their targets due to the controller’s lesser accuracy—which gives the controller 

user AI assistance not available to those playing on a PC. While the existence of aim assist is true, 

how much it truly influences game play is up for debate. Some influential gamers contend that 

most players, particularly those who decry crossplay, are not playing at a skill level likely to be 

affected by aim assist (Leopard, 2020; GrandierJake, 2020).  

In any case, players are generally more interested in connecting with their friends than 

worrying about hardware specificity (Williams, 2020). While the Fortnite glitch stoked 

widespread interest in crossplay (likely due to the sheer size of the player base—350 million active 

players in 2017 (Statista 2021)), Microsoft had been working with Nintendo to enable crossplay 

between Xbox, PC, and Switch for Minecraft. In 2016, Microsoft had Gears of War and Killer 

Instinct operating between Xbox and PC, an easier task since the networks were both owned and 

operated by Microsoft. Nonetheless, interest in crossplay has continued since the Fortnite episode. 

In fact, in 2019 Fortnite opened the door intentionally for complete crossplay—Switch, Xbox, 

PlayStation and PC can now all play with each other with no restrictions. (Apple’s iOS and 

Google’s Android devices used to be on this list until recent legal trouble between Epic and Apple, 

and the subsequent removal of Fortnite from the App Store; individuals with older versions of the 

software still have access to the game (Cryer, 2021).) Developers are continuing to move forward 

in enabling crossplay, as 2020 saw multiple titles embrace the ability. Games such as Star Wars: 

Squadrons and a major update to the popular shooter Apex Legends have fully enabled crossplay, 

while others, such as No Man's Sky and Destiny 2, have indicated they are working to make 

crossplay available for their players as well. 
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By and large, the ability to play with anyone regardless of their device is championed as a 

positive thing for players in gaming culture (Verge, 2020). This is a positive for developers and 

publishers as well. If having access to players while they are on the move or in front of the couch 

is advantageous, surely uninterrupted access across hardware and space is equally advantageous. 

While, as I have previously demonstrated, network connections are moving players around space 

or keeping them in place, crossplay engenders a feeling of being able to play anywhere, making 

physical movement (or lack thereof) less important while pushing the movement of data and 

information to the forefront. Keeping players connected anywhere, over any device, while 

allowing information and data to flow freely between hardware, platforms, and players becomes 

paramount to creating an ecosystem where data (and money) moves just as freely as the players. 

The hardware that someone uses to play a game is typically referred to as a gaming 

platform. This nomenclature is accepted by players, media, game journalism and industry, and 

academics alike. Of note is Montfort and Bogost’s book series dubbed “Platform Studies,” which 

focuses on the “base hardware and software systems” of gaming devices (Bogost & Manafort, 

n.d.). However, most books in the book series, as well as games studies scholars, often only 

consider platform to refer to the hardware of a device. Platform studies, as coined by Bogost and 

Montfort, offers a narrow definition of what a platform may be in relation to video games; 

however, there is a body of research, particularly that of software and web programming, that has 

a significantly different consideration of platforms.  

This approach is supported by Helmond’s (2015) and Snricek’s (2017a) efforts to define a 

platform as a business model that is premised on connection through infrastructure, known as 

APIs, that brings users, advertisers, businesses, and product together to capture and exploit the 

data that flows between them (Crogan, 2018; Wood & Monahan, 2019). As Snricek (2017b) has 
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stated, platformsare designed as a mechanism for extracting and using that data: by providing the 

infrastructure23 and intermediation between different groups, platforms place themselves in a 

position in which they can monitor and extract all the interactions between these groups. This 

positioning is the source of their economic and political power (para. 1).  

Snricek's definition of a platform is but one of many ways in which the term has been taken up. 

Plantin et al. (2016) describe the variety of uses the term has seen throughout industry and 

scholarship starting in the mid-1990s "when Microsoft described windows as a platform and 

Netscape defined a "cross-platform" strategy" (p. 5). Additionally, O'Reilly (2005) defined 

platforms as a platform which enables connection, programming, and data exchange across various 

applications. This is similar to Andreessen's (2009) explication that "if you can program it, it's a 

platform. If you can't, it's not" (quoted in Bogost and Manfort, 2009). Regardless of who’s 

definition, it would seem that connection and exchange of data is key to description of platforms - 

they act to facilitate or as a connector, for their given, often commercial, use. Considering the 

constant connectivity of the hardware that enables data flows, the increasing prevalence and desire 

for crossplay, and the continued emergence of new digital distribution platforms, I employ the 

broader definition of platforms, which considers them to be intermediaries for information. A 

platform, as described throughout this chapter, is an application processing interface (API), a 

software interface for the constant flow and exchange of data and ability to be built upon. 

Gillespie's (2010) work describes this as computational platforms; "an infrastructure that supports 

the design and use of particular applications" (p. 3). This definition includes the hardware 

 
23 Snricek’s use of infrastructure is aimed at the application that acts as an intermediary. Gillespie (2010) discusses 
how platforms often work to capture existing infrastructures, such as Uber capturing roads and cars and connecting 
them to customers, or AirBnB connecting individuals with homes for rent to those who need a place to sleep. 
Infrastructure studies meet platform studies in the age of Google and Facebook by Plantin et al (2016) works 
through how infrastructure and platforms begin to resemble each other through different means.  
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platforms such as the PC and Mac, or even gaming consoles; however, Gillespie particularly notes 

that online environments, such as APIs act in this same fashion. Moreover, this work discusses the 

nuances of platforms and the term itself being "specific enough to mean something, and vague 

enough to work across multiple venues for multiple audiences" (Gillespie, 2010, p. 3). 

If we follow the lineage of online games as we have throughout this dissertation, we see 

that crossplay has been experimented with by the industry since the early 2000s, particularly 

between PCs and consoles. Given what we’ve discussed in the chapter on immobility, this should 

be no surprise. Of interest is what removing hardware specificity means in terms of networked 

mobility. Being able to play anywhere, on any device, pushes forward with the industry’s desire 

to have access to players everywhere. While I have discussed how connected games influence the 

physical mobility of a player, the focus of this chapter is the constant circulation of data and 

information sent and received through video games to and from data centers and other platforms 

and services. More directly, I examine the relationships between platforms, video games, and 

mobility. 

As platform capitalism becomes increasingly prevalent, investigating how various 

industries are harnessing its affordances uncovers the different ways our data is being utilized in 

the service of monetization and cultivating more data. For example, games that were traditionally 

played on a home computer or dedicated home console are now available on any device through 

cloud gaming platforms such as Google Stadia or Amazon Luna. By allowing a person to play 

anywhere, cloud gaming enables data collection to occur at virtually any time and any place. While 

experimentation has long existed, there is a newfound exigence for game developers to follow the 

route of platforms and remove hardware specificity, and, to their benefit, players are on board.  



   

170 
 

 

Figure 18: How cloud gaming works. Pickell, 2019. 

This chapter will unfold over three sections and unpack the various logics of data flows 

and the platformization of games. The first section defines platforms and how they operate. This 

is crucial to understanding the flow of data and how it can be integrated across various mobile 

services. As such, the first section defines platforms as APIs and discusses their implementation. 

The following section focuses on Snricek’s (2017) concept of platform capitalism as an emerging 

business model in games. Platform capitalism is a dominant form of business in the tech sector, 

and games are no exception. Except for some smaller independently developed titles,24 it is nearly 

impossible to play a game without being connected to a platform to some degree.  

On the surface, the platforms are often viewed as simply as digital storefronts, a place to 

purchase games and their additional content; however, platforms play a vital role in the decision 

making, connecting, and control of information of and by those who own the platform or have 

 
24 These games can often be found on websites such as Itch.io, which allows users to download the executable file 
and play directly on their computer, without necessarily setting up accounts or requiring connection to the internet. 
Of note, however, is that Itch does offer a connected platform as well; it just is not required.  
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access to the generated data. The final section builds upon the previous in describing how that data 

flows, moves, or loops within the ecosystem created by platforms—I use the term platform 

mobility to describe this.25  

Unlike the previous chapters which focused on experience of space and mobility within 

specific contexts, this chapter approaches the experience of mobility through the movement of 

data. Particularly this chapter discusses how data is being moved around and used for different 

purposes. Bollmer's (2015) work on Facebook provides a similar interface with the experience of 

a thing rather than having direct access to what that this is (p. 5). He notes that there is multiple 

perspectives on how Facebook operates, such as, user-generated content that is shared amongst 

people and the "political economic apparatus of exploitation that relies on unconscious data 

accumulation" (p. 4). This chapter illuminates how developing ways of play, new inputs, and in 

some ways user-generated gaming content play into how the movement of information and data is 

used and provided back to users; and perhaps revealing some of the ways where direct access to 

what these things are is not clear. 

It is this data flow that is becoming realized by the gaming industry through mobile 

practices, applications, and the freedom from hardware specificity known as cloud gaming. Indeed, 

it would be foolish to suggest that the collection of player information has not been noticed or used 

by the gaming industry previously; however, the capture of data through platforms that stretch 

across hardware is beyond experimental territory. Much like Netflix knows every fine detail of 

your viewing habits and harnesses that information to create shows, games are beginning to 

venture into similar practices. The final section questions what developers are doing with our 

 
25 Platform mobility has been used elsewhere as a way to describe the digitization of urban services, specifically in 
transportation services such as Uber, Lyft, and bike- and scooter-sharing services (Stehlin, Hodson, and McMeekin, 
2020) and their relation to capital and the reconfiguration of space. 
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gaming data, and examines new trends in gaming, such as being able to “play anywhere” and cloud 

gaming. Media scholars such as Chuck Tryon (2012), Justin Grandinetti (2019), Prey (2018), and 

Bentley & Lottridge (2019), to name a few, have documented this in terms of streaming platforms 

for television, film, and music. Video gaming is no different and part of the continued enveloping 

of and transformations of technology, media, and capital to reach customer bases. No matter the 

approach, the platformization of games is on the rise and evidenced through the ways platforms 

are used to access players despite their devices or locations. 

Defining platforms 

I first began thinking about video game consoles as a platform around 2011, not by my 

own accord, but because I stumbled across Bogost and Montfort’s inaugural book in their Platform 

Studies series dubbed “Racing the Beam” (2009). Over the past eleven years, this series of eleven 

books has “investigate[d] the foundations of digital media—the computing systems, both hardware 

and software, that developers and users depend upon for artistic, literary, and gaming 

development” (MIT, n.d.). Each book analyzes different video gaming hardware (consoles and 

early personal computers) and describes how and why the technology was developed from both a 

cultural and technical position. For instance, “Racing the Beam” works through the technological 

limitations of the 1970s relative to the Atari device itself and surrounding tech industry. The book 

unfolds with a description of the “technical constraints and affordances of the system,” and tracks 

the related “developments in programming, gameplay, interface, and aesthetics.” (MIT, n.d.). 

Drawing from talks, interviews, the system’s manual, games, and other artifacts, the series 

provides a great deal of insight into video gaming hardware and how these early influences pushed 

us forth into the future.  
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In this dissertation, I consider the technical definition of platforms as group computing 

technology that is used as a foundation and intermediary for applications, processes, and 

technologies (Fetterman, 2006; Wilson & Josephson, 2009; Binstock, 2012; Bottcher, 2018), as is 

accepted by many in the fields of computer science. Ultimately, this manifests as application 

programming interfaces (API) that take various forms. Gillespie’s (2010) granular work on 

platforms provides a look at the infrastructural, political, figurative, and user aspects that come 

together. Taken together, this is how I define platforms throughout this chapter.  

