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Preface  
William Caxton’s The Game and Playe of the Chesse, published in the 1470s, is more than 

simply a rulebook for the game of chess. Long considered to be the first book published in the 

English language, Caxton’s essay served as an allegory of society in which he drew analogies 

between each of the chess pieces and a corresponding class in Britain. Hence, in Caxton’s 

analogy, social mobility might be represented by the pawn, the piece of lowest value, being 

promoted to the position of a queen, the piece of highest value.  

Like pieces on a chessboard, player positions in today’s digital entertainment industry 

are constantly shifting, and these changes take the form of the strategies and tactics of 

competitive players. Part of this is also involved in the “promotion” of a person from one form 

of status within a community to another. In my research, I explore how fans, who might be 

considered “pawns” in a game beyond their comprehension, socialise and resist power 

structures on the video game industry’s playing field, while also trying to “promote” 

themselves in order to ascend the ranks of the industry. This research will take the fans 

themselves into account, while shedding light on what happens when the upper-level players 

who control the “pawns” of a game are involved. 

This thesis is intended as an application of methods borrowed from cultural analysis 

to online environments, through the study of online video game communities. Video games 

constitute a major sector of today’s fragmented, postmodern entertainment industries 

(Fortunati 293), which can no longer be ignored or treated with contempt, especially given 

the impact that games have on billions of video game players around the world. Likewise, fan 

participation can influence decision making in the development (and post-development) 

process, while fans, as Henry Jenkins claims in Textual Poachers (2013), frequently “poach” 

and transform content.  

Moreover, fan participation often occurs through acts of decommodified labour that 

support an ever-expanding system of an unequal Empire, in Michael Hardt and Antonio 

Negri’s sense (2000). This is to say that fans are also subject to various forms of exploitation 

from companies that collapse concepts such as knowledge and affect into a powerful, all-

controlling entity that thrives on decommodified labour. In the examples presented in this 

dissertation, decommodified labour occurs in various forms, such as the appropriation of fan-

made content and unpaid fan labour in exchange for exposure. 
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In conducting the research that forms the backbone of this dissertation, my aim has 

been to make a significant contribution to fan and video game studies by foregrounding the 

growing imbalance in the dynamics between the do-it-yourself tactics within video game 

fandom and the video game industry, while positioning myself in the emerging literature on 

fan studies, video game studies, and, indeed, cultural studies. 
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Introduction 
 

Central Issues, Aims, and Research Questions 

The central focus of this thesis consists of fan communities of video gaming and the 

audiovisual content that they generate, along with the ways in which these communities and 

their content may interact with official media productions. By focusing on these aspects, I 

want to examine not only how communities shape under the presence of fan labour but also 

the transformation of labour itself and its potential exploitative undertones in online video 

games fandom. Fans, by using online technologies, might believe they are empowered, but 

they are potentially trapped in a much bigger power play between companies clashing for 

profit and benefiting from the interplay of fans and the industry. 

  In some cases, this interplay between fans and the gaming industry can be described 

as a kind of tactic or strategy in Michel de Certeau’s sense of the term (1984). Here therefore, 

I understand tactics as stemming from individuals who either confirm or oppose the strategies 

of large corporations as a form of resistance, whereas the strategies—also in de Certeau’s 

sense—are those things to which fans react, and which have long-term functions and effects, 

such as the macro plans of institutions (including corporations) (xix). A section of my 

dissertation will then also involve a study of the platforms that fans use for the purpose of 

resistance and how they use them. It will also involve a discussion of the possible overall 

outcomes of fans’ resistance tactics in this heavily monetised industry. 

By focusing on one person or a small group, one may more readily observe changes 

that occur at the level of the subject – that is, at the level of the subjective experience of an 

individual in the video game industry and its underlying systems. Indeed, fans are obliged to 

use platforms in order to communicate their views and, regardless of their type, platforms 

are heavily monetised, with few exceptions. In cases where fans transition from follower to 

community leader, they understand that funding is essential to the production of high-quality 

content, hence monetisation is necessary and comes in many forms and areas. One such form 

is company funding, as in cases where fans are hired into a branch of the industry, or through 

the use of monetised platforms, including YouTube, donations, and paid subscriptions. 

