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DLC: Perpetual Commodification of the  

Video Game 
 

Ryan Lizardi 
 

The United States video game industry has become a multi-billion dollar-a-year 

business, due in large part to the explosion of downloadable content (DLC). Video 

game DLC includes handheld gaming and additional content not found on software 

discs. The DLC trend is examined for its increasing exploitation of video game con-

sumers through a perpetual form of commodification. This article will show that 

video game DLC is a cyclical form of commodification, though not simply imma-

nent or intertextual. Meaning that players are not paying for a commodity that 

springs from a previous product, but continually coming back and paying for the 

same product over and over again. DLC multiplayer maps in the first-person 

shooter, additional music tracks in rhythm games, and MMORPG microtransac-

tions are explored for the ways they exist to fill the monetary gap between game 

software releases, but end up simultaneously exploiting consumers and their free/

immaterial labor.  

 

 

Introduction 
 

A 
 popular sentiment passed around about the Great Depression in the US is that 

the film industry not only survived where other industries had failed, but flour-

ished in the face of incredible adversity. The film industry was seen as an inde-

structible source of escape for those going through hard times. In the recent 

bout of economic turmoil, sometimes called the Great Recession (Wessel 2010), it is not as 

if the film industry is floundering, but another medium has taken up the mantle of a "turmoil

-proof" cultural force. The United States video game industry now accounts for over twenty-

five billion dollars a year (Entertainment Software Association 2011), and by some esti-

mates has surpassed the film industry in economic earnings and importance both in the US 

and internationally (Chatfield 2009). The economic force of this growing industry alone 

makes it important to study for its impact on culture, but this article will argue that when 

coupled with issues of exploitation of consumers through a cycle of perpetual commodifica-

tion, some of this industry's practices have become quite problematic. 

Another popular sentiment that is involved in discourses surrounding video games is that 

they give their users more worth for their money proportionately compared to other forms of 

media commodities, though this article will argue this is not the case. Scholars like Edward 

Castronova posit that video games offer a milder form of commodification compared to 

other media as a "person will watch a film for two hours but play a game for one hundred 

hours" and that if "a film costs $10 and a game $50, you might expect the game to occupy 

Democratic Communiqué 25, No. 1, Spring 2012 

1

Lizardi: DLC: Perpetual Commodification of the Video Game

Published by ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst, 2021



ten times the number of hours. It is much more than that, however" (25). Not all genres 

would fall into this inflated temporal commitment, as story-based games and those with high 

replay value would most likely be played for longer than those considered more casual and 

ephemeral. These economic exploitation considerations do not include initial investments in 

hardware, which for video games can be substantial, but the larger issue with this postula-

tion is that the video game has only the appearance of proportionately "lighter" consumer 

exploitation, and that contemporary economic trends and developments in this industry 

show the truly "heavy" form of consumer exploitation.  

While analyzing the increased consumer exploitation, the focus will specifically be on 

console gaming (though PC gaming will not be ignored) given console‘s dominance of the 

gaming market. In 2002, Dmitri Williams noted that even though the amount of titles re-

leased by the PC gaming industry compared to the console producers was around ten to one, 

PC gaming profits per title were a mere 1.5 percent of consoles (47). In an updated look at 

United States sales figures by the Entertainment Software Association in 2011, the percent-

age of dollar growth in the PC gaming industry represented only 4 percent. Concurrently in 

console gaming, there has been an increase in digital delivery sales of which supplemental 

downloadable content, known as DLC, is a large portion representing 24 percent of video 

game sales in 2010. This 24 percent equaled sales of 5.8 billion dollars in 2010 and points to 

the increasing importance of this sector to not only supplement software sales 

(Entertainment Software Association 2011), but in the case of DLC to extend the market life 

of a successful product. 

The video game industry has recently shifted from one based predominantly, if not 

solely, on the sale of software discs or cartridges to one that increasingly relies on DLC to 

extend the commodity life of profitable games. Historically, success for consoles meant 

"establishing a large title base for a system‘s launch through an established network of de-

velopers, brand recognition and a ‗killer app'" (Castronova 45). Much like other media de-

fined as culture industries (Adorno 2001; Hesmondhalgh 2002), this need for a software 

base placed pressure on the video game industry to rely on a structure where a "small num-

ber of 'hits' must cover the production costs of a large number of products which fail to 

make a profit" (Kerr 45). In fact, these hits only represent a small number of games made as 

"it is estimated that only 3 percent of digital games make a profit" (Kerr 45). Not only does 

this lead to the video game industry's embrace of bankable "generic categories" (Kerr 45), 

but also makes it even more pertinent that game producers attempt to extend the timetable of 

popular, profitable game franchises. Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter describe the 

console as a "machine for using up the ephemeral experience encoded in the game soft-

ware" (78), meaning that games are designed to have a planned obsolescence. Many times 

selling these consoles at a financial loss so as to capitalize on software sales, Dyer-

Witheford and de Peuter note that "if each game took thirty hours to complete or abandon, 

then gamers would have to spend about three hundred hours, controller in hand, to 'repay'" 

console makers (78). This gap between initial console sale and eventual profits from soft-

ware becomes important for this article, as console makers doggedly search for ways to 

shrink this gap, and recently this search has revealed DLC. Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 
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discuss Microsoft as the pioneer of this mentality as they developed "other dimensions to 

the console-based extraction of machinic surplus value" in the form of their Xbox Live ser-

vice and Xbox Live Arcade game downloads (78). 

