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Introduction
Playful Work

Pablo Abend, Mathias Fuchs, Karin Wenz

This is the second issue of the double volume on “playbour”. The term playbour 
has been coined by Kücklich already in 2005 to describe the forms of unpaid 
labour within the game modding community. What comes across as a leisure 
activity, or an extension of play, is being commodified by the creative industry and 
therefore the relationship between work and play is changing. We decided to use 
the concept as inspiration for the double volume, in which we label the two sides 
of playbour as “laborious play” and “playful work”. The latter will be dealt with in 
this second issue. While, following Kücklich, the notion of a hybrid of work and 
play has often been analysed as the threat of ludic activities turning into hard 
work, the hybridity of work-play amalgams also opens a door for understanding 
playbour as a playful mode of working. Seen this way, work is not any longer 
conceived as necessarily opposed and sharply distinguished from play. Instead of 
taking work as a given, an anthropological constant, it can be negotiated, designed 
and redesigned, maintained to some degree—or abolished completely. This shifts 
the focus away from the conception of work as anthropological, genuinely human 
achievement (Bataille 1975) and a constant for all people in all times, towards an 
understanding of work as an act of drawing or blurring boundaries. Just like play, 
work is not a given, but an active achievement of all actors involved, including 
non-human actors like office rooms, interiors, Zoom spaces, Apple’s Facetime, 
or Microsoft Teams. It is a factor that shapes relationships, politics, economics, 
social media content, and ultimately our own concept of the self. Therefore, the 
hybridity implied in the terms Playful Work and Laborious Play is conceptualising 
work (as well as play) as effecting the blurring of boundaries. This dilution of 
sharp boundaries does not happen by chance, but becomes a (design) strategy, 
e.g. of interior designers (when work spaces are playfully drawn up), or economics 
(when playfulness gets monetized). Before we can start analysing the shifting—if 
not the dilution—of boundaries, we should take a look at the historic situation at a 
time when work was still work, and work only (see the interview with Fred Turner 
in this issue). 

Proverbial wisdom of the kind that “All work and no play make Jack a dull 
boy”, recalls the sharply drawn line between work on one side—and play on the 
other. Paul Lafargue, in The Right to Be Lazy, shouts out: “O, idiots, it is because 
you work too much that the industrial equipment develops slowly!” (1883). What 
Marx’s stepson suggests here, even if stated in a satirical tone, is a model of 
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progress that relies on a reduction of the individual work time. The benefit, as 
hinted within the lines, would be a gain in leisure time or lazy playtime. Despite 
some setbacks, labor disputes, some of them fierce, ensured that working hours 
were reduced further and further in the 20th century in favor of health and recre-
ation. In Germany, for example, working hours were limited to eight hours per day 
for all employees starting on January 1, 1919 (see Schneider 1985: 83). The demand 
for an eight-hour day was justified, among other things, to improve the mental 
and physical condition of the workforce and as a prerequisite for the restoration 
and upliftment of family life which is why the eight-hour working day was first to 
be realized for women, who had to take care of the household in addition to their 
wage labor (ibid). During the last decades of the 20th century there was an explicit 
claim of the unions to reduce the amount of work that had to be done on a weekly 
basis. Widespread hopes for a 35-hour workweek—or even a basic wage for those 
who did not want to work—became a political request and a viable possibility. 
The claims were based on the assumption that work is not fun, and that only the 
reduction of work-time could lead to more leisure-time, more play-time.  

It becomes obvious, however, that the most productive industries of our 
days, e.g. the big software companies of Silicon Valley, do not implement such 
demands. Those who get selected by the creative industry and hired by Google or 
Facebook work under a time regime that was unimaginable in old industries of 
the past decade like car or electronics manufacturers. For example, the making 
of the computer game Red Dead Redemption 2 is said to have forced employees 
into 100-hour workweeks. Even if investigative journalism calls such conditions 
“Amazing, Depressing, and Infuriating All at Once” (Brandon 2021), there is a 
tacit agreement between game industry and game designers that an eagerness for 
self-exploitation beyond legal and medical limits is appropriate if not extremely 
‘cool’. The industry defends this by pretending that this is “necessary” (Webster 
2018) and the employees justify it by convincing themselves that their work is 
fun. Others identify such excessive workloads as a matter of “passion”, rather than 
work (ibid). 

