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Over the past three decades, videogames have evolved from electronic toys into complex
digital worlds, teeming with sophisticated narratives and hosting millions of player interactions.
Yet one of the most fascinating innovations of videogame culture is also one of its most recent.
This is the rise of the videogame commons, best understood as a subset of Yochai Benkler's
(2006) digital commons (Benkler 2006).1 Today's videogame commons is comprised of the noncommercial institutions, communities and practices of digital artists, videogame players, and
videogame fan communities. Far from being a marginal phenomenon or a relic of the videogame
industry's start-up era, the videogame commons has become an increasingly powerful and
pervasive feature of videogame culture. In fact, today's videogame commons is radically
democratizing nearly every aspect of digital media production, distribution and consumption.
There is no better case study of this transformation than Mojang's Minecraft.
Minecraft was created almost single-handedly in 2009 by Notch, the pen name of Markus
Persson, a Swedish software coder. In subsequent years, the franchise was refined and expanded
by Mojang, the software studio Notch founded in 2010. By January 2014, fans had purchased at
least 13.7 million official copies of the game on various computer platforms, while the unofficial
user base is in all likelihood three to five times larger (i.e. 41 million to 69 million users).2 Yet
the true importance of Minecraft is not merely its impressive sales results. It is the fact that it
embodies a radically new type of digital media production, or what we will call audience-led
production.
Certain aspects of audience-led production have been theorized by Henry Jenkins as

“convergence culture” and “transmedia”, namely the fact that digital networks have allowed noncommercial fan communities and fan media production to become influential players within
some of the largest contemporary media franchises. Other aspects of audience-led production
have been explored by Mia Consalvo's work on the wide range of social behaviors (some
benevolent, some predatory) exhibited by player communities inside their favorite digital
worlds.3
Yet what makes audience-led production truly new is the presence of the transnational
audience. This audience consists of the approximately 2.4 billion citizens who can access the
internet in mid-2013, a number which is likely to double over the next five years.4 What makes
this audience so important is not just its impressive size and growth potential. It also has two
structural features which radically differentiate it from all previous mass media audiences.
The first feature is open source proliferation. This audience is connected via a wide range
of digital networks which are not controlled by any single national government, regulatory body
or commercial entity. Put bluntly, there is no internet equivalent of Great Britain's control over
the telegraph during the 19th century, or to the overwhelming dominance of the US film or
broadcast television industry over all other competitors for much of the 20th century.5
This is because the internet is not a single technology, but a vast digital eco-system of
multiple technologies, including cellphones, tablets, personal computers, and portable storage
media of all kinds. No single nation-state or commercial enterprise has a monopoly over any
layer of the hardware or any node of the software of this eco-system. Perhaps the closest any
company came to achieving such a monopoly was Microsoft's dominance in desktop computing
in the late 1990s, and Nintendo's dominance in videogame consoles in the late 1980s and early
1990s. Both quasi-monopolies faded away, thanks to the proliferation of rival platforms as well

as the rise of mobile digital devices. This proliferation has reached the point that the open source
Android platform, a variant of the open source operating system Linux which was specifically
designed for mobile devices, now has the largest market share of the cellphone and tablet
markets.6
The second feature is transnational diversity. Only thirty percent of this audience resides
in the fully industrialized nations of the US, Japan, and the countries of the European Union.
Seventy percent – approximately 1.68 billion individuals – reside in the industrializing nations.
More specifically, close to half of that 1.68 billion are clustered in the four nations of the BRICs,
a.k.a. Brazil, Russia, India and China, the four largest emerging markets in the world. Since the
industrializing nations have lower per capita incomes than the fully industrialized nations as well
as less stringent copyright enforcement regimes, their digital audiences rely overwhelmingly on
file-sharing and informal digital media distribution.7
As it turns out, the combination of open source proliferation and transnational
diversification played an indispensable role in Minecraft's success. The official development of
Minecraft began on May 17, 2009, when Notch released the earliest version of the game as a free
download to the online gaming community.8 The response of the audience was positive, and
Notch began to devote significant amounts of time to polish and expand the code. Initially,
development of the game was financed by Notch's own personal savings, and later by digital preorders for the full game which Notch began to accept on June 13, 2009.9 However, the first
official release of the game did not occur until November 18, 2011, some two and a half years
after its development began, and eighteen months after Minecraft had become a massive cultural
phenomenon.
This is the sort of multiyear development cycle typical of large-scale, blockbuster