This article examines the DLC trend and its increasing exploitation of video game con-

sumers from a variety of perspectives. First, by exploring the history of DLC and the ways 

in which it has become the ubiquitous norm for all of the major companies involved in the 

console video game industry, important aspects of its cultural impact can be ascertained. 

Second, the idea of a perpetual cycle of commodification will be more closely examined for 

its implications on user exploitation enhanced by DLC, which appeal to completionist ideals 

amongst fellow users. Third, and significantly related to exploitation, DLC will be examined 

as part of a larger trend in the video game industry to exploit their users not only for this 

money but also for their free and immaterial labor in the areas of implicit game testing and 

content creation. By examining these three interrelated areas surrounding DLC it will be 

possible to understand key logics involved with the economic and cultural impact of this 

ubiquitous new video game industry trend. 

 

 

Downloadable Content Explained: 

DLC can mean different things for different industries, but with this analysis focusing spe-

cifically on console gaming it will refer to a smaller payment designed to enhance a game 

text to which a user already has access. The economic strategy of getting consumers to pay 

smaller amounts of money multiple times over the life of a product is not a new strategy and 

is employed in a variety of ways in our current media landscape. This economic model is 

used in many media such as purchasing e-Books for an e-Reader even when one already 

owns a physical copy of those books. In the video game world, this economic logic mani-

fests as extra textual content that does not originally come on the software disc, such as mul-

tiplayer maps for first-person shooters. This supplemental content is extremely important for 

many game genres for a multitude of reasons, including offering additions to the in-game 

story as well as keeping a game "fresh." However, the most significant reason for an in-

creasing reliance on DLC for video games is that consumers end up paying for a game long 

after their initial purchase. Instead of paying once for a video game and leading to the afore-

mentioned misconception of users enjoying a proportionately higher amount of hours of 

leisure time, the user is drawn into a perpetual cycle of commodification through DLC. 

Advances in technology play a large role in this burgeoning commodification trend, as 

much of the DLC implementation would have been difficult if not impossible just a few 

years ago. Far from being a technologically determined business strategy, larger hard drive 

sizes, portability of media, and faster Internet speeds certainly opened up the possibility for 

many of these supplemental media downloads. As an example, one of the primary video 

game consoles in the current "generation" is Sony's Playstation 3, which initially launched 

with twenty and sixty gigabyte versions, then increased this capacity in upwards of 250 

gigabytes in the console's first three years. Not only does this speak to the popular Moore's 
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Law, which states that the "number of transistors on a chip will double about every two 

years" (Intel 2011), but also points to the ability to download a large amount of complemen-

tary files associated with the game/media already on the physical software discs. Internet 

speed is also important here, as some of these files, from full-length films to add-on content 

for video games, are large and are best downloaded on fast connections. Finally, portability 

is something that goes hand in hand with DLC not only because of the ability to take this 

media on the go, but also because of the ability to access and download this media away 

from home. A product like the Amazon Kindle would most likely not be nearly as popular if 

the e-Books could not be accessed through wireless and 3G connections. Again, this is not 

to say that these technological advancements determined that DLC would become the norm 

in media acquisitions, but they simply made available forms of monetization that had been 

desired for some time.  

One corporate entity that benefits a great deal from the rise of DLC is the console pro-

ducers themselves. These companies now have a more technologically attractive system that 

can download the expansion of their previously static video games directly from the con-

sole. They also frequently produce video games themselves, which leads not only to reve-

nues from the console and the game, but also from the DLC that follows. Even when a con-

sole producer, like Microsoft, does not produce a game the production of value through 

DLC is all but guaranteed. For example, in 2009 the game developer Valve, the makers of 

Left 4 Dead (2008), was in the process of releasing an expansion pack for this game. Valve 

originally planned to give this DLC to its consumers for free, but encountered a roadblock to 

this strategy by Microsoft, who looked to monetize the expansion by saying they were not 

able to give this product away for free. Fans of Left 4 Dead thus became differentiated by 

their console system: "The downloadable add-on will be available to owners of the PC ver-

sion at no cost, with Xbox 360 players needing to pony up 560 Microsoft Points ($7) for the 

experience" (Faylor 2009). The idea that Microsoft would claim that it was not "possible" to 

provide this content for free is indicative of the entire relationship the video game industry 

has with DLC. Whereas gamers were used to paying for a game once and enjoying it for a 

while, the rise of DLC provided the tools to exploit and extract value from these games in a 

perpetual cycle of commodification that lasted long after the wrapper was opened on the 

physical software package. 

