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ABSTRACT


Games can be seen as sign systems that reproduce cultural values similar to 
what books, movies and computers do to social reality, even if in the realm of 
imagination. However, when considering games' historical role in putting 
different motives into conflict, these can also be considered as systems of 
reality transformation. The practice of overcoming such conflicts leads to the 
development of transformative agency, that is, the ability to act collectively to 
transform reality. This research describes and analyzes how games contribute 
to the development of transformative agency in education, work and design 
activities. Contemporary applications of games such as educational games, 
simulations, gamification, and design games are discussed in relation to the 
possibility of transforming realities with conflicts of motives. 


Keywords: Games; Educational games; Play; Conflict of motives; Game 
design.


RESUMO


Jogos podem ser vistos como sistemas de signos que reproduzem valores 
culturais assim como livros, filmes e computadores, fazendo parte da realidade 
social, mesmo que no âmbito da imaginação. Porém, quando se considera seu 
papel histórico de colocar diferentes motivos em conflito, jogos podem ser 
considerados também como sistemas de transformação da realidade. A prática 
de superação de tais conflitos leva ao desenvolvimento da agência 
transformadora, ou seja, da capacidade de agir coletivamente para transformar 
a realidade. Esta pesquisa descreve as possíveis contribuições de jogos para o 
desenvolvimento de agência transformadora nas atividades de educação, 
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trabalho e design. Aplicações contemporâneas de jogos tais como jogos 
educacionais, simulações, gamificação e jogos de projetar são discutidas em 
relação à possibilidade de transformação de realidades em que estão 
presentes conflitos de motivos.


Palavras-Chave;: Jogos; Jogos educacionais; Brincadeira; Conflito de 
motivos; Design de jogos.


INTRODUCTION


Games are usually seen by the Brazilian common sense as a distraction 
or an evasion from reality. When taken more seriously, games can be seen as 
another type of artifact responsible for the representation and reproduction of 
cultural values, just as books, movies and computers also are. There are 
several theories on the relationship between games and culture. Among them, 
the Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (ELKONIN, 2019; LEONTIEV, 2017; 
DAVIDOV, 2017; ILIENKOV, 2016; SANNINO, 2015; PICCOLO, 2010; 
VYGOTSKY, 2007,2010,2014; MUKHINA, 1996) – better known as Activity 
Theory – stands out for considering play activity a vital process of reality 
transformation and not just reality reproduction.


Reality, according to this theory, is constituted by the movements of 
matter in the physical, biological and psychological spheres that are captured 
and produced by human consciousness (VYGOTSKY, 2007). The human being 
is, therefore, constantly learning about reality and developing from it. According 
to other learning theories, the development of higher psychological functions is 
a requirement for apprehending increasingly complex realities. However, for the 
Activity Theory, it is learning that guides development (VYGOTSKY, 2007). 
Therefore, it is not necessary to wait for the necessary developmental maturity 
to engage with complex activities.


Nevertheless, this development does not occur in a linear fashion. Since 
development follows learning and learning follows will, sudden changes and 
qualitative leaps are quite common.  Whenever learning finds a new object 
capable of fulfilling a leaner desire, a motive to act arises (LEONTIEV, 2017). 
The new motive usually conflicts with existing motives, changing the course of 
learning or generating perplexity. This turn in the learning process is considered 
fundamental for development, because it reflects deeper changes in volition, in 
the process of will formation.


Volition in Activity Theory is a process characterized by conflicts of 
motives, which require the development of new skills to overcome them 
(SANNINO, 2015). Each motive pulls the learning towards a certain direction, 


2
 Volume.3 Issue.2 2021 


ISSN 2596-268X 




Brazilian Journal of Socio-Historical-Cultural and Activity Research

Brazilian Journal of Socio-Historical-Cultural Theory and Activity Research


forcing the human being to take an attitude, to make a choice, or to create a 
tool to get rid of that conflict. To the extent that it develops the skill by action, the 
human being also develops its ability to act on reality, which is sometimes called 
agency.


The continued participation in a learning activity leads to the expansion 
of the individual's agency, but it is also possible – in activities shared with other 
individuals – that this participation develops the capacity to act collectively:  
transformative agency (SANNINO, ENGESTRÖM & LEMOS, 2016). This 
capacity allows individuals to transform the material conditions of life and, thus, 
to make history.


Activity Theory emphasizes the role of tools and signs in the production 
and transformation of reality (VYGOTSKY, 2007). Several studies conducted 
with children have highlighted the role of play in introducing motives for learning 
and for psychological development of individuals (ELKONIN, 2019). Based on 
such studies, Activity Theory considers that human cultures have created 
games precisely to instrumentalize play activity in simulating, anticipating, 
rehearsing and experiencing conflicts of motives. Although studies in Activity 
Theory have demonstrated the development of individual agency mediated by 
games, there are still few studies on the development of transformative agency 
mediated by games.


