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SUMMARY 
 
 
This dissertation explores thoroughly the design of the so-called indie games. It portrays in 
detail the design activities undertaken by indie designers and the design context in which indie 
games are devised. With this knowledge, a comparison with game design as it has been 
formulated by academics and game industry veterans is undertaken. This with the purpose of 
finding out if the design of indie games represents a different paradigm in regard to game 
design.  
 
This work takes the reader through a series of chapters providing the epistemological context 
to analyze comparatively the design of indie games and game design. The indie games 
movement is defined and contextualized within indie cultures and put in perspective in 
relation with mainstream games. The historical and theoretical foundations of game design are 
also covered. And to get an understanding around what designing implies, theories from the 
disciplines of design, engineering, architecture and product design are explained.  
 
Thirty award-winning designers of indie games at Indiecade and the Independent Games 
Festivals of the Game Developers Conference participated in this research providing accounts 
on their repertoire of design activities. These accounts were analyzed using design theoretical 
standpoints and then composed as a case of study to be compared with game design.  
 
This dissertation is not only of interest for those readers who want to expand their knowledge 
about game design and identify the similarities and divergences between the design of indie 
games and game design. This work appeals to all those who want to understand exactly how 
the design of games in general happens; a perspective that has not yet been provided in game 
studies.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

What is the design of indie games like? Around what does the design of indie games revolve? 
How does the design of indie games differ from game design? I will answer these questions 
with this dissertation. However, these interrogations did not origin this research, other 
questions did. Concerns that have existed within game studies and that had not been targeted. 
And even though the dissertation evolved and ended up focusing on the aforementioned 
questions, the very initial concerns that led this research still find an answer through the pages 
of this work.  
 
YŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜ bŜƛƭΩǎ (2012) claim on evaluating game design in practical contexts was one of ideas 
inspiring ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ 9ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅΣ bŜƛƭΩǎ (2012) observations on the limited evidence 
showing that game design contributions support designers in their practice and on the lack of 
abstract tools designers have to undertake their work. The other idea that kick started this 
effort was a comment from a student at a game development course. He claimed that it was 
clear what the different elements of games were about, the definitions to the different game 
ingredients, the theory. But the question that lingered for him was: how to make a game?  
 
Initially, the ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ŎƻƴŦǳǎƛƴƎ. He had just made clear the theory 
had been comprehended. Why was it not clear to him how to make games? Then, it struck me. 
I have been making and reinventing games all my life and I have also been for many years 
immersed and influenced by the discourses of the game studies community. So, for me how to 
make games has always been logical, or something I have done intuitively. But this is not the 
case for other people. Some people come to game design courses stating they have grown up 
estranged from games and feel intimidated by the thought of having to make a game.  
 
Within game studies, several people have elicited this lack of guidance on how to design 
games. On the one hand, Aki Järvinen1 (Järvinen, 2008) pointed a decade ago that despite all 
the efforts and contributions in game design literature, designers have to turn to their intuition 
to find out how to composite game elements and come up with a game. As well, in a talk at 
the Game Developers Conference, Stone Librande2 (2015) argued that discourses on the design 
ƻŦ ƎŀƳŜǎ ǊŜǾƻƭǾŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ άƎŀƳŜέΣ the άƎŀƳŜέ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ άƎŀƳŜέ; about the elements 
constituting a game, instead on how designers can do design. Even though it has been a while 
ǎƛƴŎŜ WŅǊǾƛƴŜƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ [ƛōǊŀƴŘŜΩǎ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴƻǊŀƳŀ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƎŀƳŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
design of games has not changed. There have not been theoretical standpoints for an 
understanding on how design is undertaken so that this can be applied for the design of 
games.  
 
This way, this dissertation kicked off. One the one hand, iƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ƻƴ bŜƛƭΩǎ (2012) view, to try 
to find out what were the design methods that designers of games actually applied in their 
practice, while actually designing. And on the other hand, driven by the question posed by the 

                                                           
1
 WŅǊǾƛƴŜƴΩǎ response was to propose the GameGame (2005), a card game with which players structure games by 

arranging game components. However, this effort does not provide the epistemological knowledge on how design 
is undertaken.  
2
 It could seem LibrandeΩǎ (2015) argument is not that relevant in this case, since he is not an academic but a game 

industry person. However, it should be considered that many of the game design contributions conforming the 
body of knowledge for the design of games within game studies come from the game industry. This can be 
ŎƻǊǊƻōƻǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ hǊƛǘŀ !ƭƳŜƛŘŀΩǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻǊǊŜŀ Řŀ {ƛƭǾŀΩǎ (2013) compilation and classification of game design 
contributions. 
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student on how to make games; with the intention of unveiling how people in practical design 
situations make their games.  
 
The so-called indie games scene seemed to be a pertinent context to undertake this study on 
design methods and on how to make games. As Paolo Ruffino mentions (2013), the dynamics 
of the game industry have changed allowing people from outside to get in the spotlight with 
their games and with their practice. These newcomers are entrepreneurs, artists, hackers, 
modders, vintage game revivalists, interface explorers or activists (Wilson, 2005). Thus, the 
fact that these game practitioners have diverse backgrounds implied the possibility of studying 
the design of games among people who have not been immersed in the routines and logics of 
the game industry. This entailed finding out how people made their games on their own terms, 
how people made games that already questioned some conventionalities and principles of 
mainstream games for not featuring the same common elements, such as a goal (Rose, 2013), 
e.g. Proteus (Key, et al., 2013). 
 
However, it was through the elaboration of this dissertation and through the undertaking of 
ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƴŘƛŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜǿ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ άŘƻƻǊǎέ ƻǇŜƴŜŘΦ CƛǊǎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ 
of design methods and how to design games pointed to the logical requirement of digging into 
theories of design as a discipline, so that it was clear what a design method is and what 
designing implies. This because in game studies, the term design method is used indistinctly to 
refer all the existing game design contributions (Perez D, 2018). And also because despite the 
vast literature and efforts conforming game design, the epistemological knowledge on how 
design happens and is undertaken as human activity is extremely limited within game studies 
(see chapter 3 and 4).  
 
Second, the conducting, analyzing and discussion of the interview answers pointed to a new 
specific direction for the dissertation based on what was being discovered. The dissertation did 
not have to revolve around showing how to make games or around finding out if indie 
designers apply or not design methods or follow game design contributions. The dissertation 
represented the opportunity to reach a theoretical understanding on the design of indie games 
in regard the design represented by game design. And by trying to reach such an 
understanding, it became clearer through the analysis of data that the design of indie games 
needed to be understood as a phenomenon more akin to an artistic practice than to a 
commercial design practice.  
 
Is the design of indie games different from the design of indie games? The dissertation mainly 
revolves around this question; but through its pages also provides answers to other crucial 
concerns pertaining not only to indie games but to the design of games in general: what is that 
the designer of games deals with? How is the design of a game as an activity configured? What 
defines a design problem? What are constraints and how do the designers of games work with 
constraints? What role do constraints have in the design of a game? What are the activities 
people undertake for designing games? How does designing a game happen?   
 
Before formally presenting the research question and clarifying the context in which it 
operates, I would like to address some comments I have heard while presenting this project to 
other people. While explaining I study the design undertaken by indie designers with focus on 
ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΣ L ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘΥ άƻƪΣ ōǳǘ ƎŀƳŜ design is not the same as 
ƎŀƳŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέΦ ¢ƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ L Ŏŀƴ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜǇƭȅ ōȅ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻǘƘ ƎŀƳŜ 
design and game development are constructs that originate in the game industry (see chapter 
3). So, it should not be expected that people that make games outside of the industry have the 
same conception of these terms or of the processes and pipelines for making games. 
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Moreover, this dissertation deals with the designing of games from the theoretical perspective 
of design as a human activity, not as an industry routine.  
 
I have also been told I only interviewed the most successful indie designers, instead of turning 
ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƎŀƳŜǎ άŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŜƴŎƘŜǎέΦ ¦Ǉƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ L Ŏŀƴ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴΣ L 
did interview wonderful designers who have gained recognition with their games. However, 
this recognition cannot be equated to financial success, which is very relative and depends on 
many other factors than just design. Some of these indie designers still have their full-time 
nongame jobs to be able to design the games they like in their spare time. So, the designers I 
ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ƳŀƪŜ ƎŀƳŜǎ άƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŜƴŎƘŜǎέ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ 
that the indie game scene contains (see chapter 2).  
 
This is an invitation to the reader to leave behind many concepts that are popular within game 
studies; because the upcoming pages will question or even counter-argue several of these 
ideas, such as what is game design (chapter 3), to consider indie games as similar to 
mainstream games or the practice of indie designers not as professional as industrial practices 
(chapter 2), and even to envision design as reflection-in-action (Schön, 1983). The dissertation 
touches upon notions and perspectives that have never been explored in game studies. 
Therefore, new visions around game design, the design of games and the indie game scene will 
appear.  
 

RESEARCH QUESTION AND HYPOTHESIS  
 
The research question with which this dissertation deals with is the following: based on the 
design undertaken by the designers of the so-called indie games, does the design of indie 
games constitute a different paradigm compared to game design? 
 
The hypothesis is the following: the design of the so-called indie games and game design 
represent different paradigms of design. The former questions the most underlying 
assumptions upon which game design is based, such as designing under determinant 
constraints, designing with the player as main focus, and following formalized design 
structures and procedures. The design of indie games does not comply with such traditions 
and principles so characteristic in game design. The design of indie games revolves more about 
personal interests and freedom while designing. And even though the design of indie games 
departs so much from the foundations of game design, it fulfills all the characteristics to be 
formally considered design. 
  
The word paradigm as used in the research question and the hypothesis refers to the 
connotation that Ian Hacking (Kuhn, 2012) uses to explain paradigms in science as posed by 
Thomas S. Kuhn in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions: 50th Anniversary Edition (2012). 
Hacking explains that the word paradigm commonly refers to an exemplar, a model to imitate. 
IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ YǳƘƴΩǎ ǘŜǊƳ paradigm refers to a series of analogical arguments in dispute; a 
concept Kuhn applies to explain how sciences evolve into more fitting conceptualizations of 
the world and leave behind less adequate constructs to explain contemporary phenomena.    
 
CǊƻƳ YǳƘƴΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ (2012), in the hegemony of a specific tradition of science exist a series of 
methods, practices, laws and instruments. Scientific traditions deal with a set of puzzles and 
problems as the focuses of a scientific community. Suddenly, serious anomalies appear within 
a scientific tradition showing that the methods previously followed do not live up to answering 
or solving contemporary puzzles or problems. This leads to a crisis favoring the rise of a new 
tradition representing a different and stronger paradigm in science. Eventually, the new 
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paradigm will become the predominant scientific tradition dealing with forthcoming puzzles 
and problems. Kuhn exemplifies paradigm change by referring to heat, magnetism and 
electricity, and pointing out how each of these discoveries led to the other one by reaching its 
limits of application (Kuhn, 2012). 
 
Ian Hacking (Kuhn, 2012) explains that paradigms are contemporary to each other; a paradigm 
of a science can exist alongside its succeeding paradigm. Even more, both paradigms can use 
the same terminology but yet refer to different concepts and meanings. Hence, only within the 
corresponding paradigm proper interpretations to phenomena can be posed. Moreover, each 
paradigm can be represented by a different scientific community or school of thought. 
Eventually, one paradigm propagates and wipes away its predecessor paradigm becoming the 
strongest predominant scientific tradition.  
 
