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INTRODUCTION

Chile’s economy is mostly known for the export of natural resources, notably copper.
Resource-based activities have been the drivers of the Chilean economy during the
last 15 years, generating significant rents for the country but also multiple negative
economic impacts including growth instability and dependency on international price
fluctuations (Rehner, Baeza, and Barton 2014; Cortés 2012). Due to this situation,
Chilean authorities seek to promote non-traditional sectors (such as architectural
services, engineering, and video games, among others), aiming for a more diverse
economy. Today, the Chilean video games sector comprises around 33 companies
(medium and small size) with annual revenues of 13 million dollars in 2016 (VG
Chile 2017). Regarding the relative success and strong potential of the video games
sector in the Chilean economic context, | want to pursue the following main research
question; To what extent is the Chilean video games sector in danger of repeating old
economic dependency patterns?

Inspired by more recent interpretations of dependency theory (Arsenault and Castells
2008; Castells and Laserna 1989), cognitive capitalism (Hardt and Negri 2000, 2009;
Vercellone 2007; Virno 2007) and the Global Production Networks (GPN) literature
(Henderson et al. 2002), | propose to investigate two primary forms of techno-
dependencies. First, Chilean game developers are challenged by the use of tools
(SDKs and Engines) provided by game publishers and transnational firms, usually
from the Global North. Second, Intellectual Property (IP) flows and rights evidence
continued disparities in value capture between firms in the so-called north and those
in the south (Chile in this case), an issue only partially addressed by Chilean
companies and authorities, but frequently suggested as relevant by the existing
literature (Dyer-Witheford and De Peuter 2009; Dyer-Witheford and Sharman 2005;
O’Donnell 2014, 2015; Johns 2006).

METHODOLOGY

The focus of this particular research is the video games production in the periphery,
semi-structured interviews to game developers and CEO’s were conducted between
November 2017 and March 2018 in Santiago de Chile and Vifia del Mar. Due to the
small size of the industry in the country (33 studios organized in the Chilean
Developers Association), the selection method was a combination of snowball and
purposeful sampling. The final sample includes 23 studios and 3 governmental
agencies that are related to the promotion of creative industries and particular video
games as a sector with international visibility and internal growth.
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DEPENDENCIES AND PRODUCTION NETWORKS

Global Production Networks (GPN) and related approaches (Global Value Chains,
Global Commaodity Chains) have been relevant to the discussion of international trade
and global economic systems for at least two decades. Inspired partially by ideas
developed by Wallerstein (1974), Amin (1990) and related schools of thought, the
GPN framework analyses the social and economic dimensions involved in economic
globalisation (Henderson et al. 2002). Early contributions in World Systems Theory
(WST) based their theoretical interpretations on mid-century studies on development,
trade and Latin America’s position within modern global capitalism. On the one hand,
Dependencia (Dependency) theory (Cardoso 1977; Faletto and Cardoso 1969; Frank
1979; Larrain 1989) as well as Modernisation theorists (Parsons 1991) (see Frank
1992 for a critical appraisal) pay attention to the unequal and uneven structural
patterns of development within the global system, a matter that was particularly
relevant for WST scholars. On the other hand, new interpretations of dependency
theory refocus the study of unequal trade more on different levels of technology and
knowledge, an idea summarised by Castells and Laserna (1989, 540): “the unequal
exchange in the international economy is not between primary commodities and
manufactured goods, but rather between goods and services with different
technological components”.

Tools

With regard to the dependence on technical tools, a number of scholars assert that
SDKs (Software Development Kits) and so-called Engines limit creativity and restrict
game development to within the boundaries dictated by publishers and console
manufacturers (Kirkpatrick 2013; Kirkpatrick, Mazierska, and Kristensen 2016; Kerr
2006, 2017). Empirically, the positions are divided; a group of Chilean developers
perceives the rise of free tools (particularly game engines like Unity and Unreal) as a
step towards a democratisation of the industry and a reduction in dependency. In
contrast, more experienced studios believe that these tools effectively reproduce
corporate and global hierarchies, noticing the difficulties and barriers in certification
processes with console manufacturers. A quote from a recent interview summarises
the statement: “The console certification is a very rigorous process, Sony or
Microsoft evaluates your game at technical levels. For example, if | disconnect the
joystick the game doesr ¢ crash, or messages in the game should be written in the way
they want, you can’t write Microsoft without capital letters. These are minimal things,
but if you fail, you are dead” (Interview 2017).

Intellectual Property (IP)

The games literature to date only cursorily refers to the relevance of Intellectual
Property rights (IP) as a form of capital accumulation in the rise of cognitive
capitalism (Vercellone 2007). Cognitive capitalism emphasises dependency patterns
in company and global production networks that rely on cognition and knowledge as
the source of capital. For Dyer-Witheford and De Peuter (2009), cognitive capitalism
becomes visible in the video games sector when transnational publishers seek IP
accumulation as an active strategy for their business. In the Chilean games sector,
developers still perceive legal processes related to IP as costly and unnecessary.
However, older and more established studios aim for protection to be delivered by
publishers, a transaction that frequently ends in IP transference from developers to
publishers in exchange for financial stability. Interestingly, most successful studios
are those who transferred or license IP to publishers, a process that is completely
unmanaged by the studios. As noted by an interviewee, “Our representative is a
lawyer, [and he managed everything] with SONY it was super comfortable, they did
the entire job [patents and registration] everywhere, so we didn’t worry about it”
(Interview 2017).
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CONCLUSION

Video games developers in Chile face significant challenges when it comes to game
creation in the periphery. Seeking stability and growth, developers must adapt the
content to the boundaries delimited by publishers and transnational corporations.
However, it is difficult to suggest that SDKs and Engines effectively limit the creative
capabilities of game developers. The use of these tools only exemplifies the operation
of the global game market and the mechanisms that control (or facilitate) the access to
specific distribution platforms.

Nevertheless, IP transfer is a reality and necessity for game studios in the south. This
unequal relationship can certainly be considered a form of dependency since the
participation in the global market depends (in most cases) on the immaterial capital
(IP in this case) transferred from the periphery to the centre in exchange for financial
stability. Here, power asymmetries as seen in Johns (2006) demonstrate the unequal
conditions of peripheral game development, a situation that Chilean developers face if
the objective is to diversify exports and reach a global audience.
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