Gillespie (2010) locates the idea of a platform first garnering widespread attention with 

Google’s purchase of YouTube and the emergence of an intermediary—a connected space to 

“provide storage, navigation and delivery of the digital content of others”—to affirm their position 

in “fluctuating economic and cultural terrain” (p. 348). Further, positioning oneself as a 

fetch/receive/connectivity system allows for leveraging rules and regulations that protect the 

“platform” and its constituents (Grimmelmann, 2007). Gillespie (2010) cogently points out that 

platforms are often wrestling with where their responsibility lies in terms of public discourse, given 

they are, often, a significant mass disseminator of information or, increasingly, services. 

As we’ve seen with the 2020 Presidential Election in the United States, this is still a 

question being fought over across the political spectrum (Romm, 2021). Taken together, the 

positioning by those who own platforms is done with the purpose of ensuring current and future 

positionings for financial gain. This is accomplished by finding a regulatory middle ground that 

allows the platform to operate to its own ends, allowing for a wide range of potential services it 

can offer to advertisers, consumers, or other clients (Wyatt, 2004). As I show in the following 

section, the owners of platforms such as Fortnite26, Google Stadia, Uber, YouTube, or Facebook, 

 
26 Thorhauge and Nielsen (2021) discuss platform economies particularly in relation to Steam and Fortnite. I 
contend that Fortnite rides a line of operating chiefly as a game with various platform components in terms of 
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continue to seek new modalities and avenues for profit generation, which is part and parcel with 

the rise of platform capitalism. 

Gillespie (2010), Grimmelmann (2007), and Wyatt (2004) define a platform as “an 

ecosystem able to link potential customers to anything and anyone, from private individuals to 

multinational corporations” (Olma, as cited in Langley and Leyshon, 2017). With that in mind, we 

can begin to explore the different ways platforms generate capital. This has been answered by 

scholars in a myriad of ways. Ridgway (2015) offers the example of crowdfunding sites like 

Kickstarter, GoFundMe, and Indiegogo as one form of profit generation through a platform: 

providing a service and keeping a percentage of the sales for enabling the transaction.  

Kostakis and Bauwens (2014), on the other hand, assert that platformization comes down 

to the organizational model of online environments distributed capitalism, which is the “promise 

to make everyone a small capitalist” (p. 71), or netarchical capitalism, where the infrastructure is 

“in the hands of centralized privately owned platforms” (p. 71). The nascent stages of this form of 

platformization were focused on keeping individuals logged in and data collected and repurposed 

from one website or app (Anderson & Wolff, 2010; Berners-Lee, 2010). This sort of closed system, 

often associated with social media sites such as Facebook or Myspace, are referred to as walled 

gardens, as they exist in their own spaces of privatization, accessibility, and data collection (Arora, 

2014).  

Tim Berners-Lee (2009) discussed a similar notion five years earlier in a TED Talk. He 

suggests that an open web would connect data and users and unlock new ways of reframing how 

we understand data and what we can do with it and what it can do for us (Thorpe, 2010). Helmond’s 

(2015) critical work on the privatization of the web considers opening these gardens through 

 
economy, programmability for third parties, and as a larger cultural intermediary (Gillespie, 2010) for the 
entertainment industry (as made evident by the integration of several major movie franchise and musicians).  
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infrastructural transformations, particularly using application programmable interfaces (APIs). 

APIs act as software intermediaries: they take our inputs, deliver them to where they need to be 

with instructions about what to do with said inputs, then deliver them back, much like a waiter in 

a restaurant acts as the go-between for the customer and the chef. In terms of platform mobility, 

where the information is being shared across devices, it is as if a waiter was moving between 

restaurants but still delivering the same food from the same chef.  

 

 

Figure 19: Simple flow chart of API. Davis, 2019. 

The idea of the web itself being a platform dates to Tim O’Reilly’s (2004) Web 2.0 

conference presentation where he repositioned the web from a place for publishing to a place for 

development. This was largely accomplished through the proliferation of APIs, which provided 

new avenues for data to flow between websites, users, services, platforms, and data centers. 

According to this definition, a platform is “a software program that makes services available to 

other software programs through Application Programming Interfaces” (Evans et al, 2006, vii). 

Thus, for a platform to exist, it needs to be programmable or reprogrammable in some way, and 

this is done through an API which provides that ability. According to Murugesan (2007),  
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An API is an interface provided by an application that lets users interact with or respond to data 

or service requests from another program, other applications, or Web sites. APIs facilitate data 

exchange between applications, allow the creation of new applications, and form the foundation 

for the “Web as a platform” concept (p. 36). 

Over time, APIs have built over and upon each other continually iterating and reiterating until 

APIs could have other APIs built on top of them upon which other platforms could be built.  

One could envision it as layer upon layer of LEGO that allow for the ongoing building and 

transformation of the foundations that came before it. Helmond uses the example of the photo 

sharing website, Flickr, who offer their API as a foundation for others to use. Helmond (2015) 

writes, “a developer can write a script that requests the latest 100 images tagged with ‘flower’ from 

the Flickr API and display these images on her own website” (p. 35). Theoretically, yet another 

developer could build off these 100 flower images and provide another script requesting only red 

flowers out of that 100—or even write a new script that could be layered on top of the original 

Flickr API. Important to note is that these API are working on two levels: combing data and 

presenting information. 

The combined capture and retrieving of data with an interface that presents that data are 

key to understanding the rise of platform capitalism. APIs—the engines for all platforms—store, 

retrieve, and present information to users of those platforms. This was key for Salesforce, eBay, 

and Amazon in the late 1990s and early 2000s, who started using their API as e-commerce 

solutions (Lane, 2012). This first wave of API sharing was focused on moving data back and forth 

between companies for the ease of buying, selling, and managing those sales. Amazon Web 

Services (AWS), arguably the apex platform example, allows those using their API to integrate it 

into their own websites or applications and to earn referral fees from purchases from their own 
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sites. Notably, AWS has extended itself beyond simply rerouting users to their own products and 

has gone on to collect data from live sports games, streaming TV, video game live streaming, and 

more (Grandinetti, 2019). Similar APIs, offered by almost every major website or application, 

allow for much of the same; however, there has been an increased focus on user-generated content, 

user information, and ongoing constant connections while still maintaining the core feature of “buy 

our stuff” (Lane, 2012). 

On the surface, understanding video games as a platform may not be as evident as in the 

case of something like Amazon Web Services; however, online video game play is becoming 

increasingly platform enabled, particularly in the realm of user generated content, user 

information, and constant connectivity. O’Reily’s (2005) call for hackability and remixing in his 

Web 2.0 manifesto has become more popular within the video game industry, as many major 

games and game companies are allowing access to the overwhelming amount of information they 

collect on players. The more privileged among users are taking that information and repurposing 

it for various projects such as statistical tracking, data mining unreleased game information, and 

more.  

API and video games 

Andreessen (2007) defines three different types of API: Access, Plug In, and Run Time. 

An “Access API” allows access to a platform’s data, in this case data generated while playing a 

video game; using such an API, a third party can create an application or website that pulls data 

from the game’s API and presents through their own code. The popular third-party website for the 

game Destiny 2, DestinyTracker, taps into Destiny’s API and presents an incredibly detailed and 

visual representation of the data collected by Destiny’s developers, Bungie. Practically everything 
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that a player has done while playing Destiny is tracked, visualized, and presented back to the player 

through an interface developed upon an API.  

This type of third-party API use is widely seen across connected game play; Call of Duty, 

Fortnite, Among Us, Counter-Strike, and World of Warcraft are just a handful of games that allow 

this sort of access. Furthermore, digital distribution platforms also provide this sort of access. 

Steam, for example, has websites that track sales, popularity, time played, and number of players 

currently playing games. This type of tracking website, as they are usually called, is incredibly 

popular and increases the value of games (Lane, 2012). By opening an API, third-party developers 

create, host, organize, and visualize what is often considered valuable content for players by 

industry, developers, and gaming press alike (DuVander, 2012). Doing so allows for the addition 

of leaderboard and stat tracking components to their games, which gives players an in-depth look 

at their play, perhaps providing comparative insight regarding other players, thus enticing them to 

keep playing, keep exploring, and stay connected. All of this is done by fans of the game on their 

own time, and not at the expense of company or a paid developer’s time. 

 

Figure 20: Destiny 2 Tracker Example. WanderingDuhk, 2021. 
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Another form of API laid out by Andreessen (2007) is a “Plug-In API.” As the name 

suggests, this form of API enables developers to create new functions that can be inserted into an 

existing system or interface. Like the Access API, developers can access the data from the API’s 

source and build new applications; the key difference here is that a Plug-In API allows for the 

loading of the application directly onto the original API’s environment. World of Warcraft offers 

a useful example of this. Since WoW was in beta, developers have been able to access its API and 

create modifications (mods) that enhance, change, or sometimes even break the game. Almost 

twenty years later, developers are still playing with the API, creating new mods and expanding 

existing ones. A prominent example would be quest helper mods. A quest helper is an overlay in 

World of Warcraft that guides players from location to location to complete quests and tasks within 

the game. The first iteration of these mods required direct player input and mod updating to get 

the latest information. Players had to report to the developer the location of quests outside of the 

game so that the developer could code them into the mod, requiring mod updates in order for the 

player to obtain new information in the game. Subsequent updates to the modification have 

streamlined the process and now data is constantly collected, combed, and updated in real time for 

players as they are playing.  
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Figure 21: Example of a quest helper in WoW. Marked items are not native to the game’s 

interface. All4Warcraft, 2008. 

Essentially, the Quest Helper mod is hooked into WoW’s data sources and is constantly 

sending and receiving players’ information. Interestingly, developers, both third-party and ones 

employed by Blizzard working on WoW, share information back and forth to improve both 

services (Newman, 2020). That is to say, Blizzard developers have access to the information being 

sent and received by the modifications as well—it is not a one-way street as data is constantly 

flowing back and forth. Ironically, in the middle years of World of Warcraft, mod developers often 

looked at this as Blizzard stealing their ideas to implement it into the game themselves, ultimately 

posing the question of who owns such modifications (Kow & Nardi, 2010; Ibrahim, 2017). While 

World of Warcraft provides a long-standing example of this back and forth, the developers of other 

games such as 7 Days to Die, Skyrim, Fallout 4, Conan Exiles (which can be found on sites like 
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nexusmods.com) also allow this sort of access into their games, operating under the assumption 

that it increases the value of a game through enhancements and new elements that come at no cost 

to the game’s owners.   

The value of modding has been rigorously documented by scholars such as Hector Postigo 

(2007; 2008; 2012), Sotamaa (2010), Kuehn & Corrigan (2013), O'Donnell (2014), and Martens 

(2022) to name a few. The practices has a long history, particularly in PC gaming, where players 

actively work to add value to a game, often for free or in hope of future employment. By doing so, 

modding is effectively adding to the economic and social value of a game that is being harnessed 

by the game's developers/owners. This is somewhat less evident on consoles, but often exists in 

map builder modes in various games. This feature allows players to create their own items or maps 

using in-game tools. The player can then upload their work for anyone to play on. The Halo series, 

Trials, Little Big Planet, and Roblox are notable examples. 

The third and final API that Andreessen (2007) considers is the “Runtime Environment 

API”, which allows third party applications to run within the runtime environment of the platform. 

This is something like Windows or MacOS where developers build applications to run on 

Windows, or not, or to run on Macs, or not. Phone operating systems such as Android or iOS, 

similarly, are runtime environments upon which applications can be built and which require 

development specific to each platform to work properly.  

Video game hardware, for instance, provides the physical technology for a runtime 

environment. An Xbox runs on a version of Windows 10. PlayStation runs on Orbis OS. The 

runtime environments are Windows 10 and Orbis OS. They use software which is built into the 

hardware and integrate the circuits, graphic units, and processing power into a usable experience 

for the player. We can think of runtime environments as working at the second level of a system. 
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If the hardware is at the base, the runtime environment (the operating system) is next, followed by 

the applications which are built on top of it, and then the users. The runtime environment 

effectively communicates with hardware and provides a common language that developers can use 

to create apps, services, games, etc.  