Outstanding fans’ ventures have been received with acclaim by fellow fans and 

followers, and many fans of popular culture dream of working in the entertainment 
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industries. While some may enjoy a sense of empowerment through having their work 

selected and commercially appropriated, such empowerment is often illusory as I will argue 

in Chapters II and IV. Moreover, fans who distinguish themselves through their creations also 

need funds and may resort to monetisation techniques that are not always well-received in 

their communities, while fans hired by companies become part of the system.1  

Because of the constant need for capital and the corporations’ involvement with fan 

communities, fandom is, therefore, not always a form of emancipation. Especially when fans 

depend on corporations, they remain “agents of maintaining social and cultural systems of 

classification and thus existing hierarchies” (Gray et al. 6).  That said however, in Textual 

Poachers, Henry Jenkins discusses how, according to Michel de Certeau, the strategist—the 

corporation in this case—can never fully silence the tactician –in this case the fan (45). While 

the tactician will always resist, new unexpected twists may arise with the result that the 

tactician will keep talking, but in a new language: the language of the strategist, thus the 

corporation. The fan is now part of the corporation, fighting a different fight. 

In engaging with the problematics just outlined, I will present three cases as 

examples—The Angry Video Game Nerd [AVGN], Twitch Plays Pokémon [TPP], and 

PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds [PUBG]—through the lens of cultural analysis. The first case 

involves James Rolfe, a video game fan who became an original content creator of video game 

reviews. After establishing a successful online presence, Rolfe formed an active community 

around himself, with members willing to fund his filmmaking endeavours, and who also buy 

the two official video games that feature his likeness.   

The second case is Twitch Plays Pokémon, a video game stream that started as a social 

experiment. TPP rapidly became an Internet phenomenon and allowed viewers to control the 

actions of the video game stream with their input in the comments section. An active 

community formed around the game stream that produced fan-made artefacts and 

developed an ever-expanding mythology based on the stream.  

The third case is concerned with video game modder-turned-company creative 

director, Brendan “PlayerUnknown” Greene, whose work on first-person shooter game 

 
1 In addition to illusory empowerment, other issues arise for video game industry workers, such as being obliged 
to work unpaid overtime. Workers in the industry also report abuse and having their ideas poached 
(Farokhmanesh 2018, C. Kerr 2019). 
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modification drew the attention of Bluehole Ginno Games, a South Korean company. Having 

the support he needed in order to put his ideas into practice, Greene created PUBG—one of 

the most commercially successful video games of all time.  

These three cases will be examined with the methods of cultural analysis in order to 

discuss the origins of these cultural objects, their potential for resistance, and textual 

poaching tactics. José van Dijck’s model for platform analysis (2013) will be employed as a 

means of understanding the evolution and development of the various platforms used by 

these creators, while defining and examining their techno-cultural and socioeconomic 

characteristics separately. The concept of produser communities (as explained by Axel Bruns 

in the 2008 book Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life and Beyond: From Production to Produsage) 

will also be foregrounded in my discussion of the communal aspects of fan culture that inform 

my three cases, as well as how the leaders from these communities were able to transition to 

professionalism and entrepreneurship.  

Therefore, my research questions are the following: what is the dynamic of resistance 

in video game communities, and how can resistance turn into company exploitation and 

profit? At the same time, I critically examine “promises” of empowerment through new 

technologies, and I hypothesise that meritocracy, equality, and balanced communication 

between fans and companies are not realistic goals under the current corporate regimes of 

willful fan exploitation.   

 

Earlier Video Games Research  

The confluence of professional and user-generated content is one of the key elements that 

define the contemporary media landscape. In addition, the dialogue, however partial, 

between producers and audiences has become crucial to the creative industries since it 

involves media production companies that are part of a billion-dollar industry. Indeed, as 

Jenkins and Deuze have observed, “media companies can no longer be meaningfully studied 

in the absence of an understanding of how they relate to their consumers” (5). Content 

created by these consumers—and in this thesis video game fans are the consumers—is 

essential to business and, by extension, to the scholars who study the issues that congregate 

around fans and the content they generate. 