In the same line of thought of Hacking and Kuhn (Kuhn, 2012), this dissertations aims at finding 
out if the design of indie games revolves around different principles, ideals and methods 
compared to game design. If the design of indie games has different concerns and focuses than 
the ones game design has. For instance, within game design the player is paramount 
(Fullerton, 2008), is it the same within the design of indie games? Does the player have the 
same relevance? Are the problems, interrogations and puzzles that the design of indie games 
deals with different to those that game design deals with? The dissertation turns to theoretical 
standpoints of the disciplines of design, engineering, architecture and product design for the 
epistemological views game studies lacks in order to answer the research question.  
 

METHODOLOGY  
 
The dissertation treats game design and the design of indie games as cases and undertakes a 
comparative case analysis with them (Berg, 2001) (Bryman, 2012)(George, et al., 2004) (Ragin, 
1987). Game design is formed as a case or unit of study by putting together an extensive body 
of principles and formulations for the design of games from game studies as part of a 
theoretical framework, which represents chapter 3.  
 
The design of indie games is formed as a case or unit of study by conducting key-informant 
interviews (Tremblay, 2009) with designers of indie games and coding and analyzing the 
answers to the interviews following a constructivist grounded theory strategy (Glaser, et al., 
1967) (Charmaz, 2000). The designers of indie games that participated in the research are 
winners of the festivals Indiecade and the Independent Games Festival of the Game Developers 
Conference for any category between the years 2006 to 2016. These indie designers are:  
Daniel Benmergui, AP Thomson (Hexecutable), Alina Constantin (Tiny Red Camel), Jim 
McGinley (Big Pants), Auriea (Tales of Tales), Jason Roberts, Patrick Smith (Vectorpark), Terry 
Cavanagh, Logan Olson (Hard Light Labs), Brendon Chung (Blendo Games), Ditto, Andy Schatz 
(Pocketwatch Games), Erik Svedang, Ed Key (Twisted Tree Games), Nathalie Lawhead 
(Alienmelon), Nina Freeman (Star Maid Games), Lucas Pope, Justin Ma (Subset Games), 
Douglas Wilson (Die Gute Fabrik and Copenhagen Game Collective), Ezra White Hanson 
(XRA), Matt Meyer and Brent Calhoun (Super Chop Games), Tom Sennett, Richard Boeser 
(Sparpweed), Eddy Boxerman (Hemisphere Games), Anders Gustafsson (Cockroach Inc.), 
James Earl Cox III (Seemingly Pointless), Danny Day (QCF), David Kanaga, Felix Bohtasch 
(Broken Rules) and Alistair Aitchenson.  
 
The analysis of interview data is carried out having as guides several theoretical standpoints on 
design theory, including such notions as design problems, constraints (Lawson, 2005) (Dorst, 
2015) (Dorst, 2004) (Dorst, et al., 2001), projects without determinant constraints (Hatchuel, 
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2002) , problem-solving (Simon, et al., 1972) (Simon, 1996) and framing (Dorst, 2015), C-K 
theory (Hatchuel, et al., 2003), design style (Lawson, 2005) (Chan, 2000) and design methods. 
All these notions on design theory or design research are comprised in chapter 3.  
 
With the knowledge generated on the design of indie games (chapter 6), a comparative case 
analysis (Bryman, 2012) (Berg, 2001) (Ragin, 1987) (Esser, et al., 2017) between game design 
and the design of indie games is undertaken (chapter 7). This comparative case analysis is also 
driven around the same theoretical standpoints from design theory used for the analysis of 
interview transcripts, but with special focus on .Ǌȅŀƴ [ŀǿǎƻƴΩǎ (2005) theoretical standpoint 
on the similarities and discrepancies between design and art practices.  
 
Further details on the research methods, methodological approaches and strategies of the 
research are found in chapter 5. Figure 1 presents an overview on the general methodological 
approach of the dissertation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 1. Overview of the methodological approach of the dissertation 
At the right, the case 1, consisting of the unity of study on game design, which was shaped up as a 
theoretical framework. At the left, case 2, the design of indie games, consisting of theoretical standpoints 
generated following a constructivist grounded theory strategy through the analysis of the answers of key-
informant interviews with designers of indie games.  

 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON INDIE GAMES AND ON DESIGN AS HUMAN 
ACTIVITY 
 
Within game studies, indie games have been in the spotlight and discussed since they got 
prominence in the mid and late 2000s, with the aim of reaching an understanding around 
these particular kind of games. One of the first relevant efforts was an issue of [ƻŀŘƛƴƎΧ ¢ƘŜ 
Journal of the Canadian Game Studies Association titled Indie Eh? Some kind of Game Studies 
(Simon, 2013), which spawned several articles analyzing the phenomenon of indie games from 
different perspectives. Many other papers trying to define indie games have arose ever since 
όǎŜŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ нύΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ aŀǊƛŀ DŀǊŘŀΩǎ ŀƴŘ tŀǿŜƭ GrabarczykΩǎ (Garda, et al., 2016) effort, 
which provides an overview of previous contributions as well as an explicative model for the 
different traits characterizing the games produced within the indie game scene.  
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An effort slightly related with this dissertation is the research undertaken by Orlando Guevara-
Villalobos (2011) (2015). He explored cultures of production within indie games. He 
interviewed indie developers to find out characteristics of their practice from a sociological 
point of view, including some activities carried out for the production of the games. The output 
of this and other existing efforts on indie games can be found as part of the discussion around 
the indie games movement in the next chapter. Nevertheless, none of these works has focused 
on the design undertaken by participants of the indie game scene.  
 
In regard with research on design within game studies, many works exist. However, despite 
the large body of theoretical work that game design represents, it does not provide the 
necessary theoretical standpoints to explain what designing entails, as it will be argued in 
chapter 3. In fact, just a handful of efforts have intended to turn to theories from design as 
field of inquiry for the study of the design of games.  Annakaisa Kultima, Kati Alha and Timo 
Nummenmaa (2016) studied design constraints in the setting of the Global Game Jam but in a 
special event with experience game developers. Jussi, Kuittinen and Jussi Holopainen (2009) 
ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ .Ǌȅŀƴ [ŀǿǎƻƴΩǎ (2005) model on design activities with several texts on game design. 
And more recently, the book Game Design Research. An Introduction to Theory and Practice 
(Lankoski, et al., 2017) has been edited. The text intends to approach game design from a 
perspective alike the school of thought of design research and presents design as reflection-in-
action (Schön, 1983).  
 

CONTRIBUTION OF THIS DISSERTATION  
 
This dissertation will provide an understanding around the design of indie games. It will unveil 
the main characteristics of what designing games in the indie game scenes entails. This 
includes depicting characteristics of the design activities and processes undertaken by the 
designers of indie games for the creation of the games. It is also identifying the elements these 
designers work with to create the games, finding out how rigid or flexible their practice is, as 
well as recognizing the meddling or influence of the player in the design process, among other 
elements.  
 
This research effort will also provide an understanding from a theoretical design perspective 
on what designing games entails. The design of games will be addressed by turning to theories 
from design as a field of inquiry and other disciplines such as engineering, architecture and 
product design. The design of indie games and game design will be studied regarding what is 
that designers deal with while designing, how are constraints determining the design activity,   
what are exactly the activities or actions designers do while designing, how do design methods 
support the design activity, and how do designers do approach the design, by problem-solving 
(Simon, 1996) and framing (Dorst, 2015). All of these being notions that have been unattended 
or not fully explored within game studies.  
 

OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION  
 
This dissertation consists of seven chapters. Chapter 2 deals with the indie games movement. 
It aims at reaching an understanding about indie games and what makes these games and 
their makers stand out among mainstream games. The chapter presents several discourses 
about indie games from the perspectives of game journalists, academics and game 
practitioners. It also digs into the roots of the term indie and the background of indie cultures 
and glimpses at the indie phenomenon from the perspective of several theoretical standpoints 
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from media studies. The text also discusses several traits of indie games in contrast to 
mainstream games and how from some perspectives these two types of games constitute an 
opposition.  
 
In chapter 2 I also argue that indie games can represent a radical other to mainstream games, 
an opposite view to the prevailing standpoint within game studies (Jahn-Sudmann, 2008) 
(Parker, 2013) (Martin, et al., 2009). The chapter also discusses about the intricate relations 
that members of the indie game community have established with the commercial game 
industry. The chapter closes by presenting indie games as a phenomenon encompassing not 
only digital games, but also other playful forms, which can even be partly physical or 
performative, and that are made for the sake of expression and creativity.  
 
Chapter 3 focuses on game design. This chapter covers the principles and theories within game 
studies revolving around the design of games. I start by presenting a consolidated definition of 
the term game design and an explanation of the game design process according to the most 
well-known literature. I also give an overview of the history of game design and its impact 
within game studies by shaping up different views. The chapter also introduces one by one the 
most prominent game design contributions and discusses their practical use. This to envision 
how accessible and implementable this knowledge is for people designing games, such as the 
designers who participated in this research.  
 
Chapter 3 also presents an overview of the existing visions on the design of indie games from 
the perspective of game design, in order to find out if the literature prescribes something 
special or particular for the design of this kind of games. I close chapter number 3 by 
redefining game design and envisioning it as a construct originated and mostly revolving 
ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƎics. With this 
Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ƎŀƳŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΣ L ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ άƎǊƻǳƴŘέΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŜǊƳ 
against the results of this dissertation, the design undertaken by the designers of indie games.  
 
Chapter 4 is totally focused on theories about design. The chapter constitutes the theoretical 
standpoints for the analysis of the design undertaken by the interviewees of this dissertation 
and for the comparison between the design of indie games and game design. These theories 
do not come from game studies but from other disciplines. These disciplines are engineering, 
architecture, product design and design as field of study, and more specifically the schools of 
thought of design research and design theory. 
  
The chapter defines design and gives and overview of design as a field of inquiry. The text also 
introduces problem-solving (Simon, 1996) (Simon, et al., 1972) (Simon, 1973)  and reflection-in-
action (Schön, 1983). Paradigms that have influenced the views of some design research 
theorists and that have strongly defined the vision on design within game studies. However, in 
this chapter I argue that both paradigms are extremely similar and that reflection-in-action 
(Schön, 1983) is not an appropriate theoretical standpoint for the explaining of design.  
 
Chapter 4 also introduces the characteristics of the context in which designers undertake their 
design practice: design problems, design solutions and constraints are defined. As well, the 
text presents and exemplifies the approaches for the undertaking of design: problem-solving 
(Simon, 1996) and framing (Dorst, 2015). I also introduce C-K theory (Hatchuel, et al., 2003), a 
framework to understand and analyze design as a series of transformations of concepts and 
knowledge, an innovative theoretical point for the study of the design of games. The text 
closes by setting some boundaries between design and art. This with the purpose of 
understanding in later chapters, if the design of indie games shares more in common with 
artistic practices than with commercial design practices.  
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Chapter 5 explains the methodology of the research, which has been already shortly 
introduced. Chapter 6 presents through visualizations and discusses the results of the 
research. It introduces all the participants of the research and their games. It presents and 
discusses about whether the design of indie games and game design revolve around design 
problems or design projects as well as several other defining elements that designing games 
from both perspectives imply. The text also presents and explains the design processes for the 
design of indie games and game design, the contexts in which the designs origin, as well as the 
design methods applied by indie designers in their practice and the outlooks that influence 
their design activities.  
 
Chapter 7 answers the research question of the dissertation and proves correct the hypothesis. 
The chapter offers a thorough discussion on how the design of indie games and game design 
feature similarities and divergences. The chapter especially focuses on portraying the design of 
indie games as more alike to an artistic practice and game design as more alike to a design 
practice. The chapter presents a very robust visualization on this phenomenon.  The text also 
traces future leads for the study of design within game studies and stresses on notions and 
theoretical standpoints that the dissertation contributes with.  
 
