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Abstract: User-generated content (UGC) exists in various formats on digital platforms, 

including images, audio, and videos. The capital market has turned UGC into profitable 

products, benefiting content creators and game companies. This reciprocal relationship 

presents opportunities in the digital market. However, due to current legislation and public 

sentiment, UGCs lack sufficient protection under intellectual property laws. This research 

aims to investigate the copyrightability of user-generated videos in the game industry. 

Specifically, it seeks to justify the copyright protection of user-generated game videos and 

propose potential solutions. Furthermore, this paper acknowledges live streaming recordings 

as a distinct type of game video. The entertainment industry's exponential growth, especially 

in video games, has sparked a surge in game live streams and videos among gamers. However, 

this has also led to copyright infringement issues, particularly with fair use defenses. The 

Copyright Act of 1976 grants exclusive rights, and game videos and live streams infringe on 

reproduction, display, public performance, and distribution rights. While recognizing the 

social value, the current statutory framework, like the DMCA, is ineffective. Implementing 

improvements like a new compulsory license would address copyright issues and foster 

creativity. A flexible legal standard allowing commercial and fair use would promote 

economic development, social harmony, and cultural enrichment, while failure to do so could 

hinder freedom of expression and innovation. 
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1. Introduction 

User-generated content (UGC) in the game industry, specifically videos and live streaming, has 

become a lucrative aspect of the thriving gaming market. Recognizing the potential profitability, the 

capital market has transformed UGC into viable products, generating substantial revenues for 

successful content creators. Moreover, UGC indirectly enhances the brand and copyright awareness 

of game companies, facilitating better interaction and understanding of their client base. This 

reciprocal relationship between UGC creators and game companies presents significant opportunities 

in the digital market. However, current legislation and public sentiment fail to acknowledge the value 

of UGCs in the game industry, resulting in inadequate protection of UGCs under intellectual property 

laws. This article aims to propose solutions to address this issue and support UGC creators. By 

examining the creativity, originality, and fixed forms inherent in user-generated content, this research 

seeks to justify the potential copyrightability of UGCs in the game industry. Employing a mixed-
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methods approach, including both inductive and deductive methods, this study will conduct 

comprehensive library-based research. The research asserts that valuable user-generated content 

should be recognized as copyrightable works and practical methods for their protection should be 

implemented accordingly. 

2. Literature Review 

People love video games, thus UGC appears. According to Heitner (2018), ‘it costs 3 hours and 26 

minutes on average for American gamers to watch game videos and live streams each week.’ [1] 

Folks tend to spend more time and money in the game industry. 

2.1. Classification 

Gameplay videos are typical UGCs in the game industry. Gameplay videos are classified as game 

live streams and pre-recorded videos on platforms such as YouTube and Twitch. In addition, game 

photography, game modding products (Modding is a slang term for user-generated modifications to 

the game) [2], and audiovisual works are also UGCs. Gameplay Livestream broadcasts gameplay in 

real-time through platforms. Gameplay live streams can be saved as temporary profiles and are called 

‘videos on demand’ (VOD), which can be downloaded manually by audiences. [3] Let’s Play videos 

cover a substantial amount of gameplay footage of linear stories and simultaneous comments from 

Let’s Play producers. And Let’s Play videos could offer viewers a cinematic experience of playing 

games. How-to videos are made for guiding purposes in the game industry. For instance, DOTA 2, a 

competitive e-sports game, requires high gameplay manipulation. This will stimulate gamers to 

debate gameplay strategies and share them through game videos on platforms. Highlight videos are 

edited gameplay footage. The purpose of Highlight videos is to display sensational moments that 

might resonate strongly among gamer groups. Speed Run is a type of playthrough video. Covering 

substantial gameplay footage of the whole game, it will provide gamers with a unique angle to pass 

all levels of games as fast as possible. Game reviews are one of the most significant UGCs, and Game 

reviews usually represent the comprehension of game designs, reviewers’ conclusions, and 

suggestions. 

2.2. Copyright Legality 

From the perspective of legality, the U.S. Copyright Office also states that UGCs are copyrightable 

as long as they are made in tangible forms. [4] Game videos have fixed forms and creativity. Can we 

grant copyright to users? According to Circular 1, Copyright Basics, section “What Works Are 

Protected.”, [5] ‘Works that are not fixed in a tangible form’ are not protected by Copyright. Besides, 

‘A work is original if the work evidences creativity and is formed independently’. ‘To constitute an 

independent creation, the work must not simply be wholesale plagiarized, though it can bear striking 

resemblances to preexisting works so long as the similarities are merely ‘fortuitous.’’[6] In the game 

industry, UGCs are mainly gameplay videos and VODs, which are respectively pre-recorded or 

archived afterward. Gameplay performance, users’ comments, game soundtrack, and game images 

converge on a UGC video. Therefore, UGCs have fixed forms. Additionally, The Copyright, Designs, 

and Patents Act 1988 (the CDPA) set out a list of eight different types of work protected by copyright 

(s.1); this list includes ‘sound recordings, films and broadcasts (s.1 (1) (b)).’[1] UGC videos could be 

types of recordings, filming, and broadcasting works. Concerning originality, UGC is not a copy of 

original game ideas. Copyright laws protect the expression of ideas, UGCs are not new game 

programs that might substitute the original games. In contrast, UGCs express crea tors’ talents and 

ideas, which are based on prior game products. To this end, UGC works should be eligible for precise 

Copyright protection. 
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2.3. Economic & Cultural Values 

Today, high revenues make it possible for a user to make a living by making UGCs. Users attain an 

income from commercial advertisements of personal merchandise, commercial endorsements, 

viewers’ generous tips, donations, and compulsory payments of memberships. [2] For instance, Liu 

Mou, the Chinese former E-Sport player of the League of Legends, became a UGC creator in DouYu 

afterward. He reportedly can earn around $14,778 from live game streaming or gameplay videos. [3] 

Similarly, professional DOTA 2 player ‘Arteezy’ had three hundred thousand subscribers on the 

Twitch website. Each audience paid $4.99 per month to watch Arteezy’s live streaming. Generally, 

he could earn 1.5 million dollars per month from his subscribers on the Twitch platform. [4] Moreover, 