A Game of Pawns 

6 
 

  The audience member’s position is one that virtually everyone has found themselves 

in at some point. Therefore, given the broad reach of fan and audience phenomena, I will first 

lay the groundwork for my argument by means of a brief survey of previous theories on the 

topic that attempt to define or describe the term “fan.” In one particular branch of academic 

study, some scholars subscribe to the notion that fan studies are “pre-constituted,” and, 

therefore, provide few novel insights into how new fans and their cultures emerge (Hills, “Fan 

Cultures” xiv). At the same time however, there is equally an emerging body of scholarship 

on fan cultures and media that understands fans, “as increasingly knowledgeable and ‘aware’ 

of their own representations,” and this perspective will doubtlessly enrich our understanding 

of this important phenomenon (Goor 291). 

  The field of video game studies is, moreover, under constant development. Although 

video games were already claiming their place in contemporary society by the middle of the 

20thcentury, it was not until the end of that century that they started being examined seriously 

in academia. In 1985, Mary Ann Buckles published her PhD thesis titled Interactive Fiction: 

The Computer Storygame “Adventure.” Then, Espen Aarseth’s seminal work Cybertext: 

Perspectives on Ergodic Literature (1997) presented a new, largely literary theory that could 

also be applied to games, thus highlighting the possibility of the academic studied of video 

games. Countless other publications followed such as Janet Murray’s Hamlet on the Holodeck 

(1997) and Marie-Laura Ryan’s Narrative as Virtual Reality: Immersion and Interactivity in 

Literature and Electronic Media (2001), which, like Aarseth’s work, examined video games in 

relation to narrative, while various academic journals such as Game Studies, Games and 

Culture, and Eludamos also arrived on the scene. In other words, there is a vast body of 

academic work in game studies, including publications and annual conferences, as well as 

games modules that are now regularly taught at universities all over the world.  

Importantly, James Newman’s Videogames (2004), Aphra Kerr’s The Business and 

Culture of Digital Games: Gamework and Gameplay (2006), and Nick Dyer-Witheford and 

Greig de Peuter’s Games of Empire: Global Capitalism and Video Games (2009) have since 

addressed industrial aspects of gaming. The importance of studying the video game industry 

is underscored by the consideration that, in 2019, over 2.5 billion people have been reported 

to have played online or platform computer games, while at the same time collectively 

spending more than 150 billion dollars on the industry (Wijman 2019).  
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Video games can, therefore, be approached from multiple perspectives 

(technological, sociological, psychological, narratological and economic, to name but a few 

examples), and as long as they are part of people’s lives, understanding their impact will be 

key to understanding how we live. Garry Crawford and Jason Rutter acknowledge the 

importance of studying video game networks from the technological as well as from the social 

perspective, while also referencing de Certeau’s work on how the readers introduce their own 

meanings into whatever form of text they are engaging with (273-274), hence the meaning 

making of gamers’ interplay with the industry will also be a central part of this dissertation. 

 

Fans and Games Literature Review, Contribution, and Goals 

In Ordinary People and the Media: The Demotic Turn (2009), Graeme Turner pointed out the 

lack of significant research in the field of user-generated content, arguing that there is “almost 

nothing written about, and very little empirical research which examines, what use ‘actual’ 

ordinary people might make” of participatory technologies (6). Turner wrote Ordinary People 

and the Media over a decade ago, and there has since been a great deal of research conducted 

on user-generated content as its study continues to develop. Indeed, scholars such as Matt 

Hills and Henry Jenkins have been researching fan cultures for many years now, and works 

like Jenkins’s Textual Poachers (1992; reissued in 2013) and Hills’s Fan Cultures (2002) have 

enjoyed reprints and have been discussed in the media and on fan platforms alike. The second 

edition of Jenkins’s Convergence Culture (2006) and Axel Bruns’ s Blogs, Wikipedia, Second 

Life, and Beyond: From Production to Produsage (2008) were also enthusiastically received, 

and work on fan communities and their fan-made content continues to find audiences with 

publications such as The Routledge Companion to Remix Studies (2014) by Eduardo Navas, 

Owen Gallagher, and xtine burrough, and the Transformative Works and Cultures journal. 

Equally notably, in 2012, Garry Crawford published Video Gamers, in which he examines video 

game audiences from a social and cultural perspective. 

