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Democracy and Globalization: The Biopolitics of Video Games by Kurtis 
Smejkal 

 

The purpose of this essay is to explain how consumerism and production has lead to a de-

democratization of the workers who create the products that many of us enjoy. By providing little rights 

to their workers, often times by circumventing labour laws in a state of exception; the video game 

industry pushes for results and reinforces that if you wish to succeed in the crowded gaming market, 

you need to produce results and sell product. As this research paper will indicate, this comes at a highly 

personal price.  

As stated in Chapter 7 of Global Politics, one of the defining values and beliefs of Marxism is that, 

“the ruling class uses the media as a tool of persuasion: they try and convince everyone that the 

hierarchal structure of society is serving everyone’s interests, not just their own,” (Pg. 158). Using the 

media as a way to connect, many of the companies in question use media and globalization to enforce 

a hegemonic control for power.  Foxconn and other foreign production lines like Zapak Digital 

Entertainment have illustrated, production is not as simple as a conveyor belt and a handful of 

employees anymore. In fact, I’d go as far as to say that Marx and his notion of species life is considered 

outdated amongst the more complex forms of production prevalent in modern economies. Nick Dyer-

Witheford takes these Marxist theories on species life, and moulds it around the digital media age that 

we are now amidst. He describes how: 

For unrestricted exchange between nations and regions specializing their production on the basis 
of “comparative advantage” made the division of labour its guiding theoretical principle. Today, this 
principle, applied with an extremism that might terrify its discoverers, legitimates the neoliberal 
trade regimes at the core of globalization. Autonomists name this transnationalization of capital “the 
global factory,”. (Dyer-Witheford, 2002; Pg. 10) 

 

Witheford’s statement is correct. Nintendo and Codemasters look for that “comparative 

advantage.” By transnationalizing capital, these companies look to cut costs by investing in a “global 

factory”. As we see however with the Foxconn Suicides, when these companies look to cut costs 

there’s seemingly a risk attached to that. Is the price of human life worth simple market dominance, or 

are we simply to accept that democracy and liberty are by now nothing more than an illusion to mask 

the will of the sovereign power and the corporations which stand to benefit from the sovereign power 

and its total administration of life. To this end, the differences between hardware and software are too 
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miniscule for something like the tragedies that are the Foxconn Suicides and the digital sweat shops to 

not be considered one of the same. 

Whether these workers are in Mumbai working on code from a U.K. programmer or in a Chinese 

factory assembling an Xbox; these workers are not so much workers as they are extensions of a larger 

machine for production. Agamben describes this process as one that “radically erases any legal status 

of the individual, thus producing a legally unnamable and unclassifiable being” (2005; Pg. 3). Agamben 

describes the problem with this means of production as being how workers are being treated as 

machines, and having their basic democratic rights be suspended all for the sake of profit margins. 

Labour laws such as Article 32 of the Chinese labour law states that “Labourers can notify, at any time, 

their employer of their decision to revoke labour contracts if they are forced to work by the employer 

through means of violence, threat or deprival of personal freedom in violation of law” (Wagner, 2010). 

How is this law not being enforced in factories such as Foxconn? How can people be killing 

themselves, when such laws exist to protect the employees? The answer lies not in the law itself, but 

how law is circumvented. The problem exists when companies start profiting from the business of 

buying the contracts to outsource for companies like Codemasters and Sony, only then does the 

effectiveness of these laws come into question. The law is essentially unenforced as a means to 

promote the cycle of production. As Agamben puts it, "the state of exception appears as a threshold of 

indeterminacy between democracy and absolutism"(2005, Pg. 3). Even while many short cuts are being 

taken in China in relation to their labour laws, and the state of exception exists to reinforce production; 

many other laws are being broken in accordance to their countries respective labour laws, this is done 

by the outsourcing of programming code to companies like Zapak. This means of outsourcing labour 

laws means that, 

Online contracting circumvents a range of labour laws and practices, found in most developed 
countries that govern worker protections, minimum wage, health and retirement benefits, child 
labour, and so forth. Any jurisdiction that imposes restrictions on how crowd sourcing services 
operate might find itself bypassed. (Zittrain, 2009; Pg. 1) 