 

Figure 22: Runtime environment hierarchy. Beattie, 2021. 

Platforms, as outlined, facilitate the movement of information and data between storage 

locations, users, services, websites, and virtually any other form of application, venture, or website 

that benefits from having access to that specific data. The outward facing benefit of allowing 

developers this sort of access to information is an overall increase in game value. For value to 

increase, this access must add to the game’s importance or desirability, whether it’s for players or 

for the game developers and publishers. For players, the visualization of information, such as data 

tracking websites which tap into a game’s API and use the data to visualize in-game statistics for 
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players, can be critical for improving one’s skill level or more efficiently completing tasks within 

the game.  

For those with a financial stake in a game, information collected from APIs can facilitate 

making decisions about the game in order to increase the profitability of the game. For example, 

developers may use data about player behavior to make modifications to the game in real time, in 

order to keep players interested in playing. While one can ponder how the video game industry 

might be using APIs to collect, mediate, and deliver informational data, we can look at current 

industry practices and innovation to see how such data is being deployed, and thus to deconstruct 

the operating logistics of the platformization of games. If APIs help us understand how information 

and data gets moved through various networks, platform capitalism explicates the need, desire, 

and profitability of doing so. As Srnicek notes (2017), platform capitalism is often interested in 

finding new ways to expand and continue aggregating as much data as possible, and thus to reach, 

monetize, and locate new forms of data extraction. As such, the platformization of video games 

reveals how video game developers are looking for new ways to extract more information to help 

craft and sell their games.  

Platform capitalism 

Data storage centers and users are—seemingly—at either end of the space of flow, and 

platforms (the APIs) are the intermediaries that facilitate the flows of information. It is important 

to note that networks operate in a continuous structure, with information circulating constantly and 

originating at various points, hence data centers and users only seem to be beginning or end points. 

The platform business model, as Srnicek (2017b) suggests, requires a constant flow of data and 

outward expansion to extract and use data more efficiently. Clear examples are the enveloping of 

business after business by data-centric giants, such as Amazon, Facebook, and Google. To be able 
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to personalize, improve, and offer new services, the reach of their data must know no bounds. And 

with every new product comes a new influx of data. What could Google want with Fitbit, a health 

wearable that measures and quantifies one’s wellbeing? Why would Amazon create a cloud 

gaming service that can be accessed anywhere? Access to new or simply more data that can be 

used to create still more products and services, drives the logic of continued outward expansion.  

While tech giants may be the companies most known for data collection, the agricultural 

industry provides another example of how platforms are transforming business and work. The 

agricultural equipment company John Deere has, for example, introduced a platform that “links 

together farmers, seed producers, chemical producers, equipment sensors, tractors, and more” 

(Srnicek, 2017b, para. 4), thereby connecting all their clients to one another, while extracting data 

from those clients and offering new services—such as algorithmic predictions as to when to sow 

or harvest crops—to those clients John Deere may not be an obvious example for data collection 

and extraction, but it reveals the range of industries utilizing mass data collection to gain advantage 

over their competitors.  While data collection is one angle to the aforementioned example, it also 

demands questions of ownership. By platforming the tractor, Deere is able to control how the 

computer equipment is repaired - which required going to an authorized John Deere dealership 

(Koebler & Gault, 2021). Farmers were locked out of their equipment due to the software and, 

effectively forced to continue doing business with John Deere and denied the ability to repair the 

equipment that they presumably owned27.  

The video game industry is no different and has developed its own data collection 

platforms, practices, and expectations through services such as PlayStation Network, Xbox Live, 

Steam, Epic Launcher, and so on. Digital distribution platforms may have been the first step in this 

 
27 For more: https://www.vice.com/en/article/v7m8mx/john-deere-promised-farmers-it-would-make-tractors-easy-
to-repair-it-lied 
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process, initially intended to make the buying and selling of games more efficient; removing 

hardware specificity and connectivity to specific platforms is next and one that has become more 

prevalent over the last several years. Effectively, the video game industry is creating a flow of data 

which mobilizes platforms to move information between hardware, services, and games, and to 

serve as a connection point between users.  

 

Figure 23: Game streaming ecosystem. Yama, 2021. 

Castells’ (2000) space of flows is critical to thinking through this circulation of data and 

the ways in which our data is mobile through the networks we are connected to. This abstraction 

of space and time through broadband internet connections reimagines the way our information 

moves, where it goes, and how we may come to understanding through technological 

transformations, particularly in relation to our social practices and our expectations regarding what 

comes out of our connections.  
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Appadurai (1986; 2010) argues that circulation is key to forming meaning and value 

between worlds, individuals, and social contexts, and the space of flows has rapidly expediated 

that process. The argument for thinking of information or data as mobile is one that surely seems 

obvious, as we feel and experience that mobility through our connection speed, the loops of 

sending/receiving, and considering where a piece of information came from or where it’s going. 

Online gaming, which is a component of virtually all contemporary gaming practices, is 

inextricably linked to the mobility of data and increasingly the mobility of platforms. No matter 

the type of game—mobile, PC, or console—the movement of data and information is crucial to 

the experience both in and out of virtual worlds for the player and to the continued financial 

extraction of gameplay for the video game industry. 

 

Figure 24: Data farm, or data center, owned by Facebook in Utah. Raymond, 2021. 

While our data moves freely throughout the networks we are connected to, where it’s going 

and what it’s doing becomes a pertinent question. Andrejevic (2007) describes the digital 

enclosure, juxtaposed to the nebulous concept of the cloud, both of which are combined physical 

and metaphorical places that house data. Data farms, best illustrated by the sprawling compounds 

owned by Microsoft, Facebook, Google, are the physical, real-world spaces where the data we 
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produce is housed—which harkens back to the infrastructural places Castells (2000) suggests are 

required to maintain the space of flows.  

What comes with the digital enclosure, however, is what Andrejevic (2007) suggests is a 

projection of “networked interactivity to ‘recognize’ users and register their traces” (p. 107). 

Andrejevic offers a model that seeks to interrogate the exploitative characteristics of an interactive 

economy. An example is offering increased customization and personalization of interactivity-

enhanced spaces, both digital and physical, in exchange for user data which is aggregated and 

repurposed in the form of more services or—as by the likes of Amazon—highly targeted purchase 

recommendations.  

The tracing of users through the interactive economy is accomplished through the 

mobilization of infrastructures (the APIs a.k.a. platforms) of participation. Platform capitalism 

relies on the digital circulation of data and metadata which is enabled by APIs. Infrastructure may 

be a loose metaphor for what an API platform is, as they are more than conduits allowing 

processing to take place, but they actively “induce, produce, and programme circulations” 

(Langley & Leyshon, 2017, p. 17). These platforms’ inherent purpose is to  

deploy algorithms for processing relations between data points; use protocols to 

script interactions; and configure interfaces which are both visible features (e.g. 

buttons, scroll bars) and defaults, as well as the invisible links between data, 

software and hardware (open or closed to application programming) (van Dijck 

2013, p. 29-32).  

Effectively, a user’s traces are anything they may be doing while they are connected to an 

API. APIs have become more advanced over time and are deployed through various applications 

beyond obvious uses on websites such as YouTube or Facebook.  
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Netflix’s API, for example, tracks not only what you're watching and how long you’ve 

watched it, but if you pause, rewind, fast forward, skip, and how quickly or slowly you moved 

through their menus (Bulygo, n.d.). Video games’ data reveal similar patterns, particularly when 

viewed through data tracking websites. Each game typically offers its own unique take on naming 

certain items or activities in the games, but it is not uncommon to see categories as fine-grained 

as: time spent in specific activities (and overall, in specific game sessions); how many times an 

activity has been completed or failed; preferred weapons used; granular details about the preferred 

weapons (down to how many rounds of ammo have been fired, again, total or during a specific 

gaming session); location data regarding movement around maps—and that is just the tip of the 

iceberg. Some trackers are even more detailed and provide nuanced detail, such as how many steps 

a player may have taken during a game session (DestinyTracker, n.d.; CODTracker, n.d.; 

FortniteTracker, n.d.). Like those producing web platforms, apps, and movie services, the video 

game industry is clearly just as interested in tracing granular aspects of users’ engagement. 

There is no question that the activities of players (and consumers) are captured and 

recorded through platforms; however, we need an explanation as to why this sort of data is 

important. Srnicek (2017) compares data to a raw material such as oil. “Just like oil,” Srnicek 

writes, “data are a material to be extracted, refined, and used in a variety of ways. The more data 

one has, the more uses one can make of them” (p. 40). But unlike oil, which is finite and will 

eventually run out, user activity is renewable, constant, and ongoing. Without even considering 

the daily releases of new games, simply the longevity and repeatability of games allows for a 

constant stream of data. Ongoing, live service games, such as Call of Duty or Destiny 2, are endless 

treasure troves of incoming data that is used to make decisions about the future of such games. 

Bungie, the developers of Destiny 2, provide one clear example of how this data can be used in 
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real time to adjust a product or service and players’ behavior. Bungie is known for making on the 

fly fixes to Destiny 2, depending on what players are doing in the game. 

Destiny’s yearly event, “The Dawning,” is a prime example of Bungie’s response to player 

data. The Dawning is a winter themed in-game event in Destiny 2 where players bake cookies for 

various non-player characters (NPCs) in the game world. To obtain the ingredients for the cookies, 

players traverse the game world and eliminate specific enemies who drop ingredients. Once a 

player has all the necessary ingredients, they bake the cookies in an oven, then deliver the finished 

product to the NPCs of their choice for a reward. Not only are players rewarded for their individual 

contributions directly to the NPCs, but there are also global rewards that are handed out if the 

entire player base turns in a culminative number of cookies. For example, if the Destiny 2 player 

base turns in a total of 100,000 cookies, the entire player base receives an additional reward. After 

that, the required number of cookies increases and a new reward is available. There are several 

tiers of this, ultimately scaling to beyond millions of cookies being necessary to receive the highest 

global reward.  

During the 2020 iteration of this event, halfway through the event—thanks to tracking 

websites and internet mathematicians—it became clear that the Destiny 2 player base was not 

going to complete the highest tier of the event. In response, players stopped baking and turning in 

cookies, as they felt no need to continue doing it since they were not on track to meet the goal 

(Tassi, 2020). Bungie, in response, course-corrected mid-event and changed the requirements for 

completion. They lowered the number of cookies needed and effectively revived the motivation 

for their player base to continue and complete the highest tier of the event (Tassi, 2020b). Paul 

Tassi, a noted game journalist who works for Forbes and often covers Destiny 2, covered these 

changes as they were unfolding. 
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Bungie’s resources, the constant flow of data from player behavior, allowed them to assess, 

revisit, and revise an event in real time to keep players motivated and playing their game. Srnicek 

(2017) describes this as having the ability to “optimize production processes” based on “insight 

into consumer preferences” (p. 41). Due to their access to live data, Bungie was able to make 

decisions based on the behavior of their players and adjust the game to be more playable and 

entertaining for their user base. Instead of allowing players to feel defeated that the event would 

not be completed, they revised it so it would be more obtainable. This gave players a reason to 

engage with the event again and eventually complete it. For networked ludic mobility, this is a 

clear case of how player data is mobile and becomes mobilized through design and development 

decisions made possible by the game as a platform.  

Such rapid adjustments made to Destiny 2 and other live service games (which are 

increasingly becoming more prevalent as the gaming business model) add to the value of a product. 