At the heart of those working in the tech industry is the focus on time as 
quantitative, something that can be managed through automation and time 
management. The idea that automation leads to more time and that an effective 
time management can be codified is critically discussed by Waczman (2019). She 
refers to a work culture where employees always have too many interesting and 
fun things to do and “hyper-productivity, living in the fast lane, is valorised as 
a way to success” (Waczman 2019: 1277). Doing more in less time develops as 
an ethics, very much in contradiction to the above mentioned Right to Be Lazy. 
Michael Roberts points out that

“[T]he last time the federal government passed legislation regarding working hours was 

with the Fair Labor Standards Act in 1938, which set the norm for a full-time job at eight 

hours a day and forty hours a week. Not only have we not seen any further reduction in 
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working hours since 1938, but the situation has gotten worse in recent decades, as workers 

today are working a full month longer every year than they were in the late 1960s—and for 

less pay.” (Roberts 2018: 63)

It seems that Hannah Arendt’s critical comment, that we tend to “glorify labour” 
(1998: 85) has been appropriated by entrepreneurs and lifestyle coaches and 
turned into something inevitably desirable. How is that possible?

To a large extent, this is made possible by introducing the concept of gamifica-
tion that eradicates the essential difference of work and play, or of “life time” as 
opposed to “work time” (Marx 1976: 377), suggesting that work can be playful and 
fun. It has often been suggested that Karl Marx expressed hopes of ridding work 
from alienation and thereby transforming alienated work into some new form 
of “unalienated activity” (cf. Hinman 1978). But it would be distorting to portray 
Marx here as a proponent of gamification avant la lettre. In stark contrast to the 
apologists of gamified work, Marx called for a quantitative reduction of work, 
which would make room for an expansion of play. He proposed an emancipation 
from alienated work, and not a transformation of alienated work into supposedly 
free unalienated activity (cf. Roberts 2018).

Figure 1: Coworking space in Berlin. Photo: Mathias Fuchs

Why is this still of importance now? Precisely because current ideology insists on 
transcending the difference between work and play. Like the larger creative industry, 
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start-up companies do not entice new employees with well-regulated working times. 
Instead, they boast about long hours and frequent work during nights and on 
weekends are the norm. They do so by blurring the lines: Gamified work, gamified 
working environments, home offices, Google Offices, shared coworking spaces 
with integrated kindergarten, hybrid work environments, and the like, propose new 
forms of work almost inseparable from leisure, recreation, and play.

In addition to the diagnosis that certain work contexts are being gamified, 
however, one can also look at overarching cultural transformations. In his article 
on Playful Identities or the Ludification of Culture Raessens (2006) describes such 
cultural transformations with the term “ludification of culture”. He investigated how 
computer games but also digital technologies in general support playful goals outside 
of the gaming context and investigates playful identity construction within the context 
of ludification. In his inaugural speech in 2010 (published 2014) Raessens clarifies 
that he uses the concept ‘ludification of culture’ not as an ontological but as epistemo-
logical claim instead. Raessens suggests using the concept of play as a heuristic tool 
to understand cultural transformations. Subsequently, such a ludification of culture 
with a specific focus on “work-home interferences” as well as “interferences of work 
and play” have been investigated by several authors (cf. Beauregard 2006; Dippel/
Fizek 2016, 2017, 2019; Hommadova Lu/Carradini 2020). In their publication from 
2019 Dippel and Fizek develop a work-play interference model. They borrow a term 
used in physics to describe not only the interaction between work and play but also 
their capacity to mutually transform each other. The work/play interference “illus-
trates the dissolving distinction between the two qualities, and surpasses a strictly 
dualistic mode of thinking” (Dippel/Fizek 2016: 2).