The work of authors such as these just noted focuses on user-generated content and 

user productivity, yet newer fan-made audiovisual artefacts have not been thoroughly 

researched, especially not in the area of community building and bond strengthening. More 

specifically, there is lack of research concerning produsage in relation to community building 
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and fan resistance.2 In addition, while works such as Crawford’s Video Gamers (2012) and 

Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter’s Games of Empire (2009) touch upon fan labour in gaming 

cultures, these studies were published at a time that contemporary methods of content 

distribution, including streaming and modding platforms, were under development and had 

not reached the peak they have reached today. With the present analysis, I hope to contribute 

to existing work in this area, positioning myself in the current of research on video game fan 

cultures and user-generated content. This thesis will, therefore, offer a study of audiovisual, 

video game related, user-generated content, and its interplay with official media production. 

At the same time, I will also examine the ways in which online communities are shaped around 

official media production and how these online communities evolve. 

It perhaps goes without saying that online communities are different in various ways 

from real-world communities largely because, as the name implies, these communities are 

developed online with the tools that the Internet provides. Online communities are not 

necessarily or exclusively based on belonging to the kind of “imagined communities” about 

which Benedict Anderson wrote in his account of national communities (1991). Indeed, 

fandom and fan preferences transcend national barriers in various ways, even though in a 

limited, partial and occasional way language potentially poses communication problems. So, 

while one is not alone in fandom, it remains to be seen how fan communities are shaped and 

developed; how they evolve and grow; and what happens when the content generated by 

users is involved. 

Another aspect of online popular culture fandom that has yet to be discussed in detail 

is connected with how these online communities function in terms of organisation, 

collaboration, and authority since traditional practices of governance might not be expected 

to function in a non-physical environment. Likewise, it is important to ask what happens when 

these communities produce and create their own (user-generated) content, now that 

production tools and socialisation platforms are not the exclusive property of a select few. 

How, I will ask, can these communities be studied with the aim of understanding the current 

situation? I will then, also draw on existing theories of platform analysis, in order to discuss 

the need to reconsider existing concepts.  

 
2 I borrow the term produsage from Axel Bruns (From Production to Produsage 2008). On this topic, more in 
Chapter II. 
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Following on from this research, I will look at how user-generated web content is 

picked up and appropriated by media companies, and then incorporated in franchise 

universes, such Mortal Kombat and Fallout. And finally, I will address how the social roles of 

the producer and the audience are hybridised in the novel concept of the produser: a term 

that combines producer and user, and about which I will have more to say in Chapter II. More 

specifically, I will explain how video gaming companies have capitalised on resistive fan input, 

sometimes picking up fan ideas from social media to reward them, and on some occasions 

hiring fans to produce more content. Such activities can have implicit and explicit effects on 

fans who are not always aware of how the industry can capitalise on their efforts. My aim is 

to elucidate the methods that the gaming industry employs because, as Adrienne Shaw 

writes, “critical cultural new media studies should not simply point to how power is operating, 

but work toward subverting existing hierarchies and finding the hidden affordances of 

hegemonic processes” (600). 

And finally, all of the above will be undertaken in order to show how corporations and 

fans co-exist in the ever-expanding video game industry, and to discuss if and how fans can 

resist corporate appropriation by means of activities such as poaching, thereby perhaps 

provoking or motivating some modicum of change from within the industrial system. 

 

Methodology  

Netnography, developed by Robert V. Kozinets is perhaps one of the best ways to approach 

fan communities. As the name implies, the practice of netnography is based on techniques 

found in ethnographical studies of communities applied to online phenomena, and these 

techniques can also be beneficial for studying specific fan communities. As Kozinets defines it 

in Netnography: Doing Ethnographic Research Online,  

netnography is a participant-observational research based in online fieldwork. It uses 

computer-mediated communications as a source of data to arrive at the ethnographic 

understanding and representation of a cultural or communal phenomenon. (60)  

Netnographies are often conducted as a specific part of research projects that combine 

different methods (Kozinets, “Netnography” 55), hence netnographies are one method for 

researching online communities and not a panacea. Indeed, especially when researching fan 

communities, Nicolle Lamerichs advises that “the combination of different types of qualitative 
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data and close reading is essential” for research on fan communities (47). Results from this 

method can be easily combined with other methods, given how it complements and extends 

other research approaches (Kozinets, “Netnography” 55-56). My approach will include some 

netnographic practices—namely interviews and community-participant observation—but not 

all of them. Participant observation is, moreover, widely applied to fan studies and can be 

effectively combined with qualitative the content analysis of online material (Guerrero-Pico 

2078). Netnographies, as noted above, were conducted here as part of the broader research 

project, however where research is entirely qualitative, the use of data-gathering software is 

not essential (Kozinets, “Netnography” 79).  