Not only are developers able to adjust the game to players’ immediate needs (to complete an 

event), but they can use the information to create new content, tweak the difficulty or longevity of 

in-game situations, and provide what is a responsive and player-centric experience (Zaiets, 2020). 

This cycle of data, analysis, and decision-making is typically based on a network effect, which is 

key to scaling and economic circulation for platform-oriented products.  

The network effect operates on the principle that the more users a platform has, the more 

usefulness it has (Shapiro, 1999). The concept is twofold. First, the more users available, the more 

value can be generated by users interacting with other users. In the case of online video games, for 

instance, having more people to play with is generally seen as a benefit. The more people are 

available, the less waiting for players wanting to join games and less difficulty in finding someone 
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else to play with. Second, value is not only generated by users, but by the increased access to data 

pertaining to user behavior and habits (Cheng, 2012).  

As described in the Destiny 2 example, having access to a wide array of data allowed 

Bungie to decide to adjust the game, which ultimately added more value and, in turn, sparked 

interest in the event again, adding yet more value. This shows how the concepts of connection, 

attraction, and flow operate, which ultimately determines if a platform will grow (Bonchek & 

Choudary 2013). Connection and attraction work with each other—the ease with which users can 

connect to the platform, the available transactions, and connections with other users will affect 

whether users are attracted to the platform and want to continue using it. Effectively, the easier it 

is to use the platform and all of its affordances the more likely it will “generate as a market network 

for users” (Langley & Leyshon, 2017, p. 21). Flow of data and connectivity are key to engendering 

the co-creation of value between users and the platform—the inherent synergy that keeps users 

active and using the platform as much as possible. Doing so requires the platform to use various 

tactics to entice users to the platform, such as cross-subsidization — “one arm of the firm reduces 

the price of a service of good, but another arm raises the price to make up for these losses” (Srnicek, 

2017, 46). Marvel Entertainment demonstrates a widely recognizable example of this. While the 

organization’s focus is on creating video games and movie franchises, comic books are still being 

published at a loss, often as a tool for marketing and promotion (Kidman, 2019). As video games 

become more live-service-oriented, they are taking a similar approach. 

Destiny 2 also provides clear examples of cross-subsidization. In 2019, Bungie made the 

base game completely free for users. Simultaneously, in-game purchases (microtransactions) 

became more prevalent and the season pass model was codified in their release schedule. In other 

words, obtaining the stock game was free, but to experience it in full required ongoing purchases 
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throughout the year. And, if you really wanted your character to look cool, you had to purchase 

exclusive items from the in-game store (as opposed to using free items acquired just by playing 

the game). While the base Destiny 2 game is free, to have access to new items, story lines, and 

activities, players must pay $10 every three months plus $60+ (depending on the edition they 

purchase—standard, premium, deluxe) whenever a new expansion is released.  

The continuous flow of player information generated by Destiny 2 being an online, service-

based game enables Bungie to make critical decisions that keep their userbase engaged. Players, 

and users of networked technology as a whole, are creating an unlimited wealth of resources for 

those with controlling stake. Every click, swipe of the mouse, or virtual step they take is logged, 

tracked, and circulated into a decision-making process and fed back to the player through third 

party websites or in-game alterations made by the developers.  

The modularity of the API and a willingness to make much of that data open allows for 

“datafied user feedback” to be open to “constant revision and recirculation” (Nieborg & Poell, 

2018). No more is there a one-way data-feed from player to the developer’s storage space; now it 

can be adjusted, changed, transformed, and presented in the interest of adding value to games at 

no cost to their developers, or, as seen, adjustments can be made in real time to ensure that players 

continue to be interested and keep playing instead of giving up and spending less time in-game. 

Games, much like other API platforms, are particularly adept at this because “their malleability 

and modularity allow for easy upgrading, extension, and recirculation” (Nieborg, 2015). As games 

are inherently hardware-based software, changing the code—especially when it can be done in real 

time and often unbeknownst to the player—is quick, agile, and crucial to continued success as the 

platform business model becomes more widespread. 
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Platform business models in video games 

Srnicek (2017) has explicated five different types of platform business models, of which 

video games seem to encompass three. The first is advertising platforms, whose main function is 

the analysis of data in order to produce targeted advertisements. While capturing the activities of 

users is crucial to the process, it is the analysis and dividuation of the user to market them specific 

goods and services that is the core component of an advertising platform. While Google and 

Facebook may be the leaders in this, digital distribution platforms such as Steam or the Epic Game 

Store may be smaller yet just as capable at using data collection and analysis to sell products. 

Digital distribution platforms such as this curate your data and offer recommended games the same 

way Amazon, Google, or Facebook offer advertisements and products.  

 

Figure 25: Steam game recommendations based on activity and data curation. Ecenbarger 2021. 

Second is cloud platforms, which allow for the building of backend infrastructure that is 

software driven and rentable. Amazon Web Services is a clear example of this: organizations such 

as the NFL and Johnson & Johnson use AWS for data tracking, various software development 

tools, artificial intelligence and more. These services are “rented” from Amazon and deployed 
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within the renters’ own organizations. In gaming, we see cloud platforms manifest in two ways: 

cross-saves and cloud gaming.  

Cross-saving allows players to save their game to the cloud and access it anywhere that the 

game is available. For instance, one could start playing a game on their Switch, save to the cloud, 

then continue playing on their handheld Switch Lite. Cloud gaming, on the other hand, is the 

epitome of the play-anywhere desire. Google Stadia, Amazon Luna, and Microsoft’s Game Pass 

allow gameplay in virtually any Chrome-based browser or through a TV using a specific dongle—

a Chromecast in the case of Stadia, or a FireTV in the case of Luna, Game Pass requires an app 

available on certain devices. These platforms require no additional hardware aside from a TV, a 

phone, a PC or a Mac, and the games are run and accessed through backend software that streams 

the game to a device’s browser. Effectively, the entire game runs in the “cloud” (or at the data 

center, more precisely) and is streamed to the user’s computer, TV, or phone. You could think of 

this like Netflix but with games.  

The third is the product platform. This may be the most obvious of the three core platforms 

in video gaming. Digital distribution platforms, such as Steam, GOG, and Epic Game Store, are 

all forms of a product platform where players can purchase downloadable content, games, and 

even hardware. Virtually anyone operating within the terms of service and meeting quality 

standards can release a game on any of these platforms while the owners (Valve, CD Projekt Red, 

and Epic Games in the above examples) take a percentage of each sale. Moreover, in the video 

game industry the product platform is often an advertising platform as well. Data is crucial to their 

existence as platform offers recommended games and discounts, and even shows you what your 

friends have been playing in hopes of increasing sales, not unlike other digital storefronts such as 

Amazon or eBay. 
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Srnicek’s two remaining platforms, industrial and lean, are beyond on the scope of this 

chapter, but certainly play a role in the video game industry writ large. Industrial platforms are 

often confined to that which takes place in warehouses, sorting, and logistics using RFID and other 

technology attached to equipment that allows for an algorithm to increase efficiency within the 

manufacturing process. The shipping and receiving of physical game copies is likely exposed to 

this sort of platform, or the internal management of a software team may use some sort of industrial 

platform. The last platform described is the lean platform, which are like product platforms, but 

the assets themselves aren’t directly owned. For example, Airbnb provides a platform for 

individuals to rent out the houses they own while Airbnb takes a cut. Airbnb does not own these 

houses; instead, they take a percentage for providing the platform itself. One could argue that 

digital distribution platforms are lean to a certain degree; however, there has been an influx of 

game product platforms starting to sign exclusivity deals to certain digital distribution services, or 

simply releasing their own digital distribution outlets such as Bethesda Games Launcher or 

BattleNet owned by Blizzard/Activision.  

Thus far I have outlined how APIs operate and enable platform capitalism, along with 

tracing how our data and information become mobile in the sending and receiving of information 

that is then recirculated back to the users and third parties. The following section will work to 

bring these concepts together and discuss platform mobility and how it manifests in video games.  

Platform mobility, ecosystems, and medium specificity 

Crossplay, or the end of hardware specificity, is an emerging business decision in games 

and is directly linked to platforms being mobile for both the user and the games themselves28. In 

 
28 Moving away from specificity raises interesting questions regarding business models; one of which, specifically 
for consoles, being console exclusive games. Prior to crossplay, console exclusive games were a selling point that 
often led to players choosing one (or multiple) consoles; however, as crossplay becomes more prominent, the model 
will likely shift. Recently, we’ve seen games which are historically exclusive to PlayStation, such as Horizon Zero 
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other words, being able to play anywhere and to move data across hardware, software, and 

services, all while staying connected to a specific ecosystem, is “critical to riding the market lift” 

and utilizing the wealth of data that is being extracted from players. As the previous chapters have 

demonstrated, gaming has worked both to guide players around real-life space with hybrid reality 

games and to keep players immobile and connected to their gaming devices. As Srnicek (2017) 

states, “when crisis hits … new technologies, new organizational forms, new modes of 

exploitation, new types of jobs, and new markets all emerge to create a new way of accumulating 

capital,” (p. 36). Control of player mobility and immobility has been accomplished; the capitalist 

arm of gaming must now locate new ways to exploit the flow of the recurring and natural resource 

that is data, and it is doing so through platform mobilization.  

"There’s never been a better time to play video games” says The Verge’s Chaim Gartenberg 

(2020, para. 31) in an article describing how games have been the highlight of the critically panned 

Year 2020. Gartenberg cites specifically the age of crossplay coming to bear fruit and being a boon 

for games and players alike:  

it lets you play your favorite games with your friends, even if one member of your 

group bought an Xbox instead of a PS4 … Crossplay is great for games, too. It 

means that multiplayer lobbies are fuller, with bigger, healthier communities that 

can sustain games for far longer (para. 32).  

There is no doubt that these are exciting features and services for players, particularly the idea of 

playing together regardless of having the latest and greatest console, phone, or PC. As we know 

from the previous discussion of games as a service, platforms, and platform capitalism, these 

 
Dawn, Final Fantasy, and God of War, begin releasing on other platforms – particularly Steam and the Epic Store. 
The same is expected, but not confirmed, for Sony’s much anticipated release of Gran Turismo 7.  
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affordances come with costs—particularly the extraction of user data that inextricably turns play 

into labor.  

Responding to players’ desire for crossplay, the video game industry seeks ways to 

continue their monetization and pursuit of capitalistic ends, and the next step seems to lie in 

mobilizing their platforms and data flow to eschew hardware and software specificity. By allowing 

players to play games within an ecosystem of data that enables data flow to multiple sources, 

regardless of hardware, the platform itself is no longer tied to one specific type of device or service. 

One can play Fortnite at home, on the couch, at one’s computer, or on one’s phone now that it is 

available on virtually every modern device and operating system.  

By and large, the typical information that many APIs collects is little different from that 

collected with regards to games. In fact, outside of collecting usage information from gameplay 

activity itself, the type of data being extracted and analyzed looks quite familiar. The following is 

a generalized list from Epic Games regarding what information is automatically collected while 

using any of their games, services, or applications. 

 

Figure 26: Epic Games Privacy Policy as of 2/12/201. Ecenbarger 2021. 
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This sort of data collection is typical in its “use of shared information,” a use that is similar 

to that of other apps, games, and services: it includes items such as “providing updates and 

information … to better understand your preferences … to personalize your experience … to 

develop, deliver, and improve products and partnerships … customize advertisements … data 

analysis … enforcing rules to keep games fair … [and] to comply with legal obligations” (Epic 

Games, n.d.). Of note is how the policy is largely worded as a benefit to the user. Customization, 

fairness, personalization, and improvement of their games all imply an enhanced user experience. 

While all of this is no doubt true to a certain degree, it also reflects a level of Deleuzian control 

society (1995) and participation in one’s own surveillance.  