In the spirit of the research addressed, the authors of this issue of the Journal 
of Digital Culture & Society analyse critically how the boundaries of work and play 
shift and dissolve, what role gamification plays in our society and how playful 
gamified education, work and entertainment can be described. 

The first author in this issue takes a look at the phenomenon of playbour from 
an unusual point of view. His interest is what Lyotard (1974) and also Deleuze 
and Guattari (1980) called “The Economics of Libido” (Économie Libidinale). 
Julian Baller argues that “the ludic constitution of the masochistic setting that 
the creation and execution of slavish scenes, often with the aid of tools and toys, 
certain dress codes, positions and figures of speech, opens up spaces in which 
questions of labor and self-determination can be virtually negotiated under 
aspects of power and the critique of domination.” He bases his argument on a 
proposition by Deleuze that “such a setting radically excludes any playful ‘magic 
circle’, any ‘as if’. The sadist, according to Deleuze, is concerned with proving 
theory in reality, while the masochist potentiates a dialectical ‘as if’ on various 
levels.” The autor’s interest is to contextualize sexual desire and sexual preferences 
within frameworks of the politics of desire and shifting terminology in the S/M 
community. Baller states that S/M practices which in the 1950s have been labeled 
“work” are now conceived as play. The article wants to open a field of discussion to 
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understand “kink” practices not exclusively as an expression of desire, but as well 
as a mode of a communication amongst bodies within the settings of power and 
trappings, provisions and “dispositif” / apparatus (Foucault 1977). Baller finishes 
his essay with a quote that explains what the cryptic title of “Becoming one’s own 
Polaroid” means. No spoilers at this point!

Rolf Nohr discusses teaching machines since their introduction in 1950 in 
the USA in his article “Instructional Devices. Teaching Machines, Serious Games 
and Subject Technologies”. He shows that teaching machines were understood 
as a change in educational concepts rather than a new technology. Teaching 
machines use the method of multiple-choice tests offered to the learner and show 
the result directly. This is a method that aims at correcting the learner’s behaviour 
without the need for a teacher supporting the learning process. They were seen as 
a solution in a crisis at a time when it was claimed that teachers were failing but 
also as a way to deal with new technological developments and prepare the learner 
for an increasingly automated job market. Nohr relates this change in educational 
concepts to behaviourism and Skinner’s theory of learning but also to Taylorian 
thoughts of increasing effectiveness. Based on this discourse, a market for 
teaching machines evolved that was later served by computers used for teaching 
under the name computer-assisted instruction (CAI) and today by companies 
providing learning apps. Teaching machines are forms of self-education that were 
not only used in schools but also in the training of US Air force military personnel. 
The subject concepts of different educational approaches are introduced and the 
connection to gamification and serious games is made. Nohr finishes his article 
with the important question: “which subject concepts are demonstrated by today’s 
functionally designed tools of gamification and serious games?”

Dale Leorke examines the phenomenon and concept of “Post-casual Play” 
and challenges the idea that “hardcore” and “casual” gamers are fighting two 
completely different battles. For Leorke, more important than drawing a clear 
line, is to carefully analyse affect, demand and labour in digital gaming. There 
are casual games that require a high level of commitment, concentration and 
endurance. There are also AAA games that can be played—and are often played—
in a very casual way. The author presents three notions of play behaviour that he 
labels “fluid”, “background” and “extreme”. “Fluid play” has become possible as 
game difficulty is increasingly responsive and adaptive to players’ gaming skills. 
This fluidity breaks down barriers and opens up genres and franchises tradition-
ally as being hardcore to a wider audience. “Background play” unfolds around idle 
games and idle features that fold play into the background “ambience” of everyday 
life while requiring persistent input from players. This reshapes the flexibility 
of casual games into a continuous affective relationship that cannot be simply 
described as casual or hardcore. Finally, “extreme play” occurs when seemingly 
casual games demand behaviour that players subjectively perceive as “extreme”. 
Leorke also analysis affect and stereotypical assignment of “virtues” and “attri-
butions” pinned at “hardcore” and “casual” gamers. Masculinity and skillful-
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ness are superficially assumed on one side of the spectrum, whereas immature 
and leisurely behaviour are thought to dominate the other side. This leads to 
statements that “Hypercasual Female Gamers Are Taking Over the Industry” 
(Anderton 2020). Leorke opposes such binary polarisations and finds productive 
concepts within the “post-casual”.