In fact, the need to monetize DLC has also affected the prices of the console systems. 

This money-grab attitude has led to a 50 percent increase in console prices over the previous 

console generation during an economic time in which the average gamer has less ability to 

afford them. In a November 30, 2010 U.S. Senate General Speech, Senator Bernie Sanders 

noted the "disappearing and shrinking middle class of our country" with those in power, 

which would include entertainment gaming giants, always clamoring for "more, more, 

more." The Entertainment Software Association even noted in their "Video Games in the 

21st Century: the 2010 report" that "from 2005 to 2009, the U.S. entertainment software 

industry's annual growth rate exceeded 10 percent. Over the same period, the entire U.S. 

economy grew at a rate of less than two percent" (2010). With the gaming industry flaunting 
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its equality with the film industry's economics, it seems especially problematic that there 

concurrently exists a drive for ever-higher software profits through the DLC model.  

 

 

Perpetual Cycle of Commodification: 

 

By the time video game users are done playing a specific game, it is quite possible that they 

will have spent a great deal more money on this game than the original game price tag. 

What the DLC model does is create a cycle in which users are given the choice to purchase 

just a "small" addition to enhance a game they enjoy, but adding all of transactions high-

lights that there is nothing small about the investment into a single game. The notion of the 

immanent commodity is exemplified here where "one commodity gives rise directly to an-

other" (Mosco 2009, 141), though in this case it is even more pronounced in a perpetual cy-

cle of commodification. This phenomenon is related, in part, to the debate over "transmedia 

storytelling" that Henry Jenkins advocates for (2006), and more critical scholars problema-

tize as the creation of "commodified intertextual flow" or "narratively necessary purchases" 

designed to exploit fan fervor over a text (Proffitt et. al. 2007, 242-43). What makes this a 

cyclical commodity and not just immanent or intertextual in that players are not paying for a 

commodity that springs from a previous product (such as the novelization of a popular 

movie), but continually coming back and paying for the same product over and over again. 

The reason that many large video game corporations are increasingly reliant on the DLC 

business model is very simple; it fills a monetary hole. The hole is different for various me-

dia, with the music industry relying on small prices for single tracks to combat rampant 

Internet piracy, and the video game industry looking to use these additional monetization of 

individual games as a way of ensuring consumers continue to pay for a game after they al-

ready own the physical disc. However, in both cases these smaller payments also have the 

benefit of discouraging consumers from redistributing content in ways that cut out the major 

economic players. With video games, by encouraging consumers to keep the original physi-

cal game software, the resale market in outlets like GameStop and Amazon that buy used 

games and sell them at a reduced cost shrinks. By focusing on new downloadable content 

that can only be played by retaining the original physical disc, the video game industry pro-

ducers ensure that users are locked into a continued cycle of commodification and other 

companies who would benefit from the resale of these discs are increasingly locked out. 

Three video game genres especially illustrate the ways in which DLC locks users into a 

cycle of perpetual commodification and exploitation: the rhythm music game, for its addi-

tional music tracks; the first-person shooter, for its additional multiplayer maps; and the 

massive multiplayer online role-playing game, for its use of the ―microtransaction.‖ Eco-

nomically, these three genres represent important areas of needed U.S. economic research in 

regards to DLC, with the shooter games capturing 15.9 percent of total game sales in 2010, 

MMORPGs dominating the top 20 chart of computer games sold in 2010 (Entertainment 

Software Association 2011), and music rhythm DLC sales continuing to generate millions 

of DLC dollars for their producers (Berardini 2009). This is not to say that these three gen-
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res are the only types of games that utilize DLC—as this practice is increasingly becoming 

the norm especially with the explosion of mobile gaming—but that they exemplify the com-

modity traits and characteristics that have come to define this contemporary trend in the 

video game industry. 

The rhythm music video game stretches to every gaming system and littered the top 

twenty games of 2008 (Entertainment Software Association 2009), and is also inextricably 

tied to the idea of the downloading extra content after the initial purchase.  Though this 

genre has fallen off in disc sales over the past few years, this decline actually highlights the 

importance of additional DLC for this genre. When over 2000 downloadable tracks are 

available for the Rock Band series (2007 - present) alone, the initial disc sales fade in impor-

tance. The Guitar Hero (2005 - present) and Rock Band series are the two most popular and 

consist of "notes" that must be played in sync with the corresponding songs by plastic gui-

tars, drums, and a microphone. Popular tracks from actual bands and musicians as well as 

the ability to emulate pop culture figures with one's friends have made these games a verita-

ble phenomenon. What ties these series to the perpetual downloading of new content is the 

simple idea that players become bored with the tracks included on these discs, a connection 

that game companies have masterfully exploited. 