 

TERM DISAMBIGUATION 
 
It is important to clarify the connotations to the most common terms used in this dissertation.   
While writing this dissertation, it was found that game design consists of a construct within 
game studies revolving around a series of principles and conventionalities from the game 
industry with limited epistemological insights about what designing implies (see chapter 3). For 
this reason, the term game design refers only to this construct from game studies, while 
design of games refers to the activity of designing or devising games as a human activity in 
general.  Thus, design of indie games or indie design of games refers to the design of games 
from an indie perspective or within an indie cultures context.  
 
Because of the same reason, I refrained myself from using the term game designer to refer to 
people making games. I felt this term implied this person designs games following the logics of 
the game industry. Similarly, the term indie game designer sounded as someone who followed 
the principles from game studies revolving around the game industry but as an indie creator. 
Thus, I preferred to refer to people making games in general as designers, designers of games 
or game practitioners. And in case of those affiliated or empathizing with the indie games 
movement such as the participants of this research, as indie designers of games or designers 
of indie games. The term game designer is only used a few times in chapter 3, to make 
reference to the way in which the game design literature refers to the designers of games.   
 
Other frequent words referring to the creation of a game are producing or production, and 
development. Production or producing refers to the work on the game towards its 
completion, once that the design has already been finished. It is all those additional activities 
that the creation of the game involves excluding the actual design of the game, such as 
managing the work and communicating with team members or polishing the game without 
changing its essence. Development or developing connotes the whole process of game 
creation, both the design and the additional work for its completion, its production.  
Production and development in this dissertation do not make reference to other popular 
constructs in game studies such as game production or game development.  
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One of the most common terms in this dissertation is the term design. Design can refer to a 
discipline (chapter 4); it can also refer to the activity or process of devising an object, including 
a game. Design also can refer to the result or product of the design activity, e.g. the designer 
finished a design. And the term designing refers to the activity of undertaking design.  
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CHAPTER 2: THE INDIE GAMES MOVEMENT 
 

This chapter will discuss about the indie games movement. Some of the questions that will be 
addressed are as follows: What are the so-called indie games? What makes them different 
from games referred as mainstream games? What are the traits of the cultures existing around 
indie games? What are the dynamics between indie games and mainstream games and 
between indie game developers and industry people?    

This chapter attempts to shed light around the indie games movement, its characteristics and 
nuances, from a different perspective than as previously done in game studies. The chapter 
builds upon existing academic views and pursues leads representing in some cases new 
directions in the study of the so-called indie games. The indie games movement will be 
discussed in relation to the games industry and how intricate relationships have been 
established between the two concepts that strongly challenge several core indie values. The 
indie games movement will also be discussed as a context where people can create games or 
ǇƭŀȅŦǳƭ ŦƻǊƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊ ƎǊŜŀǘƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎέ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƎŀƳƛƴƎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎ 
shaped by the industry; a scenario where games can be partly digital, physical, performative, 
or include many other forms of artistic expression.  The goal of this text is to reach a better 
understanding around the phenomenon of indie games in order to ground the main topic of 
this dissertation. 

The structure of this chapter is as follows. First, I will present a few examples of indie games 
and the discourses around the indie games movement with the purpose of explaining what 
this phenomenon is about. Second, I will explore the roots of the term indie and indie cultures 
and will turn to the theory of alternative media to get a better understanding of the social 
phenomena labeled as indie. Then, I will present different traits of indie games in contrast to 
mainstream games and will show how in some cases these two kinds of games represent an 
opposition. Next, I will present a series of discourses shaping the intricate relationship 
between the members of the indie games movement and the industry. And finally, I will 
discuss the indie games movement not as an opposition to the industry, but as a context for 
expression and creativity.  

As I will explain hereafter, by referring to different theoretical approaches, indie movements 
and indie cultures have thrived through different circumstances and have got multiple shapes 
and forms through their history. Indie movements and indie cultures evolve and transform 
with time, they present multiple faces as they develop. Due to the wide array of visions and 
interpretations within the indie games movement, the present research offers a particular 
point of view that may differ from or present overlaps with other texts and analyses on the 
matter. 

 

INDIE GAMES  

Imagine a world with no women left, and suddenly, you find a baby girl. To protect her from 
the depraved men that coexist with you in the world, you raise her secretly in the basement of 
your van house. But one day she disappears. For this reason, you go on a quest trying to find 
her following trails of blood. On your journey you meet very peculiar persons, and even have 
to fight some of these people. This is Lisa (Dingaling Productions, 2014), a turn-based 2D RPG 
indie game taking the player through different emotional states. It portrays a very bizarre post-



21 
 

apocalyptic world full of strange characters, situations and puns, such as a character farting 
you while you sleep or muscular men in drag. Lisa was developed by Austin Jorgensen. It was 
funded through a Kickstarter campaign (Kickstarter, 2017) and is currently sold digitally on 
Steam, the most popular digital distribution platform for games. 

Picture yourself walking in a garden crowded with cats and picking each of them to give them a 
pleasant lick. This is Cat Licker (Cox, et al., 2012); a 2D game in which the player scores points 
per cat licked. In the game there is no enemies or obstacles; the player does not die nor is 
challenged or punished for any actions while playing. The game was made in four days by Joe 
and James Cox as part of the game jam event Ludum Dare 25 (Cox, 2017). The game is part of 
WŀƳŜǎ /ƻȄΩǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƛƴ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ Cat Licker is available for 
free on the game platform GameJolt.  

There are many Tetris (Pajitnov, 1984) clones and imitations in the market. Borrowing 
inspiration from such a popular game, the tower-building party puzzle 2D game Tricky Towers 
(WeirdBeard, 2016) asks players to juggle with tetromino bricks. The addition in this game is 
real-world physics and a multiplayer gameplay style as well as particular rules, objectives and 
attractive power ups. In one of the modes of this game, for instance, the purpose is to be the 
first player whose tower of blocs is tall enough to reach the finish line, something quite 
opposite to traditional Tetris. In Tricky Towers players also have magical powers that allow 
them, for example, casting lightning strikes to impede the ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊΩǎ 
tetromino tower or tossing pitched-roof houses or pianos upon ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘǎΩ ǘƻǿŜǊǎ ǘƻ 
disrupt the piling of the blocs. The game is available for sale on digital game stores for different 
operative systems and has also been released for PlayStation 4 and Xbox One. The team 
behind Tricky Towers is WeirdBeard, a small-sized Amsterdam-based company that has been 
readapting the concept of playing with tetromino bricks through different platforms 
(WeirdBeard, 2017).  
 
The abovementioned games are just a few examples of works produced within the indie games 
movement. Each of them implies a very particular scenario in terms of what the game consists 
of, as well as on characteristics of the team that developed such games and the context 
surrounding their production and distribution. Each game offers a distinct gameplay; each of 
the games features visual styles and narratives that do not repeat in the other examples 
provided. Among such diverse facts, what is what makes of these games indie games? Is it at 
all possible to find common traits amongst games that stem from such individual creative 
freedom? 
 

 
Illustration 1 Example of indie games. 
To the left Lisa (Dingaling Productions, 2014), in the center Cat Licker (Cox, et al., 2012) and to the right 
Tricky Towers (WeirdBeard, 2016). 
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THE MOVEMENT OF INDIE GAMING: DISCOURSES, TRAITS AND 
BACKGROUND 
 
Discussions aiming at defining or explaining the indie game movement are numerous. In fact, 
these arguments have evolved through time and have been characterized for overlapping and 
clashing around specific notions or ideas, depending on the person behind each point of view. 
Journalist Dennis Kogel (2012) sees indie as a label revolving around four aspects: a business 
model, a game format, the games themselves and an ethos. Business model implies that the 
less the game developer resembles a corporation, the more indie it might be. Game format 
deals with the presentation of the game, implying that most indie games tend to be digital and 
ŎƘŜŀǇΣ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƴƛŎŜƭȅ άōƻȄŜŘέ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛŎŜȅ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƎŀƳŜǎ ǎƻƭŘ ƛƴ ǊŜǘŀƛƭ ǎǘƻǊŜǎΦ 
Indie games also tend to present a different aesthetic experience in comparison to popular 
mainstream games that are often shooters; indie games present other gameplay styles 
instead, for instance they are hardcore strategy games, interactive fiction or old-school role 
playing games. Ethos implies that indie developers make games for passion and freely, leaving 
outside of this definition all developers that are independent but financially driven, such as 
casual mobile game developers Rovio and Zynga (Kogel, 2012). 
 
Indie game developer David Rosen (2009) offers in his blog a definition of indie based on how 
organizations such as the Independent Games Festival and Xbox deal with indie games. 
Especially regarding the latter, Xbox, Rosen pays attention to how the console has changed the 
way of presenting games that are independent and quality-proven by Microsoft, in contrast to 
other games that are developed independently but not endorsed by Microsoft. Rosen thus 
endows indie games as having two characteristics: First, they are driven by passion instead of 
money, and while money is important and necessary, for indie developers it is just part of the 
logistics but not the ambition behind the game. And second, they are developed in the 
άǘǊŜƴŎƘŜǎέΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǎǳŎƘ ƎŀƳŜǎ Řƻ ŀƭƭ the hard work themselves, the programming, 
the art, the marketing, etc. (Rosen, 2009).  
 
Lƴ ŀƴ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ŘŜōŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƻǾŜ ƻǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƴ ŜǘƘŜǊŜŀƭ άƛƴŘƛŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘέ ŀǎ 
well as other common assumptions and definitions of indie games, indie developer Craig Stern 
(2012)  reaches the conclusion that indie games are such that are developed from beginning to 
end without the intromission of any publisher or licensor as well as are created by a single 
developer or a small team. Stern argues that indie developers are those that have full freedom 
to decide upon their game and maintain the intellectual property of their work. The size of 
their team also allows the flow of creativity, in contrast to those big companies where people 
have a limited input with their work in the final result of the game (Stern, 2012). 
 
Besides these views revolving around independence and freedom to create, a group of game 
practitioners who have subscribed themselves to the indie game movement have also brought 
a sense of subversion to the discourse. The Scratchware Manifesto (Designer X; Designer J1; 
Designer R, 2000) is a text that includes the views of different designers of games on situations 
within the game industry that are not optimal. The manifesto deals with several topics, such as 
the rights designers have over their creations, their games, the exploitation that the industry 
performs over people and resources in seek of money and power, and even the rejection to 
negative industry traditions such as working extra hours. Greg Costykan, also known as 
Designer X, is one of the contributors to the manifesto. He advocates for a game making 
practice that favors creativity and innovation, breaking away from the controlling ways of the 
industry. He calls for a revolution of independent developers such as the movement originated 
by the first fathers of the videogames, such as Chris Crawford, Will Wright or Dani Buten.  
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Anna Anthropy is an independent designer of games and activist that has made games that 
question the status quo on sexuality and gender such as her most known game Dys4ia 
(Anthropy, 2006) , a game that portrays her journey with hormone therapy to transition from 
male to female. Besides her games, Anne Anthropy (2012) advocates for a game making 
practice open to minorities and unrepresented groups that allows ordinary people express 
themselves through the design of games, such as decades ago other creative people did 
through the production of their own self-made zines. 
 