Felix Arvid Ulf Kjellberg, also known as ‘PewDiePie’ (A Swedish Let’s Play YouTuber), is one of 

the world’s most successful and prolific Let’s Play video producers. Accordingly, his channel 

subscribers reached 111 million, and PewDiePie’s viewership reached a total of 28.4 million in May 

2022. [5] In addition, DOTA 2 had the highest prize pool of 47.79 million dollars in 2022. [6] 

Subsequently, the capital market will attract users to participate in the game competition and produce 

more UGCs. As Jenna had predicted in 2014, ‘the revenues of the games industry could reach $100 

billion by 2018.’ [7] It is estimated that the eSports & Games Streaming market will increase from 

$2.3Bn in 2022 to $7.2Bn in 2032. [8] Besides, ‘Traffic is a key performance indicator (KPI) of great 

importance for marketers, but there must be a conversion for that traffic to be effective. Earlier, this 

study highlighted authenticity as a benefit of UGC, and this is precisely the type of content that serves 

as “social proof” for potential consumers. In other words, user-generated content speeds up the 

purchasing process, thus increasing your brand’s conversions.’ [9] Correspondingly, UGCs could 

improve the game company’s official website engine search ranking. [10] 

Shakespeare once stated, ‘There are one thousand hamlets in a thousand people’s eyes.’ Game 

reviews and modified gameplay videos can appropriately conflate users’ understandings and game 

designers’ art ideologies. Game reviews and modified gameplay videos spread happiness to the gamer 

community and reflect the creator’s transformative ideas to the public. Eventually, game reviews can 

greatly impact a video game’s playability and marketing results. 

2.4. Issues  

The public sentiment and the blank IP law legislation from the perspective of UGC are two main 

causes of Issues discussed in this research. UGCs have an entertaining nature, but this doesn’t deserve 

neglect or prejudice. This research prefers to do some case analysis. For instance, American game 

publisher Campo Santo sent one takedown request to YouTuber Felix ‘PewDiePie’ Kjellberg (one of 

the richest YouTubers in the world) in 2017. The game publisher asked PewDiePie to eliminate all 

his past and future videos featuring Campo Santo games. [11] Atlus, a Japanese game studio behind 

the game ‘Persona 5’, made a threatening announcement that any gamer’s account would be 

suspended by the YouTube and Twitch platforms if users streamed or uploaded game videos featuring 

games from the Atlus studio. However, people condemned the plaintiff for ignoring the joy of sharing 

gameplay experiences and disrespecting personal creativity in the exploration of the game storyline 

radically. [12] 

2.5. Potential Solutions 

The core obligation of copyright protection is to encourage the production of new works. [13] 

According to the Copyright, Designs, and Patents Act 1988, ‘property rights such as reproduction 

right, performance right, and distribution rights are exclusive.’[14] Additionally, under the current 

legislation Section 1 of Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 (CDPA 1988), Copyright is property 

rights that include sound recordings, films, and broadcasts. [15] Therefore, this research will analyze 
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the following methods to solve copyright issues between UGC and game companies. For instance, 

Reform the Digital Millennium Copyright Act 1988 (DMCA), Unique Work, Joint Authorship, 

Compulsory license, no-action tolerated use, et al. 

3. Methodology 

This is library-based research. Key resources are from Google Scholar, JSTOR library, Westlaw, law 

reports, journal articles, etc. There is an interview with UGC creators in the game industry and 

professional IP law researchers. This interview could be questionnaires and video recording methods. 

In general, this quantitative research’s philosophy is interpretivism, and it adopts a deductive 

approach. Most data will be collected from the articles, journals, and cases. So, this is also a type of 

historical research. If there is an interview in the future, this research will respect others’ privacy, 

intelligence, and objectivity. To analyze the data of this research, this paper will refer to the UGCs 

category, Copyrightable legality, Copyright issues, and relevant ideas from academic dissertations. 

4. Results 

4.1. Statute is not Comprehensive Enough (DMCA Example) 

Digital Millennium Copyright Act 1998 (DMCA 1998) is one important part of the U.S. copyright 

law. Title two of DMCA 1998 is the ‘Online Copyright Infringement Liability Limitation Act’; this 

provision focuses on copyright infringement and online service providers in certain areas. [16] 

According to the regulation of DMCA 1998 takedown notice, an online service provider must take 

down related materials expeditiously when he receives the takedown notification under the penalty 

of perjury. If an online service provider receives takedown notices from copyright holders, he should 

remove or block access to the material identified in the notification in time. As a result, he will be 

exempt from the monetary culpability for copyright infringements. To be exempt from copyright 

infringement liability, a service provider must meet some preconditions. [17] Firstly, the provider 

must not have enough knowledge of infringing ability. Secondly, infringing activity must not benefit 

directly to service providers’ financial interests. Thirdly, once receiving the notification under the 

penalty of perjury, service providers must take down or block access to the material as soon as 

possible. In addition, provisions of the DMCA 1998 have created a safe harbor for online service 

providers (OSPs). OSPs can be exempt from blame in four cases. (1) Acting as a conduit for 

transmitting material through its system or network. (2) Temporarily storing material for transmission 

(caching). (3) Storing material at a user’s direction. (4) Providing links or other tools for locating 

material online. [18] In practice, YouTube and Twitch provide users with streaming platforms. Then, 

some users’ game videos and live streams might include copyrighted game content. In this case, game 

publishers might file a takedown notice to platforms. Once those OSPs receive that claim, they are 

supposed to eliminate all illegal content by users as soon as possible. As a result, YouTube and Twitch 

platforms can be exempt from responsibility. In short, DMCA monitors online service providers 

(OSPs) and protects copyright holders. 

What is the problem with the DMCA? Game companies always put too much emphasis on their 

commercial profits. Their claims of copyright infringements are hypocritical in some cases. When a 

game reviewer makes positive comments on games, those comments can increase the sales of games. 

Enjoying the profits, some game companies stay in silence and tolerate those game videos. In the 

reverse situation, game companies often claim copyright infringements against negative comments 

from game videos or live streams. The DMCA takedown notice is abused by a game company in the 

above cases. This article shows the matters of the DMCA 1998 in effect to reflect the argument that 

the current statutes are not comprehensive enough to protect underdogs, powerless game video 

makers, and live streamers. Compared with famous game publishers and game studios, a regular user 
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and gamer of game video platforms is usually helpless. The DMCA might lead to unfair results in 

practice. There is always a controversy existing under the provision of DMCA 1998 safe harbor, and 

many game publishers attempt to silence all critics who have produced review videos of their games. 