 Online interviews are useful when researching the relationship of fans with a given 

platform and the role of online information in people’s lives, combined with an understanding 

of the lived experience of participants in online communities. Interviews can also shed light 

on the interconnectedness of a person’s socio-cultural and online cultural situation (Kozinets, 

“Netnography” 47). There is, however, no one single method for conducting a netnography 

interview, and interviews may take place online or offline, in the form of text or video. 

Netnographic interviews may also be open-ended, group-based, and so on. For the Twitch 

Plays Pokémon and PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds cases, the interviews took place on the 

Discord platform: a communication platform that enables textual and audiovisual messaging. 

Discord is fitting for this kind of research, since it is an instant messaging platform that has 

been used widely by various gaming communities for interaction and communication, and it 

has been linked primarily to video game cultures. For these cases, I treat all my objects of 

study with the utmost respect, being careful not to misrepresent them, and I offer 

respondents the opportunity to express their opinions openly. 

  As noted above, only some of the practices of netnography will come into play in this 

thesis. Kozinets, in Netnography, quotes Jenkins in explaining why a strict netnographic 

analysis is not necessarily entirely applicable in the context of the kinds of communities under 

study here. According to Jenkins, examining cases of communities—for example, 

communities of fans—should be read as “demonstrations of what is possible to do in the 

context of convergence culture,” while at the same time fans in those examples behave 

differently than the typical consumers when engaging with convergence culture (134). 

Therefore, not every aspect of the netnographic method, especially quantitative procedures, 
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is applicable in the context of research on fan communities.3 Furthermore, given the fact that 

“online communities are changing society,” researchers can examine “how these online 

formations affect notions of self, how they express the postmodern condition, and how they 

simultaneously liberate and constrain” by means of ethnography (Kozinets, “Netnography” 

36).4 Moreover, while netnography, which is usually conducted by collecting quantitative 

data, can offer a picture of long-term and macro events, I aim to provide a qualitative study 

that highlights particular aspects of one particular community, at one particular moment in a 

more thorough way.  

 Nicolle Lamerichs has conducted research that combines online community 

observation and interviews, in which she used multiple concepts (including netnography); for 

this approach she prefers the more neutral term “online ethnography” (54). I will also use this 

term to refer to research that includes self-participation in an online environment, interviews, 

and critical engagement with content. My methodology is, therefore, online ethnography, 

and I have designed it selectively from various methods in order to examine the three fan 

communities under study in this thesis. Hence, my methodology features elements taken 

from platform and content analysis, enhanced by self-participation, interviews with 

prominent community members, and personal observation. 

This dissertation will focus on some of the most recent developments in popular 

culture based, user-generated content, and more specifically, original audiovisual content, 

streaming, and modification. It will also focus on how fan-made content belonging in these 

three categories has become intertwined with the video game industry. I will use the features 

of online social platforms as a means of examining the cases that I have selected, in an 

attempt to reach a conclusion regarding the functionality of platforms in conjunction with 

video game-related audiovisual content. Here, Fiske’s tripartite model, along with Matt Hills’s 

work published in the Participations journal (2013), on fan productivity will be applied to the 

techno-cultural aspects of each platform and community examined, while in the 

socioeconomic analyses I base my argument on Axel Bruns’s concept of the produser (for a 

more detailed overview, see Chapters I and II). And finally, I will examine each case in terms 

 
3 The use of quantitative research methods (such as dedicated software) is not essential in qualitative-focused 
netnographies (Kozinets, “Netnography” 79), as their scope is different. In addition, research on fan 
communities has employed qualitative techniques (such as interviewing) over others (Lamerichs 47). 
 
4 This topic will be revisited in my conclusion. 
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of evolution, using my own observations after having followed each of the respective 

communities for an extended period of time. This section will be complemented with 

statements obtained through interviews with the community leaders, which will add 

additional clarity and enhance understanding.  