This cycle of production often times puts its workers in a compromised position as seen by the 

Foxconn Suicides. By pushing these workers to the point of suicide, this shows a clear violation of both 

articles four and five of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Which state that no one should be 

held in slavery or servitude; and that no one should be subjected to inhuman or degrading treatment 

(The Universal Declaration of Human Rights; 1948). This violation of human rights is all a by-product of 

existing in a state of exception, and in doing so, leaves these workers vulnerable to more mistreatment 

by companies like Foxconn and their management. 
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 As consumers, we are partially to blame for the cycle of production that has lead to this incident 

and many others, which I will take the liberty to call a “crisis”. In many ways, the notion of consumerism 

is the one that I’d argue is the driving force. For as much as labour laws are suspended by the 

sovereign power to create a “state of exception”, that state wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for the 

conspicuous consumption providing that demand, companies like Microsoft take their products and 

outsource it cheaply. Ultimately however, when these companies release their product, consumers are 

left wanting more. The difference between an Atari 2600 and a Playstation 3 is not only a few good 

years of innovation but a demand that’s created to which, “the superior gratification derived from the 

use and contemplation of costly and supposedly beautiful products is, commonly, in great measure a 

gratification of our sense of costliness masquerading under the name of beauty” (Veblen,1899; Pg.71). 

As consumers (and gamers), we are constantly provided with costly updated titles that are coming from 

annual franchises or an updated console for which to play them on. Games themselves, now run on an 

annual basis, with a new iteration being released each year. This is due in part to our continuous quest 

for gratification amongst a line-up of predictable sequels and uninventive smash-hits which means that 

we as consumers provide that dollar incentive for these companies to push for that strict Q4 time frame. 

One thing that’s to be admired about the Japanese culture is their unwillingness to let their 

cultural identity see any sort of outside influence; in doing so they hope to maintain a “supposedly 

homogenous national identity,” (Iwabuchi; Pg. 10). Maintaining a national identity in your cultural 

products is key; specifically in a market of globally produced products that leaves us with less defined 

cultural products. To that extent, games like Braid and Super Columbine Massacre RPG are examples 

of both cultural products and game developers using the medium to help develop new ways to tell 

stories and provide experiences to gamers that would be considered too risky for a major company like 

Activision or Electronic Arts. Braid is an excellent example, mainly because of its unconventional 

development. It wasn’t shipped across seas and it wasn’t hard-pressed to a disc —it was designed by 

Jonathan Blow and drawn by David Hellman. In its first week of release, Braid sold more than 55,000 

copies (braid-game, 2008). When comparing this success to something like a Halo or a Gears of War, 

the changes seem almost substantial. The success of games like Braid rarely change anything, a lot of 

the success still resides with big budget titles. With 55,000 units sold just in those first few weeks, Blow 

has not gone toe-to-toe with the likes of a huge Q4 release like Gears of War, in which case a he would 

be going against the tactics of a company, where the company’s organizational practices such as 

techniques and rationalities are created by which subjects are governed have the financial backing 

that’s critical to succeed (Mayhew, 2004). Like Braid, the Super Columbine Massacre RPG is a game 

that is clearly not a professional job, unlike with Braid. Super Columbine Massacre RPG managed to be 
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accepted for its artistic vision. Despite being nothing nearly as polished as what we’d normally see, it 

functions as a video game. On his blog, Ian Bogost states how: 