This research aims to examine the role of play in mediating and 
developing transformative agency in the face of conflict of motives. The 
beginning of this article presents the cultural-historical perspective on play 
activity, highlighting the difference between play, toys and games. Then, this 
perspective is applied to understand how conflicts of motives are overcome 
through transforming realities in education, work and in a specific work activity 
in which the author has some experience, design. Throughout the text, 
contemporary applications of games will be discussed, such as educational 
games, simulation, gamification and design games.


PLAY ACTIVITY AND CULTURAL REPRODUCTION


Play is not a phenomenon exclusive to humans, for other mammals also 
play. Cats and dogs, for example, bite each other without applying sufficient 
force to hurt in order to develop instinctive reflexes. For human beings, 
however, "play activity has a semiotic (symbolic) character" (MUKHINA, 1996, 
p.155). The child's play is much more sophisticated than that of cats and dogs, 
because it acquires the fundamental role of introducing him/her in a space of 
possibilities for action, which is full of meanings (VYGOTSKY, 2010). 
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This space of possibilities is part of the ideal plane of human existence 
(DAVIDOV, 2017; ILIENKOV, 2016; ELKONIN, 2009), constituted by values, 
emotions, feelings, and motives that guide and orient human activities in a 
given culture. For example, when human beings gather in a classroom to talk 
about government, politics, psychology, and games, such objects about which 
they talk about are not physically present in the classroom, yet mutual 
understanding is possible because such objects occupy the ideal plane shared 
among the learners. As Elkonin (2009, p. 5) notes, "this plane requires the 
support of an object, the (real) action of the situation," that is, it requires the 
mediation of tools and signs. The playful activity relies on the meanings of the 
objects found in the ideal plane, but also on the space of possibilities for action 
that the objects offer in each situation. When playing, human beings reconstruct 
cultural values materialized in objects, putting them into action in a space that is 
both real and ideal (DAVIDOV, 2017). Objects are, therefore, imbued with 
motives capable of guiding the action, even if they can still have their motives 
transformed in case of conflicts.


When the individual approaches an object, its relation with the object is 
not isolated from society, because the object already carries in itself this socially 
constructed meaning. The meaning of the object enters in dispute when it is 
shared with other people or when there is an expectation that it will be shared in 
the future. Thus, the dynamic meaning of objects can be captured by a 
dialectical relationship between two forces: 1) the will that the subject has to 
change the object and 2) the social need to transform that object. This is 
technically called the individual-society dialectic, which manifests itself 
concretely as a conflict of individual or collective motives (SANNINO, 2015). 
Every time the individual acts with the support of an object, s/he is dealing with 
this conflict, with what is wanted to do versus what the individual can, should, or 
needs to do.


Due to the inevitable presence of the individual-society dialectic, cultural 
reproduction through play activity is not limited to mere copying or imitation of 
another activity. Imagination requires producing again cultural values from the 
existing material conditions and the available tools. More than an analogical 
reproduction, which presents regular variations according to the quality of the 
materials, cultural reproduction varies according to the formation of the will. This 
is because traditional motives tend to age with time and become less relevant to 
culture, at which point they are opposed to new motives. This historicity of the 
process of volition is also what drives the constant transformation of human 
reality.


From the individual perspective, conflicts of motives manifest themselves 
as dilemmas, entanglements, difficulties or limits. We want to do something, but 
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we cannot. We can do something, but we don't want to. There are also 
situations in which we want to and can do something, but others don't want to or 
can't do it with us. If we don't know how to deal with conflicts of motives, we get 
stuck. Brazilian popular wisdom expresses this contradiction in the following 
terms: "if you run, you are catched; if you stay, you are eaten" (“se correr o 
bicho pega, se ficar o bicho come”). The conflict imposes dilemmas for human 
activities (MATOS CASTAÑO et al, 2017). Which motive should we get carried 
away for if both are equally interesting or equally uninteresting? The individual 
deals with this type of conflict every day and, even without rationalizing 
explicitly, goes through them with dexterity.


CONFLICTS OF MOTIVES IN THE PLAY ACTIVITY


As it is an everyday phenomenon and necessary skill for societal life, the 
child engages in various activities to learn how to deal with conflicts of motives, 
play being the main one. Spontaneous play is the way in which the child 
reproduces a social activity of interest and learns about its driving motives 
(VYGOTSKY, 2017, 2010). The child observes and wishes to participate in the 
activity, but cannot, either because it is prevented by society, or because it does 
not know how to do it, or because it does not understand it (LEONTIEV, 2017, 
p.121). The difficulty in understanding is mainly due to the conflicting motives.


Let's take the activity of stealing as an example. The child observes 
stealing through conversations, representations in the media or analogies with 
other activities. Initially she does not understand its meaning. Why is it 
necessary to rob in order to steal? Why does the robber hold the gun and the 
robbed raise hands? What is the gun capable of? Who are the bad guys and 
who are the good guys? In short, what are the motives at stake? To understand 
what is robbery, the child can't rob and can't even hold a real gun. Play allows 
the child to reproduce the activity on the ideal plane even if s/he cannot 
participate in it on a real plane. By embodying roles in play, the child can face 
conflicts similar to those observed and thereby learn to deal with them. 
Imagined conflicts of motives are not as complex and tense as in adult activity, 
but that is why the child can handle them.