  It may seem somewhat counterintuitive to examine large communities using tools 

developed to investigate platforms and their connectivity. This is why it is important to keep 

in mind that platforms are used by people in order to perform specific operations, while a 

community is a different entity composed of people brought together by common goals or 

interests, and occasionally by using said platforms in order to connect. However, Van Dijck’s 

analysis and division of platforms into socioeconomic and techno-cultural elements offers a 

base from which to study online phenomena, thereby expanding its scope of applicability 

beyond social media alone. Indeed, communities on the Internet are also comprised of 

techno-cultural and socioeconomic characteristics, like platforms of connectivity. Therefore, 

I believe that applying Van Dijck’s criteria for online social platforms to communities on the 

Internet will allow for a well-rounded discussion of them (for a more detailed overview, see 

Chapter II).5  

Moreover, the study of business models, ownership, governance structures 

(socioeconomic characteristics), users and usage, technology, and content (techno-cultural 

characteristics) can illuminate numerous aspects of Internet culture, over and above 

communication platforms alone. Additionally, since my research is about communities of 

video game fans but not about their gameplay per se, I will analyse the tools that 

PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds has used to form a community, rather than devoting much 

discussion to the game itself. While the game does allow for direct communication among 

group members, the game’s content will not be of concern here, given that elements of 

gameplay are not always or necessarily of importance to a study of the community around it. 

 
5 Here, the work of Kline et al., inspired by the work of Raymond Williams, is of interest. They propose a three-
circuit model that can be applied to the analysis of various media systems (46, 51-52). The model is based on 
three circuits that define contemporary media, namely technology, culture, and marketing, each of which 
consists of various agents and practices that change slightly when the model is applied to video games. However, 
the agents detailed in the marketing circuit (marketers, commodities, consumers) remain unchanged in the 
model (52-53). The interacting circuits of technology, culture, and marketing are not entirely different from the 
techno-cultural and socioeconomic aspects of the platforms employed by video game industry. In other words, 
and following media studies scholarship, it is important to consider technological, societal, and economical 
aspects of media such as video games, given that they are ultimately versions of the convergence of these 
elements.  
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Researcher Profile 

Since the emergence of fan studies and fan communities, the question of researchers’ 

affiliation with the community under examination commonly arises. For example, the 

question of the degree and quality of the researcher’s involvement in the community being 

researched, and especially—in the case of fandoms—to what degree is the researcher a 

follower of the fandom under observation. 

I would argue that it is not necessarily problematic for researchers to be engaged with 

a community, provided that the community under observation is of genuine interest to the 

researcher, and as long as the researcher does not lose their focus on the research objective 

or becomes biased. Indeed, while Henry Jenkins’ Fans, Bloggers, and Gamers: Exploring 

Participatory Culture opens with an anecdote about a shunned popular culture fan researcher 

(1), fans actually benefit from being studied by an “aca-fan” (portmanteau of academic and 

fan) of their own fandom. The benefit reaped by fans is connected to the potential of fan-

researchers to partially if not entirely “dissolve” the boundary between ethnographer and 

community (Jenkins, “Textual Poachers” 4; Scott, “Moral Economy” 169). Indeed, R.M. Milner 

studied the Fallout game community on multiple occasions and analysed a large number of 

forum posts, while silently observing the behaviour and reactions of fellow community 

members. He claims that following the flow of the discussion continuously, while maintaining 

an invisible presence, placed him close enough to understand the community, while also 

keeping him removed enough to let interaction develop unhindered (Milner, “Discourses on 

Text Integrity” 731). Researcher fans and followers of a franchise are also familiar with the 

context and are, therefore, better positioned to study and understand communication 

between producers and fans (Milner, “Working for the Text” 498). The same applies to 

researchers who are explicit about their position as participating researchers in a community, 

which makes for trustworthiness and reflexivity (Lamerichs 53). In addition, auto-

ethnographical approaches open up a space for better understanding a particular 

environment since such approaches are useful in approaching issues of identity, self-

positioning, the idea of belonging, and the functioning of social hierarchies (Lamerichs 50). 