videogames. For example, Sony Santa Monica's God of War 3 (2010) took three years to
develop, while Hideo Kojima's Metal Gear Solid 4 (2008) took four years to develop (20042008). Needless to say, Notch did not have the enormous financial and cultural resources
available to these studios (e.g. the official credits for Metal Gear Solid 4 list almost five hundred
actors, artists and programmers).10 The key factor which granted Minecraft the time and
resources it needed to become a world-class franchise was the engagement of the transnational
audience.
We are fortunate to have a detailed record of this engagement in the form of Notch's
English-language blog, “The Word of Notch”. Notch created this blog on May 13, 2009 to keep
fans informed about the development of the game, and the account has remained active to this
day. What the blog reveals is that the secret of Minecraft's success was its open and democratic
development process.
From the very beginning, Notch did not simply write and debug code. He listened
carefully to player feedback on message boards and listservs, participated in online social
networks, and read vast amounts of fan email. In addition, Notch sought out – and deferred to –
the collective wisdom and judgement of the fan community, by means of online polls, email and
chats.11 Finally, Notch employed the tools of social media, by uploading demonstration videos of
Minecraft to Youtube and encouraging fans to do likewise.12
At first, the role of fans was limited to providing basic feedback and assistance with
debugging. As the fan base expanded, however, its structural importance increased, to the point
that its members became a key source of inspiration as well as information. Indeed, if there is
one single factor which differentiates Minecraft from other commercial videogames which
integrate fan labor and user-generated content into their core experience, e.g. Sony Media

Molecule's popular and well-constructed Little Big Planet, it is Minecraft's bedrock
egalitarianism.
Put bluntly, most videogame fan communities are external structures wrapped around a
core commercial entity. Since this entity is controlled by the commercial studio or corporation
which owns the franchise, fans are structurally disempowered from the beginning.13 By contrast,
Minecraft is a commercial franchise wrapped around a core non-commercial fan community.
While the fan community does not legally own the franchise, this lack of formal ownership is
also irrelevant. The reason is that fans co-produce, co-regulate, and co-distribute the videogame
in close concert with the commercial franchise. To borrow a metaphor from banking, an official
purchase of the game by fans functions like purchasing an ownership share in a credit union. It is
a vote of confidence in the ability of Notch and his co-workers at Mojang to be effective
stewards of the underlying code base.
To be sure, this official purchase option did not exist in the earliest phase of Minecraft's
existence. The closest approximation of the membership share was Minecraft's registered user
count. On his blog, Notch noted there were already 4,200 registered users by June 9, 2009, an
impressive number for a newly-created independent videogame. However, Minecraft never
stopped growing. The numbers of registered users increased to over 15,000 just three weeks
later, and passed the 100,000 mark by January 2010. Interestingly, the number of official
purchases of the game occurred much later than the registered user base, but subsequently
followed a similar exponential growth trajectory (4,818 copies were sold by February 14, 2010,
and 37,906 by July 29, 2010).14
What this means is that the growth of the user base during the critical period between
May 2009 and early 2010 was almost entirely non-commercial in nature. What convinced large