These games employ a few strategies that ensure the perpetual flow of monetization 

through new downloadable content. First, much like Debord's thoughts on the pseudo-

cyclical nature of time in which the leisure is "time spent consuming images" and whose 

moments' "cyclical return we are supposed to look forward to" (1983, 88), these DLC ap-

pear on a pseudo-cyclical basis. A situation is constructed in which consumers expect the 

opportunity for new content nearly every week. This becomes a slow trickle of new songs 

and obviously contributes to a perpetual monetization of these games. For example, the first 

Rock Band game was released in November of 2007 and has consistently released DLC 

every week since then, totaling 1,244 additional songs to date that cost an additional $1.99 

each (Harmonix Music Systems 2011). Of course not everyone will download even close to 

every one of those songs, but the opportunity is still there to spend nearly twenty-five hun-

dred dollars on one game in addition to the initial purchase of software and expensive plas-

tic "instruments." Harmonix's Rock Band series is also cumulative in that players can export 

songs from previous discs to be played on new iterations. So when Rock Band 3 was re-

leased in 2010, players could export the songs contained on the first two games for ten dol-

lars each. Although there is the added convenience of not having to switch discs when play-

ing, the economic logic is based on the consumer literally paying for content already pur-

chased. 

Another technique employed by the rhythm game to make the DLC more attractive to 

players is to put just one or two songs from the most popular bands on the software discs 

themselves and then to make the bulk of songs from that same artist only available through 

additional DLC purchases. For example, on the Rock Band 2 (2008) disc the song "Alive" 

was included from the widely popular band Pearl Jam. A few months later, the entire album 

Ten (1991), from which the included track "Alive" derives, was made available to 

download. This same ―disc-first single, full album DLC later‖ strategy has been employed 
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numerous times, counting the Rock Band 2 disc inclusion of the Foo Fighters "Everlong" 

track from their album The Colour and the Shape (1997) and the full album availability a 

year after the game's initial release. This technique entices players with the initial songs, 

increasing the chances that they will make more of a monetary investment in their leisure 

time down the road.  

Whole album downloads, a feature employed for The Beatles: Rock Band (2009), has an 

interesting economic relationship with an earlier legal issue the music industry faced with 

CDs. A class action lawsuit was brought against major music labels for keeping "consumer 

CD prices artificially high" in the late 1990s (Lieberman 2002), with the average CD costing 

around fifteen dollars. Currently the rhythm videos games price the DLC albums at about 

seventeen dollars each. This is not to say that there is not a lot of work involved in creating 

these additional tracks justifying the price, but considering that these songs or albums are 

restricted to being played in-game and cannot be listened to on an iPod or on a home stereo 

system, the price point seems artificially high. Rhythm video game producers are setting up 

this structure to ensure that the maximum amount of perpetual profits can be extracted from 

a game that has long been paid for. 

If players did not participate in this DLC strategy, and to be sure some players are simply 

content with the software disc content, then an argument could be made backing up scholars 

like Castronova that these games provide for the aforementioned relatively lesser-monetized 

leisure time with friends. After an initial investment the game would provide players with 

enough content to fill up many hours of being told that you and your friends "rock." How-

ever, it is the idea of artistic difference in songs and the pseudo-cyclical nature of track re-

leases that create this desire to download additional content, and by 2009 sales of these extra 

music tracks for the Rock Band series alone reached 40 million paid individual song 

downloads (Berardini 2009). It is clear that the perpetual commodification of the Rock Band 

series worked to not only extend the lifecycle of these discs for the producers, but also to 

fully exploit their loyal completionist fan consumers. 

Another video game genre that has been heavily influenced by the rise of DLC is the first

-person shooter, or FPS. Unlike the rhythm game genre, downloadable content in the FPS 

are not normally additional narrative content for the single player "main" game, but instead 

enhance the experience of the online multiplayer for users. What DLC consists of in FPS are 

more "maps," or pre-determined areas in which to play against other players online. There 

are quite a few issues within this model of maps being released that are tied up in the con-

cepts of heavy consumer exploitation and perpetual commodification. 

First, this technique is particularly insidious because it is aimed only at those who play 

online against other users and relies on at the minimum not one but two players to download 

the same new map. One user cannot download a map for Modern Warfare 3 (2011) and sim-

ply share it with his friends unless they all gather in the same room. The simple concept of 

peer pressure comes into play here, but also ideas of fandom and the need to feel as if one 

has a "complete" version of a certain property. Here, the DLC map is not a "narratively nec-

essary purchase" (Proffitt et al. 243), as it does not deal with the main narrative of the game, 

but instead could be considered a communal online playing necessary purchase. These com-
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pletionist fans are pressured into this perpetual cycle of commodification despite the fact 

that the game has long since been paid for. Second, and related, these maps represent the 

admission on the part of the game developers that the product purchased initially was al-

ready inherently incomplete, and it was knowingly sold that way. Video games, like many 

media products, are not quickly or easily produced and as such it is impossible to believe 

that the "extra" content being released through the DLC model was not being worked on 

during the "main" game's development. Even if the excuse could be made that the DLC was 

not complete at the time of the game's release, it is far more likely that the additional mone-

tization of these games was planned from the start. In this respect, the FPS DLC is an even 

more explicit version of the aforementioned "immanent commodity," as this commodity is 