Although immersion is an important part of ethnographic practice, researchers are 

advised against “going native,” that is, fully immersing themselves in the practices and 

methods of the group under study, thereby risking a loss of focus (Ybema and Kamsteeg 101).  
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Maintaining distance is as important as being close to a group of “natives” in order to better 

understand them (Jong et. al 169), hence balance should be the objective. While following 

the communities that are the subjects of my three main examples, I consumed large 

quantities of online content and even interacted with several members. In the end, I managed 

to maintain a balanced stance by not adopting either a totally distanced or a blindly immersed 

position, approaching all communities from a critical perspective, as the aforementioned 

“aca-fan” researchers have done with their own cases.  In addition, with my interviews, I 

aimed at getting a better understanding of the motivation behind the community leaders, 

using an evaluative lens.  

Contents 

In Chapter I, I present my theoretical framework and basic concepts, some of which are linked 

to Benedict Anderson’s notion of imagined communities, and the audience categories 

proposed by Nicholas Abercrombie and Brian Longhurst. The combined framework was 

designed to address online communities, which are quite different than those that exist in the 

real world, mainly because—as the name implies—these imagined communities are 

developed online, with tools such as fora and Facebook groups. Additionally, while Benedict 

Anderson’s notion of imagined communities took the print industry as its starting point (and 

therefore textual production and, at least tangentially, language), online fan communities are 

based on fan preferences that, at least partially, transcend language and linguistic barriers, 

this being a salient difference between online and real world communities.6 So, while one is 

not alone in fandom, it remains to be determined how fan communities are shaped and 

developed; how they evolve and grow; and what happens when user-generated content is 

involved. Chapter I, then, addresses these issues and will set the stage for my investigation of 

participation, as well as exploitation, in video game fandom. In addition, I examine the 

concepts of participatory culture and resistance (based on de Certeau’s idea of “poaching” as 

described in 1984’s The Practice of Everyday Life), both of which comprise a central focal point 

in this dissertation.  

 
6 Language is indeed an important issue, and factors such as language can lead to the exclusion of fans from 
certain communities (Hitchcock Morimoto and Chin 174-175). This dissertation will not examine the issue of 
language in depth. The concept of imagined communities is used here simply to capture the idea of not being 
alone in one’s fandom. 
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The complexity of fan interaction with the video game industry is explored in Chapter 

II, which focuses on the impact of fan activities on games, and how these activities might 

contribute to the shaping of a video game franchise. This chapter includes a discussion of how 

exploitation fits into the discussion of video games’ participatory culture, and a reference to 

what happens when game companies perceive video game fan activities as oppositional 

rather than collaborative. This chapter then opens an avenue for a discussion of fans who 

become content shapers and later a part of the system they once attempted to resist; an 

occurrence that will be given a more detailed treatment in the following chapters.    

Chapter III is devoted to the analysis of my examples. In the first subchapter, I engage 

with James D. Rolfe’s work on the Angry Video Game Nerd series. I selected this particular 

case because it is one of the most popular and watched online series produced by a fan-

turned-creator, and it garnered a cult following that made an unanticipated impact in the 

video game industry. Twitch Plays Pokémon, a video game playthrough stream that gave 

control to the audience to shape its narrative is presented in the second subchapter. Its 

impact and legacy are examined, and, just as in the previous subchapter, this subchapter 

includes comments taken from an interview conducted with the community leader. The 

following subchapter contains a discussion of PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds, my third and 

final case. At the time of writing, PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds is one of the all-time 

popular and best-selling games. Remarkably, however, the game is the product of the 

exceptional individual action of just one person, namely Brendan Greene.  This subchapter 

also features an interview with the creator, thus providing more clarity while presenting 

Greene’s own point of view.  

A general reflection on how resistance occurs in the video game industry follows the 

examples in Chapter IV. Cultural resistance activities in video game communities are part of a 

larger discourse on participation and hegemony in popular culture, which topic is also 

discussed in Chapter IV, along with a number of possible implications thereof. 

Chapter V contains a comparative analysis of the three cases, followed by general 

observations. My aim in this comparative analysis is to highlight similarities and differences 

between The Angry Video Game Nerd, Twitch Plays Pokémon, and PlayerUnknown’s 

Battlegrounds, and to define how these cases connect with poaching, resistance, and 

exploitation in contemporary, postmodern digital entertainment industries. 

 