numbers of fans to become Minecraft's unpaid co-creators was not just the franchise's core
values of openness and respect for fan labor, or the fact that Notch and the Mojang staff
consistently put the needs of the player community ahead of the quest for maximum profit.
Above all, it was Notch's capacity to articulate a clear and compelling vision of an audience-led
development process to large numbers of fans.
This vision can be summarized in the form of three core strategies inaugurated by Notch,
and then carried out by Mojang. The first strategy was extensive cooperation with a wide range
of digital media artists, coders, and mod-makers throughout the digital commons. The second
was the decision to expand the Minecraft eco-system across as many digital platforms as
possible. The third was the decision to allow fans to govern the development cycle of the
franchise through collective forms of decision-making (a.k.a. digital democracy), rather than by
simply following market signals.
The benefits of cooperating with the digital commons are most apparent in the
multimedia aspects of Minecraft, particularly its sound and music design. On June 7, 2009 Notch
announced that German artist C418 (the pen name of Daniel Rosenfeld) would create the music
and sounds for Minecraft. While a basic set of sounds were introduced to the game on June 28,
2009, C418's memorable and haunting score would be added a year later, on July 7, 2010.15 As
an independent artist, Notch could and did grant C418 the development time needed to create a
top-notch sound-track. The implementation of sound also required a specialized sound engine,
which was created by fellow programmer Paul Lamb and added to the code on January 5, 2010.16
The benefits of the second strategy, an expanding eco-system, were initially more diffuse,
but would generate a significant long-term payoff. For one thing, Notch made the source code
available to as many personal computer platforms as possible, and did not criminalize file-

sharing or modding (we will describe the structural importance of modding to Minecraft in just a
moment). For another, Notch understood the immense potential of open source mobile platforms,
expressing his desire to have Minecraft ported to Android devices as early as May 22, 2009 – a
goal which was finally realized two years later, on October 2011.17 Most of all, Notch designed
the game's pricing strategy to maximize the accessibility of the Minecraft eco-system to fans,
rather than maximizing profits.
On June 10, 2009, Notch announced that pre-orders of the alpha code would be available
for 9.95EUR ($12.94) to help finance development. Beta copies would eventually be available
for 14.95EUR ($19.44), while the full game would cost 20EUR (about $26).18 Mojang would
followed this strategy precisely, releasing Minecraft's beta version on December 20, 2010 for
14.95 EUR, and releasing the official version of the game on November 18, 2011 for 19.95EUR
(US$26.99). These prices are far lower than the $70 typically charged for newly-released
blockbuster console videogames, though they are in the general range of used copies of
videogames two or three years old.
Currently, copies of Minecraft for personal computers running Apple's Macintosh OS,
Microsoft's Windows and Linux operating systems are available for $26.99. The mobile versions
of Minecraft for Android (released in October 2011) and Apple iOS devices (released in
November 2011) are available for $6.99, while copies for Microsoft's XboxLive download
service (released in May 2012) are available for $19.99.19 The logic behind this pricing is that the
marketplace for mobile devices is the largest and most diverse in the world, with large numbers
of consumers in the industrializing nations. For consumers in Russia, a middle-income nation
where per capita incomes are about one quarter those of the US, the price tag of $6.99 is
affordable, the rough equivalent of a $30 media purchase for a US or EU consumer.

These prices are especially interesting given the fact that the size of Minecraft's software
code is quite small. The personal computer version of the game takes up only 150 megabytes of
space, and the mobile versions of the game are even smaller. This is a tiny fraction of the size of
contemporary console videogames, some of which require gigabytes of data. The small size of
the code and Mojang's principled refusal to criminalize file-sharing means there are almost no
technical barriers for users who wish to download unlicensed copies of the game for free.
If the lobbyists of the RIAA who argue that non-commercial file-sharing is criminal and
destructive piracy were correct, then Minecraft should not exist. Yet Mojang's business model
has flourished precisely because audience-led production does not need to monetize every single
transaction between digital artists and the fan community.20 Whatever sales Mojang may lose by
permitting fans to share digital copies of the game is compensated for several times over by a
variety of savings. These savings include not paying outlandish sums to lawyers for copyright
enforcement, not paying for expensive public relations campaigns and commercial
advertisements, not paying retailers for stock placement, and not paying for parasitic layers of
rentiers, Wall Street operatives, and stock-obsessed executives. Instead, all of these services are
provided by the Minecraft community.
To understand how this community self-management works in practice, we must turn to
Mojang's third core strategy, namely digital democratization. One of the most typical examples
of this democratization was an early update which added water and lava to the alpha code on
May 20, 2009.21 The very next day, Notch described a number of additional blocks he planned to
incorporate into future versions of the game, and asked for further community input.22 After
sifting through the community's responses, Notch added blocks of sand, gravel, trees, coal, and
iron and gold ore to the game-world two days later, on May 23, 2009.23