Derek Curry compares high frequency trading practices and video game 
cheats to come to an understanding of a secretive and proprietary financial culture. 
Like gamers, the traders use special hardware and cheat codes, and exploit glitches 
and software bugs to alter the rules for how a game is played. Curry conducts his 
research in looking at the twin phenomena of cheating in financial operations 
and of cheating in rule-based games on different levels. In regard to play ethics he 
wonders to what degree cheating is accepted or even adored by gamers and traders. 
He picks up a vague intuition by Huizinge, that the “hazy border-line between 
play and seriousness is illustrated very tellingly by the use of the words ‘playing’ or 
‘gambling’ for the mechinations on the Stock Exchange” (Huizinga 1964: 52). But 
different from traditional stock exchange operations the high frequency traders 
resemble players of digital games in so far, as both rely on algorithmic systems. 
They have to follow the constraints of the software, but they can also break the 
rules in adding modifications, hacks or support software. In regard to the cultural 
framing and lifestyle aspects, Curry observes that high frequency traders in some 
cases have been called “SOES Bandits”, for making money with Nasdaq’s Small 
Order Execution System, have dressed like typical Gen-X slackers wearing baggy 
shorts, t-shirts, and baseball caps. Their working environments resemble video 
game arcades. The high frequency traders form a peculiar subculture within the 
field of stock trading: business outsiders. There is a new generation of traders and 
financial service professionals that grew up playing video games. Some of these 
professionals operate according to computer game principles and they employ 
strategies that resemble those when playing computer games.

In his article “Making the Virtual a Reality: Playful Work and Playbour in 
the Diffusion of Innovations”, Maxwell Foxman looks at how playful work is 
fostered within the innovation process by a producer of consumer electronics. The 
author uses the example of a VR headset by the company Oculus—purchased by 
Facebook-now-Meta Platforms Inc. in 2014. Back in 2012 Oculus set up a Kick-
starter for the development of an inexpensive VR display. The campaign was a 
success not only financially, but also because it created a wave of enthusiasm for 
the product that resulted in a revitalization of collaborative production. Maxwell 
dives into the inner workings of a production system organized around gamified 
work using Kücklick’s concept of playbour and van Dijck’s six components for 
platform analysis. The Oculus “Rift” headset is used as a case study to investigate 
the different forms of playbour the system has been built on and to shed light on 
how playful labour of early adopters impacts the diffusion of innovations. It shows 
the dual character of playful work in the context of the entertainment industry. 
On the one hand, the Oculus product in conjunction with the Kickstarter platform 
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encouraged devotees to play with and appropriate the technology. On the other 
hand, this ‘platformization’ bound the creative and productive users to specific 
ideologies and politics mediated by protocols and end user license agreements 
(EULAs) among other areas. In order how actual users navigate this field of 
tension, the platform analysis is complemented with the results of 90 semi-struc-
tured interviews of early VR-adopters. 