In other words, game publishers file takedown notices only if videos or stream threaten their product 

reputation and subsequent financial benefit. To sidestep the issues of copyright litigation, the popular 

platform YouTube created the ‘Content ID’ system, which allows copyright holders to register on 

YouTube to monitor the use of their game content on YouTube. [19] To be exempt from copyright 

infringement, Content ID filters videos infringing copyright automatically. This automatic system 

detects copyrighted materials in users’ gameplay videos and it will remove all series of users videos 

in the end. Nevertheless, the Let’s Play video usually includes a series of content on YouTubers’ 

channels. And those game videos are usually connected to copyrighted gameplay images and footage. 

To avoid infringing liability, platforms have to remove all infringing videos, which will lead to 

extremely unjust results. Since game content creators have their legitimate creation of in-game videos, 

which should make them copyrightable. Besides, freedom of speech is also hampered by those 

takedown claims. In general, DMCA abuse and Content ID stifled the creativity of game videos and 

subjective comments. For instance, John Bain, also known as TotalBiscuit, is a professional game 

critic whose commentaries are very objective on his YouTube channel. In October 2013, he uploaded 

a negative game review about the game ‘Day One: Garry’s Incident’ (A video game from Wild Game 

Studio) onto YouTube. Thereafter, Wild Game studio filed a takedown notice alleging that Bain 

illegally used the game’s footage and images and illegally acquired revenues from an advertisement 

at the beginning of his review video. [20] TotalBiscuit’s video was finally taken down by the 

YouTube platform. TotalBiscuit thought the game ‘Day One’ was indeed garbage and explained 

many reasons in his videos. Hence, many gamers watched TotalBiscuit’s game review videos and 

then they didn’t want to purchase the game ‘Day One’. Subsequently, game publishers disliked 

TotalBiscuit’s comments, which are supported by many gamers. Then, the game company required 

YouTube to take down videos. The game company is a hypocrite in that it hates objective comments 

showing people the true quality of its products. All the game company cares about is its sales. 

Furthermore, game companies are unwilling to see Let’s Play video producers or live game 

streamers being successful by using their games’ content. Game companies could be jealous of a 

regular user in some cases. This sentiment finally hurts the fans’ community. Once again, American 

game publisher Campo Santo sent one takedown request to YouTuber Felix ‘PewDiePie’ Kjellberg 

(the richest YouTuber in 2016) in 2017. The publisher asked the platform to eliminate all of 

PewDiePie’s past and future videos featuring Campo Santo games. [21] In this case, the game 

company was uncomfortable with ‘PewDiePie’ ‘s enormous wealth based on prior games. At the 

same time, PewDiePie said some incorrect words about black people in his game videos. Hence, 

Campo Santo claimed that PewDiePie was a racist to destroy his reputation in the fan community. 

Finally, PewDiePie’s video was taken down, and he made another video apologizing. A takedown 

notice under the DMCA 1998 was a games company’s legitimate excuse to intrude on popular game 

videos. Atlus, a Japanese game studio behind the game Persona 5, made a threatening announcement 

that any gamer’s account would be suspended by the YouTube and Twitch platforms if they streamed 

or uploaded game videos featuring games from the Atlus studio. However, this restriction under 

DMCA 1998 Safe Harbor was criticized by fans on social media. Most fans argued that the company 

was only worried about the negative impact of game sales. In contrast, the joy of sharing gameplay 

experiences and the personal perspective of games’ storyline exploration for unsuspecting gamers 

were ignored radically. [22] Finally, Atlus apologized to the gamers’ community and backed down 

on its restriction on game videos. The Atlus case is very similar to the previous case (Campo Santo 

case); in both cases, game publishers abused the DMCA, but the result is different. By taking down 

pre-recorded game videos, game companies also abused statutes by banning live game streaming 
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activities. On October 18, 2013, UMG Gaming (a game tournament organizer) broadcast a Dallas 

tournament for Call of Duty: Black Ops 2 on Twitch.t v. All income was to be donated to the 

Children’s Miracle Network Hospitals. Nevertheless, this livestream was  blocked by a DMCA 

takedown notice from ‘Activision, the game publisher of Call of Duty’. [23] This gave rise to heated 

debates in the fan creation community and charity areas. Notably, the public protests against the abuse 

of the DMCA 1998 takedown notice, and the removal of all game videos reflect how a powerful game 

company can make use of copyright law to infringe on game video producers’ freedom of speech in 

effect to sway people’s opinions on defective products. [24] In practice, no gamer wants a bad game 

experience after spending his time and money on game products. The gamer community needs some 

volunteers to do gameplay reviews and to share feedback, which benefits gamers and fans in the long 

term. The cases above echo some sentiments of current legislation and large game companies. John 

Bain’s case indicates that game companies didn’t accept any negative reviews from professional game 

commentators because they put their sales above freedom of speech and consumers’ experience. 

Additionally, in other practical cases, only a few game developers have reached a settlement with 

popular game streamers in the past. And their deals have always been accompanied by the same 

condition: the review must cast the game in a positive light.[25] PewDiePie’s case indicates that game 

companies can be jealous of a user’s success based on their products, even if their activities have 

caused no harm to the company. Atlus’ case indicates how a large game studio abuses its copyright 

protection. There is no law mechanism deciding which types of videos are permissible. Subsequently, 

YouTube has no alternative but to comply with the DMCA takedown notice by removing all users’ 

videos. Inefficient parts of current statutes such as DMCA and CDPA led to unjust results, which 

ignored legitimate and valuable criticisms and personal creative ideas of game videos.[26] Unlike 

large game companies, the sheer number of content creators in the YouTube and Twitch platforms 

typically operate individually without business sophistication, market power to negotiate with 

plaintiffs, and legal resources to justify their partial copyright. Therefore, game content creators stay 

in an inferior position. 

To sum up, current statutes such as CDPA and DMCA pay too much attention to game publishers’ 

copyright protection, the liability of OSPs, and the basic copyright of copyright holders. There is no 

clear mechanism to decide why kinds of videos should be permissible. In the next part, this article 

tries to demonstrate why they have partial copyright and propose how to protect them better.  