Another important figure of the indie game movement is Paolo Pedercini. With his initiative 
Molle Industria he has made many games presenting strong criticism about pivotal social 
topics like poverty, gun control, slavery, religion intolerance, among many other themes. As an 
active voice within the indie movement and in academia, Pedercini sees actors within the indie 
scene as cultural producers, publishers and makers with creativity and valuable skills with punk 
roots going through a soft-rebellion against capitalism (Pedercini, 2012). But because 
capitalism is unavoidable and the market is saturating with a high offer of games, Pedercini 
suggests indie game makers to conquer new spaces and situations that have not been yet 
explored by the industry such as games at work, games for seniors or making play out of new 
and untypical controllers and interfaces (Pedercini, 2017).  
 
From the game studies perspective, some theorists have also offered their view on indie 
gaming. Jason Wilson sees indie gaming as a multidisciplinary field encompassing media art, 
activism and entrepreneurship. Wilson considers the makers of indie games as start-up people, 
politically engaged producers, hackers, modders, vintage game revivalists and as explorers of 
interface possibilities (Wilson, 2005). Realizing that the concept of indie gaming revolves 
around a series of conversations among different actors including producers, developers, 
ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎΣ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΣ tŀƻƭƻ wǳŦŦƛƴƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛŜ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ άŀǎ ŀ 
series of discourses in video game culture that changes the understanding of the values 
ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǾƛŘŜƻ ƎŀƳŜέ (Ruffino, 2013 p. 115). 
 
The values to which Ruffino refers to are mostly those that deal with the distribution, 
development and financing of games (Ruffino, 2013). He implies that the industry underwent a 
transformation of structure and ways for working. The industry changed its dynamics but not 
towards democratization; it transformed into forms propitiating the outsourcing of services 
and the finding of already-made assets to profit from. The indie game movement arose finding 
in this context a place where to thrive.  
 
The relation between the indie game movement and the industry is a complicated one. Many 
times one concept has been contrasted to the other, but clear-cut definitions are hard to 
provide. The main reason is that mainstream games do not represent a uniform or singular 
entity (Parker, 2013). This applies as well for indie games. There is no single indie game 
movement but a plethora of tendencies and discourses as they are described and lived by its 
participants (Lipkin, 2013). For this reason, the characteristics and views on what indie games 
are will differ from country to country and from one social circle to another (Lipkin, 2013). 
Designer and academic Paolo Pedercini (2012) envisions indie gaming not as a Boolean but 
more as a continuum; a gradient through which indie game developers project themselves and 
their games depending on the degree of freedom they enjoy or lack of from capitalistic 
structures (see illustration 2). 
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Illustration 2 Paolo Pedercini's visualization positioning indie game developers. 
With this diagram, Pedercini projects indie game developers within a continuum in relation with 
mainstream developers based on their degree of independency from capitalistic structures (Pedercini, 
2012). 

 
 

One of the situations that can be observed within the indie game movement is that its actors 
and participants build strong connections among each other.  They behave like part of a 
community where they support each other. This phenomenon is very visible in the social 
network Twitter. Independent designers and developers follow each other, retweet each 
ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǘǿŜŜǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΦ hƴ ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊ άƛƴŘƛŜǎέ 
post sketches and mockups, share their ideas for potential games and give previews on their 
prototypes and upcoming releases.  
 
Guevara Villalobos (2011) identified this phenomenon within the indie games movement and 
called it communities of practice. Through a study consisting of interviews with game 
developers at independent companies, Guevara Villalobos depicts these communities of 
practice as social environments, both physical and virtual, where members share knowledge, 
expertise, resources and work practices. They also transfer skills and support each other with 
ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǘŀǎƪǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƎŀƳŜs and providing feedback. In 
these communities people find moral support, build trust and find motivation for their indie 
endeavors. The common interests around game making keep these social contexts clipped 
together (Guevara-Villalobos, 2011).  
 
Another explanation to this situation is provided by Pierson Browne (2015). Browne turns to 
the phƛƭƻǎƻǇƘŜǊ .ŜƴŜŘƛŎǘ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ (2006) to analyze the indie games movement. Anderson 
(2006) ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅέ to analyze nationalism, explaining that nations 
are social constructs of individuals who share a set of ideals and interests, identify themselves 
as part of a certain group or nation, and have an image of a communion, even in cases in which 
these individuals do not know each other or have a limited interactions among them.  Browne 
(2015) expands this concept and  argues that indie developers and the indie game fans share 
common discourses and that these actors have a common understanding of what indie games 
are and the kind of position they have in regard to what the mainstream is.  

The discourses and narratives so far presented place value on the terms, indie, independent 
and independence, to the point that the words indie and independent are interchangeably in 
many cases, i.e. indie game and independent games3. aŀǊƛŀ DŀǊŘŀ ŀƴŘ tŀǿŜƱ Drabarczyk 

                                                           
3
 The terms indie and independent pose different connotations. According to Dictionary.com, the word 

άƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘέ Ƙŀǎ ƛǘǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ мсмл ŀƴŘ мсмр ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ 
regarding opinion or conduct; to someone that is not subject to an authority or jurisdiction and is autonomous or 
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analyze popular discourses around the two terms in games cultures in order to understand 
what these two words connote (2016).  ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘέ 
indicates a status of independency of the game in regard to an external factor of financial, 
creative or publishing kind. This entails that a game can be considered independent in either 
one or all of these three factors (Garda, et al., 2016). Game developers that invest their own 
money to produce a game would be financially independent. A designer coming up with the 
whole concept for a game and taking it further until its release would be creatively 
independent. And a studio releasing a game without the support of another entity would be 
publishing the game independently.  

A few examples of GardaΩǎ ŀƴŘ GrŀōŀǊŎȊȅƪΩǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǾƛŜǿ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǎ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ (Garda, et al., 
2016): Super Meat Boy (Team Meat, 2010) would be independent financially, creatively and 
from a publisher, since the game was self-funded and self-published and totally and freely 
developed by its creators, Edmund McMillen and Tommy Refenes. Braid (Blow, 2008) would 
be financially and creatively independent but would not be independent from a publisher; the 
game was self-funded and totally freely designed by Jonathan Blow but was published by 
Microsoft. Self-published and self-ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜŘ wƻǾƛƻΩǎ ƎŀƳŜ Angry Birds Rio (Rovio Entertainment, 
2011) would not be independent creatively as its creation is based on satisfying a specific 
casual gaming target market. While games of the !ǎǎŀǎǎƛƴΩǎ /ǊŜŜŘ ŦǊŀƴŎƘƛǎŜ (Ubisoft, 2007 - 
2017) would not be independent at all, for being projects developed by large studios and 
funded and published by Ubisoft targeting a specific market audience.  

On the other hand, for Garda and Grabarczyk (2016) the term indie in current popular 
discourses makes reference to the denomination of a group of independent games and to the 
period in game development history in which these independent games have arisen and 
gained momentum: the mid-нлллΩǎΦ The researchers identify in these independent games and 
time period a series ƻŦ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜ άƳŀǊƪŜǊǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ intrinsic properties of the games or to 
characteristics of ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜǎΩ surroundings or development. Some of these markers or 
indicators are the following: the 2D visual style of the games, the development of the games 
by small-sized teams, the small-file-game sizes in comparison to non-indie or mainstream 
games, the use of middleware and open-source tools for the development of the games, the 
development of games under a small budget, the low price of games at the market, the 
exploration of new themes and gameplay, the distribution of the games through digital 
platforms, the rise the local game scenes and communities, as well as a series of oftentimes 
opposing or contrasting ideologies around freedom, creativity and professionalism constituting 
a peculiar kind of indie mindset.  

The markers Garda and Grabarczyk (2016) provide are not, however, subsuming all the 
possible features of indie games. Garda and Grabarczyk see these markers as highly influenced 
by economic, social and technological circumstances as well as functional just in certain 
contexts, prone to constant variation and subject to counterexamples or exceptions. This due 
to frequent changes in the environments in which indie games are immersed; for instance, 
from time to time a new distribution platform gets popular, a developing tool becomes more 
accessible to the use of more people, or a visual or narrative or design style becomes trendy 
(Garda, et al., 2016). When such events take place the understanding, dynamics and the 
especially the markers of indie games start to vary.   

                                                                                                                                                                          
free of thinking and action. It also refers to someone or something not influenced by others, to being not 
dependent or contingent on others, as well as rejecting or refusing obligations from others (Dictionary.com, 2017). 
Indie, on the other hand, is supposed to have arisen around 1940 and 1945 having as its original source the term 
άƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘέΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻǊ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ōǳǘ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ 
to those belonging to the creative industry, film, music or games. It is also a genre making reference to 
independence in its production (Dictionary.com, 2017) .   



26 
 

With the following model, Garda and Grabarczyk (2016) aim at conveying the dynamics and 
interrelations of the connotations of the two terms, independent and indie.  The core of the 
model is constituted by the three types of potential independence the researchers posit: 
financial independence, creative independence and an independence from a publisher. As 
well, and represented with satellite orbits around the three types of independence, the 
researchers present a few of the markers for the term indie, implying that these concepts are 
variable due to changes in game development spheres.  

 

Illustration 2.3. Interrelations of the connotations of the terms indie and independent by Garda and 
Gabarczyk (2016).  

A counter example or exception to the markers presented by Garda and Grabarczyk is No 
aŀƴΩǎ {ƪȅ (2015). For the development of this indie game £1.25 million were pledged on the 
crowd-funding site Kickstarter, and had behind its creation a team of about 250 people. The 
game offers through its procedural generated content practically infinite explorative gameplay 
and is available for the price of about 60 euros on digital platforms as well as on aƛŎǊƻǎƻŦǘΩǎ 
Xbox and {ƻƴȅΩǎ PlayStation (Diver, 2016). The case of bƻ aŀƴΩǎ {ƪȅΩǎ is a very special one, to 
the point that it resembles more a mainstream game than an indie game. The circumstances 
around the development of this game as well as how it is marketed make of this game an 
example going beyond the borderlines of what indie games constitute from the perspective of 
the theorists previously presented.   

The background or history of the indie games movement is a particular one and it depends on 
the lenses through which it is analyzed; this because the first videogames ever created 
happened outside of an existing industry. Once an established and prolific industry appeared 
the distinctions between independency and dependency from it became a relevant topic. It 
was early in game development history when the first efforts claiming for freedom to create 
ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀƴǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǳǇƻƴ ŀ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀǘŜŘΦ Lƴ мфтф ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 
programmers David Crane, Alan Miller, Larry Kaplan and Bob Whitehead left Atari because 
their professional needs for appropriate credits over their work and fairer economical 
retributions were not met. After their departure, these designers and programmers funded 
Activision, which is considered the first independent game company (Flemming, 2007).  

In 1991 John Romero and John Cormack left their programming jobs at the software company 
Softdisk to create their own prolific game company id Sotfware. With their company, Romero 
and Cormack spawned such hits as Doom (id Software, 1993 - 2016) and Quake (id Software, 
1996), and opened the door to the creative involvement of fans by making their game engine 
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available for use for free. (Lowood, 2014). .ǳǘ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мффлΩǎ the Quake engine was not the 
only engine available and at disposition of people interested in authoring or modding games. 
Many other means for game development coexisted such as Klik ´n Play, Game Maker or XNA. 
These engines and tools allowed game connoisseurs coming up with their own creations 
already before the turn of the millennium (Morley, 2014). 
 
Indie games got in the spotlight halfway through ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎŀŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нлллΩǎ with the release of 
Braid (Blow, 2008)Φ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎŀŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нлллΩǎΣ Eric 
Zimmerman was aware of such games and wrote about them (2002). Back then Zimmerman 
called for an inclusive understanding around the indie; an understanding that could involve 
their funding, marketing and distribution, as well as their specific properties and features, and 
also other aspects such as their spirit and culture (Zimmerman, 2002).  
 