Players, and other users connected to various platforms, must participate in this compulsory 

and obligatory form of data collection that is often privatized (Andrejevic, 2002; 2007; Chee, 

Taylor & de Castell, 2012). Those in control of the data, game companies in this case, can use it 

to varying degrees of control as players participate in a striation of their own behavior. Regardless 

of online connection, video games are highly designed, coded, and mapped out in a way meant to 

propel players in directions the designers choose. Despite often being touted as “open world” or 

“free roaming,” games are anything but. The world ends, eventually. There are borders and 

boundaries built into the games. This level of control over players is heightened with the collection 

of swaths of data as mentioned above, as this data is used to then further map video game space 

and players’ agency. 

Epic Game’s privacy policy reflects the norm as policies from other games, services, and 

apps share similar collection and use habits. What is of note is the how and why data is circulating 

and working within the flows between players and their games—not necessarily “what data” as 

that has been long documented. Data moves through our internet connection to not-really-cloud 
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storage spaces and can then be analyzed, reconfigured, and shot back to the user. While we know 

what data is being collected, how it is analyzed, acted upon, and deployed back to players needs 

consideration. Not only are the games themselves changing, but the ways in which we play and 

develop games are transforming as well.  

The business side of gaming has been championing crossplay as the new key to success in 

gaming, “critical to riding that market lift” as staff writers at VentureBeat (2020) have stated. A 

crucial part to this is owning one’s own ecosystem, or data layer as it’s been described, which is 

the relationships that the company and game have with their players (VentureBeat, 2020; 

Takahashi, 2021). Bluntly, this is the digital information (data) that players are generating for 

developers and producers. In the most common scenarios, that layer of information is owned by 

the digital distribution platform (such as Steam, Apple, or Google Play store). In owning one’s 

own ecosystem, the logins, the commerce, the data would belong not to the likes of Steam, Apple, 

or Google, but the game company itself. Andrejevic (2013) suggests that “our machines are in 

constant contact with a broader network that can be used to not just access information, but to 

monitor its proper use” (p. 298). Platforms are an extension of this. While our devices, or machines 

in Andrejevic’s terms, are enabling widespread connections, platforms are operating to add another 

border to the enclosure. In other words, Steam, YouTube, and the like are adding layers to 

complicate who has access to their data. The platform, and ultimately platformization, allows for 

strict control over the methods of generation, collection, access, and use of the collected data. The 

digital enclosure becomes increasingly enclosed as Andrejevic rightfully predicted.  

Various contracts and relationships between digital distribution platforms and game 

developers exist and we can discern that certain companies have more access than others (Stat, 

2018); however, there has been a shift from the larger developers such as Epic, Ubisoft, Bethesda, 
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and Blizzard/Activision towards creating their own ecosystems (digital distribution/data collection 

platforms). This is due to their economic resources and ability to create and maintain large 

databases and ecosystems, as opposed to those of smaller development teams lacking billion-dollar 

corporations funding their projects who need a platform such as Steam, itch.io, or GOG to sell 

their games.  

This shift away from a third-party distribution platform to an inhouse ecosystem is a 

“classic example of owning the relationship with your players” (VentureBeat, 2020, para. 11) 

according to Chris Hewish, the CEO of payment services company Xsolla, who says that having 

access and control of players data is key to knowing who they are and being able to act upon that 

knowledge. Hewish, and the platform mobility movement writ large, is alluding to games being 

“grammars of action” (Agre, 1994) that structure what we can do, how it is tracked, and what 

exactly is turned into data. Gerlitz (2017) discusses this as “action and capture ... [which] happen 

simultaneously” when we take any sort of action on a platform (p. 242). We know this is what has 

been occurring in games and other platforms since their inception, but with platform mobility and 

drive for removing hardware specificity games are expanding the amount of data they can extract 

and creating connections between players that were not previously available.  

Important to note: having players not bound to any one medium means that the overall 

player base is larger and not medium specific. If the population of players on a mobile device is 

too small, they could become disinterested in playing due to lack of matchmaking abilities or others 

to play with. Dropping medium specificity thus increases the overall pool of players and who they 

can play with. This is often championed as the primary reason players are interested in crossplay 

functionality by the gaming press and players alike across forums and message boards (Oreland, 

2013; Turtle Beach, 2019; Williams, 2020; Craddock, 2020).  
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Minecraft, Rocket League, and Fortnite are often perceived as the big three in terms of 

crossplay functionality. Interestingly, Rocket League and Fortnite are owned by Epic Games while 

Minecraft is a Microsoft property. Among Us is another popular crossplay enabled game; however, 

it does not yet operate in its own ecosystem. Instead, it is available for purchase (or simply to 

download as it is free on mobile devices) on third party outlets rather one owned by InnerSloth, 

the developer and publisher of the game. Microsoft enabled full crossplay of Minecraft in 2019 

with the Bedrock Edition of the game. Rocket League, which was purchased by Epic Games in 

2019, is currently ramping up development on bringing their game to mobile devices but is 

currently available across consoles and PC (Banerjee, 2020). That leaves us with Fortnite, which 

has crossplay fully enabled on console, PC, Android, or iOS device and operating fully within the 

data ecosystem that Epic Games has created. In discussing medium specificity in relation to 

locative data extraction, Barreneche and Wilkin (2015) note that it is important to consider how 

and why processes differ from platform to platform, and not just that they are occurring. As 

McLuhan's (1964) pithy aphorism notes, “the medium is the message.” How one receives or 

interacts with media undoubtedly affects one’s experience. The introduction of platforms 

complicates this by adding another layer that can morph the “message” as it were (Ecenbarger, 

2015). Not only is the experience of playing a game on a mobile phone different from that of 

playing that game on a computer screen, but platforms further complicate this by having their own 

affordances and limitations. For instance, a platform may have proprietary features, such as a filter 

or video effect, that may not be available on a similar but separate platform. What one can do on 

it is determined by the platform itself. Murray’s (2017) updates to “Hamlet on the Holodeck” 

reinforces this observation with the assertion that the tools we have available to us to craft and 
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shape messages are ever expanding, and “digital formats ... offer a new set of expressive 

affordances” for users to create and play with (p. x). 

This is supported by Williams’s (1977) assertation that mediation affords “specific 

transformations of material” (p. 158). Data is unarguably material; the data generated by Fortnite 

on mobile is going to be different from the data generated by playing Fortnite on PC. The play 

anywhere approach to platform mobility is one that is rooted in a cyclical approach to keeping that 

data within one’s own ecosystem, while also opening avenues for obtaining new resources for 

future developments. By controlling the flow of information in and out of a game from various 

mediums and player demographics, the ownership and control of data that Hewish describes means 

developers can craft different play experiences, optimize player enjoyment (as seen with the 

Destiny 2 example), and dial up marketing operations to “control the player journey from the top 

of the funnel” (VentureBeat, 2020, para. 33). Fortnite’s widespread availability across platforms, 

player engagement strategies, and marketing techniques are part and parcel of crossplay 

functionality and treating a game as a platform.  

Platform mobility and mobilization 

The mobilization of a platform is key for the flow of information to be useful to the games 

industry. In addition to being one of the most popular games in the world in terms of player base 

and time spent playing (Cooper, 2020), Fortnite29 is one of the early adopters of the play anywhere 

approach, shifting what was usually a video game played at home on a dedicated console or PC, 

to one which expands the grammars of action within a game world by mobilizing their platform 

across hardware. By widening the breadth of actions recorded within their ecosystem, not only 

 
29 Roblox is another core example of platform mobilization.  
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does extractable data increase, but also the possibilities for play, consumption, and mobility for 

players of Fortnite and potentially of other titles. 

Moving beyond medium specificity and allowing players to play across consoles, PCs, or 

mobile devices produces data points that companies have not had previously, particularly in 

relation to their current titles. Adding mobile crossplay functions to a game that has been limited 

to controllers or mouse/keyboard is a crucial moment where a new form of data appears for 

collection and analysis. Fortnite, for example, was originally played on PC and the data that could 

be combed from a player was that of playing a PC game (mouse clicks, keyboard strokes, controller 

button presses) on top of the information gleaned from people playing the game itself (time spent 

in game, eliminations, map preferences). This is typical data that could be available simply by 

virtue of a game being available on a computer or console. A moment of transformation and an 

influx of atypical data occurs when that same game is transported away from a specific console or 

computer and has everyone playing together. Put simply, the physical inputs and player actions 

change. There is a breadth of new information provided when a game can move across mediums; 

in particular, how it is played can be varied. Playing Fortnite with a mouse and keyboard or an 

Xbox or PlayStation controller have been the usual ways to play. The Nintendo Switch uses its 

own uniquely Nintendo-esque controller, and mobile devices incorporate various types of on-

screen or peripheral controllers.  

Porting games across mediums has been a long-standing practice in the game industry and 

access to input information is nothing new. What is novel, however, is the extraction of data as to 

how these various inputs (mouse, controller, swipes, etc.) interact with each other within the game. 

For instance, Fortnite developers have been tracking, evaluating, and adjusting the game’s code 

to even the playing field across mediums as has been noted by updates and patches to the game 
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(Stephen, 2020). In other words, they are actively updating the game to be accessible no matter 

what device you are playing on, basing their decisions on input information from players 

interacting on different devices.  

Despite an ongoing debate by hardcore gamers about the optimal input device for a 

competitive game (keyboard/mouse vs. controller), Epic Games is in the business of making 

money. Ensuring what feels to be a level playing field across all hardware devices, as players play 

together in the same online battle ground, is crucial to ensuring continued player activity across 

mediums. An ability to adapt quickly across all facets of the game based on this sort of information 

is akin to the “permanent beta” that games are increasingly in (Hernández-Ramírez, 2015). By 

tapping into this data flow, from a wide player base that exists beyond one restricted to one kind 

of console or PC, the game can be “reshaped and modified in light of the incoming stream of data 

collected on [players]” (Mathieu & Vengerfeldt, 2020, p. 69). Making sure the game feels fair 

despite the inputs is key to ensuring the longevity of maintaining a player base that can ostensibly 

play anywhere. This would be impossible without a coherent and consistent platform for the 

necessary data capture/reconfiguring processes that Shapiro (1999) suggests are required to scale 

the economic circulation of a platform. 

By dropping the limitations of medium and allowing congregations of players unfettered 

by device choice, Fortnite has morphed itself into what some gaming pundits have called more 

than a game (Liebl, 2020). There are over 350 million active Fortnite accounts that can play 

together in one online battleground (Statistica, 2021). Removing the boundaries between specific 

devices allows for their massive player base to not be segregated and to always be able to find 

people to play with at any time. Fortnite is not just a battleground for players any longer. Fortnite 
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has become a lucrative advertising platform for organizations looking to reach the highly targeted, 

specific, and known audience of Fortnite players.  

Advertising and gaming have long gone hand in hand to varying degrees of success. Mobile 

games have often used the timed ad model where you watch an advertisement for a certain length 

of time before you are able to go back to the game, or perhaps there is a bottom or top bar constantly 

showing advertisements while the game is played. PC or console games sometimes have ads baked 

into billboards or other discrete places within the game world. One notorious example is of 

NBA2K19 which placed a 30-second mobile style ad into their game which was unskippable (Liebl, 

2020). This was eventually removed but it reflected the desire in the game industry to implement 

various forms of advertising into games—including using advertising practices from different 

mediums.  

Epic Games, thanks in part to the networked ludic mobility of Fortnite, has incorporated 

interesting advertising practices. Apart from the standard selling of themed skins, cosmetic items 

that change the look of your avatar and in-game equipment, Fortnite has hosted large-scale events 

and advertising campaigns that would be exceedingly difficult to sell if their platform and data 

flow were separated by hardware or discrete platforms. 