4.2. Transformative Products and Fair Use 

In contrast to the DMCA’s approach, fair use creates an area for game video producers to apply some 

copyrighted content to their videos and streaming. Online service provider YouTube should claim the 

fair use defense in many situations in effect to detect true violations of game developers’ copyrights. 

According to Richard, S., [27] fair use is built to protect ‘transformative’ copy action in the general 

sense. Transformative content grants the possibility of copyright to game video creators and live game 

streamers. In practice, fair use defense also comprehends commentary, criticism, and parody on 

copyrighted materials, which are prominent characters in-game videos and live game streaming. 

Those works should be protected by fair use defense even though they are built upon the prior 

copyrighted works. They are entertaining and transformative, which have positive contributions to 

many groups of people. Gameplay videos and live game streaming are valuable from an economic 

perspective. Reviews and Let’s Play videos provide significant benefits to consumers by allowing 

them to discover new games that might appeal to them and assess the merit of a particular game they 

are purchasing in the future. Gameplay videos and live game streaming allow viewers to experience 

a game to an extent. Many professional players’ gameplay videos also have an instructional function 

in fans’ and gamers’ communities. Concerning game publishers, game review videos and live game 

streaming can be effective propaganda, which can promote their sales. Fair use protects the fan 
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creation community and encourages gamers to share their experience and opinions by live game 

streaming and uploading game videos. Subsequently, fair use, a defense against copyright 

infringement claims stifling the creativity of works, seems to be an appropriate and significant legal 

framework to justify the partial copyright of game video makers. Codified in Section 107 of the U.S. 

copyright, the applicability of fair use defense has four factors: (1) the purpose and character of the 

use, including whether such use is of a commercial nature or is for nonprofit educational purposes; 

(2) the nature of the copyrighted work; (3) the amount and substantiality of the portion used 

concerning the copyrighted work as a whole; and (4) the effect of the use upon the potential market 

for or value of the copyrighted work.[28] 

In practice, there are two typical ways of making gameplay videos and live game streaming 

standing within the scope of fair use defense. Keep them transformative enough to be considered as 

copyrightable work. Work such as parody containing critique and comments on the original work—

a work with totally different purposes. Review videos can guide many new players and consumers in 

the free market. The purposes of video elements, such as comments and criticisms, usually do not 

harm a game company. According to the landmark case Folsom v. Marsh: ‘no one can doubt that a 

reviewer may fairly cite largely from the original work if his design is really and truly to use the 

passages for fair and reasonable criticism.’[29] This case justifies the purpose of game review videos, 

including a large amount of copyrighted game footage. On the other side, this case indicates that game 

videos will be impermissible if they copy a lot of copyrighted content to supersede the original 

product. [30] That is to say, the criticism and the use of original game footage will be permissible as 

long as the game video is not going to substitute the game. In other words, the purpose of game videos 

should produce no recognizable harm to the original game under the Copyright Act. For instance, 

John Bain’s review of Day One: Garry’s Incident, a video full of harsh critics, did not supersede the 

game Day One. Review video containing gameplay footage and John Bain’s comments did no harm 

that was actionable under copyright law in this case. Simply, harsh comments on review videos can’t 

replicate the experience of playing video games with a short excerpt of game footage. Those critical 

review videos make up a large portion of the works at risk in the current DMCA notice-and-takedown 

system. Many YouTube channels are devoted to creating critical game review videos and live game 

streaming. [31] As this study discussed in John Bain’s case, the game publisher abused current 

statutes such as DMCA. The game publisher has the power to silence all critical reviews indefinitely. 

Therefore, this article suggests the law protect those legitimate comments and review videos by 

applying the fair use defense to those works. Besides, more and more consumers and fan communities 

need the discovery of creative ideas and gameplay strategies concerned with certain types of games, 

such as MOBA games and RPG games. By providing criticism, Let’s Plays and livestreams serve a 

similar purpose to book reviews, which not only help present-day consumers make decisions but may 

eventually provide a unique glimpse into what the medium was like in its current state of flux. They 

might also allow younger gamers to see older games from the past that they may not have access to 

so that they might further appreciate the medium. 

According to commentator Miller. C, [32] ‘there is a kind of open philosophy in gaming culture 

fostering a readiness to share strategies, knowledge, and secrets in effect to expand gameplay skills, 

game plot exploration and how to counter particular characters in games.’ For instance, multiplayer 

online battle arena (MOBA) games, such as Valve company’s DOTA 2, design a wide variety of 

items, complicated skills of each hero, and in-game resources. DOTA 2 system is similar to playing 

chess; players in MOBA games can come up with innovative ‘builds’ and gameplay strategies. 

Besides, the game community often provides specific patterns made by other players as the best guide 

to help players win the game. Therefore, some passionate gamers share their standalone ‘builds’ and 

gameplay strategies by uploading gameplay footage to YouTube or live game streaming on Twitch. 

Game videos and live game streaming calculate the most efficient ways to play DOTA 2 in different 
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situations. Furthermore, videos and game streaming focusing on gameplay instruction and strategic 

analysis of a particular game, such as DOTA 2, only benefit the gamers’ community and consumers 

who have already purchased the game. There is no negative effect on game publishers’ sales and 

‘market for or value of the copyrighted work.’[33] Current statutes ignore game video makers’ partial 

copyrights, and fair use is a good defense against copyright infringement. Fan videos such as DOTA 

2 gameplay videos guide gamers in strategies and should be regarded as new products. Providing 

personal strategies, analysis, and comments on DOTA 2 matches, skilled gamers can share interesting 

insights that can improve all viewers’ gameplay experience. Besides, some fan-created products such 

as gameplay videos and live game streaming include artistic merits, developing into Internet 

sensations with cult followings large enough to support mainstream television shows and feature-

length films. [34] One of the most magnificent cultural ‘spillover effects’ phenomenon is the sharing 

of video game footage or live game streaming in online communities. [35] ‘Replayable’ game can be 

played multiple times, and the player will have different insights and new experiences each time. For 

instance, DOTA 2 is a ‘replayable’ game like playing chess. Every player plays with five different 

allies against five different rivals in the same arena map. Players may choose different heroes each 

time. They may play with different builds and strategies each time. Significantly, DOTA 2, one of 

the most famous MOBA games in the world, is a typical ‘replayable’ game in online communities. 