Play helps the child learn to separate motives from desires, a crucial 
ability for mastering more complex objects (VYGOTSKY, 2007). In the Activity 
Theory, the desire precedes the motive, which arises when the desire finds an 
object capable of satisfying it (LEONTIEV, 1978). The baby still cannot perceive 
the difference between her/his desire to eat, his hunger, and the food that can 
bring satisfaction. When the baby feels hungry, s/he simply cries to fulfill the 
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desires immediately, no matter the means. Since the chidl does not yet realize 
that the choice of means allows for transforming own desires, the desires 
remain limited to the child’s body. As the baby dominates the mediated action, 
s/he begins to redefine his own desires, seeking external objects of satisfaction 
with increasingly complexity and distance from the body. These objects, by 
bringing new meanings to the baby, promote its cognitive, affective and social 
development, expanding its space of possibilities. Thus, the baby – who by then 
has already become a child – learns that it needs to wait to fulfill certain wishes, 
such as getting a new toy for Christmas. In addition, it learns that it is more 
effective to express to adults a motive related to a specific object than to 
express a latent desire. Vygotsky (2007, p. 108) explains that "the maturation of 
needs is a predominant topic in this discussion, because it is impossible to 
ignore that the child satisfies certain needs in play" .
2

The toy – which is the tool of play activity – materializes a social motive 
through a form that helps the child to understand it. For example, urban mobility 
is materialized in the form of a miniature car. Even if the child does not know 
why adults move from one side of the city to the other in their cars, as she plays 
with the car, she begins to understand the motives for this mobility. The child 
learns that mobility is fundamental to the achievement of several other motives 
in urban society. Toy is therefore an object that replaces another object that 
cannot yet be mastered by the child. "By handling the substitute objects, the 
child learns to evaluate the objects and to handle them on a mental plane. Play 
is the main factor in introducing the child to the world of ideas" (MUKHINA, 
1996), also called the ideal plane.


The toy is not only a symbolic representation of the motive. It is a tool 
that supports the performance of gestures typical of the imagined activity 
(VYGOTSKY, 2007). A toy car that opens doors allows performing the operation 
of entry and exit of passengers, which is useful for play even if the child does 
not have dolls that fit inside the cart. For the child, what matters is not the static 
representation of the entities that compose the activity, but the dynamic 
representation of the relations that these entities perform in movement. The 
imagination fills the space of possibility between one toy and another, but the 
physical representation of the mechanism of opening the door provides the 
opening gesture that, in turn, provides the realization of several other gestures.


 The Russian word igrat used by Vygotsky and other authors of the Activity Theory has several 2

meanings associated with playful activity. It is usually translated into English as play, which 
makes it difficult to understand its connotation. To take advantage of the English language 
advantage over the Russian language in the delimitation of playful activity, we will use the words 
play, toy and games.
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However, new conflicts of motives may arise when the child wants to 
imagine another activity, but the toy does not provide its typical gestures. The 
child tries to overcome this conflict by combining or disassembling toys, not 
always successfully (LEONTIEV, 2017). The material with which the toy was 
built may prevent its opening and transformation, however, the child may try to 
break it or compensate for the lack of flexibility with more imagination. For 
example, a car that the child transforms through gestures characteristic of 
launching a spaceship. Such a gesture may also diminish the power of play 
motivation, especially if the action is challenged by another child who does not 
accept that that car is a spaceship. The motive of the car cannot simply be 
replaced, because the form of the toy expresses this motive all the time, 
including through the affordance of typical use gestures. Imagination is, 
therefore, linked to a material base that cannot be ignored (VYGOTSKY, 2010).


Reflecting on this material base, some pedagogues recommend that toys 
be made of wood rather than plastic, with more generic shapes and less 
defined meanings. They realized that plastic toys often have pre-defined 
functions and meanings based on static representations. The plastic toy does 
not represent how the activity happens among adults, but how adults want to 
represent this activity to children. This toy becomes a tool to introduce motives 
in the child's play, with cultural values that the industry deems important for 
children or simply as strategic values for its brand positioning. In addition to the 
shape of the toy, the industry takes advantage of the packaging, instruction 
manual, advertising and branding to invest the toy of strategic motives, which 
are not always evident to parents. 


Parents and educators, in turn, also use toys to get children to reproduce 
certain cultural values. They do this through consumer choice, prohibition or 
even toy modification. Knowing the power of parental mediation, the industry 
eventually tries to communicate directly with children through visual and 
interactional languages that adults do not understand. Parents often give in to 
children's request without understanding the reasons for playing with that 
particular toy that the industry has produced.