Cemile Tokgöz-Şahoğlu analyses in the article “Social production of hybrid 
spaces through playbour” the exploitation of playbour in the Location Based Mobile 
Games (LBMGs) Ingress and Pokémon GO! Tokgöz-Şahoğlu investigates how 
urban space and digital space are connected in LBMGs and how these function as 
an interface between the player and the city. While players move through urban 
space, they share geo-location data  but also social and economic information that 
is analysed by the game company for marketing purposes. Not only players’ data 
are used but also the active participation of players as e.g. in the case of Ingress 
for which players produced content, tutorials and translated information about the 
game from English to Turkish. Tokgöz-Şahoğlu’s ethnographic study shows that 
the Ingress community attracted mostly male players with a high interest in the 
IT sector and a high motivation to develop the game further and suggest routes to 
take in cities, sharing knowledge and experiences about the physical urban space. 
The game Pokémon GO! follows a different strategy that attracts a different player 
community. In Pokémon GO!, brands pay to make their shops or restaurants a 
part of the game. These places are then integrated into the game as places where 
players stop by to collect items. This helps to create player traffic coming to these 
places but also makes marketing of products very effective. While the experience 
of playing together in the same urban spaces produces social capital and leads to 
stronger bonds within the communities of players, these games also embed capi-
talism into the digital game space, which leads to economic exploitation. Tokgöz-
Şahoğlu’s ethnographic study shows the different and complex ways in which 
playbour is an integral part of LBMGs.

In the course of the hype around gamification, elements of the gamification 
cycle also found their way into the seminar rooms of universities and the class-
rooms of schools. Through positive feedback (leaderboards, rankings, and badges) 
rather than penalties (lines, detention, penalty work), educators hope to increase 
motivation and the willingness to perform and, last but not least, to transform such 
a serious matter as learning into a fun activity. The gamification of elementary 
education is the topic of Jorge Oceja and Angel Torres-Toukoumidis’ article “The 
Business of Gamifying School Work. Perceptions of the Gamification Phenom-
enon and the Services and Companies Behind It”. The article starts out with the 
observation that one of the core concerns of teachers, namely motivating students 
by transforming learning into a fun and playful experience, is now leading to 
digital gamification solutions becoming more and more attractive. The authors 
describe how companies offering digital gamification solutions are entering the 
market with apps like Kahoot, Duolingo and Class Dojo. They then explore different 
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perspectives on these software products of teachers and principles of elementary 
schools. Three in-depth, semi-structured interviews with principals who also 
work as teachers in public schools in the city of Santander, Northern Spain, reveal 
a range of attitudes from enthusiasm given that most software is “free” to critical 
views about the “colonization” of the classroom by gamification software and their 
providers.

For the interview in this issue Pablo Abend had a conversation with Stanford 
professor and Silicon Valley insider Fred Turner. The questions and answers cover 
a wide range of topics—from the Bauhaus in the US over countercultural cyber-
netics to technology and consciousness. Turner explains how in Silicon Valley 
the idea to turn work into play is strongly connected to the transformation of 
your interior desires and pleasures into informational commodities that can be 
managed, circulated, and turned to profit. Instead of fixing the system, Turner 
proposes the return to a space where play leads back to meaningful connections to 
others and to the environment. To achieve this, we have to again break apart play 
and work in order to understand that “Work is Work and Work is good.”

References

Anderton, Kevin (2020): “Hypercasual Female Gamers Are Taking Over The 
Industry [Infographic].” Forbes. Retrieved from https://www.forbes.com/sites/
kevinanderton/2020/09/29/hypercasual-female-gamers-are-taking-over-the-
industry-infographic/?sh=33934d9c7c13.

Arendt, Hannah (1998): The Human Condition. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press.

Bataille, Georges (1975): Das theoretische Werk I: Die Aufhebung der Ökonomie. 
München: Rogner und Bernhard.

Beauregard, T. Alexandra (2006): Predicting interference between work and home: 
A comparison of dispositional and situational antecedents. Journal of Manage-
rial Psychology 21(3), 244–264. https://doi.org/10.1108/02683940610659588

Brandon, John (2021): “Employees at Rockstar Games Worked 100 Hours Per Week 
to Finish Red Dead Redemption 2. That’s Amazing, Depressing, and Infuri-
ating All at Once” In: Inc.com. Retrieved from: https://www.inc.com/john-
brandon/employees-at-rockstar-games-worked-100-hours-per-week-to-finish-
red-dead-redemption-2-thats-amazing-depressing-infuriating-all-at-once.html.