DOTA 2 has one of the biggest esports prize pools and has held many tournaments, which allowed 

international gaming organizations to compete with each other. If DOTA 2 prohibited people from 

making game videos with gameplay footage or live game streaming, the phenomenon of video games 

played as a sporting experience would never have developed. Furthermore, ‘replayable’ game videos 

containing substantial numbers of gameplay footage should be qualified as permissible use as long 

as they are transformative enough. Unlike some games focusing on linear storylines, gameplay videos 

of ‘replayable’ games are only used. necessary footage. In other words, the ‘amount and substantiality 

of the portion used concerning the copyrighted as whole’[36] is not important here. Those user-

generated videos are popular for criticism and analysis of gameplay strategies. Hence, the fair use 

doctrine should grant them partial copyright protection, which can encourage more people to make 

transformative works with ‘replayable’ value to the players’ communities. Apart from the 

aforementioned cases, the Let’s Play video is another typical case. Let’s Play video usually contains 

a large amount of game footage, even the whole game in some situations. One of the Let’s Play videos 

is a humorous ‘reaction’ video. This type of game showcasing player’s personal experience in playing 

scary and difficult games is more and more popular. Besides, humorous reaction videos are often 

accompanied by fanciful editing and entertaining comments by the content creators. For instance, 

PewDiePie recorded his gameplay streaming of the horror game P.T. (a psychological horror game 

developed by Kojima Productions) and uploaded it to the YouTube channel in 2014. In this horror 

gameplay video, PewDiePie kept talking with his viewers to minimize his fear. Sometimes, he was 

scared by ghosts in P.T. and shouted out some Swedish words, which were his mother language. Both 

his humorous reaction and crazy comments contributed to the 12,901,037 viewership.[37] Apart from 

P.T.’s gameplay footage, PewDiePie‘s funny reaction, humorous comments, and editing make his 

Let’s Play video transformative enough. According to Reid,[38] ‘even before the advent of popular 

gameplay videos in YouTube platform, many commentators supported the idea that fair use doctrine 

should be applied to artistic projects involving the use of in-game models, and gameplay footage to 

create gamer-made cinematic gameplay videos. The precondition is they are transformative enough.’ 

In general, gameplay videos are transformative products made by gamers. Compared with playing 

games themselves, watching others’ gameplay experience with excellent editing and comments can 

provide viewers with an extremely different social experience. Furthermore, transformative gameplay 

videos focus primarily on the personality of the YouTuber or Twitch.tv users, featuring humorous 

performances and critical comments associated with the gameplay footage they recorded. But a game 
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video including large portions of gameplay footage without creative expression and editing will not 

be seen as transformative. This video is just a copy of game footage, which affects the viewers’ 

exploration of the original by viewers. 

Game videos and live game streaming can benefit independent game publishers as free propaganda 

and advertisements. According to Kain, [39] ‘ a lot of independent game developers admitted that 

their games’ sales significantly increased by the popular YouTubers’ game videos.’ This also 

indicates that transformative gameplay videos and live game streaming can have a positive effect on 

‘the potential market for or a value of the copyrighted work’ [40]. Therefore, fair use defense should 

be applied to them. Some counterarguments believe that copyright holders have exclusive rights to 

decide on the distribution of their works and marketing. [41] Nevertheless, plentiful evidence of 

economic benefit justifies that game videos and live game streaming can incentivize new game 

companies to create better games, which also contributes to the general purpose of intellectual 

property law to promote science and the arts. [42] In addition, the Supreme Court in the U.S. has 

indicated, that the use of copyrighted work should not be prohibited as long as it has no demonstrable 

effect on the potential market for or the value of the work it used. Moreover, this will encourage 

authors to create better works.’[43] In addition, this article believes that game video makers can prove 

their videos positively affect original game publishers’ commercial benefits. Let’s Play videos and 

critical game review videos inform both sellers and buyers in the free market. Due to information 

providers, the game market will be more efficient, and a buyer can know better sellers’ products 

before purchasing them. Finally, all transactions will benefit to sellers. In other words, YouTubers 

and Twitch streamers allow game consumers to purchase their favorite games for their personal 

preferences. Again, DOTA 2 is one of the most popular MOBA games in the world. As mentioned, 

playing DOTA 2 is accessible on the Steam platform. It has the largest prize pool in the eSport area. 

The publisher, Valve company actually, needs more players to play this free MOBA game through 

its Steam platform. There are different online services all around the world; international people can 

join the arena through local services. How can DOTA 2 attract people to play this free MOBA game? 

The answer is that the developer Valve cooperates with groups of players by live game streaming on 

Twitch or creating DOTA 2 gameplay videos on YouTube channels. Outside the game videos or live 

game streaming, viewers can communicate with each other in online chatrooms, improving DOTA 

2’s public exposure and fostering a vibrant DOTA 2 community of gamers. Furthermore, DOTA 2 is 

the most popular game on Twitch in July 2022. [44] In addition, there is another instance that can 

prove game videos and live game streaming can have a positive effect on game developer’s revenues. 

Several game companies compile a list of Let’s Play permission policies through the website Who 

Let’s Play. Ninety percent of those companies in the list grant game video licenses to users on 

different platforms. [45] The above cases should justify that video makers and live game streamers 

should have copyrights for their transformative and positive products. In addition, game videos and 

live game streams can increase the user base of games, generate free publicity, drive sales, and foster 

groups of players who share their gaming experiences. These communities are especially lucrative 

for advertisers, video game makers, and streamers.[46] Hence, they should be regarded as a positive 

complement to the original copyrighted game. 