Leontiev's recognizes (2017, p.131) that less specialized toys could bar 
this industrial strategy. The wooden toy, for example, would not allow creating 
such detailed shapes as plastic, thus offering greater freedom to the child's 
imagination (Figure 1). The child would need to make more effort to play, since 
the meanings of the motives materialized by the toys would not be so explicit. 
This requirement would work as a stimulus to creativity, so that the child would 
be forced to create the space of possibilities instead of inhabiting the space 
created by the industry.
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Activity Theory does not fully support this reasoning. Toy construction 
material is only one of the resources that can be used by parents and 
pedagogues to stimulate children's creativity. More important than that is to 
develop the child's ability to identify conflicts and re-signify motives, including in 
plastic toys. This ability can be developed with parental participation in playful 
activity through purposeful subversion of the meanings proposed by the 
industry. For the child, this introduces the conflict of motives between playing 
what s/he wants and playing what her/his parents want. Better than this is to 
create opportunities for different children, at different ages, to play with each 
other and to manifest varying conflicts of motive with each other, without being 
all the time under surveillance and restriction of agency by adult authority. This 
condition of relative freedom is fundamental for the development of creativity in 
this theory (VYGOTSKY, 2014).


Figure 1. Wooden car, Phil Parker, some rights reserved (2017).


The toy construction material, therefore, does not determine play or 
creativity, but contributes to define its possibilities along with other 
determinants. The playful activity, like any other human activity, is not 
determined by materials. On the contrary, play is material by itself (LEONTIEV, 
1978), because it is constituted by actions mediated by instruments performed 
in a space of possibilities. If the instrument is a physical tool or an abstract sign, 
this does not make the activity less material, because both transform the space 
of possibilities in a similar way.


The space of possibilities expands as desires arise increasingly more 
distant from their motives, particularly, during adolescence. The adolescent 
learns, among other important lessons, that their parents cannot satisfy all their 
desires and that they need to negotiate with other individuals who are not so 
committed to their desires (DAVIDOV, 2017). They discover the need to 
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collaborate with others, which ways is not always explicit. Adult individuals 
usually collaborate in the same activity, even if they have different desires 
(LEONTIEV, 1978). The motive that unites them is a means to achieve another 
motive in which the initial desire rests, which is rarely shared. When a conflict of 
motives arises, the resolution is more complex, because it is not evident what is 
at stake. Sometimes individuals themselves are not even fully aware of their 
desires and motives.


The playful activity acquires in adolescence precisely this function. 
According to Davidov, the human being develops in adolescence the ability to 
plan from the controlled imagination (DAVIDOV, 2017). This activity becomes an 
anticipated production of the space of possibilities, so complex that the need to 
connect various mediating signs arises. So-called sign systems keep the 
meanings of motives more or less stable through official regulations or codes of 
conduct of the trades. In contrast to simple tools, systems establish formal 
mechanisms to deal with conflicts of motives, such as rules, rewards, 
punishments, deliberations, and judgments. These signs serve to regulate other 
signs and indirectly regulate the activity of those who submit or are submitted to 
the sign system.


GAMES AS SIGN SYSTEMS


To learn to deal with conflicts of motives in sign systems, adolescents 
therefore move from play to game. Game is formalized play in a sign system 
that reproduces one or more conflicts of motives. Unlike play, which arises from 
a spontaneous conflict that the child faces in everyday life, and toys, which 
materializes certain motives that may or may not be in conflict with play, games 
purposely materializes two or more motives in conflict. The conflict can be 
simple, like winning or losing a dispute, or complex, like making an important 
decision about the future of humanity. Depending on the degree of 
sophistication of the sign system, there may be several conflicting motives in a 
single decision. For example, in war board games, deciding between invading a 
country or resolving a dispute based on diplomacy requires considering several 
implications.


The playful activity, however, cannot be reduced to the system of signs. 
The same resignification, adaptation and toy modification also happens with 
games. Players always interpret, circumvent and redefine the rules of the game 
while playing. Beyond that, they create the imaginary situation that reproduces 
existing or fantasy activities (ELKONIN, 2019; LEONTIEV, 2017; VYGOTSKY, 
2007; 2010). The imaginary situation has several signs beyond those formalized 
by the system. The richer the network of motives and meanings created with the 
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game, the greater the players' immersion in the imaginary situation. For 
example, team sports games. Besides the vast space of possibilities, these 
games also offer countless possibilities for action outside of the game: cheering, 
negotiations, championships, t-shirts, and etc. The profusion of motives makes 
the team sports game a system of signs capable of attracting many 
adolescents, but also adults, who seek to learn and to transform their realities.


Indeed, the sign systems of games allow learning to deal with extremely 
complex conflicts of motives, such as those linked to the 17 contradictions of 
capitalism (HARVEY, 2017). Games about climate change, pandemic, and 
diplomacy place conflicts of motives as the main element of the experience. 
When the sign system is sophisticated enough, it is possible to perform 
coordinated collective actions with a high degree of complexity, as in the case of 
cooperative games (MUNHOZ et al., 2016). Rather than being about 
recognizing the essential elements of an activity, as in child's play, play provides 
mature reflection on the activity. Play allows for complex actions to be 
performed in a sign system that allows for the entry and exit of an imaginary 
situation (LEONTIEV, 2017). By the ability to manipulate the imagination from 
motives in an ideal plan linked to culture, games have been explored as a 
pedagogical resource in formal education, at work and in design project 
informed by Activity Theory. The following discusses the possible contributions 
of games to the development of transformative agency in these different 
spheres.