 In 2018, Epic Games and Marvel Studios worked together to create Fortnite x Avengers, 

a limited time event where players helped defeat Thanos, a Marvel villain, by working with the 

Avengers, collecting Infinity Stones, and completing in-game challenges. The success of the event 

was unquestionable and led Epic to work with other film franchises such as Star Wars and John 

Wick. Since then, Epic has gone on to use Fortnite as a space for virtual concerts and movies 

premieres, turning the game into a social hub that allows players to enjoy concerts and movies 

together.  
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Being able to sell Fortnite as a space for this sort of virtual gathering is a result of their 

having mountains of data on their player base to demonstrate that Fortnite is capable of such 

hosting and offers the audience advertisers are looking for. Srnicek (2017) asserts that platform 

capitalism requires new and novel ways for expanding data collection practices to continue the 

platforms growth. For Epic Games, the innovative uses of the Fortnite platform not only act as a 

selling point for advertisers; they now offer a paid space for attempts at expansion. While Epic had 

the data to show their demographics to Marvel to sell this event to them, they now have another 

avenue of data collection that is in-game events beyond playing Fortnite, and they are additionally 

being paid to make this in-game space available. Players may be launching the game Fortnite, but 

they are participating in a completely different and new activity. 

 

Figure 27: DJ Marshmello’s digital concert in Fortnite. Ten million attended. Hale, 2019. 

The ability to play anywhere, particularly since Fortnite is the same game on mobile as it 

is on PC or console and is crossplay enabled, opens doors that were not before possible for 
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advertisers and enables game companies to realize the potential of mobilizing their platforms 

across mediums. As Andrejevic (2013) notes, “the conquest of space, in this context, refers to the 

creation of a ubiquitous electromagnetic atmosphere—not merely extension across space, but also 

a “filling-in” of space, so that wherever one goes, the network can be accessed and information 

can be retrieved, and feedback generated” (p. 14). For games, ensuring that the experience feels 

the same across devices is crucial. Being able to access in-game events or simply the game itself 

allows for a filling in of space that games did not previously have, especially when they were 

linked to specific mobile platforms.  

In the case of the Fortnite events, players no longer must worry about being at home and 

at their PC or console—they can access the event or battleground anywhere. No longer is game 

space defined by hardware; it is defined by the network and the platform a player is connected to. 

Under the Fortnite model, you no longer “can’t wait to get home and play” but can now open the 

app on your phone or bring along your Switch and connect to the platform that way.30 The 

platformization of video games has enabled a mobilization and integration that allows them to fit 

into many contexts or locations. While Fortnite is an example of one cloud gaming ecosystem 

owned by the publishers and developers, cloud gaming offers the ability to make games playable 

anywhere for developers who may not have the ability to create such ecosystems on their own. 

Platform mobility and playing anywhere 

While the play anywhere model employed by Fortnite is an example of owners 

(publishers/developers/whoever is in control of a game) controlling their own ecosystem and 

mobilizing their platform across hardware, cloud gaming in its current state is the contrasting 

 
30 Digital distribution platforms such as Steam or Epic Games Launcher are not quite at the point of cloud gaming. 
While they do have cloud features such as cloud saving (allowing saves to be accessible across devices), the 
program itself must still be downloaded onto a PC to access and play the games. Steam does, however, have a 
peripheral that allows you to stream games from your PC to your home TV.  
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example. Currently, Google Stadia is the only platform that utilizes all the promises of cloud 

gaming: enabling players to play games across any device, at any time, and with other players no 

matter their device. Amazon and Microsoft are close to releasing their own platforms, but as of 

this writing this is yet to occur outside of beta testing.  

As it stands, cloud gaming services operate much the same way as traditional digital 

distribution outlets. They are third party spaces which are usually not controlled directly by the 

owners of games, but with which they enter agreements to make their games available on the 

service. The difference between traditional digital distribution service and cloud gaming service is 

in how a player accesses the game. Cloud gaming is a form of online gaming that works by 

allowing players to stream games to their devices, rather than running games locally on their own 

hardware. This is accomplished through substantial infrastructure including data centers and server 

farms with high-speed internet connections that allows the game’s information to quickly travel to 

a player’s device—web browsers on virtually any hardware, TVs, mobile devices, etc. The 

infrastructure that enables this flow of data is not one that takes place in the cloud itself, but one 

that is linked to physical places, the digital enclosures that circulate and house our information 

(Andrejevic, 2007). The nebulous and potentially misleading nomenclature of “the cloud” persists 

despite this invisible back and forth that makes up the space of flow between users, networks, and 

infrastructure. 
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Figure 28: OnLive micro-console and controller. Kelly, 2009. 

The removal of the need for dedicated gaming hardware via this form was floated in 2010 

with the OnLive game service that allowed players to stream games to a micro-console that was 

effectively a small, low-cost Android OS device that connected to TVs, allowing internet 

connection and streaming capabilities with which many TVs of the time were not equipped 

(Takahashi, 2010). OnLive was eventually purchased by Sony and morphed into PlayStation Now, 

Sony’s own cloud gaming service that enables the streaming of PlayStation 2, 3, and 4 games on 

a PlayStation 4, 5, or PC. Other cloud gaming services have surfaced over the years, such as Gaikai 

and GeForce Now, but full realization of such service waited until 2019 with the arrival of 

Google’s Stadia. 
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Figure 29: Google Stadia. Holt, 2021 

Stadia is a cloud gaming service that operates on Google’s vast infrastructure, which 

includes their data centers, operating systems, and other platforms. The technical aspects work 

virtually as described earlier. Games are streamed from Google’s data centers to various player 

devices, which include Google’s Chromecast, Chrome-based internet browsers, the Stadia mobile 

application for Android and iOS, and the Safari web browser. The core difference relative to the 

Fortnite modeled described above is that Stadia, and other cloud gaming services such as 

Amazon’s Luna or Microsoft’s xCloud, do not focus on one game. Any game on the platform can 

be played on nearly any device while maintaining continuity.  

With cloud gaming player could, for instance, begin a gaming session on a tablet, pause, 

and in a matter of seconds pick up directly where they left off using their laptop. In terms of 
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multiplayer games, anyone playing on the Stadia platform can play with anyone else regardless of 

which device they are playing on, much like the Fortnite model but now applying to any game; 

the core difference being that players do need to be playing on Stadia. In other words, currently a 

player on Xbox cannot play with individuals on Stadia. Google has announced plans to support 

crossplay between consoles and the like, but there is no timeline for this as of writing (Locke & 

Wedel, 2021).  

In terms of monetization, Stadia operates on three planes. First there is a subscription plan 

dubbed “Pro,” that allows players to stream games in 4K resolution with 5.1 surround sound, and 

which offers rotating discounts and free games to subscribers. Those without the Pro subscription 

may only stream in 1080p resolution and this option offers no surround sound, discounts, or free 

games. The second level of monetization is simply selling games. To play a game on Stadia, the 

Stadia version of the game must be purchased. Google collects a percentage of each game sold 

with the remaining going to the creators of the game. And finally, there is the monetization of data 

collection, extraction, and analysis that Google grants itself permission to use across all its 

services. While this is no surprise, what is of interest is the way Google has activated its resources, 

data infrastructure, and platforms to enable new experiences of play while circulating data and 

information among its own platforms and services.  

Google’s approach to platform-oriented gaming that transcends hardware is one that is 

inherently part of a larger generative process. Developers only know what works based on what 

has come before and has been done already. Zittrain (2008) underscores that while the outcome of 

an interaction cannot be predetermined, it is often controlled through the affordances and 

limitations of a platform. The outcomes are then determined by the participation of users through 

active production of content or their digital traces (Langlois & Elmer, 2013; Van Dijck & Poell, 
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2013). The current state of Stadia, I find, operates as the next generative process of what a play 

anywhere model could look like, particularly with additional features and services.  

It has been long apparent that players are interested in crossplay capability. While locking 

them into the Stadia ecosystem is not exactly what players were asking for, Google is 

experimenting with various features made possible by their wide range of existing products and 

services. One of which is a picture-in-picture (PIP) option when playing on a team in multiplayer 

games on Stadia. Similar to traditional PIP which lets you watch multiple channels on a TV, 

Stadia’s PIP puts a teammate’s screen in the corner of your own, allowing players to see what their 

team is up at to any given time.  

 

Figure 30: Stadia Picture-in-Picture (right side of screen). Reddit, 2019. 

Without question a nifty feature, it is one that is supported by the sheer power of Google’s 

processing capabilities. With the game itself being run on Google’s own hardware, which is 

undoubtedly stronger than that of most gaming enabled devices, toying with features like this is 

relatively new. Of course, there have been third party programs, such as Discord, that allow for 
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screensharing, or live streaming platforms such as TwitchTV that one could use to follow their 

team; however, Google’s PIP is native to the Stadia platform.  

The picture-in-picture ability of Stadia is directly enabled by Google's Chromium API, 

which is the most widely used source code for web browsers with close to 70% market share 

(StatCounter, 2020). When using Stadia on a PC or Mac the game is being played through the 

Chrome browser, thus enabling such features would make sense, and yet it also operates to 

explicate Google’s desire for an integrated gaming experience across their services. This is 

accomplished through an agile platform that can quickly adapt to different scenarios and redirect 

or manipulate the flow of information to achieve its goals. While the PIP option is an iteration and 

incorporation of screensharing that has come before, it is no doubt an interesting form of data 

aggregation and relocation that provides new information to both players and the digital enclosure. 

Why go to other apps, websites, or software when what you seek can be found within the game 

you are playing? 

Housing all-in-one cloud platforms permits a centralization of data. The data generated by 

users is crucial to the business model of companies such as Google and, at a smaller scale in terms 

of reach, of game, app, and service developers. As Andrejevic (2002) notes, the centralization of 

data is crucial for a “broader network that can be used...to monitor its proper use” (p. 298). While 

Andrejevic was discussing copyright and access enforcement, companies’ centralization of activity 

through platforms seems to be more interested in keeping players playing and generating data and 

in using this information to structure their products in a way to keep players invested. The 

machines themselves are less important than they once were as this can now be achieved across 

devices all connected to the intermediary that is a platform.  
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A key process in the optimization of products (Srnicek, 2017) is having as much data about 

how they are being used, and services, particularly games and gaming platforms in this case, are 

now being designed thus. The PIP feature, for example, is one offered to eliminate the need to go 

to a different service or platform to keep up with your teammates. Platform capitalism is 

particularly interested in keeping the flow of information within each platform’s own ecosystem; 

thus, eliminating the need for other ecosystems is the end goal of a platform’s owner. Another goal 

may be to cultivate more and varied data from players, as, for example, when a new form of data 

is created by having a PIP function built into a game, but value must be added for the players as 

well. For players, this feature adds a tactical advantage and a new element of gameplay for players 

who can use it to keep up with their teammates visually in real time rather than only through voice 

communication or third-party applications. 

Stadia’s controller, similarly, has a button that allows players to seamlessly upload video 

or stream their gameplay to YouTube (a similar integrated function is available if a player is using 

a different type of input device). This integration is akin to other streaming/video software such as 

Streamlabs OBS or xSplit, which are third party programs that accomplish the same goals. Here, 

with the push of a button, the player can easily manipulate and effectively add another data flow 

to another service. Until the player decides to stream directly to YouTube or upload a video, the 

information is being routed directly to Google’s storage centers as pure data. Once a player decides 

to press the button, that information gets reconfigured and rerouted to YouTube, creating another 

potential avenue for of data extraction for Google. In other words, the labor of data generation 

from gaming gets repurposed to viewable content that can afford additional data or advertising 

spaces while requiring little extra labor for the player.  
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This easy flow and reconfiguring of information exemplifies the level of mobility within 

their platforms, where data can be quickly rerouted or split, analyzed, and repurposed with the 

touch of a button. As a platform, Stadia becomes mobilized through the acceleration and expansion 

of a connectivity between various services or other platforms that was once considered 

disorganized but has evolved into highly organized and purposeful relationships (Lash & Urry, 

1987; Appadurai, 1990; Castells, 2002[1996]). In this case, and I suspect in cloud gaming 

platforms to come, this will continue. Ensuring that any and all information can move freely 

between platforms and easily adjust to the needs and requirements of different services will 

become key. This brings me to Stadia’s State Share feature. 