5. Discussion 

The current statutes need to be more comprehensive to balance copyright protection. The 

aforementioned sentiment of the society and the legislation shows the imperative ignorance in 

protecting game videos and livestreams. This article proposes some methods to protect transformative 

game videos and livestreams with good faith and values. 
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5.1. Reform the DMCA 

DMCA safe harbor and takedown notice indeed protect game publishers’ copyright. However, the 

ambiguity of materials detection and definition harmed the innovative works with good social values, 

such as transformative Let’s Play and live streams. ‘The original purpose of the DMCA was to address 

the exponential growth of technology and safeguard rights holders’ interest; it has been argued that 

the DMCA ultimately harms fair use.’ Additionally, Professor Miriam Bitton also stated, that the 

DMCA’s protection measures focused on technical measures to protect digital copyrighted 

information, and they were not designed with fair use defense in mind. [47] In other words, DMCA 

safe harbor mainly protects online service providers (OSPs), and DMCA takedown notice protects 

game publishers’ copyrights. This article suggests DMCA update some proper functions in effect to 

fit in with the post-YouTube world. DMCA needs to improve its flexibility and accuracy to avoid 

rigid policies and DMCA abuse. Both improvements can encourage innovation to grow. Furthermore, 

the DMCA needs to make a precise definition of ‘expeditiously’ in its takedown notice provision. 

Then OSPs will know how to take down illegal videos in time. By considering two factors of fair use, 

‘the purpose and character of the use’ and ‘the effect of the use upon the market’, the DMCA needs 

specific provisions for materials detection systems for OSPs. Specific materials legislation will show 

OSPs and content makers the copyrightable types of videos and live streams that are not within the 

scope of the takedown notice. This will reduce takedown notice abuse and help people distinguish 

transformative game videos, and livestreams with good value from illegal materials.  

Fair use is a good defense to protect transformative game videos and livestreams. However, it has 

limits and less power than other statutes. To break through the Fair use defense’s limit range, some 

measures should be established to ensure that game videos and live streams are no longer regarded 

as infringing. To sum up, it is efficient to reform the DMCA takedown notice by making an explicit 

definition of ‘expeditiously’ to the current statute and providing OSPs with a clear standard to assess 

the materials. 

5.2. Unique Work 

Transformative game videos and live streams are regarded as unique works. They are not secondary 

works or derivative works. Game video content makers and live streamers do not need any license as 

long as their works are creative. This radically put them out of the category of copyright infringement. 

How do we define transformative enough? Firstly, video games are interactive and protected as 

software codes and programs under copyright law, transformative game videos,s and livestreams are 

not programs and software codes. Secondly, they are unique products made by editorials, footage, 

personal comments, and entertaining performances. Compared with original video games. 

Transformative game videos and live streams should have wholly different functions and purposes. 

Thirdly, game videos and livestreams are different products with different purposes, which share 

strategies, skills instruction, and personal reviews. In this case, they are out of the scope of game 

adaptation. Finally, transformative game videos and live streams should have a positive effect on 

society. They will not overlap or supersede the original games. In this case, streamers’ and game 

video makers’ commentary, personalities, wisdom, interactions with the game communities, and 

conversations will be worthy of copyright protection. 

5.3. New Compulsory License 

If the game was published and uploaded to the internet for people to purchase and download. 

Consumers have the license to make game videos and live streams automatically. This automatic 

license grants buyers the right of public performance, the right of display, and the right of 

reproduction. In addition, video creators and streamers have independent copyrights for their videos 
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and live streams. However, all users must pay remuneration to the game publisher in regulation. The 

names of works and authors should be significantly noticed on streaming platforms. With regards to 

the rights of game publishers, game publishers have ‘opt-out right’, remuneration, and ‘right of 

cancellation’. 1) Opt out right. In this case, the compulsory license will not be valid automatically if 

the game company has announced it prohibited any consumers from making new game videos or live 

streaming. The notice must be announced before the infringement happens. 2) Right of cancellation. 

If the game videos and live streams libel the game company and game products. The game company 

has the right to cancel the license by sending a notice to the creators directly. Nevertheless, this right 

needs to respect the truth, or a game company might abuse it. To distinguish takedown notice abuse 

from libel, this case needs the court to participate in an investigation among the public, such as the 

gamers’ community, if the lawsuit occurs. 3) Remuneration. Game video creators and live game 

streamers must pay remuneration to the game company if users want to upload those new products to 

YouTube or Twitch. And the remuneration can be collected from the video platform or stream 

platform. The remuneration should be 15% of the streaming income or video income. One user who 

creates game videos and makes livestreams at the same time should pay remuneration to the game 

company twice separately. 

To sum up, this automatic license only applies to the situation that the game was uploaded to the 

Internet by the copyright owner independently and directly. If the user indeed libels the game 

company, the game company holds the right to cancel his license. If the company has declared that 

streaming and game videos are not permissible or has used technical measures to limit access to the 

game, the game company can opt out of the new compulsory license. For instance, DOTA 2 is a free 

game published by Valve company on Steam. Anyone can download DOTA 2 from the Steam 

platform and install it by signing a subscriber agreement with the Valve company. Since the Valve 

publisher did not declare streaming and game videos are prohibited, and there was no technical 

measure to limit access to DOTA 2, a new compulsory license should be valid automatically. Topson, 

a professional DOTA 2 player, uploaded his gameplay videos on the YouTube platform sometimes. 

His videos and live streams include a substantial amount of DOTA 2 footage and DOTA 2 models. 

Under this new compulsory license, Topson’s gameplay videos will not infringe on the right of 

reproduction, right of adaption, and right of public performance and display. This license permits him 

to perform the DOTA 2 gameplay through game videos or live streaming. However, under the current 

British copyright law, ‘the playing or showing of the work in public is an act restricted by the 

copyright in a sound recording, film, broadcast or cable program,’[48] the Valve company has the 

copyright to prohibit Topson from making gameplay videos or live streaming. [49] In contrast, under 

the new compulsory license, Topson can make a living by making gameplay videos and live 

streaming DOTA 2. Topson should also pay the remuneration to the Valve company. 

5.4. No-action Tolerated Use 

Tolerated use is infringing usage of a copyrighted work of which the copyright owner might be aware 

yet has done nothing to it. Tolerated use reasons can cover laziness, copying by goodwill, financial 

benefits to owners, and the cost of litigation. In addition, the tolerated use concept is very similar to 

fair use. ‘Many of the uses that fall into the category of tolerated use might also arguably fall close 

to, if not within, the category of fair use.’ The reasons include innate ambiguity in the concept of fair 

use, the cost of litigation, and the contour of fair use for casual infringement, which has rarely been 

solved. [50] Hence, an alternative way to discuss how to deal with current copyright issues is 

substantially legal exploitation of the fair use doctrine. This article proposes a method to harmonize 

the environment of video makers, live streamers, and game publishers. It is recommended that game 

publishers take no action to claim the creative video makers and live streamers because no-action 

tolerated use will save the cost of litigation and avoid reputation damage. 
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6. Conclusion 

The exponential growth of the entertainment industry, particularly in the realm of video games, has 

led to a rapid increase in the popularity of game live streams and video productions within gamer 

communities. However, this surge in activity has also given rise to numerous copyright infringement 

issues, particularly in cases involving fair use defenses. There is much debate around whether Let’s 

Play videos and livestreams of video games break copyright laws. 