GAMES IN FORMAL EDUCATION


In education, one of the major problems reported by educators is the lack 
of student motivation to learn the curricular content. The lectures that convey 
much of this content are prepared with great effort by educators. Often they end 
up being little interactive and do not engage the students, who find themselves 
bored. Students distract themselves from these lectures with something 
perhaps more motivating: a mobile phone game. While the teacher transmits 
the content, the student plays. Eventually, the student may pay attention to the 
different motives and be able to follow the class, but that does not mean he or 
she will learn the content or master the game strategies. Divided attention 
hinders the development of any person (VYGOTSKY, 2010), whether in the role 
of student or player.


The game, different from the lecture class, proposes several conflicting 
motives. Win or lose, attack or defend, risk or wait, share or keep to yourself. 
The player needs to choose the right motive at the right time to progress in the 
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game, however, the game does not make it evident what to do, otherwise the 
conflict would not exist. While the teacher's exposition presents a block reality 
to which the student needs to fit (VIEIRA PINTO, 1982), the game proposes that 
the player creates the reality by interacting with the game. It is clear that the 
student feels more motivated to play than to pay attention in class, since the 
participation in game reality is more engaging.


Many teachers and schools ban the use of mobile phones in the 
classroom to avoid this kind of distraction. In contrast, some teachers 
experiment with turning the lecture class into a game, introducing an additional 
motive to the subjects studied. Educational games and gamification are 
contemporary approaches that introduce conflict of motives related to the 
learning process, in the hope of challenging students to master the content in 
question in order to win. The content, however, continues to be made available 
as a block reality without conflict. If the student masters the content, they 
progress in the game, otherwise they lose points or their character dies. The 
player's reaction must be correct for him to receive the reward, otherwise  
punishment is applied.


To go beyond this simple scheme of punishment and reward, educators 
inserted games in an educational context that supports learning with their 
supervision. Instead of focusing on content assimilation, the educational game 
focuses on problematizing the imaginary situation, putting in evidence the 
conflicts of motive existing in the activity played. The teacher takes advantage 
of the educational game to problematize a reality that is not ready, that depends 
on interpretation, which can be modified by subsequent action based on this 
interpretation. The educational game becomes a means for the construction of 
knowledge and transformation of reality, going beyond what a static teaching 
material does.


The educational game does not need to be a game designed to learn 
something specific. Any game can be appropriate as an educational game, as 
long as the motives of the imaginary situation are put into conflict with the 
motives of the players' lives (e.g. MUNHOZ, 2018). Small changes in the rule 
system or in the themes of existing games are already enough to bring reality 
into the game and create an opportunity for knowledge construction. When 
reality is reproduced within the game, it can also be transformed, which 
expands the space of possibilities for action. Instead of measuring learning 
results and rewarding or punishing the student according to his/her 
performance, the educational game motivates the student to embark on a 
journey of personal development and also of collective development, in the 
case of multi-player games.
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Games can motivate learning, however, it is necessary that they are 
designed, problematized and modified by teachers or parents for such purpose. 
The motives will only succeed if they are related to the reality of the child and 
student, like the generative themes of critical pedagogy (FREIRE, 2014). The 
presence of conflicting motives is important to propose a decision and present 
its consequences, so that the development of skills occurs together with the 
ethical development. More than learning content, the priority of the design and 
use of educational games should be learning to be human according to the 
ideal plan of what is to be human in the culture. This learning to be human does 
not end in formal education, extending throughout life, since the ideal plan of 
culture is always developing along with its culture producers (DAVIDOV, 2017; 
VIEIRA PINTO, 1982). Although formal education is essential to reproduce the 
ideal plan in each new generation, it is in the work activity that the great leaps in 
the development of this ideal plan occurs.


GAMES AT WORK


According to Activity Theory, there is a continuity between education and 
work activities, usually provided by play (VYGOTSKY, 2010, p. 125). Both in 
work and in play, human beings apply an energy to try to transform an object 
and from that they can get a result. Play would be, then, the children’s work that 
would result in their development, and would continue in adulthood as 
internalized imagination (VYGOTSKY, 2014; 2010). In past generations, it was 
very common for children to be taken to their parents' work, including to work 
together. According to Elkonin (1998, p. 77), with the complexification of work 
tools linked to the transition to the service economy, childhood was prolonged. 
Children began to have more time to learn by playing instead of working, thus 
being able to master increasingly complex tools. The long development of the 
faculty of imagination became fundamental to the mastery of such tools and to 
meaningful inclusion in an increasingly specialized division of labor.