Years later, as indie games got prominence, game theorists started to touch upon all the topics 
suggested by Zimmerman when analyzing the indie game movement. But just as Garda and 
Grabarczyk (2016) and Lipkin (2013) note, there is not a single history or background of the 
indie games movement, nor a current single and uniform indie games movement. There are 
many games movements that can be talked about, per country, per game genre, per game 
trend, etc.  

The next section presents a brief introduction to one of the approaches game theorists have 
undertaken to analyze indie games, by drawing parallelisms and comparisons between the 
relationships of indie media and mainstream media and indie games and mainstream games. 
This is followed by an overview of the background of indie cultures and using some examples 
to argue that drawing parallelisms from indie and mainstream media is not the best approach 
for the study of indie games, since each medium has a different background and works under 
different logics and circumstances. Thereafter, the theory on alternative media, a series of 
theoretical perspectives suitable for the understanding of indie cultures and by implication 
also of indie games, is introduced. 

UNDERSTANDING THE INDIE CONCEPT 

With the aim of understanding the concept of indie within game cultures, some theorists have 
compared and drawn parallelisms between the domains of indie and mainstream media and 
indie and mainstream games. These researchers mention recognizing an opposition between 
indie music and mainstream music and between indie cinema and mainstream cinema, but not 
between indie games and mainstream games (Jahn-Sudmann, 2008) (Martin, et al., 2009)  
(Lipkin, 2013). Trying to understand indie games through other indie media is a useful 
approach; however, this stance entails pitfalls. First, indie applies not only to media but also to 
other forms of cultural expression and production, and its interpretations have changed 
through time as it has got co-opted by and broken free from capitalistic structures that will be 
further explained (Oakes, 2009). And second, within media is possible to find actors within 
indie movements somehow going against the values indie stands for, such as freedom or 
independence. The examples presented hereafter are an elaboration of the arguments just 
postulated.  

Indie is more than indie music, indie cinema and indie games. Indie includes more than just a 
phenomenon existing in reference to or in relation with an established commercial media. 
There are many other forms of indie. In fact, by checking related topics and tags to indie games 
in Wikipedia (Wikipedia contributors, 2017), it is possible to see how the indie movement 
spans through different forms of expression and cultural production. There has not only been 
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indie music, indie cinemaΣ ƛƴŘƛŜ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƻǊ ƛƴŘƛŜ ǿǊŜǎǘƭƛƴƎ όōǊŀƴŘŜŘ ŀǎ άƛƴŘy ǿǊŜǎǘƭƛƴƎέύ ŀǎ 
apparent logical counter discourses. There have also been indie writing, indie video, indie 
press, indie software, indie art and indie design. Indie has had the forms of comics, fanzines, 
open source software, self-curated art exhibitions and freeware, among many other examples 
of cultural production.  

In Slanted and Enchanted: The evolution of Indie Culture (2009) Kara Oakes presents passages 
of her experience around the indie; specifically what she lived growing up in Oakland and 
Berkeley immersed in the creative subcultures of independent artists, musicians, cartoonists, 
ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƪŜǊǎΦ hŀƪŜǎΩ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻǎ ǎǇŀƴ ǘƘǊƻǳgh different decades.  These passages start in 
ǘƘŜ мфрлΩǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ мфслΩǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ indie cultures through such 
actions as making art outside of the conventional, networking, valuing creativity over profit 
and working at grassroots levels. Examples of those years are poet Allen Ginsberg, dancing and 
ŎƘŀƴǘƛƴƎ ƘƻƳƻŜǊƻǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƘŀǊƎŜŘ ǇƻŜǘǊȅ ŀǘ άƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎǎέΤ The Diggers, an anarchist 
ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎǘ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŜŘ άƎǳŜǊǊƛƭƭŀέ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ ŀƴŘ the underground comix4 Zap 1 by Robert 
Crumb. 

¢ƘŜ мфулΩǎ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜǎ ōȅ hŀƪŜǎ ǎƘƻǿ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛŜ propagating through a plethora of 
forms, such as zines like Flipside, Slash, Cometbus, Absolutely Zippo and Maximumrocknroll 
(MRR), comics, flyer art, skating and tape trading as well as the rise of the punk underground 
for the sake of self-expression, including the appearance of the punk music venue Gilman at 
фнп DƛƭƳŀƴΣ ƛƴ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΣ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ мффлΩǎ ǘƘŜ άǊƛƻǘ ƎǊǊǊƭέ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ arose revolving 
around several situations like the all-female headlined event Love Rock Revolution Girl Style 
Now at the International Pop Underground Convention, the female rock band Bikini Kill, the 
Bikini Kill zine and the feminist ideological compendium Riot Grrrl Manifesto by Bikini Kill Ωǎ 
ƭŜŀŘŜǊ YŀǘƘƭŜŜƴ IŀƴƴŀΦ .ǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мффлΩǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴŘƛŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜs saw their schemes shaken 
to the roots and found themselves questioned in their identity when Nirvana reached 
mainstream success and other indie acts also opted for or were caught in a commercial 
crossoverΦ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ŘŀȅǎΣ ǘƘŜ нлллΩǎΣ hŀƪŜǎ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜǎ ǎƘƻǿ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ indie, 
such as the itinerary Renegade Craft Fair, a do-it-yourself ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ άǊŜōŜƭƭƛƻǳǎέ-driven 
crafts market focusing on quality and uniqueness of works; a place for t-shirts, knitted bags, 
jewelry, recycled artifacts, velcro-skirts, etc.  

 

                                                           
4
 ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŎƻƳƛȄέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀƴ άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜέ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƛŎǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳƛŎǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘƭȅ ōȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 
ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜƴǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŎƻŘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƛŎǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ мфслΩǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƳƛŎǎ ǿŜƴǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ 
censorship of any kind and oftentimes depicted sex, drug-use and violence in their pages (Oakes, 2009).  
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Illustration 2.4. aƛŎƘŜƭƭŜ hǘǘΩǎ Postcard Machine and one of her postcards. 
 On the right, an illustration of the Postcard Machine (Ott, 2016), an itinerary-craft-fair-speaking-booth 
designed by Michelle Ott for the vending of hand-made, highly personalized and in situ-crafted postcards 
(Ott, 2016). On the left Words of Wisdom (Ott, 2016) , one of the postcards Ott personally designed and 
sewed, as the many other postcards she sells at fairs and events like the Renegade Craft Fair (Oakes, 
2009).  

 
 
The indie depicted by Oakes (2009) is a series of alternative forms of expression existing both 
outside and without the need of a reference to commercial and established power structures. 
Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ hŀƪŜǎΩ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ Řƻ not need a mainstream counterpart to exist, for instance 
poetry or self-published manifestos. Such indie forms represent contexts for experimenting 
and developing radical ways of seeing, thinking and being (Duncombe, 1997). The cultures 
these forms of expression represent are spaces for creation without a lead and out of the 
terms of the status quo (Duncombe, 1997). Nevertheless, some indie cultures have also been 
prey of commercial interests and been used as flagship to allure individuals whose tastes lie 
outside of the conventional.  

According to Oakes (2009), punk and other indie subcultures were in the past oftentimes 
rebranded and repackaged aesthetically by corporations. But such a phenomenon was not as 
ƛƴǘŜƴǎŜ ŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎŀŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нлллΩǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ƛƴŘƛŜ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ 
due to multiple corporate ties around indie-related situations. iPods were indie because they 
featured indie artists in their TV commercials; the pricey clothing retailer American Apparel 
was indie for advocating fair wages for their workers and for presenting hipster looking girls in 
their advertisements; Toyota Scions cars were indie for being marketed for D.I.Y.-oriented 
people due to customization possibilities; and even music outfits formerly signed to indie 
labels with  indie looks, indie sound and indie speeches, were signed to major labels and 
played stadium gigs (Oakes, 2009). 

Similarly to these examples of the indie being reinterpreted by corporations, several media 
theorists have portrayed cases where the indie has had intricate relationships with the 
mainstream. Within music, Hesmondhalghm (1999) studies the case of the indie music labels 
One Little Indian and Creation and the strategies they followed to thrive. The former, with very 
strong punk roots, was partly sold in attempt to stay financially afloat and later on even 
established links with major companies like PolyGram, but kept its ethos of privileging artists 
and promoting anarchistic ideals with its releases. The case of One Little Indian represents the 
άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴέ ƻŦ άǇǳƴƪέΣ ƛƴ IŜǎƳƻƴŘƘŀƭƎƘƳΩǎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ƭŀōŜƭΣ Creation, was 
taken over by Sony and focused on markets labeled as indie rock, indie pop and Britpop. This 
move helped the label reach internationalization with acts like Oasis (Hesmondhalghm, 1999). 

On the other hand and within film theory, Yannis Tzioumakis (2012) talks about a very popular 
kind of indie cinema from the USA lacking kinship with European films, something indie films 
used to always have. Instead, these indie films consist of an amalgamation of mainstream and 
indie elements. An example is Pulp Fiction (Tarantino, 1994), a multimillion-grossing indie film 
partly made in association with Miramax, an indie film production house, but starred by 
Hollywood stars (Tzioumakis, 2012). This is what Tzioumŀƪƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ŀǎ άƛƴŘƛŜǿƻƻŘέ, term to 
refer to a later phase of cinema where the lines between indie and commercial films have 
become blurry. 

The situations that Hesmondhalghm (1999) and Tzioumakis (2012) explore indicate that 
multiple shapes of indie exist within media, as well as various levels of co-option and 
dependency. Hesmondhalghm (1999) and Tzioumakis (2012) do not present examples of an 
opposition, but rather of a symbiosis. Indie in music and in cinema have got different forms 
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through time. For this reason drawing parallelisms between indie media and indie games is 
challenging, because there has not being a singular indie music or indie cinema, but many 
forms of them.  

A suitable theoretical approach to understand the indie not as a counter media but as the 
broad concept encompassing self-expression, networking and cultural production as Oakes 
(2009) exemplifies, is the theory of alternative media. For Chris Atton (2002), alternative media 
are not a resistance to mainstream media, but rather new cultural forms pushing the limits of 
pluralism in political and artistic ways. Alternative media are not counter media and include 
forms and shapes that imply no opposition to established media traditions, for instance zines 
and hybrid forms of electronic media. These media give voice to counter and alternative 
publics and favor autodidacts working through collective experimentation. Moreover, 
alternative media do not intend to become a legitimate culture, instead, stay middle and 
lowbrow, in a space open for the expression of people (Atton, 2002). 

Olga Guedes Bailey, Bart Cammaerts and Nico Carpentier (2007) envision alternative media on 
one side as a phenomenon existing in relation to the mainstream, as a hybrid form of 
independent media challenging established powers, authorities and structures. But Bailey, 
Cammaerts and Carpentier also find alternative media as a phenomenon not necessarily 
counter-hegemonic, but yet representing the means for giving voice and representation to 
communities and for connecting people and their concerns locally and globally (Guedes, et al., 
2007). Bailey, Cammaerts and Carpentier (2007) profile alternative media under four different 
defining approaches: 
 

¶ Serving the community: this approach refers to a community independently of its local 
or global scope and the possibility of such community to grant access and participation 
to its members to media content and to produce media. As well, it refers to the spaces 
propitiating public debates and self-representation of the community and its 
members. An example of these media is a radio program in a local radio station 
working as an open microphone granting community members the possibility to 
discuss on the radio and through the radio the problems of the community.  