In light of the exclusive copyrights granted by the Copyright Act of 1976, which encompass the 

rights of reproduction, display, public performance, and distribution, it is evident that live streams 

and game videos do, in practice, infringe upon some of these rights. For instance, the fixed form of 

game videos inherently infringes upon reproduction rights, public performance, and display. 

Additionally, live streams infringe upon the right of distribution. The primary argument posits that 

game videos containing substantial amounts of game footage infringe upon the copyrights held by 

game publishers. 

However, it is crucial to recognize the significant social value and positive impact that game videos 

and live streams have within the gamer community. While the current statutory framework, such as 

the Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA), has proven to be inefficient, the fair use defense 

allows for the consideration of factors such as the purpose or character of the use. Implementing 

improvements, such as the application of a new compulsory license, would effectively mitigate 

copyright infringement issues. 

In practice, a more flexible legal standard that permits commercial use and fair use would foster a 

spirit of creativity. Under these new proposals, game videos and livestreams would promote economic 

development, social harmony, and cultural enrichment. Failure to adopt such measures could result 

in the abuse of statutes and the erosion of freedom of expression, as well as hinder the spirit of 

innovation. 

References 

[1] Darren Heitner, Watching Video Games Is Now Bigger than Traditional Spectator Sporting Events, INC. (Apr. 2, 

2018), https://www.inc.com/darren-heitner/watching-video-games-is-now-bigger-traditional-spectator-sporting-

events.html 

[2] Thomas, A. (June 2022). Can you play? An analysis of video game user-generated content policies. UK Copyright 

and Creative Economy Center. https://zenodo.org/record/6564948#.Y9QvdSjP2Mo 

[3] Kollar, P. (Aug. 6, 2014, 1:41 PM), Twitch Is Dropping Its 'Save Forever' Feature, but Users Can Still Archive 

Highlight Clips, POLYGON, https://perma.cc/W2GJ-WHZ9 

[4] See Frequently Asked Questions, Copyright in General, https://www.copyright.gov/help/faq/faq-

general.html#mywork 

[5] Circular 1, Copyright Basics, section "What Works Are Protected.", U.S. Copyright Office, 
https://www.copyright.gov/circs/circ01.pdf 

[6] Feist Publications, Inc. v. Rural Tel. Serv. Co., 499 U.S. 340 (1991) 

[7] Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988: http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1988/48/contents 

[8] Restream Team, 10 ways you can make money with live streaming, (Nov.30, 2022), https://restream.io/blog/ways-

you-can-make-money-live-streaming/ 

[9] PDD apologizes for the live broadcast of "Borrowing Another Five Hundred Years from the Sky": The songwriter's 

understanding has been obtained, and we will pay more attention to copyright in the future. See from: 

https://www.tellerreport.com/business/2022-07-04-the-anchor-was-claimed-for-100-000-yuan-for-live-singing--

lawyer--infringement-but-hope-to-be-properly-handled-rationally.rJzsY82Jo9.html 

[10] See Arteezy’s streaming webpage, TWITCH, https://www.twitch.tv/arteezy/profile 

[11] Socialblade YouTube Stats, https://socialblade.com/youtube/user/pewdiepie, Retrieved4 July 2022 

[12] See at https://www.statista.com/statistics/501853/leading-esports-games-worldwide-total-prize-pool/ 

[13] Jenna Pitcher, Games industry revenue may hit $100 billion by 2018, says research firm, POLYGON, 

http://www.polygon.com/2014/6/25/5840882/games-industry-revenue-hit-100-billion-by-2018-dfc-Intelligence 

(archived at http://perma.cc/4XHC-7AWT) 

Proceedings of the 3rd International Conference on Business and Policy Studies
DOI: 10.54254/2754-1169/71/20241420

59



 

 

[14] E-Sports & Games Streaming Market Outlook (2022-2032). See this market report: 

https://www.futuremarketinsights.com/reports/e-sports-and-games-streaming-market 

[15] Adsmurai, 4 benefits of User-Generated Content, https://www.adsmurai.com/en/articles/4-benefits-of-user-

generated-

content#:~:text=User%2Dgenerated%20content%20establishes%20greater,have%20had%20with%20the%20pro

ducts 

[16] Bateman, R. (July. 1, 2022), Legal Issues with User Generated Content, https://www.termsfeed.com/blog/legal-

issues-user-generated-content/ 

[17] Orland, K. (September.11,2017), FireWatch Dev Uses DMCA Against ‘PewDiePie’ After Streamed Racial Slur, 

ARS TECHNICA, https://arstechnica.com/gaming/2017/09/firewatch-dev-uses-dmca-against-pewdiepie-after-

streamed-racial-slur/ 

[18] Ore, J. (Apr. 27, 2017, 12:01 PM), Atlus Loosens Persona 5 Streaming Restrictions, Apologizes to Gamers for 

Copyright Strike Threats, CBC NEWS, https://www.cbc.ca/news/entertainment/persona-5-atlus-restrictions-

loosened-1.4088375 

[19] T. Cook (ed.), Sterling on World Copyright Law (4thedn, 2015) 

[20] Pt. I Ch. 1 Section 2 of Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988\ 

[21] Pt. I Ch. 1 Section 1 of Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 

[22] THE DIGITAL MILLENNIUM COPYRIGHT ACT OF 1998 U.S. Copyright Office Summary, (December 1998). 
https://www.copyright.gov/legislation/dmca.pdf 

[23] See Section 512 (C) of DMCA 1998. 

[24] 17 U.S.C. § 512(a) to (d), DMCA 1998. 

[25] YouTube Content ID, http://www.youtube.com/t/contentid. 

[26] Kris Ligman, Developer Accused of Using Copyright Takedown to Censor Critic (updated), GAMASUTRA (Oct. 