In this historical path, imagination served and continues to serve to learn, 
but also to transform reality and introduce new motives. According to Leontiev 
(1978), motives arise when desires find an object that can satisfy them. As this 
desire is socialized, it becomes a social need. If the need is hunger, the object 
can be a banana, however, if the desire is curiosity, the object can be 
information. New desires arise with the stabilization of social needs, which also 
implies changes in the object and in the manner of transforming it through the 
activity of work.


In capitalist societies, money is the main motive for wage labor, because 
it is necessary to acquire most of the objects that society can offer. However, 
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there are other motives that often conflict with the financial motive. Many people 
are not willing to do anything for money. They want work to fulfill a greater 
purpose that helps develop a personal talent that creates a work and not just a 
product (LEFEBVRE, 2006), in short, objects that bring pride, recognition, 
satisfaction or emotional comfort. When this does not happen, the worker 
imagines, wanders and distracts her/himself from work to relieve the pressure 
for productivity, to escape the boredom caused by innocuous reasons, to resist 
work exploitation in an extremely controlling environment. The imagination 
works as an escape valve that relieves the contradictions of alienated work.


Scientific administration (TAYLOR, 2006) sees imagination at work as a 
waste of time, which must be prevented, watched and even punished. While the 
worker works, her/his attention should be focused on the motive introduced by 
the capitalist. If this motive does not motivate the worker, the capitalist 
introduces a second motive: the fear of punishment. Work becomes even more 
alienated and the tension between capitalists and workers increases. In the 
service sector, this relationship presents itself in another way. If the worker is 
not positively motivated, the quality and rhythm of work decreases, since this 
cannot be guaranteed by industrial machinery. Although information technology 
has made it possible to automate services, worker motivation is still considered 
a challenge for human management. Instead of disciplining and punishing 
(FOUCAULT, 2014) the imagination at work, managers in the service sector 
prefer to stimulate imagination outside the work environment, at happy hours, 
barbecues and parties with their team (SØRENSEN and SPOELSTRA, 2012).


With the growth of competitiveness in saturated markets and the 
consequent need to innovate in late capitalism (HARVEY, 2017), imagination at 
work started to be encouraged by managers as a way to extract creative 
surplus value (MOULD, 2018). One of the most used resources is games. 
Some companies create game rooms with pool tables, foosball and video 
games, or hold gaming competitions via LAN outside of working hours. If 
imagination diverted from the reasons for labour exploitation before, now it is 
used to bring them into view so that the worker thinks s/he is exploiting himself, 
just like controlling an avatar character in a game.


Technology-based companies, better known as startups, were pioneers 
in this exploration of worker subjectivity, also called emotional or affective work 
(SØRENSEN and SPOELSTRA, 2012). Workers are encouraged to give their 
best, to the point of reaching situations of fatigue and extreme exhaustion to 
carry out the motives of the capitalists. However, in doing so, they also realize 
one or more motives of the worker, so that s/he feels like a creator satisfied with 
the work or a worker satisfied with the overcoming experience s/he went 
through with colleagues (MOULD, 2018). To accommodate such motives, 
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startup managers offer comfortable workspaces, including even beds and 
hammocks for resting in the office. The work hard, play hard ethic brings the 
world of work and life closer together in such a way that, once naturalized, 
people can no longer distinguish when they are working at home or resting at 
work. Moreover, it encourages people to be always competing with each other 
in all their daily activities.


To fit into this reality, children are encouraged to compete in sports and 
education, leaving collaboration as a secondary practice. Competition is 
emphasized by measuring quantitative outcomes of work, such as the number 
of goals in a soccer match. Although they offer quick returns, metrics are not 
able to alleviate the conflict of capitalist motives. Several managerial 
experiments point out that wage increases do not motivate workers to increase 
the quality of work (SCHWARTZ, 2015). The quality of work is linked to affect, 
emotion and feelings. It is necessary to feel in order to perceive new qualities. 


One way to increase work quality while stimulating imagination is through 
the use of gamification as a metaphor for work activity. In the gamification 
strategy, the work activity does not become a game by itself, but incorporates 
some of its elements (VIANNA et al, 2013). Fun is allowed and encouraged, but 
it is not the focus. The focus is to associate pleasure and pain to some reason 
of interest of the capitalist and the worker, so that the latter works more satisfied 
and more excited for the former. The opposite, unfortunately, does not happen. 
Instead of avoiding feeling pain and pleasure at work, such emotions are 
experienced in a figurative and playful way in corporate games and jokes, so 
that the real pleasure and pain of work become something trivial (SØRENSEN 
and SPOELSTRA, 2012).


Incredible as it may seem, gamification did not originate in capitalist 
countries. The first systems based on gamification emerged in socialist 
countries, in order to promote an artificial competition between government 
companies and workers (NELSON, 2012). Each delivery of workers was 
measured and generated points. When the points reached a certain level, the 
worker was awarded a medal or a prize, such as a badge or a vacation 
package.  


