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84 Chapter 2 

• tournament and competition organizers/stakeholders (including spon

sors or funders) and playerslreferees/other participants both in advance of 

matches and at times during an event 

• cross-tournament "conversations" 

• referees and players at the actual moment of play in a tournament 

• technological actors such as software mods made for specific 

competitions 

• competing technologica l actors such as the game software and broadcast 

media. 

By unpacking the construction and negotiation of ru les not on Iy across a 

period of time but among a number oi actors, we can begin to complicate 

the notion that computation serves as a totali zi ng agent-a penultimate 

game master, if you will, in computer game play. The professional gaming 

scene offers a particularly useful field site for this investigation given 

assumptions about how rule sets might work in high-level (moneyed) 

competitive play. Ultimately what we find is a mix of technologies, emer

gent norms and practices, interpretive judgments, and much debate and 

refinement of rules governing computer game play. The complexity of 

action, rules, structure, and competition that we see in traditional sports 

is certainly echoed in this digital domain. 

3 Professionalizing Players 

\'\ ' riodica lly the mainstream media's eye will turn to e-sports and crank out 

.III ilrticle that leaves its readers either scratching their heads in bemuse

IIlcnt or daydreaming about becoming the one who is profiled. For example, 

.111 E5PN.com article about a Major League Gaming (M LG) match opened 

llii ) way: 

\ ' ielOry smells like Red Bull. Maybe it 's body spray. The hall i~ alive with the sound 

,01 ,mall arms rire : popping pistolS, thumping shotguns, stHccato assault rilles. The 

, r.ll"1-: ' n' whistle of sniper rounds; the sudden, terrible boom of exploding frag gre-

1I.11Ies. There are breathless uuuhs' and frustrated groans and the urgent irritating 

Id,'cps of depleting deflector shields, squawking remind ers that you are absolutely, 

I" "itively about to die, or worse yet , get pWf1ed-that is, blasted and humiliated by 

'''IllE' 14-year-old kid wearing a Pokemoll Breeders T-shirt. (Hruby 2007) 

Ille New York Times has done their share of similar articles over the years, 

\lIch as their piece on a nine-year-old Halo player named Victor M. De 

I.l·on Ill, also known as Lil' POison (Lambert 2007)1 And perhaps the ulti

Illate feature on a pro player has been the 60 Minutes 2006 television show 

\("gment exploring the life of certainly one of the most well-known players 

Illit there,Johnathan "Fatallty" Wendel. 2 

In most of these popular press pieces we can find Similar faSCinations 

.ll1d highlights. The age of the player is frequently a kickoff pOint, the piece 

111;J[veling at young people engaged in serious endeavors. But this serious

II 1'SS is also positioned against videogames, which are still typically seen as 

1'l1tertainment and perhaps even a bit frivolous. Add to the story face-to

Lice competitions with actual prize money and YOll tend to get a tale about 

.I cu ltural oddity in the making. Outside the e-sports world these stories 

II, ~i (IIJlly O llt' of many offerings a reader :inc1s on any given dilY, novelties 

1<1 l.llk ahout that weck. But within e-sports th ese stories can circliJilte CIS 

1" ,~ilill1 izil1 g and aspirational tal es, signs that professional gaming is rei1ch· 

I \.~ lllC mainstream. 

http:ESPN.com
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86 Chapter 3 

As I mentioned at the beginning of this book, though I've since gone 

on to look at institutional and structural issues around e-sports, my own 
interest in pro gaming also started with players. They are a natural entry 
to the story because they personalize the activity, providing us with an 

embodied picture of high-end competitive play. They offer a familiar nar
rative for the entire endeavor. Without a doubt they are important to 
understanding e-sports not only for the specialized nature of their play but 

also for the ways they are more generally transforming leisure. Intensely 
serious competition, and the people who perform it, is captivating. 