21, 2013), https://www.gamedeveloper.com/business/developer-accused-of-using-copyright-takedown-to-censor-

critic-updated- 

[27] Kyle Orland, FireWatch Dev Uses DMCA Against ‘PewDiePie’ After Streamed Racial Slur, ARS TECHNICA 

(September.11,2017), https://arstechnica.com/gaming/2017/09/firewatch-dev-uses-dmca-against-pewdiepie-after-

streamed-racial-slur/ 

[28] Ore, J. (Apr. 27, 2017, 12:01 PM), Atlus Loosens Persona 5 Streaming Restrictions, Apologizes to Gamers for 

Copyright Strike Threats, CBC NEWS, https://www.cbc.ca/news/entertainment/persona-5-atlus-restrictions-

loosened-1.4088375 

[29] UMG Dallas Live Stream Taken Down for DMCA Violation, PRO GAMING TOURS (Oct. 19, 2013), see from 

SEBASTIAN C. MEJIA, FAIR PLAY: COPYRIGHT ISSUES AND FAIR USE IN YOUTUBE "LET'S PLAYS" AND 

VIDEOGAME LIVESTREAMS. 

[30] William Usher, Copyright Block Removed On TotalBiscuit' s Day One: Garry's Incident Review, CINEMABLEND, 
https://www.cinemablend.com/games/Copyright-Block-Removed-TotalBiscuit-Day-One-Garry-Incident-Review-

60043.html 

[31] Erik Kain, ‘Middle Earth: Shadow of Mordor' Paid Branding Deals Should Have #GamerGate Up In Arms, 

FORBES. https://www.forbes.com/sites/erikkain/2014/10/08/middle-earth-shadow-of-mordor-paid-branding-

deals-should-have-gamergate-up-in-arms/?sh=d41b9b75a6ca 

[32] See Copyright Strike Basics, YouTube Help, https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/2814000?hl=en. 

[33] Richard Stim, Getting Permission (Oct.2019), NOLO press, See Copyright and Fair Use Overview taken from this 

book in Stanford library website: https://fairuse.stanford.edu/overview/fair-use/ 

[34] 17 U.S. Code § 107 - Limitations on exclusive rights: Fair use. 

[35] Folsom v. Marsh, 9 F.Cas. 342, 344 (C.C.D. Mass. 1841) (No. 4,901). 

[36] Folsom v. Marsh, 9 F.Cas. 342, 344 (C.C.D. Mass. 1841) (No. 4,901). At 345. 

[37] AngryJoeShow, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/user/AngryJoeShow (last visited August 1st, 2022) (archived a

t https://perma.cc/6L3K-BTA9); Lazy Game Reviews, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/c/Lazygamereviews/feat

ured (last visited August 1st, 2022) (archived at https://perma.cc/33XX-4DZT). 

[38] Corinne L. Miller, Note, The Video Game Industry and Video Game Culture Dichotomy: Reconciling Gaming 

Culture Norms with the Anti-Circumvention Measures of the DMCA, 16 TEX. INTELL. PROP. LJ. 453,462 (2008). 

[39] 17 U.S.C. § 107(4) (2012). 
[40] The Internet-based video series ‘purePwnage’ (pronounced ‘pure ownage’), which began in 2004 as a mock 

documentary about an aspiring ‘professional’ video game player of the strategy game Command and Conquer: 

Zero Hour, has developed its following, eventually getting its television show on the Canadian Showcase channel. 

See About Us, PurePwnage, https://www.purepwnage.com/ (last visited on August 12, 2022). 

Proceedings of the 3rd International Conference on Business and Policy Studies
DOI: 10.54254/2754-1169/71/20241420

60



 

 

[41] Spillover effects are often cited as a reason for modifying the fair use analysis in favor of the second work. See 

CASS & HYLTON, supra note 16, at 118 ("Cultural spillovers can provide a reason for tapering the property rights 

implied by copyright, at times."). 

[42] 17 U.S.C. § 107(3) (2012). 

[43] See PewDiePie. P.T (Silent Hills) Demo Full Playthrough + Ending this game will blow your mind! PewDiePie 

YouTube channel (August 19, 2014), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WbCHGBW6gLk. 

[44] Christopher Reid, Note, Fair Game: The Application of Fair Use Doctrine to Machinima, 19 FORDHAM INTELL. 

PROP. MEDIA & ENT. L.J. 831, 858 (2009). 

[45] Erik Kain, Phil Fish Is Wrong About YouTube And Revenue Sharing, FORBES (June 19, 2014, 3:41 AM), 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/erikkain/2014/06/19/phil-fish-is-wrong-about-youtube-and-revenue-

sharing/?sh=56b5c5b431bd. 

[46] 17 U.S.C. § 107(4) (2012). 

[47] 17 U.S.C. § 106 (3) (2012). ‘The owner of copyright has the exclusive right to distribute copies and records of the 

copyrighted work to the public by sale or other transfer of ownership, or by rental, lease, or lending.’ 

[48] Campbell v. Acuff-Rose Music, Inc., 510 U.S. 569, 579 (1994). 

[49] Sony Corp. of Am. v. Universal City Studios, Inc., 464 U.S. 417,450 (1984). 

[50] Most Watched Games on Twitch. https://newzoo.com/insights/rankings/top-games-twitch. 

[51] See Who Let’s Play. https://wholetsplay.com/index.html. 
[52] Aaron Swerdlow, The Emerging Legal Battle over Video Game Streaming Rights, PC GAMING (May 27, 2017), 

https://venturebeat.com/2017/05/27/the-emerging-legal-battle-over-video-game-streaming-rights/ 

[53] Miriam Bitton, Modernizing Copyright Law, 20 TEX. INTELL. PROP. L.J. 65, 73 (2011). 

[54] Section 19 (3), CDPA 1988. 

[55] Valve Corporation developed the game DOTA 2 as an entertainment software and technology company founded in 

1996. See about the Valve company, at https://www.valvesoftware.com/zh-cn/about. 

[56] Tim Wu, 'Tolerated Use' (2008) 31 Colum JL & Arts 617 

 

Proceedings of the 3rd International Conference on Business and Policy Studies
DOI: 10.54254/2754-1169/71/20241420

61