"born directly out of the process of creating another" (Mosco 2009, 141). Finally, the DLC 

represents the Marxian concept of "commodity fetishism," or the ways in which a commod-

ity rises above its inherent use value and takes on qualities that "are at the same time percep-

tible and imperceptible" (1978, 320). Being a derivative from the "original" game, any form 

of artisanal argument begins to become leaky as it seems entirely likely that this "extra" con-

tent is developed simply to extract more exchange value from consumers that have already 

paid for a product. Marx describes how a table made out of wood is still inherently "that 

common, everyday thing, wood" and if made by an artisan would retain the markings as 

such, "but, so soon as it steps forth as a commodity, it is changed into something transcen-

dent" (1978, 320). In this case, downloadable content transcend any pretense of the artisan 

once they rely on the perpetual cycle of commodification through the fetishization of this 

content. 

Third, in the list of video game genres that base a great deal of its economic model on 

DLC is the massive multiplayer online role-playing games, or MMORPGs. Two things set 

this genre apart from the previously discussed examples. One, these games are mostly de-

signed for what is commonly referred to as "PC gaming" existing on home computers as 

opposed to "console gaming," which have their own proprietary machines. Two, many of 

the games in this genre are entirely based around DLC, instead of using it as a supplement.  

MMORPGs are known as "persistent" game environments, meaning they continue on 

even when users log off, and as such they usually require a different form of monetization. 

The two predominant models are a monthly subscription fee, used by such games as World 

of Warcraft (2004 - present) and Second Life (2003), and an initially free system based 

around future DLC, known in this case as microtransactions, used in games like MapleStory 

(2003) and heavily considered though abandoned for Star Wars: The Old Republic (2011) 

(Miller 2008). In this second form of monetization, players are able to play completely for 

free as long as they are content with a very limited number of choices when it comes to 

things like playable characters and weapons. This is a hyper-realized version of the earlier 

DLC issues with a game that arrives initially and knowingly incomplete. In this case, users 

are lulled into a false sense of free play only to have the bare bones given to them with eve-

rything else under monetary lock and key. The linguistic choice to label this form of moneti-

zation as microtransactions is also problematic, with this term many times meaning an auto-

mated transaction that consumers barely even notice. Many of the same previous implica-
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tions are true in this case too, like the commodity fetishism of the microtransaction sword 

versus the "free" one, as well as the idea of a completionist fandom that puts users who do 

not invest money at a distinct disadvantage to those who spend to get a digital representation 

of a better sword. 

All of these forms of video game DLC not only attempt to lock their consumers into a 

perpetual cycle of commodification, but also exploit the imperceptible difference in cost it 

takes to reproduce this downloadable content en masse. It is not as if it costs a great deal of 

money to reproduce and duplicate the physical software discs sold to users, but once the 

transmission of media to its consumers becomes completely digital the costs obviously go 

down significantly. This has not gone unnoticed in all the areas of media content discussed 

here, as music, e-Books, and video game DLC rely on similar forms of "lossless" digital 

copying and transmission. Drawing on the canonical Walter Benjamin and his "Art in the 

Work of Mechanical Reproduction," this phenomenon can be understood deeper despite 

Benjamin's era coming well before digital reproduction. Benjamin may have seen a certain 

progressive potential inherent in lossless art reproduction due to it creating "distracted" 

viewers (2006, 240), but he also famously warned of a loss of aura involved in stripping the 

art of an original and of its anchor in place and time (2006, 220). This obviously has impli-

cations for the aforementioned issues of commodity fetishism and the ability of these media 

companies to sell an infinitely reproducible product that users feel the need to invest in to 

"complete" their original game purchase. 

Video game user exploitation reaches an all-time high through this increasing reliance on 

the DLC model that is formed around the Debord concept of pseudo-cyclical time, and 

works in concert with issues of commodity fetishism and completionist fandom. Not just an 

immanent commodity, but also a perpetual cycle of commodification constructed by making 

players pay for the same game over and over again. What truly becomes an issue then is that 

this exploitation through DLC comes concurrently at a time when the video game industry 

places a parallel increasing reliance on users for free and immaterial labor in the form of 

game testing and content creation. 