 

¶ Alternative media as an alternative to mainstream media: this definition identifies 
alternative media as the means for societal groups to produce non-conformist and 
counterhegemonic representations and discourses in relation to a mainstream media 
that naturalize a prevailing form of common sense. However, this approach also 
includes the contingency of alternative media; alternative media as something running 
in parallel to a mainstream media without representing a counter-form but still 
providing content that varies from the mainstream in ideological, representative and 
discursive way while allowing experimentation. An example of these media is 
alternative journalism in countries dealing with war and armed conflicts in the form of 
blogs reporting events mainstream media does not attend. 

 

¶ Linking alternative media to civil society: this approach refers to seeing alternative 
media as an ordinary voice of civil society, as tools or means for democratization. 
Examples of these media are self-created, self-organized and self-run mailing list and 
forums of the civic society to talk about their issues and politics. 

 

¶ Alternative media as rhizome: this approach envisions alternative media in reference 
to the metaphor of a rhizome: non-linear, anarchic and nomadic. It considerers 
alternative media as movements of the civil society presenting such traits as 
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connectivity, heterogeneity, multiplicity, rupture and mapping. This means that under 
specific circumstances like a catastrophe or an emergency, alternative media can 
connect with each other or even with governments and the markets in order to reach 
a common good. As well, it entails that alternative media appear and disappear; once 
they have become strong their presence can suddenly delude or after disappearing a 
new form of them arises. Examples of these media are civic-run radio frequencies or 
stations that appear after an earthquake to gather supplies and that tend to disappear 
as the needs for help decrease.  

 

 
Christian Fuchs (2010) expands the concept of alternative media provided by Bailey, 
Cammaerts and Carpentier (2007) and coins the term critical media. Conversely to the 
previous theoretical views, Fuchs focuses only on that alternative media that challenges the 
dominancy of mass media in terms of media structures, content, distribution, production and 
reception. This challenging alternative media is what Fuchs sees as critical media, in the sense 
that these media afford criticality within the public sphere to which they address. These are 
media of the society potentially stimulating public debate (Fuchs, 2010).  
 
For Fuchs (2010), the capital mass media are produced by the elite, hierarchically structured, 
ideological in form and content, distributed through marketing and public relations and aiming 
at causing a manipulative reception. In contrast, the critical media are produced by citizens, 
critical in form and content, rooted in community organizations, distributed through 
alternative channels and aiming at accomplishing a critical reception. Moreover, Fuchs 
identifies in critical media several qualities in their form and content (Fuchs, 2010): 
 

¶ the content of these media revolves around a better-to-be society through the 
strengthening of co-operation and participation; 

 

¶ these media appeals for new and better possibilities of social development to be 
imagined; 

 

¶ these media is in itself contradictory; as it entails rupture, change, dynamics, the 
unexpected and non-identity; and, 

 

¶ these media tries to raise the awareness on equality in society and takes the stance of 
the oppressed and exploited.  
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Illustration 2.5 Examples of alternative media as critical media presented by Fuchs (2010 p. 187). 

 
As shown in this section, indie as a series of discourses varies from one cultural form to 
another and from actors to actors. One the one hand, and bŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ hŀƪŜǎΩ (2009), 
IŜǎƳƻƴŘƘŀƭƎƘƳΩǎ (1999) ŀƴŘ ¢ȊƛƻǳƳŀƪƛǎΩ (2012) examples as well on the theory of alternative 
media, the roles of the indie in reference to the mainstream can be depicted in the forms of 
antagonism, parallelism, co-operation or even as a new paradigm soon-to-become or soon-to-
supersede the current mainstream. On the other hand, indie can be cultures existing outside 
the mainstream and with no much reference to it. How can the indie game movement be 
interpreted from these two stances? What is like an indie game movement in reference to a 
mainstream industry? What is like an indie game movement with no reference to mainstream 
games? Hereafter I will explore both perspectives.  
 

INDIE GAMES AS ¢I9 άw!5L/![έ h¢I9w 
 
A few game theorists have talked about finding an opposition between indie music and 
mainstream music and between indie cinema and mainstream cinema, but not between indie 
games regarding mainstream games (Jahn-Sudmann, 2008) (Martin, et al., 2009)  (Lipkin, 
2013). Almost a decade ago Jahn-Sudmann (2008) compared indie games and indie cinema to 
find out if indie games represented an opposition to mainstream games as he considered indie 
filmǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ŎƛƴŜƳŀΣ ŀ άǊŀŘƛŎŀƭέ ƻǘƘŜǊΦ WŀƘƴ-Sudmann concluded that 
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ƛƴŘƛŜ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ōǳǘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŀ άǊŀŘƛŎŀƭέ ƻǘƘŜǊΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 
vision on indie games regarding mainstream games ended up echoing in the papers of many 
game theorists (Martin, et al., 2009) (Parker, 2013). 

In his analysis, Jahn-Sudmann (2008) pays attention to three main variables as main 
characteristics of  independent films: the position of the film or filmmaker regarding the 
industry, the kind of formal and aesthetic approach indie films feature, and the relationship of 
these films towards a wider social, cultural, political and ideological outlook. Regarding the 
first variable, Jahn-Sudmann argued that while indie films dispose of efficient distribution 
channels to run in parallel to the Hollywood industry, within games movements major 
enterprises like EA, Sony or Microsoft were very dominant in the market and relegated indie 
games to low-budget productions and with limited means of distributions, which at the same 
time ƛƳǇŜŘŜŘ ƛƴŘƛŜ ƎŀƳŜǎΩ success.  

Regarding their formal and aesthetic approach and their relation towards a broad social, 
cultural, political and ideological landscape, Jahn-Sudmann (2008) stated that indie games are 
visually different from mainstream games due to production scale, for their low budget costs. 
Yet, he does not find an aesthetic counter-discourse or resistance in indie games regarding the 
mainstream as indie films by the acclaimed film directors Harmony Korine, David Lynch or John 
Waters feature.  Moreover,  Jahn-Sudmann (2008) thinks that the aesthetics of mainstream 
games are not developed enough to be strongly challenge, reason why instead of offering a 
ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƎŀƳŜǎΩ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎ ƛƴŘƛŜ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƻǇǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎǳōǾŜǊǎƛǾŜ ōǳǘ 
not an opposing phenomenon.  
 
Since Jahn-Sudmann wrote his paper, many things have changed with indie cinema as well as 
with indie games that may question the instrumental elements of his analysis. In the last ten 
years new distribution channels like Youtube or Netflix have appeared and become popular, 
new funding platforms exist like Kickstarter and Patreon, and the production of films and 
games has changed due to digitalization and the development of technology. And within the 
indie games movement, events, circumstances and discourses challenging Jahn-{ǳŘƳŀƴƴΩǎ 
understanding of indie games have also emerged, allowing envisioning some indie games as 
the άǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ƻǘƘŜǊέ ƻŦ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƎŀƳŜǎΦ  

Indie games and the indie games movement have presented an evolution for the last two 
decades in which they have gained momentum. For this reason, the views about them and 
their interpretation by writers, critics and academics may be challenged or seem unfitting in 
present times due to recent events or facts questioning past theories or assumptions. 
Moreover, there is not a single or uniform version of an indie games movement or a single and 
uniform version of the game industry. Thus, to draw categorical and time-lasting judgments 
and contrasts between the two concepts is impossible. 

However, taking in consideration the complexities that contrasting indie and mainstream 
games represent, I argue that indie games can represent an opposition to mainstream games 
to a certain extent from several perspectives. Indie games represent in some scenarios a 
άǊŀŘƛŎŀƭέ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƛŦ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΤ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ƎŀƳŜ 
aesthetics (Niedenthal, 2009) not only as visuals but also as many other aspects constituting a 
game experience such as the gameplay, how much money the game costs or how the game is 
presented to the public.  

First of all, the indie game movement can ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀ άǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ƻǘƘŜǊέ ǘƻ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƎŀƳŜǎ 
because indie games offer a variety in gameplay that mainstreams games do not. By paying a 
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visit to an electronics or a retail game store, we can find a limited number of gameplay styles: 
sports, adventure, fantasy and mostly shooters; in other words, the franchises of Fifa (EA 
Sports, 1993 - 2017), Super Mario (Nintendo, 1985 - 2017), Grand Theft Auto (Rockstar Games, 
2001 - 2013) , Call of Duty (Activision, 2003 - present), among others. And it is also possible to 
spot a few indie games, such as the very popular Minecraft (Persson, 2011) or Fez (Fish, 2012), 
as well as more recent releases such as Overcooked (Ghost Town Games, 2016) or Cuphead 
(Entertainment, 2017).   
 
 

  
 

Illustration 2.6. Examples of commercially-successful indie games.  
On the right Cuphead (Entertainment, 2017), on the left Overcooked (Ghost Town Games, 2016) 

 
 
But indie games, and especially those distributed digitally, are the ones offering a larger 
diversity in gameplay. A few examples of more diverse gameplay styles are multi-award 
winning indie games Crypt of the NecroDancer (Brace Yourself Games, 2015) and DERU - The 
Art of Cooperation (Ink Kit Studios, 2017). The former is a rogue-like dungeon exploration 
game where the movements of the characters are influenced by the beat of the music, 
affording the possibility of playing either with a normal controller or even dance pad.  The 
latter game is a co-op puzzle with abstract but stylish and attractive visuals in which the 
players have to overcome challenges based on light contrasts.  
 

 
Illustration 2.7. Examples of indie games with particular gameplay styles.  
On the right, Crypt of the NecroDancer (Brace Yourself Games, 2015), on the left DERU - The Art of 
Cooperation (Ink Kit Studios, 2017).  

 
Moreover, taking a deeper look, it is possible to see how some indie games have made similar 
or comparable impression among critics as those indie films by directors Harmony Korine, 
David Lynch, or John Waters, the directors mentioned by Jahn-Sudmann (2008). In an article 
from 2012, journalist Taylor Clark considers Braid (Blow, 2008) an authorship work similar to a 
film directorΩs work because it aims at hinting Jonathan BlƻǿΩǎ very personal view on human 
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condition and deals with the pursuit of something transcendental (Clark, 2012). Additionally, 
YƻǘŀƪǳΩǎ Deputy Manager Stephen Totilo points out that Braid (Blow, 2008) represents a 
commentary on game design because several elements such as coin-earning, death and time-
reversing have a very peculiar meaning (Totilo, 2007)Φ CǊƻƳ .ƭƻǿΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ, and as quoted 
by Clark (2012), Braid equals in cinema to the making of Citizen Kane (Wells, 1941), while other 
ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƎŀƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƻ άƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜέ equaling films like Bad Boys 2 with Will Smith (Bay, 
2003). 

Within the indie games movement it is also possible to find games that represent an aesthetic 
counter-discourse or resistance to the mainstream besides Braid (Blow, 2008). With the 
puzzle-based The Witness (2016), Jonathan Blow explores non-verbal communication and 
invites players to foster their awareness, to being more mindful, something that opposes 
common mainstream games. With the upcoming puzzle-platformer Miegakure (2010) Marc 
Ten Bosch expands the possibilities of games by presenting a game in which the player 
interacts in 4 dimensions, instead of the 2 or 3 dimensions always afforded by the medium. 
And with the indie label Blendo Games, Brandon Chu aims at creating hand-crafted games, 
taking distance from mass-produced game forms.  

Some indie games have also got the attention of the industry for the uniqueness of their 
design. Years ago at the Games Developers Conference, ¦ōƛǎƻŦǘΩǎ creative director Clint 
Hocking referred to the indie game Passage (Roher, 2007) ŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΥ ά²Ƙȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǿŜ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ 
ƎŀƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ Φ Φ Φ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΚΧ ŀ ƎŀƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎΦέ (Bearman, 2013). A good answer to 
IƻŎƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ indie designer WŜƴƻǾŀ /ƘŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƛƴ 
the industry and gameplay styles: άǘƘŜ ōƭƻŎƪōǳǎǘŜǊ ƎŀƳŜǎ ǳǎŜ ƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ 
ƻǾŜǊ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ǿŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘέ (Bearman, 2013).  
 