Deleuze, Gilles/Guattari, Felix (1980): A thousand plateaus: Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia. Paris: Minuit.

Dippel, Anne/Fizek, Sonia (2016): “Ludification of work or Labourisation of play? 
On work-play interferences.” In: Digital Games Research Association (DiGRA), 
Dundee, 04.08.2016.

Dippel, Anne/Fizek, Sonia (2017): “Ludification of Culture. The significance of 
play and games in everyday practices of the digital era.” In: G. Koch, (ed.), Digi-

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1108/02683940610659588
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1108/02683940610659588
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1108/02683940610659588
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1108/02683940610659588
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1108/02683940610659588
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1108/02683940610659588


Introduction 13

talisation: Theories and Concepts for Empirical Cultural Research. Routledge, 
pp. 276–292.

Dippel, Anne/Fizek, Sonia (2019): “Laborious playgrounds : Citizen science games 
as new modes of work/play in the digital age.” In: René Glas/Sybille Lammes/
Michiel Lange/Joost Raessens/Imar Vries (eds.), The Playful Citizen. Amster-
dam: Amsterdam University Press, pp. 255–271.

Foucault, Michel (2001 [1984]): Confessions of the Flesh. In: The History of Sexu-
ality, Vol. 4. Edited by Frederic Gros, Translated by Robert Hurley. New York: 
Pantheon.

Hinman, Laurence (1978): “Marx’s Theory of Play, Leisure, and Un-Alienated 
Praxis.” Philosophy and Social Criticism 5(2): 192–228.

Hommadova Lu, Anya/ Carradini, Stephen (2020): “Work–game balance: Work 
interference, social capital, and tactical play in a mobile massively multiplayer 
online real-time strategy game.” In: New Media & Society 22(12): 2257–2280.

Huizinga, Johan (1964): Homo Ludens: A study of the play-element in culture. 
Boston: Beacon Press.

Kücklich, Julian (2005): “Precarious Playbour: Modders and the Digital Games 
Industry.” The Fibreculture , 5(1): n.p.

Lafargue, Paul (1883): “The Right To Be Lazy and Other Studies”. In: Lafargue 
Internet Archive. Retrieved From: https://www.marxists.org/archive/lafar-
gue/1883/lazy/ch03.htm#a7.

Lyotard, Jean-François (1974): Économie Libidinale. Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit.
Marx, Karl (1976 [= 1867]): Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Vol. I. Trans-

lated by Ben Fowkes. London: Penguin Books.
Raessens, Joost (2006): “Playful identities, or the ludification of culture.” In: 

Games and Culture 1(1): 52–57.
Raessens, Joost (2014): “Ludification of Culture.” In: Mathias Fuchs/Sonia Fizek/

Paolo Ruffino/Niklas Schrape (eds.), Rethinking Gamification. Lüneburg: 
Meson Press, pp. 91–111. https://mediarep.org/bitstream/handle/doc/2965/
rethinking_gamification_91–114_raessens_ludification.pdf?sequence=1.

Roberts, M. J. (2018): The Politics of Playtime. Reading Marx through Huizinga 
on the Desire to Escape from Ordinary Life. American Journal of Play 11(1): 
46–64.

Schneider, Michael (1984): Der Kampf um die Arbeitszeitverkürzung von der 
Industrialisierung bis zur Gegenwart. Gewerkschaftliche Monatshefte 35(2): 
77–89.

Wajcman, Judy (2019): “How Silicon Valley Sets Time.” In: New Media & Society, 
(21)6: 1272–89. doi: 10.1177/1461444818820073.

Webster, Andrew (2018): “Rockstar says senior staff chose to work excessive hours 
on Red Dead Redemption 2”. In: The Verge. Retrieved from https://www.
theverge.com/2018/10/15/17979606/rockstar-red-dead-redemption-2-crunch-
100-hour-work-week.