Since these blocks are the fundamental basis of Minecraft's game-world, the fan
community had effectively been given the status of co-creators of the game, a structural power
almost never granted to fans of any other mass media. The fan community responded with a
remarkable outpouring of productivity and participation. By June 9, 2009, less than three weeks
after the public launch of the project, Minecraft had grown to 4,200 registered users.24 On June
25, 2009, just three weeks later, Minecraft had grown to 15,185 registered users, while 587
consumers completed pre-order purchases.25 This level of community interest was extraordinary
considering that the game still had major bugs, lacked many key features, and would not have
functioning sound-effects until its June 28, 2009 release.
This democratization had profound effects on the evolution of Minecraft's game-play.
Notch's original code presented players with a world comprised of square blocks of material,
wherein each block is a one-meter cube, and where these blocks could be obtained through
mining (clicking on a block with a tool) and then placed elsewhere. This potentially made the
entire game-world interactive, i.e. the world was a giant set of building-blocks which could be
acquired, stored, and transformed via a simple crafting system into useful tools and items.
What the audience did was to co-invent creative uses for this originally static blockworld. While Notch did suggest various modes of game-play as early as May 16, 2009, most
aspects of game-play were determined through a process of community-based iteration.26 Late in
2009, the block-world was diversified into a tripartite system of collectible blocks, in-game tools
and items, and a more refined crafting system. By January 30, 2010, the game had expanded to
include 59 block types, 34 item types, and 36 crafting recipes. The vast majority of these
innovations were suggested by the fan community, implemented by Notch, and then play-tested
and refined by the community.27 Over the next two years, this basic schemata would expand

further to include in-game weather effects and climatic zones, and still later bands of hostile
enemies and friendly animals. The below chart illustrates some of the main features of the
evolution of Minecraft's alpha version:

Table 1. Selected events during the alpha version of Minecraft, which ran 19 months from May
17, 2009 to December 19, 2010.

Chronology

Event

May 17, 2009

First public release of Minecraft28

May 21, 2009

Notch discusses block types, asks for community input29

June 7, 2009

Digital artist C418 begins work on Minecraft's sound-track30

June 9, 2009

4,200 registered users31

June 10, 2009

Tiered pricing strategy announced (preorders, beta, official)32

June 25, 2009

15,185 registered users and 587 purchases33

June 28, 2009

First sound-track added to game (C418's work would be added in 2010)34

June 29, 2009

Registered users pass the 35,000 mark35

August 28, 2009

Survival mode (i.e. single-player mode) added to game36

January 13, 2010

Registered users pass the 100,000 mark37

January 29, 2010

Crafting added to game38

February 4, 2010

Bows and enemies (“mobs”) added to game39

February 12, 2010 Day-night cycle added to game40
February 14, 2010 317 users are online on 253 servers. There are now 116,504 registered
users, and 4,818 official purchasers of the game41
February 21, 2010 Notch polls the community on enlarged maps, 64.7% of 5,358 voters
approve42
June 17, 2010

630 players are online on 429 servers. There are now 233,538 registered
users of Minecraft, and over 20,000 have purchased the game43

July 29, 2010

933 players are online on 553 servers. There are now 297,648 registered
users, and 37,906 have purchased the game44

By the beginning of 2010, the massive growth of the fan community, along with an
equally impressive flood of community-created content, presented Notch with an enormous
managerial challenge. It was becoming increasingly difficult for a single person to balance the
needs and interests of the player community – or more precisely, the needs of the specific groups
which made up an increasingly diverse player community – with the collective needs of the
game-world as a whole.
One example of this growing tension was Notch's February 17, 2010 post asking fans
whether they wanted experience points in Minecraft. Since experience points are a central game
mechanic of role-playing videogames, the real issue was whether the player community wanted
Minecraft to be more of a role-playing experience or not. Two successive polls showed that the
player community was deeply split. Out of the 3,969 votes cast for the first poll, 53% voted yes
and 47% voted no. Out of the 4,444 votes cast for the second poll, 54% voted yes and 46% voted
no.45
The only problem with assuming that this slim majority was correct was that the user
base was already larger than one hundred thousand (just four months later, Minecraft would
reach 233,538 registered users and 20,000 official purchasers on June 17, 2010).46 Conscious that
the online vote was not representative of the fan community, Notch introduced a watered-down
version of experience points, which would reward player activity but which would not be
fundamental to the game experience.
While this deft compromise solved the short-term problem, it did not solve the long-term