Why has gamification emerged in this context? In a socialist society, 
there is a strong emphasis on collaboration; everyone works and does their part 
to build a great society. There is no need or incentive to create more value than 
one's colleagues. A person who innovates cannot accumulate capital 
individually from the value generated, even if his action contributes more than 
that of others to the collective accumulation of capital. Thus, it was necessary to 
introduce an artificial conflict to increase productivity.
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However, this did not always work. Gamification does not stimulate 
creativity per se, as only a stronger motive than the existing ones can lead a 
person to transform the reality in which he/she is inserted. Aiming to overcome 
this contradiction, as of 1970, some managers began to perform in the Soviet 
Union the so-called organizational activity games (SHCHEDROVITSKII & 
KOTEL'NIKOV, 1988), which are very similar to the capitalist workshops of 
design thinking, gamestorming, codesign and participatory design of today 
(GRAY et al, 2012; BROWN, 2010). The workshops with the organizational 
games stretched over a week or even a month. At each stage, the players 
would rethink a work activity using their imagination: who should do what and in 
which ways. The games used various forms of work representation, many 
derived from Activity Theory. Despite these innovations in the use of games, the 
Soviet Union ended up collapsing in the late 1980s due, in part, to excessive 
bureaucracy, but also due to lack of innovation (GORBATCHEV, 1987).


Gamification does not work when the old motive (bureaucracy) overrides 
the new motive (innovation). Gamification can help people do something they 
already want to do and are not getting around to doing, but gamification cannot 
motivate people to do something they do not want to do. Only a new, stronger 
motive can motivate or demotivate a person. The relevant question for 
gamification is not how to motivate, but what to motivate. Identifying the motives 
that are demotivating people and creating motives that can overcome 
demotivation is a complex task that involves mediating conflict of motives. 
Playful activity helps to materialize the motives in play, but they need to be 
brought into the work activity to transform reality. Playful activity can then be 
part of the work, not as an escape or distraction, but as an opportunity to re-
imagine and transform the activity at hand (VAN AMSTEL & GARDE, 2016).


GAMES IN DESIGN ACTIVITY


Among the work activities, there are those that are directly oriented to 
other activities, such as managerial activity, and those that are indirectly 
oriented to other activities, such as design activity. Design activity produces 
tools, signs and spaces of possibilities for other activities. In late capitalism, the 
design activity is called design, a cultural-historical form of work activity that 
emerged from the industrial revolution (BOUTINET, 2002), combining playful 
and educational motives.


The design object is a direction of the faculty of imagination towards a 
non-existent situation that can realize existing and hypothetical motives. Often, 
these reasons are not fully known, because there are not yet the objects that 
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can meet the need or desire nor are there yet the methods to create such 
objects, which pushes the design activity to the expansion of knowledge (VAN 
AMSTEL, 2015; ENGESTRÖM, 2006).


Playful activity lends the design activity the cultural framework to act in 
the sense of realizing desires in an abstract way to gradually make this 
realization more concrete. The exploration of abstract possibilities is similar to a 
game, but its concrete methods are usually drawing and numerical projection. 
However, in recent decades, the design activity has assumed its ludic character 
and incorporated games as a working tool, mainly to deal with conflicts of 
motives about objects that do not exist yet (VAN AMSTEL & GARDE, 2016).


Serious games, simulators and design games, for example, are used to 
learn to participate in an existing activity, to plan a future activity or to develop a 
skill that has not yet been developed. Digital simulators, for example, are used 
in the rehabilitation of patients who have suffered brain injuries (BASTOS et al., 
2017). They are also used in the education of autistic children who have 
difficulty dealing with feelings (ALMEIDA RODRIGUES et al, 2020). With 
multiple players in real time, simulators can reproduce emergency situations 
that require the quick resolution of motives conflicts, such as earthquakes and 
fires. 


However, if the realism of the imaginary situation becomes a priority, 
simulator games may lose the ability to motivate the transformation of reality. 
Instead of creating an alternative reality in which one can do something that is 
not yet possible and thus figuring out how to make this new reality possible, 
overly realistic simulator games end up representing a block reality. In this case, 
there is no conflict of motives between the will to act and the possibility to act, 
between the real and the ideal plan, as in child's play. There are difficulties 
inherent in the simulated activity, however, their resolutions are already 
predetermined and there is no conflict of motives, as in the industry-made 
plastic toy. When this conflict is absent, the simulation should not be considered 
a game itself.


Although a preparation for action in the symbolic field, simulators are no 
substitute for the practical experience of acting in a space of possibilities with 
conflicting motives. The main problem with simulators in this respect is not the 
lack of realism, but the lack of freedom to introduce new motives. Conflicts of 
motives arise precisely when new motives are introduced into an activity and 
both cannot be performed at the same time. To keep up with this dynamic, 
simulators would need to have complex interaction structures that allow the 
creation of new rules among players, which would reduce the ability to evaluate 
performance provided by the standardization of interactions.
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Due to this limitation, although simulators have advanced greatly in 
recent decades, board games have grown as a simpler alternative to support 
the imagination of situations that require the creation of new motives. Board 
game rules, even if they are described in detail in their manuals, are always 
subject to players' interpretation, which gives a certain degree of flexibility to the 
ludic activity (MUNHOZ, 2018, p.135; DUARTE & BATTAIOLA, 2017). This 
interpretation requires a greater involvement of the players with the game, 
which usually results in a deeper understanding of the sign system and the 
conflicts that emerge from it.