Another kind of opposition identifiable within the indie games movement regarding the 
mainstream is lucre. Even though some indie game developers make a living through the 
profits of their games, it is very common to find indie games that are completely free (Ruffino, 
2013). For instance, GameJolt showcases a handful of indie games that are for free, or that are 
accessible on a donation base without a fixed amount of money. Conversely, mainstream 
games focus on profitability and popularity over creativity and artistry (Lipkin, 2013).  
 
Indie games oftentimes present a peculiar visual style, a style Jesper Juul has identified and 
found in such games as VVVVVV (Cavanagh, 2010), Crayon Physics Deluxe (Purho, 2009) or And 
yet it moves (Broken Rules, 2009). These works look retro, nostalgic or hand-made alike, but in 
some cases and depending on the game only feasible by the use of contemporary technology. 
Juul identifies a trend for emulating low-tech and cheap looks without being necessarily a sign 
of a low budget, but rather a deliberately design associated with a particular ethos of the 
movement (Juul, 2014). Mainstream games, on the other hand, do not present such a 
particular visual phenomenon.  
 
Even though the previous ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ǎƘƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ƛƴŘƛŜ ƎŀƳŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀ άǊŀŘƛŎŀƭέ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ 
mainstream games, this does not mean all indie games are opposing forms to the games 
produced by the industry. Among indie games it is possible to find examples of games that 
mimic the looks and discourses of mainstream games. In contexts where people find means to 
develop their own game through the use of a game engines and the downloading of content 
from a game asset store, it is logical people might also want to make their own versions of the 
games they are fans of, which at the end can yield games that are very similar to mainstream 
games, but in customized versions.  
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The indie games movement has launched the career of some indie developers and put them in 
the spotlight, such as Jonathan Blow, Derek Yu, Nicklas Nygren, Marc Ten Bosch or Jason 
Roher, among others. These άƛndiesέ can be compared to what indie film directors as Harmony 
Korine, David Lynch, John Waters represent in cinema. Yet, there is within indie movements 
many more indie game developers and indie film makers that do not stand as an opposing 
force against the mainstream or that simply have not got big attention to be considered in any 
way in reference to the medium where they develop their work.  
 
Moreover, when drawing further contrasts between indie games and indie films more conflicts 
arise. In one hand, the opposition άindie films-mainstream filmsέ that Jahn-Sudmann (2008) 
pays attention to is based on Hollywood cinema. US cinema as a hegemonic international 
structure does not include local and regional markets. European cinema is seen as art cinema 
(Tzioumakis, 2012) and other regional trends of cinema have no representation within US 
cinema or simply do not compete with it, reason why these kinds of cinema are out Jahn-
{ǳŘƳŀƴƴΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ (2008).  
 
On the contrary, the indie games movement resembles more than indie cinema ǘƻ aŎ[ǳƘŀƴΩǎ 
concept of global village (1962), a series of distant economic structures interconnected 
through the use technology. The indie games movement is more inclusive than cinema in the 
sense that a small team of developers in Indonesia, an indie designer in South Africa and a 
hobbyist developer in Alaska can all find their way to reach international markets with their 
games and compete within the worldwide game market. Within this competition, their games 
will be judged and positioned in relation to the rest of the indie games and in reference to 
industry games.  
 
The indie cinema that Jahn-Sudmann (2008) analyzes leaves many local productions out of its 
view. Thus, the cinema made in small countries or by students will be totally ignored and not 
judged as an opposition or similar to the mainstream cinema. While in the indie games 
movement games made in small countries or by students have won important festivals and 
obtained worldwide recognition. In other words, the accessibility and ease to produce and 
distribute makes a huge difference when comparing indie games and indie films. Since indie 
games can have relatively more representation or presence when compared to an industry 
than indie films have with the mainstream cinema portrayed by Jahn-Sudmann (2008), it is 
possible to generalize and say indie ƎŀƳŜǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀ άǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ƻǘƘŜǊέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
mainstream, while the fact is that in some cases and to certain extent they do represent an 
opposition.  
 
 

INTRICATE DISCOURSES AND TENSIONS BETWEEN THE INDIE GAMES 
MOVEMENT AND THE INDUSTRY 

While advocating for activism through game making, indie designers Anna Anthropy (2012) 
and Paolo Pedercini (2012) ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ άŀǾŀƛƭŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ ƻŦ ƎŀƳŜ ǘƻƻƭǎ ŀǎ ŀ ōƛƎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ 
and a big opportunity for people to reclaim their right to express and be creative. But even if 
many game engines are άŦǊŜŜέ for use and many contexts for independently making games 
have appeared such as self-organized meet-ǳǇΩǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎΣ  ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ Ŏƻ-opted side to 
these situations reformulating the terms of independence and freedom upon which the indie 
games movement revolves around.  
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When Nicholas Francis, Joachim Ante and David Helgason started developing the game engine 
Unity years ago in Denmark, their intention was to provide a tool that could be affordable for 
non-industry developers (Haas, 2014). Nowadays, Unity is for άfreeέ for non-commercial 
purposes; game developers using the tool for commercial purposes have to pay an amount of 
money based on the deployment they produce and size of their team. As well, Unity has 
evangelists promoting the use of the engine within independent local scenes and communities 
(Vogel, 2017). At Gamescom 2017, the Indiebooth had Unity as main sponsor. And at the 
business pavilion, where companies sell their services to other companies, Unity had at its 
booth groups of indie developers showcasing their games.  At the end, indie game developers 
support the growth of Unity not only as an engine but as a company through their own games. 
Indie developers foster the sales of the engines.  

This strategy by game engine companies has even influenced a change in paradigm in game 
development. Years ago, in-house developed engines where used at game companies (Morley, 
2014) (Pedersen, 2003). Nowadays, Unity is not only very popular among indie developers, but 
has also become a mainstream tool. As well, game design and game development books have 
also been influenced by this change in paradigm; to the point that some of the texts explicitly 
focus on how to use Unity or at least present the engine to students as a feasible way to start 
making games (Gubson, 2015).  

The discourses about a άŦǊŜŜέ ŀƴŘ άŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜέ ƎŀƳŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘƛǎǘƛŎ 
effort supported by game engine companies. Members of the indie game community find this 
rhetoric appealing and empowering and start seeing it as part of their own ethos, even if this 
represents a paradox within what the term indie actually stands for. In fact, the possibilities 
and tools for making games and becoming an independent game developer existed before the 
discourse on free game tools appeared. As presented in a previous section of this chapter, 
there were already engines available for the public during the period of consolidation of the 
game industry, even if they were not  easy-to-use or accessible to people without 
programming skills (Lowood, 2014) (Morley, 2014).  

The tools for game making are embedded within the capitalistic logic of the gaming industry 
(Kerr, 2010) as well as the means and platforms to make games accessible to a large public. 
Indie developers have to comply with the terms, conditions and quotas that these platforms 
estipulate. As developer Tom Grochowiak (2016) expresses on one of Ƙƛǎ ōƭƻƎ ǇƻǎǘǎΥ άǿŜΩǊŜ ƴƻ 
ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ {ǘŜŀƳ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎέ (Consalvo, et al., 2017 p. 7).  

Nevertheless, members of the indie game communities are not complete victims in this 
situation. Indie developers also find benefits in this symbiosis. They get to exhibit their games 
to new audiences and at big venues by being sponsored by a corporation, something that 
otherwise would not be possible to them. As Kill-{ŎǊŜŜƴΩǎ chief Jamin Warren (2014) narrates 
in his article about his experience at E3 (Electronic Entertainment Expo)Σ άƛƴŘƛŜǎέ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘ 
ƘŀŘ άƴƻ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ three different counter-9о ŜǾŜƴǘǎέΦ ²ŀǊǊŜƴ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳƻǘŜǎ ǘƻ imply in a 
sarcastic way that indie developers did not represent any kind of counter discourse to the 
mainstream at the fair at all, reason why he asks for giving indie a different name.  

The intromission of capitalistic forces within the indie games movement is not something 
recent; in fact, this has happened in video game history several times. For example, the Games 
5ŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎΩ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ (GDC) in its origins was organized by Chris Crawford in the form of an 
informal living-room meeting with other designers as a safe context outside of the industry 
(Rouse III, 2001). Nowadays GDC is far from what it was in its origins; in its 30th edition in 2016, 
GDC had the participation of 26,000 industry members (UBM, 2017). GDC is currently an event 
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organized by UBG Network, a big conglomerate of services and solutions for technology, 
marketing and security.  UBG Network not only owns the GDC brand, but also the internet 
portal Gamasutra (UBM, 2017), the main platform of information and knowledge-sharing for 
industry and indie developers.  
 
The Independent Games Festival taking place at GDC is by consequence also part of a 
commercial apparatus. The IGF, as the festival is also known, is one of the main stages for indie 
gaming in the world. It was established to encourage innovation in game development and 
recognize independent developers, similar to what the Sundance Film Festival represents in 
cinema but for game developers (UBM, 2017). But even if the event is dedicated to indie 
games and indie developers, and includes opinions, views and reviews from a wide variety of 
people, and welcomes the votes from gamers to give away some of the awards, IGF is 
embedded within a big commercial fair and is thrown by a large corporation.   

The indie game movement represents a field of opportunities for large companies, similar as 
ƻǳǘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛŜ ŎƛƴŜƳŀ Ƙŀǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅ 
to exploit (Tzioumakis, 2012). Therefore, it is not a surprise to find large game companies such 
as Ubisoft owning their own tiny studios and creative subsidiaries, as well as to find indie 
games developed by small teams with the investment from outsiders. These situations, despite 
the apparent paradox they represent within the ethos of indie movements, are common 
incidents in indie cultures. Oakes (2009) sees this phenomenon as regular when indie and 
crafting get bigger; once an opportunity to profit is evident, other commercial parties will 
come around trying to participate from the financial benefits. Yet, Oakes argues indie forms 
and indie cultures will continue finding new alternative ways of expression away from the 
mainstream (Oakes, 2009). 

In a previous section of this text, the term άƛƴŘƛŜǿƻƻŘέ ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ¸ŀƴƴƛǎ ¢ȊƛƻǳƳŀƪƛǎ 
(Tzioumakis, 2012) was introduced referring to films that are partly indie and partly 
mainstream. Based on the intricate relationships indie games have with the industry, it is a 
matter of time to see new adaptations of this term for indie games: άaeanstr-ƛƴŘƛŜέ ŦƻǊ 
mainstream productions with indie looks or targeting indie fans, and άƛƴŘƛŜ-uǎǘǊȅ ƎŀƳŜǎέ for 
those games of indie ethos, even made by independent studios, that due to the growth that 
their developers have achieved can compete equally with mainstream games at least in certain 
ways. Ultimately, it is the intention of many indie game developers to achieve commercial 
success with their productions (Guevara-Villalobos, 2015), which implies the growth and 
expansion of some indie studios can eventually ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ άƛƴŘƛŜǎέ into studios fitting more the 
forms and characteristics of mainstream developers.   