 

 

Exploitation of Free and Immaterial Labor: 

 

Currently, and probably even more in the future, the video game user's free and immaterial 

labor is being exploited on both an explicit and implicit level in multiple ways. Not only the 

use and exploitation of what is known as user-generated content in an increasing amount of 

video games, but also the literal exploitation of users free and immaterial labor to save 

money on the costly process of thoroughly testing games before their release. Both of these 

processes of free and immaterial labor are intrinsically related to the concept and implemen-

tation of the DLC model. As such, this video game industry trend rises at a time when the 

exploitation of the video game user reaches an all time high through the confluence of com-

modification and free labor. 

First, a definition of what constitutes free labor and immaterial labor in a political eco-
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nomic sense will obviously be helpful for this analysis. Free labor is a relatively easy con-

cept to explain, as it is simply labor for which no payment is given. This is, however, sepa-

rate from the concept of surplus value, which refers to the time labored after which a worker 

has produced enough value for their employer to pay for their days' wage (Marx 1978, 357). 

Free labor on the other hand refers to production where no monetary compensation is ren-

dered whatsoever. Free labor differs slightly as well from the classic definition of immate-

rial labor, which has been defined as labor that "produces the informational and cultural 

content of the commodity" (Lazzarato 1996, 133). Immaterial labor refers mainly to that 

which does not have a material basis, also described as information as a commodity. Cate-

gories include "audiovisual production, advertising, fashion, the production of software, 

photography, cultural activities, and so forth", and most significant this concept forces "us to 

question the classic definitions of work and workforce" (Lazzarato 1996, 136). Looking at 

these two definitions, does immaterial labor correspond directly to free labor? Certainly not 

as one is inherently free and the other only tends to be so, but the two are often found to-

gether, especially when it comes to the production of value that users generate for the video 

game industry. 

One example of this confluence of DLC, free labor, immaterial labor, and exploitation is 

in the increasing area of what is known as user-generated content. Simply put, this content 

was produced by the users themselves and not by the video game developers, but signifi-

cantly most times created with tools provided by the developers. This content ranges from 

expansions on the content of the game itself, to new ways to utilize a game. One example is 

the generation of new music tracks for games like Guitar Hero: World Tour (2008) created 

through the proprietary "GHTunes" tool. These songs were labored over by consumers of 

this product and are then able to be uploaded to a server, with no compensation to the crea-

tor, for all users of this game to download. Other users are not charged a fee for download-

ing these songs, though future subscription fees have been discussed, but this is still ex-

ploitative of free labor because users have added "value" to this game and its attractiveness 

for consumers without any direct compensation. The exact same model is also being used in 

other games like the Little Big Planet series (2008 - present) for which users create new lev-

els in which other owners of the games can download and play. Again, this download ser-

vice is free, but this is still a DLC transaction and users are the ones adding value without 

extracting monetary compensation. 

Creating an additional level or song through a preconceived in-game process is one 

thing, but some video game users take the next step and actually create content for games in 

much the same way as developers do. A seemingly altruistic move on the part of many de-

velopers is to release what are known as the "authoring tools," which give users the ability 

to fix and fashion their own versions of the game from the nuts and bolts provided on the 

software disc. The shelf life of Half-Life (1998) and Half-Life 2 (2004) was extended as 

"[m]odding tools were" one of the main reasons "players kept playing" (Haas 2009). This 

dynamic ends up taking on the same characteristics as the examples previously discussed, as 

these modified versions, or "mods," are given free to other users, but are used to add value 

to the game franchise and many times also end up being used in sequels. The kinds of DLC 
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transactions described in all of these examples of user-generated content might total zero 

dollars, but there is an important link to video game companies still extracting value by ex-

ploiting the free and immaterial labor of their consumers. 

The second way in which game companies are using the free and immaterial labor of 

their consumers through DLC is in the implicit game testing that occurs in the first few 

weeks of a game's release. Before video game consoles were connected to the Internet with 

enough storage, a game needed to be thoroughly tested to the point of exhaustion as any 

kind of major error would be unable to be fixed in the copies shipped to stores. These over-

worked game testers might not be the highest paid employees at a video game developer, 

but this process can still be time-consuming and expensive. This overwork culture was 

shown jokingly in the popular film Grandma's Boy (2006) and explained thoroughly in the 

2009 Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter book Games of Empire, which contained a chapter 

dedicated to "A Workers' History of Videogaming." What the DLC model provided to 

change this dynamic is that games can now be shipped with less testing and more critical 

playing issues that can simply be fixed by sending users what is known as a "patch," or a 

digital fix to the problem on the physical disc. Significantly, many times the problem is not 

discovered in a game until after the release when users devote their free and immaterial la-

bor to discover the issues and complain about them to the company. Again, downloading the 

patch is free to users and they are usually quite effective at fixing most gaming issues, but 

the exploitation damage is done, as video game consumers have become implicit employees 

slowly replacing the previously more stringent, and expensive, testing process. 