For example, the serious game The Expansive Hospital (2015), created 
by the author as part of his doctoral research, offers the possibility to 
experience the conflict of motives typical of building a hospital (VAN AMSTEL et 
al., 2016a; VAN AMSTEL, 2015). It is a semi-cooperative board game: each 
player has a specific role with specific rules, which requires them to cooperate 
to realize common motives. The conflict of motives that animates the game is, 
on the one hand, players needing to cooperate to build a functional and 
profitable hospital, but on the other hand, players also needing to compete with 
each other to get rich (Figure 2). This leads players to experiment with complex 
strategies such as dissimulation, pact, betrayal, and selfish information 
management.
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Figure 2: Diagram of the main conflict of motives in the board game The 
Expansive Hospital (2015).




Besides the serious game, the design activity makes use of a type of 

game specifically created to support imagination in this area. The design games 
are games that offer spaces of possibilities equivalent to the spaces of 
possibility of the object that is being designed (SANOFF, 1979). The conflicts of 
motives in design games usually arise from the different positions of the players 
in the project. By placing people in imagined conflicts, design games can bring 
to the surface current conflicts of motives that were holding up the development 
of the project. The pretext of play created by the exchange of roles and the 
imaginary situation itself allows players to be more explicit in their criticisms and 
tensions (VAN AMSTEL, 2015, p.175). The rules and pieces of the game help in 
the conflict resolution in a controlled way, because they externalize the ideas 
and problems. Instead of the player feeling offended by the criticism received, s/
he can distance her/himself from the situation, since they are represented 
objectively in the game. Thus, design games help to decide which motives are 
stronger and worthy of materialization by the design activity.
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Figure 3: Knitting game used in the design of a medical diagnostic centre in the 
Netherlands.




The knitting game is an example of a design game developed to support 

the collaborative evaluation of the design of a medical diagnostic center in the 
Netherlands (VAN AMSTEL et al. 2015). The game consists of alternating turns 
defining the circulation of users through a future building. The floor plan of the 
project works as a board, with wires wrapped around pins as traces of the 
hypothetical movement of people through the building. The visual result of the 
game resembles a knitting pattern, hence its name (Figure 3). This output can 
be inserted into a parametric architectural design system to visualize user paths 
while creating alternative floor plans (VAN AMSTEL et al., 2016b). Players can 
discover mismatches in the workflow of nurses and patients, as well as 
undesired situations, such as unclothed patients circulating through an access 
corridor (VAN AMSTEL et al. 2015).


CONCLUSION


Considering the examples given, educational games, serious games, 
gamification, simulations, design games and other sign systems can be useful 
for transforming conflicting realities. As pedagogical tools, they can contribute to 
the critical training of individuals and the civic training of collectives. As working 
tools, they can contribute to the projection of future realities that are as 
conflicting as the current ones. As design tools, games can contribute to greater 
awareness of the origins of social inequality, to the extent that they reveal the 
contradictions inherent in political and economic systems represented by sign 
systems. Games can represent complex phenomena through everyday 
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languages that complement and expand the formal languages of the book, 
allowing conflicts of motives to be experienced beyond being understood (DA 
SILVA, 2020).


In Activity Theory, conflicts of motives cannot be reduced to a logical 
operation or a rational decision that the individual's mind needs to solve. It is 
something broader, which can also involve a rational decision but that ultimately 
involves a complete positioning of the individual, of his/her body, emotions and 
history. When the conflict of motives manifests itself in the collective, it also 
entails the positioning of the other individuals, one in relation to the other. Both 
misalignment and realignment of motives in a social activity are opportunities to 
transform the conflicting reality. Playful activity opens the field of action to 
imagine things as they could be beyond what they already are. Thus, there is 
the opportunity to create new motives for being together in society, necessarily 
stronger than the previous ones.


Playful activity is therefore historically linked to the development of the 
will. People act because they have the will to act, even if this will is subject to a 
conflict of motives. Playful activity helps to learn to deal with and master 
conflicts of motive, but it does not eliminate them. Playful activity is an 
opportunity to immerse oneself in objective reality, which is conflictual by nature. 
There is nothing elusive in playful activity, even if it seems so to those who do 
not participate in it. From play, it is possible to discover the social contradictions 
that are at the origin of motives experienced individually or collectively. The 
playful activity, can thus lead to the transformation of conflicting reality, fulfilling 
not only the desires of leaders, teachers, bosses or designers but of all the 
people who get involved with the activity in question. In this way, games can 
historically contribute to the development of the transformative agency typical of 
just and democratic societies.
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