In a study on the US music industry revolving around actions and strategies of large record 
labels influencing the creative practices of musicians, Keith Negus (1998) reflects upon the way 
entertainment corporations produce a culture by setting up structures of organization and 
working practices that define products and properties.  Elaborating upon this view and 
applying it to games, Chase Bowen Martin and Mark Deuze (2009) argue that the game 
industry sets parameters within which the discourses revolving around game production and 
meaning-making evolve. Martin and Deuze claim that actors within the industry also 
contribute to defining concepts and ideas inherent to game cultures such as what is indie, 
what is corporate or what is mainstream. This perspective Martin and Deuze present allows 
understanding and seeing the indie game movement as immersed in the logics imposed by the 
industry.  
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As consequence of this imposed logic, the games from the indie games movement oftentimes 
are prone to be judged from a mainstream ƎŀƳŜǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ For instance, 9Ř YŜȅΩǎ multi-
awarded game Proteus (Key, et al., 2013), which is mostly about exploring without goals, 
penalties or enemies, became the center of a debate because people started discussing if it is 
was or not a game (Rose, 2013). A similar case happened recently to Nathalie Lawhead, 
creator of the award winning game Everything is going to be OK (Lawhead, 2017). She 
presented her game at Day of the Devs, and visitors, specifically gamers, made rude comments 
and looked down at her work. Lawhead mentions that especially streamers and Youtubers 
ƳŀŘŜ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎΥ ά²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǳŎƪ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƭƭΣ ǿŜƛǊŘ ŀǎǎ ƎŀƳŜΣ ƭƻƭ ŀŎƛŘΣ ƘŀƘŀ 
ǿƘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƭƭ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘƛǎΧέ (Lawhead, 2017).  

 

  
 

Illustration 2.8. Indie games that stand out for being different to mainstream game standards.  
On the left Proteus  (Key, et al., 2013) and on the right Everything is going to be OK (Lawhead, 2017). 

 
The logic of the industry has also influenced the way the indie games movement is also judged 
for quality in its design practices5. Specifically, playing videogames is considered as an 
important factor to reach an understanding about game making and as a way towards 
professionalization (McCrea, 2013) (Ito, 2007) (Vogel, 2017).To play mainstream games can 
teach about game design; reason why many game design books suggest it as didactic strategy 
(Fullerton, 2008) (Rogers, 2010) (Salen, et al., 2004). As well, studies have shown that game 
design students can learn game making by playing (Salen, 2007). And certainly, gamers can get 
a good overview of game elements and acquire experience to replicate their favorite games by 
having considerable interaction with games (McCrea, 2013) (Ito, 2007). However, to envision 
game making in function of being in contact and interacting with industry games reduces the 
ability of people to make and deliver high quality games to the meeting and fulfilling of 
industry-based standards and conventionalities.  
 
To play is a cultural universal, an activity or pattern common to all human cultures (Brown, 
1991). People play throughout their life and especially in their childhood (Sutton-Smith, 1998), 
and this playing also forms people as game makers in the same logic as game studies texts rely 
on learning through playing video games. Donald Schön argues with his theory of the reflective 

                                                           
5
 The knowledge about game making should not be understood either in regard to the existence of the industry. 

Games have been around for millennia. Discoveries in Egypt and Iran of the games Senet and the Royal Game of Ur 
indicate people were into games and their making already 3.000 and 2,400 B.C. (Flanagan, 2006). With the rise of 
the industry games remained intact in their essence, they were only facilitated through different means by 
becoming digital. In other words, the elements constituting games are the same as before they had a digital form. 
There is not a divide in game history between analog and physical in terms of games constituents such as goal, 
rules, procedures, etc. For this reason, game design texts invite students to practice and design board games 
(Fullerton, 2008) (Salen, et al., 2004) (Brathwaite, et al., 2009). 
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practitioner that a practitioner accumulates knowledge through experience that later can be 
applied to perform different tasks (Schön, 1983). Based on this theoretical stance, it can be 
inferred that people can use their background playing and gaming outside formal industrial 
and commercial logics and structures to also make high quality games. In other words, quality 
is not a synonym for professionalization. !ƴŘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ 
standards and following its conventionalities.  
 
Furthermore, the contact or immersion in the industry does not guarantee people the 
knowledge and skills to make games. Guevara Villalobos (2015) points out in his study about 
indie game communities that some indie developers quit their previous job in the industry to 
pursue creative freedom. The structure of a large company only affords employees to do a few 
small specialized things, which means these people do not become experts in all what the 
design and development of a game implies. The outcome or impact of the work of this people 
is likely more limited production-wise than if they were in an indie context (Guevara-Villalobos, 
2015) (Martin, et al., 2009). 
 
Legitimation is defined as the άǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 
framework, in which a social entity is nested, are construed to explain and support the 
existence of that social entity, whether that entity be a group, a structure of inequality, a 
position of authƻǊƛǘȅΣ ƻǊ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜέ (Berger, et al., 1998 p. 380). The indie games 
movement not only is an occasional άǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ƻǘƘŜǊέ ǘƻ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƎŀƳŜǎΣ ƻǊ ŀn oftentimes 
opposition, but also an entity that helps reinforcing and legitimizing the powers of the 
industry. Even in cases when indie game actors plead to break apart from the hierarchical 
powers of the capitalistic mainstream companies, the indie games movement is oftentimes 
much embedded into the systems and logics from which it tries to go against. 
 

INDIE GAMES BEYOND OR OUTSIDE AN OPPOSING INDUSTRY 
 
The series of discourses so far presented and discussed focus on a rhetoric of co-dependence 
between the mainstream and the indie alternatives, as if the indie only existed in relation to 
the mainstream. This view, however, even if fitting the scenarios discussed beforehand, does 
not consider the impulse of people to express themselves creatively through different cultural 
forms, which is another characteristic of indie cultures as the examples presented by Oakes 
(2009)Φ Lƴ hŀƪŜǎΩ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Řƻ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ as writing and reciting poetry, crafting 
accessories and designing artistic post cards; those creations do not have a direct counterpart 
in the mainstream and exist for the sake of expressiveness and creativity.  

Oakes (2009) sees the creators engaged within indie cultures as people that have embraced 
the values of networking and cooperation; as individuals cultivating credibility, freedom, self-
reliance and open-mindedness, controlling their own work and how this work is promoted. 
This situation is oftentimes referred as the D.I.Y. movement6 (Do It Yourself); where creative 
practitioners run independently community-based alternatives to popular hierarchical power 
structures, without having wholly commercial purposes and out of an aesthetic necessity 
(Lowndes, 2016).  

                                                           
6
 For Oakes (2009) indie is not D.I.Y. For Oakes D.I.Y. is just one of the many central topics within indie cultures. For 

Oakes indie is about serving the community and self-actualization through creativity and empowerment, all of 
which are an outcome of D.I.Y. On the other hand, for Ducombe (1997) D.I.Y: is something different than indie; 
because D.I.Y. imposes structures for creation, while indie is in essence always free and without leads.  
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The theory of alternative media (Atton, 2002) (Guedes, et al., 2007) presented early in this 
chapter, allows envisioning that people can foster their personal interest to make games in 
their own terms and with their own forms, according to their own interpretation and views. 
People feeling expressive can come up with any kind of creation they may call a game, even if 
such a game does not comply with the logics of the industry.  

Within this broader stance, the understanding of the indie game movement is broadened in 
scope to more than just digital games, as most discourses trying to explain indie gaming 
revolve around. The indie game movement from a D.I.Y. and alternative media perspectives 
can encompass also game creators making games just for the sake of being creative, even if 
their work is not digital or conventional. Like people who make games improvising rules at 
parties and social events and wood crafters making wooded toys and wooded games and 
selling such creations in fairs and town markets.  

The indie games movement can also include street games or other kinds of playful forms by 
game collectives and artists, such as William Zack Wood, whose games consist in some cases of 
following routines, impersonating animals, playing with props or doing improvisations on 
public spaces (Wood, 2017). The indie game movement can include as well developers that 
make digital games that are too idiosyncratic or that simply do not match the patterns and 
expectations of traditional gaming cultures. Games or playful forms existing in a limbo outside 
the understanding of the mainstream, even afar from what is produced by άǊŜƎǳƭŀǊέ ƛƴŘƛŜ 
designers (Ryerson, 2016)Φ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ άŎƻǳƴǘŜǊƎŀƳŜǎέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ŀǊǘƛstic digital game 
forms exploring new ways of interacting (Galloway, 2006).  
 
 

   
 

Illustration нΦфΦ bƻƴ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ƛƴŘƛŜ ƎŀƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ άŎƻǳƴǘŜǊƎŀƳŜǎέΦ  
On the left, Keep Smiling (Siebenstein-Spiele) a wooden game sold at fair markets and on the internet and 
crafted by Siebenstein-Spiele (2004-2018) where the player has to align faces in a similar fashion to a 
Rubik cube (Rubik, 1974). In the middle, a picture of Body Play Jam, a physical game jam event at which 
artist William Zack Wood presented one of his games (Wood, 2017). On the right, a screenshot of Adam 
Killer (1999-2001) by Brody Condon, a Doom-mod art work in which the player encounters infinite 
replications of one character that either project infinitely through space.   

 
 
From this stance it is also possible to frame a more logical existence of such popular venues for 
indie games as Indiecade and AMAZE, festivals featuring a great openness towards atypical 
game forms that would not normally fit in other mainstream scenarios or that in some cases 
are not digital. Examples of these other kinds of games are, just to mention a couple, The 
Incredible Playable Show (2016) by Alistair Aitcheson and Ordnungswissenschaft (2011) by Till 
Wittwer, Marek Plichta and Jakob Penca. The former is an interactive video game comedy 
show where players have to compete by performing different funny tasks and stunts. The 
latter is a physical game in which players move and stack boxes following a set of rules 
instructing sequentially what to do in the game.  
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Illustration 2.10. Performative and physical indie games.  
On the left, a picture of The Incredible Playable Show (Aitcheson, 2016); on the right 
Ordnungswissenschaft (Wittwer, et al., 2011).  

 
 

CONCLUSION  
 
 
This chapter discussed the indie games movement and presented several characteristics of 
such phenomenon. It was shown through examples that indie games arise among distinct 
circumstances; being some of these games made by a person, while other by a larger team of 
people. As for their plot, narrative, visuals and gameplay style, indie games vary considerably, 
which makes hard to associate or point a specific game genre or type of game as predominant 
within the indie games movement. However, game theorists and game-interested people have 
acknowledged the fact that most times indie games are made with constrained budgets, which 
has as impact on the features of these games. For instance, indie games tend to be 2D instead 
of 3D because 2D is cheaper and simpler to produce and 3D is expensive and laborious. Indie 
games are shorter in terms of playtime than mainstream games. As well as indie games 
present very personal or idiosyncratic themes that can be related to their author.  
 
The indie as social phenomena does not only exist in reference or in relation to an established 
power structure, but also as a series of contexts where people engage in the crafting of 
different cultural forms for the sake of expressiveness, cooperation and creativity.  In the last 
decades, indie cultures have produced magazines, poetry, music, theatre plays, comics, crafts, 
films, and many other products of cultural expression. Nevertheless, independently of all its 
forms, indie has got co-opted and reinterpreted by corporations continuously, although it has 
also found its way out from capitalistic ties.  
 
Within games, the indie movement has been presented as a body of multiple discourses built, 
shared and communicated by the participants experiencing such a phenomenon. Game 
journalists, designers, players, publishers and members of the game industry construct a series 
of identities whose traits are spread and commented upon through different communication 
platforms, such as blogs, articles and social media posts. These identities and discourses 
revolve around different values, such as freedom to create, independence from external 
interference, as well as self-expression.  
 
Among the aforementioned discourses, the words indie ŀƴŘ άƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘέ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ 
interchangeably; however, each word has a different connotation within game cultures. 
Independent refers to designers and developers who create their games without intromissions 
from external entities. This implies freedom to develop the concept to work on, not depending 












































































































































































































































