Stadia's State Share is both a contemporary form of an old gaming practice that is enabled 

through platforms and an opening for new avenues of data extraction. State Share, at its core, 

allows players to share their saves with one another. On console, prior to constant connectivity, 

this was achieved by passing memory cards around and copying information. On PCs, players can 

simply send their save files through various file sharing means. Ostensibly, with constant 

connectivity and cross-save feature, it has become easier than ever to pick up and play a game 

from anywhere as you simply login to the profile with the save you are looking for. State Share, 

however, utilizes the Stadia capability to embed the save file into screenshots and videos that are 

housed on YouTube. As described by the Stadia development team:  

When the player chooses to share the media, they are asked for consent to 

include their game states along with the shared media. If consent is given, viewers 

will see a button next to the media that allows them to play the experience they see. 

Those who click on the button will be brought into Stadia to play the game 

associated with the corresponding state. Stadia will launch the game with the state, 
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and it is up to the game to use the data within the state to tailor the experience for 

the new gamer (Stadia, n.d.) 

In effect, if you watch gameplay recorded by Stadia and the player has chosen to State Share, you 

can pick up and play from where they were. Players use YouTube walkthroughs and videos all the 

time, but Stadia has integrated the ability to take over directly from where the originator of the file 

left off.  

The Stadia team offers some possibilities such as sharing procedurally generated map seeds 

(unique worlds specific to that particular game save), quickly accessing user-generated content 

such as custom maps from a screenshot of said map, accessing promotional giveaways that take 

place under specific conditions that you can set up and share within your Share State, and playing 

against the “ghosts” of other players in racing games or during speed runs. The possibilities are 

endless, and Stadia encourages players to dream up their own uses for the feature. 

The form of data extraction available here is quite specific, particularly in relation to what 

players are watching, what they are most interested in, and what they are willing to watch and 

interact with in this way. Extrapolating out the various data points that become available to Google 

from this feature is an endeavor of its own; however, the feature itself illuminates how a platform 

can be mobilized through various services within a data loop. Computer scientists and theorists 

Mathieu and Vengerfeldt (2020) describe a data loop as a “circuit model in which media actors 

and audiences interact, in relation of mutuality, throughout digital interfaces of data collection and 

retroaction” (p. 119). As discussed earlier regarding platforms being generative, a data loop 

exemplifies how this occurs through a four-part process.  

First, socio-cultural practices occur within the confines of a platform; in the case of games, 

this is the grammars of action, what is occurring, what players are doing, how and where they are 
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doing it, and effectively any sort of interaction that takes place that is extractable. Next, the data 

from these actions is collected and sent to the controlling institution (game developers in this case). 

This information is then parsed, analyzed, and considered as the basis for making further decisions 

regarding technology, ownership, governance, business models, content, and usage (van Dijck, 

2013). These institutional decisions feed into the modification of the platform through 

instantaneous or timed updates that adjust the ways in which information is received, delivered, 

stored, or accessed. Of particular interest is the fourth step, dubbed “data retroaction” by Mathieu 

and Vengerfeldt (2020), suggesting that data is refitted to incorporate new information provided 

by extracted data. This is, in part, the job of the API as an intermediary; not only does it coordinate 

and deliver information, but it can also transform it as well.  

While platforms have often worked on a layering aspect, where the original API has layers 

built on top of it to visualize and deliver stored information back to users, Stadia mobilizes the 

flow of data in a way that not only connects players to a game and a content platform (YouTube), 

but to each other. The sharing of a gameplay moment or even a screenshot can redirect where or 

how a person is playing at any given time. Effectively, Stadia is experimenting with a new logic 

of gaming that allows for a connection, a togetherness, that goes beyond multiplayer gaming.  

Through a data loop that brings in more than just one API (in this case, a separate service 

that is YouTube), Stadia, as a platform, is one that is mobile between various experiences. Just as 

the play anywhere dream of gaming allows mobility between hardware, cloud gaming allows for 

mobility between hardware and various services or entirely separate platforms within one 

ecosystem. Indeed, the motivations to do so are all firmly rooted in ideas of platform capitalism—

expanding, eliminating competition, and the unending search for new services to offer. Stadia31, 

 
31 Google’s stadia, since writing, has struggled (Scullion, 2021). While still in operation, Google has scaled back the 
operation and has indicated they are interested in redeploying the backend systems to be a host for other game 
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and more generally gaming ecosystems writ large, is in the early stages of new forms of platform 

mobilization and the platformization of games, where I believe we’ll continue to see new ways to 

play, new forms of data mobility, and new ways by which various platforms connect with each 

other to create all-encompassing gaming ecosystems that may be accessed from virtually any 

device. Taken together, the mobilization of games and game platforms is very much, in the most 

literal sense, networked ludic mobility. 

Conclusion 

Platform mobility is a concept rooted in the space of flows, the movement of data through 

networks, and the ways in which the data are moving through the “cloud” to connect people, 

services, and platforms. In thinking about platforms as mobile, we are ultimately considering 

whole conduits that extract, process, and reconfigure data that are moving. Whether it is between 

other web applications, separate web services, other platforms, or even devices, gaming platforms 

are on the move. Srnicek (2017) provides analysis as to why platforms have become a booming 

business model through the capture and delivery of user data; the next step is looking at the 

manifestations of these practices.  

Much like the location-based game experience or the immobile experience discussed 

previously, the actions taken by such controlling entities often act as a mirror or sense of 

orientation as to the impending direction of games (Zamith, 2018). The affordances presented and 

realized by Stadia have clearly left enough of a mark for tech giants to want to pursue this mode 

of gaming, this mode that allows for a fully mobile experience from point of sale to playing to 

viewing and creating content on any device, at any time. Amazon’s Luna, Microsoft’s Game Pass, 

 
companies to stream their games. Conversely, Microsoft and Amazon continue to move forward with their similar 
services, Sony has announced plans to bolster their game streaming service (Schreier, 2021), and now Netflix has 
even introduced games to their service (Netflix, 2021). 
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and even Steam’s forthcoming Steam Deck all engender this experience. While Google Stadia may 

be struggling, other game companies continue down this path. Microsoft, specifically, has done 

quite well as Game Pass has exceeded 25 million subscribers in the short time it has been available 

(Warren, 2022). Furthermore, Netflix has even integrated games into their platforms and allow a 

cross-platform experience (Netflix, 2021).   

Data, platforms, and games’ ability to be and how they are mobile in various ways is 

important to understanding networked ludic mobility beyond the physical movement of players. 

Platform mobility is but one iteration of how mobility moves beyond our bodies and extends the 

conversation to information and experience by way of technological and capitalist transformations. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Video game play, networks, and mobility are inextricably linked. Whether players are 

going to arcades, connected to online lobbies at home, moving around cities while playing hybrid 

reality games, or free to play anywhere on, any device, at any time through cloud gaming—video 

game play has always encouraged forms of networked mobility. As I have worked to uncover, 

those forms of ludic mobility are often directly associated with or transformed by network 

connectivity. In this dissertation, I have investigated different gaming experiences and worked to 

uncover the power relationships, practices, and transformations occurring through connected 

gameplay technologies.. 

Networked ludic mobility bridges the gap between mobilities (Sheller & Urry, 2006; de 

Souza e Silva & Gordon, 2011), networks (Castells, 2001), and video game play (Taylor, 2006; 

Tobin, 2013). These areas of research have worked through one another discretely in the past. For 

example, mobile games have been studied in the context of space and locality, but not how the 
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network determines how players move around physically. Likewise, MMORPGs have been 

studied as connected gameplay, but not in the context of mobilities. In this dissertation, through 

the idea of networked ludic mobility, I have developed an approach that directly addresses the 

convergence of network connected gameplay and mobilities, and the confluence of one’s 

movement in relation to connected video game play. Through networked ludic mobility, we can 

see how networked connected gameplay is both a mobile and immobile experience, or how 

network connections help players move around physical or digital spaces. We can also understand 

how our data is mobilized through networks to allow play to happen anywhere.   Networked ludic 

mobility builds upon and extends conversations of mobilities, networks, and games by 

emphasizing the role of connectivity in gameplay in promoting mobile experiences. The agility of 

networked connectivity has allowed games to influence and encourage players to move, not move, 

and or even mobilize themselves across devices.  

Reframing games as networked and mobile experiences 

Networked video game play has the potential to encourage our movement in specific, 

predetermined ways. In other words, where we end up moving, or not, is not always determined 

by the player. By encouraging certain forms of movement, connected video game play transforms 

understanding of space and what it means to move around it. My study was guided by two 

overarching research questions:  

• In what ways do networked connections transform players and games into mobile 

subjects? and  

• How are these networked and mobile experiences influenced, controlled, or used 

in the interest of generating capital?   
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Throughout this dissertation I have investigated these questions through three distinct formations 

of play: striated mobility, immobile privatization, and platform mobility. Each chapter followed 

worked within the arching questions while investigated the nuances of mobility, networks, and 

games through critical cultural examination. The first chapter triangulated the concept of 

networked ludic mobility. Chapter two examined striated mobility through the lens of hybrid-

reality mobile games and their influence on movement, chapter three examined immobile 

privatization through connected console play and increased monetization of the video game 

experience through data collection, and chapter four explored information and data flow enabling 

games to become mobile through platformization. 

 

Network connected mobile games and the striation of space 

My first specific research question investigates how network connectivity influences 

players’ movement in physical spaces, particularly urban city areas. Hybrid reality games such as 

Pokémon GO and others described in this dissertation act as guides around spaces that are deemed 

playable by the game designers. While marketing and advertising contends that these types of 

games can be played anywhere, the lengths to which this are true are questionable at best. As the 

games are often designed to be played in populated areas, or at least more playable due to an 

increased number of points of interests; however, recent changes to playable due to the COVID-

19 pandemic. 

A recent example is a movement by Pokémon GO players to stop Niantic from reverting 

accessibility features put in place during the COVID-19 pandemic (Change.org, 2021). During the 

pandemic, Niantic made several changes to the game which would allow for more accessible play 

while at home—such as increasing where Pokémon may spawn and how far away players could 
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be from specific locations to interact with them. While, ostensibly, the changes made the game 

more playable in rural areas—reverting the changes will potentially render the game unplayable 

for those in less desirable areas of play. The playable space within these games is often found to 

be in urban and centers of consumption, as well as encourage play that takes place in and around 

specific locations based on inputs and data captured from players. As discussed in chapter two, 

location-aware hybrid reality games are leading player to and from certain places, preferring 

certain spaces over others, and complicating issues of what and who certain spaces are for.  

In chapter two, underscored the imbrication of networks, play, and movement through an 

investigation of hybrid reality games, using spatial materialism and striation (Deleuze, 1995) as 

frameworks. I highlighted how the greater interest of capital and data gathering by large tech 

companies such as Google guided players’ movements and actions in these games. Furthermore, I 

analyzed the transformation of space through networks, capital, and play. Through news and 

popular press accounts coupled with critical perspectives and theory, we can begin to understand 

the ongoing transformations and re-transformations that occur through our networked game play 

and hybrid spaces. 