 

 

Conclusion: 

 

The video game industry is certainly not comprised wholly of console gaming systems with 

producers who allay their concerns about the long time period between the release of Gears 

of War 2 (2008) and Gears of War 3 (2011) with the release of three DLC multiplayer map 

packs in between. Mobile gaming alone has become a huge focus of game producers as well 

as a huge source of new DLC income. Research examining the connections between current 

console downloadable content and the mobile gaming sector, which is almost entirely based 

around DLC, would be fruitful and important to explore, but this analysis has examined the 

clear importance of exposing the console DLC for its problematic features. This model in 

console gaming employed to extend the lifespan of profitable software is on the rise, and 

sets up a structure of exploitation and perpetual commodification for loyal fans. 

Game developers are not alone in their exploitation of their own consumers through the 

perpetual cycle of commodification and the extraction of value through free and immaterial 

labor. The video game industry includes many who benefit from this burgeoning source of 

revenue and value, such as the producers of games and even large media conglomerates who 

see convergence opportunities in having the DLC of a Rock Band song that creates a fan of 

the music who then downloads the song again for their iPod. The aforementioned Microsoft 

Left 4 Dead example in which their was a claim that free content was "not possible" points 
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directly at the way those who control the release of downloadable content are fiercely pro-

tective about this new opportunity to extend the exploitation and commodification lifespan 

of its all-important software products. From map packs to new music tracks, and for some 

MMORPGs as the entire basis for monetization, the DLC model creates a perpetual com-

modification of a product that previously was perceived by many scholars as a "milder" 

form of consumer exploitation. At the very least, this contemporary video game industry 

trend will hopefully expose the fallacy of this conception about a form of media that gener-

ated 25 billion dollars in 2010, at the same time as the economic gap widens between game 

producers in power and their middle class consumers who are increasingly unable to afford 

these perpetually commodified products. 

 

 

References: 

 

Adorno, Theodor W. The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture. Ed. J.M. 

Bernstein. New York: Routledge, 2001. 

Benjamin, Walter. 2006. ―The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.‖ In Me-

dia and Cultural Studies: Keyworks (revised edition), edited by Meenakshi Gigi Dur-

ham and Douglas Kellner, 18-40. Malden, MD: Blackwell. 

Berardini, César A. 2009. "Rock Band Surpasses $1 Billion Dollars in Sales." Team Xbox. 

Last modified March 26. http://news.teamxbox.com/xbox/19228/Rock-Band-Surpasses-

1-Billion-Dollars-in-Sales/ 

Castronova, Edward. 2008. Exodus to the Virtual World. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Chatfield, Tom. 2009. "Videogames Now Outperform Hollywood Movies." The Observer. 

Last modified September 27. http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/gamesblog/2009/

sep/27/videogames-hollywood. 

Debord, Guy. 1983. Society of the Spectacle. London: Rebel Press. 

Dyer-Witheford, Nick and de Peuter, Greig. 2009. Games of Empire: Global Capitalism and 

Video Games. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Entertainment Software Association. 2009. "Essential Facts About the Computer and Video 

Game Industry." Entertainment Software Association. Last modified 2009. http://

www.theesa.com/facts/pdfs/ESA_EF_2009.pdf. 

Entertainment Software Association. 2011. "Essential Facts About the Computer and Video 

Game Industry." Entertainment Software Association. Last modified 2011. http://

www.theesa.com/facts/pdfs/ESA_EF_2011.pdf. 

Entertainment Software Association. 2010. "Video Games in the 21st Century: the 2010 

report." Entertainment Software Association. Last modified August. http://

www.theesa.com/facts/pdfs/VideoGames21stCentury_2010.pdf. 

Faylor, Chris. 2009. "Left 4 Dead 1 DLC Brings New Campaign: Free on PC, Paid on Xbox 

360." Shack News. Last modified August 4. http://www.shacknews.com/

onearticle.x/59832. 

Intel. 2011. "Moore's Law: Made Real by Intel Innovation." Intel.com. Last modified 2011. 

http://www.intel.com/technology/mooreslaw/. 

Harmonix Music Systems. 2011. "Song Finder." RockBand.com, Last modified June 30.  

Democratic Communiqué 25, No. 1, Spring 2012 44 Commodification of the Video Game / Lizardi 

12

Democratic Communiqué, Vol. 25, Iss. 1 [2021], Art. 3

https://scholarworks.umass.edu/democratic-communique/vol25/iss1/3
DOI: https://doi.org/10.7275/democratic-communique.278

http://news.teamxbox.com/xbox/19228/Rock-Band-Surpasses-1-Billion-Dollars-in-Sales/
http://news.teamxbox.com/xbox/19228/Rock-Band-Surpasses-1-Billion-Dollars-in-Sales/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/gamesblog/2009/sep/27/videogames-hollywood
http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/gamesblog/2009/sep/27/videogames-hollywood
http://www.theesa.com/facts/pdfs/ESA_EF_2009.pdf
http://www.theesa.com/facts/pdfs/ESA_EF_2009.pdf
http://www.theesa.com/facts/pdfs/ESA_EF_2011.pdf
http://www.theesa.com/facts/pdfs/ESA_EF_2011.pdf
http://www.theesa.com/facts/pdfs/VideoGames21stCentury_2010.pdf
http://www.theesa.com/facts/pdfs/VideoGames21stCentury_2010.pdf
http://www.shacknews.com/onearticle.x/59832
http://www.shacknews.com/onearticle.x/59832
http://www.intel.com/technology/mooreslaw/


http://www.rockband.com/songs/finder. 