Much like the power garners I've previously written about, pro garners 
help us understand not only instrumental and focused play, but illumi
nate broader assumptions about computer games and the limits those 
assumptions sometimes have (Taylor 2006a). As with power garners, pro 
garners do not simply appear out of thin air but are created not only 
through their individualized efforts but through a broader social process. 
The possibilities and realization for professionalization include everything 

from being socialized into highly instrumental play by their peers to 
institutional influences, economics, relationships with technology, and 
larger cultural factors around things like gender and play. The transition 
(and its frequent failure) from average player to professional, and what it 
means to inhabit that space, is what thiS chapter will focus on. Rather 
than assuming that a gamer seamlessly advances to elite status, the analy

sis here takes a more sociological approach in asking how someone 

becomes professional-how they, and their play, are worked over and 
transformed. The model suggests that the career path from amateur to 
professional is quite bumpy and often unsuccessful. It is also heavily 
dependant on being actively socialized into a professional identity by a 

range of actors and forces. 

From Fandom to LANs and Beyond 

With the shift from the arcade to the home, the space of video game play 
moved. for many the time with digital games is spent seated at desks 
playing PC games or on sofas with consoles and TVs . .! Our passions and 

our gaming fandom often remain tucked away inside domestic spaces. But 
not always. If we spend time on forums posting and reading about games, 
we port our enthusiasm into a public sphere. rf we have mobile devices 
(Sony's Playstation ['anable, Nintendo's 05, game-enabled phones, and the 

like) this boundary between private and public also becomes blurred. And 
if you're like me and listen to podcasts, YOLl often bring your game·playing 
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'l'lf out into the world as your headphones link you to other fans talking 
,lllout their favorite game. 

Perhaps the other biggest jump in undomesticating our play (or at the 

IIlinimum complicating the interiority home play offers) occllrs with the 
widespread network capabilities of our games. While computer games have 
,dways tapped into ollr local friendship networks-be it sharing the sofa 
wilile we playa console game together or sitting next to each other at our 

desks and handing a keyboard back and forth-networked multiplayer 
lunctions in games shift our solo play into a communal activity, From the 

l'arliest days of PC gaming this desire to connect to others and play head
lo·head or cooperatively has been present. The old work-around of drag
)~ing machines to each others' houses has been significantly supplanted 
via online networked capability. 

The multiplayer aspect of e-sports is central. What is, of course, interest
ing is this need not be so. One could imagine things having unfolded 

differently such that the challenge of e-sports was constructed as a player 
versus machine competition. Early battles between chess master Garry 
I<asparov and IBM's Deep Blue computer harken to this path, one where 
the contest was focused on human versus machine intellect and skill. And 
yet e-sports has developed as a decidedly player-versLls-player activity, and 

lias been since its beginning. When you attend tournaments it is the 
energy of players competing face-to-face that animates. 

This inclusion of other players is a key shift. A number of popular 

c-sports games (Warcra(t, Starcra(t, FIFA) need not actually be played with 
other people. You can playa single-player version and go head-to-head with 
I he game AI. But what you consistently hear from pro players is that at 
,>orne point this was no longer enough for them and that playing against 

other people became the meaningful challenge-both personally and 
socially. Playing against others typically starts by simply playing your 
friends, either in person or via the net. Setting up friendly, albeit competi
I ive, matches among your social network is a long tradition in game culture. 
I'or pro garners they typically find that over time they come to be the 

strongest player in their own friendship circle and hit a wall where they are 
[10 longer getting the challenge they once did, and still desire. Very often 

Il[O garners talk about a point at which the rest of their friends had moved 

onto the next title but they persisted with one, focllsed on mastering it and 
()tiler players, Their desire to compete in that game propelled them to find 
[[l'IV outlets for play. As one player descrilled the trilJ1sitioll to mE', 

i Ilc' thing i" wilen you play CS for tun, ilt hOIlle', lih;e, it" for fUll, I;ut thc[] wlll'n 

"II <;tart going to tournaments, YOli just Wdllt to win, II kind or chJllgc), iwc<lllse 
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you don't try to have fun anymore, you just try to get better. It's the same as sports, 

where like first you play with your friends outside your house and you have a little 

fun, and then you join a team and there's like, okay, I actually want to win. I don't 

just want to just play, I want to win. It kind of changes. You just play for the com

petition. Like competition and travel is what I've been playing for for years. I never 

really think about the money because you don't really make that much. You could 

get like any random job probably make about the same in the end. So I mean, just 

the competition. You get the same adrenaline rush when you're winning games as 

in real sports. 