issue of how to engage with a fast-growing fan community numbering in the hundreds of
thousands and soon the millions. In the past, the only choice for digital artists who managed to
create such a popular videogame would have been to either monetize their game themselves in
order to pay for the ever-increasing costs of development, or to have someone else monetize their
work by selling the game to a commercial publisher.47
Notch rejected both alternatives. Instead, he made two key decisions. The first decision
was to leave his job at another Swedish company in April 2010 in order to devote himself full
time to Minecraft.48 The second was to begin to replace the individualized, ad hoc democracy of
online polls, personal updates and social media conversations with a more permanent and
collective division of digital labor. This transformation did not occur overnight, but through a
process of reflection, trial and error, and community interaction lasting several months. In a post
dated August 19, 2010 Notch informed the fan community about the possibility of creating a
studio to help run Minecraft, and more importantly, what the core values of this studio would be:

I would love to hire some people and set up a small development studio in Stockholm. This
would include additional programmers, and someone in charge of the website and community
features. And an artist that can make a nicer glass texture. I am not interested in changing the
openness of how minecraft [sic] is developed, nor do I have any intention of selling the product to
anyone else; I want to be the one developing it. My development speed has gone down lately
because of all this crazy cool but scary stuff happening, but I promise you it will go up again
soon, regardless of what happens.49

There is strong post facto evidence to suggest that the Minecraft fan community played a
decisive role in shaping Notch's final decision. The very first Minecraft fan convention, called
MinecraftCon 2010, was a spontaneous and unofficial gathering of fans on August 31, 2010 in
Bellevue, Washington. At the time, Notch was visiting various software companies in the region.
When fans discovered Notch was in town, they quickly organized a meeting. Around fifty fans
showed up, including one in costume.50
What these fans could not have known, however, was that Notch's real reason for visiting
Bellevue was that he had a job interview at Valve Software, one of the most influential and
successful firms in the videogame industry. In his post on August 19, he was still deciding
whether to join Valve as an employee, or else to start his own company. Thanks at least in part to
the outpouring of fan support and the accelerating expansion of the fan base, Notch decided to
stay independent and found Mojang as a company on September 6, 2010.51
The crucial lesson Notch learned during the first year and a half of Minecraft's
development, a lesson he subsequently put into practice at Mojang, was that it was indeed
possible to maintain the balance between the needs of a fast-growing player community and an
ever-expanding game-world without becoming just another transnational media corporation.
What was needed was the replacement of the infrastructures of corporate capitalism by those of
community self-regulation. Minecraft would succeed not by compromising its core values or by
offering consumers a slightly less exploitative form of digital hucksterism, but by replacing
neoliberal capitalism with digital democracy on every level of its production, distribution, and
consumption.
We will conclude with two examples of this digital democratization. The first is the field
of fan-created custom game modifications or mods, a.k.a. the practice of modding. As a

programmer, Notch had always been sympathetic to the practice of modding, which has a rich
history within the digital commons.52 Various versions of Minecraft have incorporated especially
creative player mods, e.g. on April 8, 2010, Notch incorporated an improved tree generation
mod, created by Paul Spooner, into Minecraft's beta code.53
That said, the single most important form of modding in Minecraft has been the ability of
players to customize a given game-world to fit their specific online or offline community. On
April 11, 2011, Notch gave Mojang's official blessing to mods, and permitted mod developers to
sign up without any financial fees or other costs.54 Unofficially, Mojang had been providing
moral and symbolic support to modders for some time, e.g. the Minecraft Coder Pack (MCP)
project, which began in 2010.55
The result is an astounding profusion of mods, comprising everything from in-game
mapping systems to game-play alterations. Indeed, these mods form an eco-system which is so
large and complex that it deserves further study in its own right.56 In an online conversation with
Searge, the user name of the lead coder behind MCP, Notch admitted that even he was surprised
at the productivity of the modders:

Searge: What is your personal opinion about the MCP project and it's ability to decompile the
game and make the source code kind of available to everyone? And how much do you think the
fact that modding is made easy by systems like bukkit and MCP (and the number of available
mods) affects the sales of Minecraft.