Haas, Peter. 2009. "Left 4 Dead Toolset, User-Generated Content Coming This Week." 

Game Blend. Last modified June 22. http://www.cinemablend.com/games/Left-4-Dead-

Toolset-User-Generated-Content-Coming-This-Week-18257.html. 

Hershman, Tania. 1999. "Towards a Click-and Pay Standard." Wired. Last modified No-

vember 3. http://www.wired.com/science/discoveries/news/1999/11/32092. 

Hesmondhalgh, David. 2002. The Culture Industries. London: Sage Publications. 

Jenkins, Henry. 2006. Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide. New 

York: New York University Press. 

Kerr, Aphra. 2006. The Business and Culture of Digital Games: Gamework/Gameplay. Lon-

don: Sage Publications. 

Lazzarato, Maurizio. 1996. "Immaterial labour." In Radical Thought in Italy: A Potential 

Politics, edited by Paolo Vimo and Michael Hardt, 133-147. Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press. 

Lieberman, David. 2002. "States Settle CD Price-Fixing Case." USA Today. Last modified 

September 30. http://www.usatoday.com/life/music/news/2002-09-30-cd-

settlement_x.htm. 

Marx, Karl. 1978. "Capital, Volume One." In The Marx-Engels Reader (2nd ed.), edited by 

Robert C. Tucker, 294-438. New York: W.W. Norton & Company. 

Miller, Ross. 2008. "Star Wars: The Old Republic, now with microtransactions." Joystiq. 

Last modified December 9. http://www.joystiq.com/2008/12/09/star-wars-the-old-

republic-now-with-microtransactions/. 

Mosco, Vincent. 2009. The Political Economy of Communication (2nd ed.). London: Sage 

Publications.  

National Association of Theatre Owners. 2011. "Average U.S. Ticket Prices." National As-

sociation of Theatre Owners. Last modified 2011. http://www.natoonline.org/

statisticstickets.htm. 

Proffitt, Jennifer M., Yune Tchoi, Djung, and McAllister, Matthew P. 2007. "Plugging back 

into the matrix: The intertextual flow of corporate media commodities." Journal of 

Communication Inquiry 31.3: 239–254. 
Sanders, Bernie. 2010. "U.S. Senate General Speeches." C-Span 2, November 30. Washing-

ton, D.C.: National Cable Satellite Corporation. 

Wessel, David. 2010. "Did 'Great Recession' Live Up to the Name?" The Wall Street Jour-

nal. Last modified April 8. http://online.wsj.com/article/

SB10001424052702303591204575169693166352882.html. 

Williams, Dmitri. 2002. "Structure and Competition in the U.S. Home Video Game Indus-

try." The International Journal on Media Management 4.1: 41-54. 

 

 

Ryan Lizardi is a Ph.D. Candidate (ABD) in the College of Communications at Penn State 

University. He will finish his Ph.D. in May of 2012 through completion of his dissertation 

on contemporary nostalgic media. Among others, Ryan has published works on slasher hor-

ror film remakes, first-person alien shooter games, and places a research emphasis on the 

connection between ideology and representations of the past in media. 

Democratic Communiqué 25, No. 1, Spring 2012 45 Commodification of the Video Game / Lizardi 

13

Lizardi: DLC: Perpetual Commodification of the Video Game

Published by ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst, 2021

http://www.rockband.com/songs/finder
http://www.cinemablend.com/games/Left-4-Dead-Toolset-User-Generated-Content-Coming-This-Week-18257.html
http://www.cinemablend.com/games/Left-4-Dead-Toolset-User-Generated-Content-Coming-This-Week-18257.html
http://www.wired.com/science/discoveries/news/1999/11/32092
http://www.usatoday.com/life/music/news/2002-09-30-cd-settlement_x.htm
http://www.usatoday.com/life/music/news/2002-09-30-cd-settlement_x.htm
http://www.joystiq.com/2008/12/09/star-wars-the-old-republic-now-with-microtransactions/
http://www.joystiq.com/2008/12/09/star-wars-the-old-republic-now-with-microtransactions/
http://www.natoonline.org/statisticstickets.htm
http://www.natoonline.org/statisticstickets.htm
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052702303591204575169693166352882.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052702303591204575169693166352882.html

	DLC: Perpetual Commodification of the Video Game
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1626238768.pdf.WvMpq