I think everyone who disses the Columbine RPG is gutless. Most haven't played the game, or have 
played it with such preconceptions that they're blinded to the genuis, the honesty, the beauty of its 
social commentary. Super Columbine Massacre RPG is riddled with design flaws and has mediocre 
graphics by 1995, the maker of the game admits this, but it regardless is a work of art. It puts you in 
the mindset of the killers and provides a very clear suggestion of why they did what they did; they 
were enacting an ideological demonstration through a terrorist act, and the game shines light on this 
as an indictment of the American dream and way of life painfully close to the main nerve. (2006) 

 Maintaining a cultural identity is key, even if Super Columbine Massacre RPG lets people know 

that it doesn’t necessarily need to be pretty. The problem with outsourcing is that you lose your culture 

and identity, all for the sake of saving money. What we have now, are games that have no core to 

them. Many don’t exist as forms of cultural expression, and the ones that do, just don’t seem to be the 

norm. A lot of games are made now with big budgets and huge production schedules, to imagine that a 

minimalist design philosophy catching on is hard to imagine. As pessimistic as that sounds, people 

need to remain optimistic, for as Dyer Witheford explains, such developers (and in some forms, 

protestors) need to exist outside of the norm, 

Part of the significance of protests such as Seattle is the reappearance “on the street” of mass labor 
and trades unions, which often play a crucial role in financing and mobilizing such events. Equally 
significant however, is that these are not, in terms of tactics or theoretical work, the most aggressive 
or innovative sectors. Such roles are assumed by subjects whose experiences of exploitation either 
develop in new workplaces thrown up by the globalization process but outside the reach of the 
traditional labor movement—in “McJobs” or as “netslaves”—or from other points in the global factory. 
If the workplace continues to be the sharp-end of capitalism, it now figures as the savage pinnacle of 
an iceberg resting on a submerged base of unwaged and invisible collective activity. (Dyer-
Witheford, 2002; Pg.11) 

Foxconn has gone on the defensive since the public discovery of the suicides. One of the 

solutions offered by the company was a Suicide Release pledge. A pledge to which Foxconn’s 

employees were told to sign letters where they would promise not to kill themselves; In addition, in the 

sudden case that they did decide to be despondent with life, they had to agree to be institutionalised if 

they showed symptoms of having an "abnormal mental or physical state for the protection of myself and 

others" (SMH, 2010). This is nothing less than a furthering of the Governmentality of the company. 

Governmentality is defined by Foucault as the ways in which organized practices such as techniques 

and rationalities are created through which subjects are governed (Mayhew, 2004). As Foucault 

articulates, this solution isn’t really a solution to the problem. Foxconn and the Chinese government 

have created a state of exemption; and they wish to show a side of their policies that articulates them in 

a more caring way.  As long as these companies are the ones implementing the rules, can we really 
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trust them? They are putting the rights of their workers on the line for reduced costs and higher profits, 

and then rationalizing the workers attempts to escape their work conditions.  I’d argue that until there is 

outside influence, there can’t really be too much trust put into a process created by a company like 

Foxconn. 

In researching these cases, one consistent thing is the willingness of a lot of these companies to 

send in their own teams to inspect the conditions of Foxconn and its employees. As I’ve already 

discussed, Governmentality plays into this in a way that precludes any true change from occurring. 

What I suggest be done, is a rating system for video game production to be created. Similar to the 

Electronic Software Rating Board (ESRB) and its rating which suggests to parents which games are 

appropriate for their child; rather than suggesting an age range for a game however, this rating system 

tells gamers about the process of development. Both in its location and its development process, the 

question needs to be asked of: is this process of video game development ethical to its workers? At this 

point, there is a disconnect. The people making the games don’t necessarily own their games, or even 

their own rights, compare that to cultural products like Braid or Super Columbine RPG. In Chapter 2 of 

Global Politics, the author writes that states “have moral values because they contain a political 

community. The community is the expression of a common life that its members have produced, 

sustained, and participated in as meaning-producing human beings” (Pg.34). Meaning that for the state 

to execute its control through sovereign power, it must go through the people who have created the 

community.       
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