Notch: Personally, I used to feel threatened by it as I felt it challenged my "vision", but on the
other hand I also know how wonderful mods are for games. We decided to just let it happen, and

I'm very happy we did. Mods are a huge reason of what Minecraft is. 57

To facilitate modding, Mojang issued a clear and transparent set of rules governing mods
to fans.58 The basic idea is that fans who purchase the game are permitted to play with and
modify the underlying code as they wish, on condition that such modifications remain primarily
non-commercial. Commercial uses are still possible, but require official authorization from
Mojang. The same conditions apply to fan-created tools, mods and plugins, i.e. these tools, mods
and plugins belong to the coder who created them and may be shared freely in non-commercial
form, but may not be commercialized without Mojang's permission. The bottom line is that
nearly all non-commercial uses are acceptable, while nearly all commercial uses require
permission from Mojang.59 Where most transnational media corporations explicitly restrict the
right of their consumers to copy and share media content, Mojang explicitly gives consumers the
freedom to share what they wish, while restricting the ability of commercial enterprises to
exploit the Minecraft fan community for profit.
The second example of digital democratization is the expansion of the multiplayer fan
community. This community will continue to grow in the future, due to the fact that the total
number of computer and mobile device users in the industrializing nations, where 85% of all
human beings reside, will increase significantly over the next five years.
One of the bellwethers of this expansion is the commercial server tracking site
Gametracker, which currently lists 10,349 active servers running Minecraft. This makes
Minecraft the third most popular game or software utility on Gametracker's list.60 While the bulk
of these servers are located in the industrialized nations (primarily the US and EU), Russia had
314 servers, underlining the rapid growth and increasing importance of Russia's digital media

culture (by contrast, Brazil has 49, not far above Argentina's 32, and less than Chile's 58).61
While these servers capture only a small percentage of the activity of the fan base, they do
indicate the vitality of a key segment of the Minecraft community, namely fans of online
multiplayer games.
This expansion of multiplayer content is significant because it points to a new kind of
collective gaming experience, one with low barriers to entry (the Minecraft code can easily run
on mobile devices as well as older and slower computers, and does not require powerful servers)
and one which the fan community can customize and modify as it sees fit. Mojang does not
operate these servers or regulate their content, but simply gives the fan community the tools it
needs to create its own multiplayer game-worlds. While the operation of multiplayer servers and
the creation of single-player mods currently require significant amounts of programming skill
and technical expertise, these barriers to content creation are likely to diminish significantly in
the near future, as the videogame commons further democratizes the tools of interactive media
content creation.62
To conclude, what makes Minecraft so important is not just its extraordinary past growth
trajectory or its contemporary success. Its very existence proves that non-commercial networks
of artists and fans now have the digital tools, production skills, and demographic weight to codetermine the norms and policies governing corporate control over digital media production and
distribution.63 While transnational media corporations remain influential, they are no longer the
only game in town. Henceforth they must contend with vast new transnational audiences, which
are beginning to organize themselves via new types of digital mobilization.
This cultural watershed has an important geopolitical corollary. During the thirty year
reign of neoliberalism, defined as the transnational, plutocratic form of capitalism which

dominated the world economy from the mid-1970s until the 2008 crisis, the most powerful and
pervasive forms of mass media were under the exclusive control of transnational media
corporations. These corporations drew the bulk of their revenues from world commercial
advertising expenditures, which analyst firm ZenithOptimedia has estimated at $503 billion in
2013.64 They also had near-exclusive control over the platforms and technologies of media
production and distribution. What Minecraft suggests is that the videogame commons, in
lockstep with the institutions of the larger digital commons, is beginning to break the chains of
corporate advertising and corporate oligopoly over media production. Most remarkable of all, it
is achieving this not where neoliberalism is weakest, but precisely where it is strongest: in the
very heart of the $74 billion annual videogame industry.
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3
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