Home console gaming and immobile privatization 

My second specific research question explored how connected gameplay assists in the 

creation of an immobile experience while playing in the home. To answer this question chapter 

three described networked connected play that can encourage players to stay in place through 

dedicated gaming consoles. By alleviating the need to play in the same space to play with others 

or even leave the home to make purchases, consoles encouraged players operate through the 

network to play, purchase, and be social. Just as games can encourage a mobile experience, one’s 

immobility is equally in question through networked connected play.  
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As we have seen in chapter three, the game industry has a long history of attempting to 

reach players in the home. Reaching back to the early 80s and finally coming to fruition in the 

mid-2000s, consoles consistently tried to be a conduit for reaching players in the home and 

delivering them content. Contingently, chapter two also explained that hybrid reality games are 

often connected to larger entities such as Google that are interested in the capture and generation 

of any and all data. Having access to players in some form is a crucial aspect of the games 

industry’s business model. The rise of data collection and the digital traces of players, transformed 

how games were developed and maintained.  

Business models based on the data collection, analysis, and configuring would arise as the 

games as a service business model. The model has resulted in games being constantly updated, 

modified, or monetized in new ways based on player behavior. These transformations have 

ultimately led to a form of game design and live service that encourages players to stay connected 

to a game’s ecosystem for longer periods of time and offering more ways for monetary exchange 

to occur, an idea I described as immobile privatization in the third chapter. Our devices are games 

are often part of larger ongoings of capitalist desire and through our networked connected 

gameplay those desires are acted upon through moving us around space, keeping us in place, or 

finding novel ways to connected to us across space, time, and device. By doing so, games are 

generating new forms of data and information on player behavior and quantifiable desires that can 

be repurposed for neoliberal expansion. These are key features in the expansion of capital and 

seeking of new ways to utilize data and connection.  

Data flows and platform mobility 

Finally, I explored the role of data and information flows in the ability to play anywhere 

through different platforms, as my last specific research question. The amalgamation of both of 
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console and mobile game play is the play anywhere approach that comes from gaming 

technologies such as Google Stadia, Amazon Luna, or Microsoft xCloud, which are the focus of 

chapter four. Through the platformization of games, turning them into live services, and constant 

connectivity; the games industry has moved to make games playable across devices. As we have 

seen in chapter four, the current trend in gaming technology is one that allows any game to be 

played on any device and allowing users to connect to each other from anywhere. The relation to 

mobility and immobility is one that shows an evolution in how games are understanding mobility. 

No longer do players need to be in front of a computer or tethered to a console, but they can access 

games on the go, fluidly, and across devices through platformization. The inherent link between 

gaming and mobility becomes apparent through platform mobility as players and games can freely 

flow between devices, space, and place.  

Big data practices and the constant flow of that data, such as cultivating data and 

redeploying it in new ways is firmly apart of the games industry as it is others. Contingently, 

simply connecting to and being able to reach users where they are, no matter where that is, is 

chiefly important for the games industry to not only collect data but employ new forms of 

monetization through evolving game design decisions. The relationship between how we 

experience mobility through games and gaming hardware is one that is made possible by the 

design, development, and publishing teams having direct access to their consumers and their data. 

By having quantifiable data of how we play, the games we engage with can be adjusted, changed, 

and updated to modify player behavior; and in turn, the flow of information adjusts and changes 

to allow the cycle to continue. In other words, any change in the behavior will push new 

information to be assessed, considered, and manipulated once again. 
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Interestingly, our networked connections are also changing the way players can access 

games. Games are increasingly becoming online services that operate as a form of API platform, 

simply an intermediary for connection that brings together across space, device, and regions. The 

aforementioned cloud gaming platforms are the byproduct of the flow of data and networked 

connections. Players no longer need any specific hardware to play a game, but they can be accessed 

directly through existing web browsers or apps through a broadband internet connection. While 

this is not outside of the scope of the flow and capture of data previously mentioned, it is in part 

the expansion of how that data can be accessed and often, if not always, in the interest of capital. 

Networked Ludic Mobility 

This dissertation has focused on exploring how players connected to video games move 

(or not) around space. A running thread through each chapter is a link to commodification of spaces 

and the privatization of user’s information which inform game design, practice, and business 

decisions. As I have argued, video games are working to encourage specific forms of (im)mobility 

and are becoming increasingly mobile themselves. For networked ludic mobility, as it is deployed 

through this dissertation, this is occurring in the service of the capital, particularly the 

commodification of spaces and the privatization of player information.  Through network 

connected play, video games have the ability to restructure how we understand and occupy 

different spaces and, in turn, monetize through various practices.  

Networked connections and games have worked to reach users and encourage forms of 

mobility that are often in service of capital while also being being championed as a benefit to 

players for various reasons. This is illustrated through the discussions of location surveillance and 

big data through hybrid reality games in chapter two, immobile privatization and dedicated gaming 

consoles in chapter three, and platform capitalism through cloud gaming in chapter 4. Gaming is 
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no different than other connected technology industries in that having access to the players and 

their behavior through our connections and data is crucial to their perceived success. This is not 

uncommon or should be surprising in anyway, but what is of interest is the forms of data collection, 

how it is being deployed, and the forms of mobility being encouraged by these technologies to 

consistently reach players wherever they may be. 

Through networked ludic mobility, we can see how connected play encourages certain 

forms of movement and the means to the end being that of profit generation and neoliberal desire. 

As alluded to, this is accomplished through data flow and networks that connect industry, devices, 

and players in a flow of data where the generation, capture, and exchange of information, 

financials, and bodies are in constant flow. Networked ludic mobility would cease to exist without 

the constant flow of data and bodies within the circuit of connected game play. Networks have 

operated to not only condense space and time, but allow for connections and transmission of 

information quickly, efficiently, and in new ways.  

As connected video games encourage our movement around commodified spaces, it does 

so through networks and the flow of data. Networked ludic mobility operates to look critically at 

how these connections and data are being used in the video game industry to transform, change, 

or monetize the gaming experience through these connections. It is the uncovering of the 

imbrication of these three ideas that is the contribution of networked ludic mobility to games, 

mobilities, and network literature. 

Limitations and Affirmative Potential of Networked Ludic Mobility 

The common understanding of how to play video games is baked into the technologies we 

play on, where we play, and how we play. For decades, video game play occurred while sitting at 

a computer or home console, but it is no longer uncommon to play a game on a mobile device or 
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cloud gaming service which no longer tether the player to their home spaces. The critical and 

material approach to mobility and networked video gaming considers the daily, lived experience 

of video game play that reveals the underpinnings of these formations. By working through 

different aspects of play and considering the intersections that allow them to exist, I engaged with 

larger questions of control and power. While this dissertation has not directly addressed the 

affirmative potential of our network connections and their ties to gaming and mobility, it is 

important to acknowledge that with a deep understanding comes new ways of thinking about and 

potentially deploying that knowledge. 

Technology, whether in the form of infrastructure, devices, or connections, creates avenues 

for new ways of understanding and thinking. In an of itself, there is no inherent motive behind our 

technology, but how it fits into our daily, connected lives and fits into different logics and 

arrangements of space, place, mobility, power, and sociality. The context in which networks, 

hardware, and games exists within fosters how it is received, understood, and operates. For this 

dissertation, I have largely been interested in the power of technology and how that power is 

motivated by data collection and capital; however, this is but one triangulation of this 

understanding. Uncovering these relations is part of discovering avenues of affirmative potential.  

The affirmative potential of networked connected play is one that can lead to different, 

divergent uses for the games which could eschew corporate interests in some ways or become 

spaces for accessibility. For example, location-aware hybrid reality games, as acknowledged in 

chapter two, have played a pivotal role in social unrest that occurred in Hong Kong and Venezuela. 

In this context, the game is less about the striation of space and it becomes a safe space for 

communication in turbulent times. Moreover, the rise of digital distribution tied to our home 

connections, the core of chapter three, creates spaces for game designers not linked to larger game 
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development and publishing operations to access potential players as well. Independently 

developed games, while forced into capital driven practices, often create games made for niche 

audiences who may not have accessibility elsewhere. These games can also challenge what players 

think they know about game design and offer new experiences through critical game design. 

Critical game design takes seriously the communicative power of games and offers new ways of 

thinking about what games are and can be, often through focusing on deeply seeded social and 

structural issues that surround games. The experience-oriented aspect of play cannot be ignored 

either. Playing games is just fun. It is often also a social experience, and sometimes the core social 

experience that some have. Being able to play with your friends or potential new friends without 

the restrictions of ensuring everyone is playing on the same devices is a huge boon for the sociality 

of gaming. Platform mobility, while manifesting from a lineage motivated by profit generation, is 

has obvious benefits for players and accessibility. Gaming can be an expensive hobby and lowering 

the barriers of how and where to play can make gaming more accessible, social, and inviting 

experience.  

Networked ludic mobility offers but one narrative of the relationship between games, 

networks, and mobility and the role capital plays as a driving force. As such, this research is limited 

to but one conception of a complex entanglement of how a player may experience mobility. While 

capitalist desires may permeate through the specific aspects covered in this dissertation, other 

political considerations such as identity and accessibility are left out. Further, my own bias, history, 

and connection to games and online gameplay play a role in my critique and deployment of 

networked ludic mobility.  In my own life experience, lowering the barriers of gameplay has 

allowed me to stay connected to friends and family who I would otherwise not nearly have as much 

contact with, and who would have otherwise never been interested in playing certain games if they 
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were bound specific gaming hardware such as high-end gaming computers or dedicated gaming 

consoles. Despite the monetized and capital driven nature of game and gaming technology 

development, the granular aspects of the gaming experience often go beyond the liberal control of 

play. 

Contributions of Networked Ludic Mobility and Future Research 

My use of networked ludic mobility is rooted in questions of the role of networked 

gameplay in who can move, why, and how that is experienced by certain bodies. By conjoining 

conversations of mobilities, networks, and games, I illustrate the entanglements of connected video 

gameplay and daily life that derives from our network connections, permeates through play, and 

is often in the service of capital. The contribution of this dissertation is one that directly addresses 

games as mobile experiences and the way in which that experience manifests. Whether we are 

moving through our city spaces or gaming with friends in an online world, connected video game 

play is a conduit of mobility that is informed and structured through capitalist logics. By 

uncovering these tendencies, we can begin to think through how, why, and where video games 

move us and where we can think about moving them.  

I use network ludic mobility to think through how connection encourages forms of 

mobility.  Future research can and should look to extend conversations of networked ludic mobility 

with particular attention to platform mobility and the platformization of games that is occurring. 

Games and digital distribution systems alike are moving beyond any one particular hardware 

device and embarking on a play & purchase anywhere approach. Extending the ideas of platform 

mobility to think through big data practices, accessibility, and the monetization of mobile gaming 

experiences through a play anywhere, on anything, with anyone approach. Furthermore, research 

on network connected gameplay could extend or build upon the framework of networked ludic 
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mobility. As previously mentioned, the running theme of neoliberalism could be interchanged with 

identity politics or questions of disability, particularly as games studies continues to look at how 

game design and mechanics can work to be more accessible to differently abled bodies. 

Particularly, future research could consider the role of networked ludic mobility in creating 

accessible or inaccessible gaming situations.  

Networked ludic mobility demonstrates video games, in all forms, are mobile experiences. 

It is my hope that the concept laid out through this dissertation sparks ideas, innovation, and 

transformation in how we think about games, what they mean, and the role they play in digital 

culture and daily life. For me, uncovering the pillars of networked ludic mobility was an important 

task in understanding our increasingly connected and digital lives; however, not forgetting the 

humanistic, social, and pro-social aspects of play is also of critical importance when thinking 

through the alternatives that we may have before us. 
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