For pro players this focus on competing against others goes to the heart, 
and beginning, of their stories. As you talk to them you hear repeated 
trajectories that move them from their local circles onto larger playing 
fields. Unsurprisingly most players start in their own, or friends', homes. 

They pick up a game, often on the recommendation of a friend or family 
member, and find it captivates them. They will devote hours upon hours 
to mastering it, endlessly fascinated by the intricacies of the system, its 
characters, its weapons, its properties. Figuring out strategies and tactics 

become core play activities. 
If you are a dedicated player and your local network has moved on to 

another title, or you no longer get any challenge from playing against your 
friends, you will broaden your base of competitors. This is a shift not 

everyone makes. Many average and casual players may never hit the online 

functionality of a game and seek out new people to compete against. Pro 
gamers are different in this respect. Testing their skills beyond their network 
of friends and family is fun, is a challenge, is where the real action is. The 

move to playing beyond their immediate social network is an important 
developmental step in the life of a pro gamer. 

Very often this transition is facilitated because a player has been group

ing with friends and playing casual matches against other teams or clans. 
Through this involvement with others, built over time, they come to know 
other players outside their immediate network. They are often even identi
fied by other players as the strong person on the team. Online player stats 
are a component in building gaming profiles and reputations. It is not 
unusual for a gamer to start with their offline friends and family but, as 

their play progresses, get "picked up" by another clan whose members they 
only know online. 

The widespread inclusion of network functionality in games has altered 
the trilditional tralectory of play for those moving into professionalization. 

In the past the LAN party was the primary venL'C for heal1-to-head competi
tion. Players would take all their gear-Pes, monitors, peripherals, some-
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limes even chairs-to a single location and meet up with other players 
];lCe-to-face. Linking their machines over a local area network (LAN), they'd 
!Teate on-the-spot game servers for their favorite titles and play matches 
repeatedly (typically over the course of a weekend).4 As games have come 

10 foster the continual availability of multiplayer competition via tlw 
Internet, players now have many more opportunities to hone their skills 
Ileyond their local friendship networks. Pro gamers have typically spent 

Iwurs upon hours playing in online matches before they ever get to a 
lournament. They will build reputations online and come to have a 
network play community complete with regulars, grudges, and deep insider 
knowledge about one another's styles. 

Despite developing skills online, face-to-face competition remains the 
gOld-standard for e-sports and the community even has a term for people 
who only ever compete online, "LANdodger." Experienced pro gamers will 

often recollnt the visceral shifts of going from being the best of their 
friends to playing online to actually turning up at a F2F event to compete 
for the first time. Players' first F2F tournaments are typically within driving 

or train distance of their hometown, though the increasing use of online 
qualifiers is broadening this so that one's debut tournament may be a fairly 
significant regional or national one. Nervousness, stage fright, jitters, self
consciousness, difficulty focusing, and even fear are common descriptions 

of what it feels like to make that shift from being "king of your bedroom" 

to meeting your online competitors and facing them in person. Successful 
players do not entirely shed these pressures but understand that mastering 
their own internal and bodily reactions is a core first lesson (completely 
understandable to anyone who has had to publically perform) in making 
the shift from amateur to professional gamer (Witkowski 2012). Rachael 

Hutchinson highlights the way having spectators can affect gameplay, 
writing that "the presence or absence of audience may make the player 
feel vulnerable or overconfident" (2007, 295). The management of anXiety, 
tension, anticipation, and one's overall emotional state are an important 
component of the embodied experience of high-end play and, like all 
nthletes and performers, a crucial skill advanced players develop. 

Components of Pro Play 

This mastery of one's body and visceral reactions in the competitive envi
ronment is just il single cOlllponent of a set of skills professional garners 

IllUSt learn. Top hghting game player and game designer Dave Sirlin 
IlilS written a book called Playing tu Will in which he details his own list 
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of what makes an elite player: "Familiarity with tournaments, deep 
knowledge of the game at hand, love of the game, mental toughness, 
mental attitude toward winning, losing, improving, technical skill (usually 
dexterity), adaptability, knowledge/ability in other games of that genre, 

yomi [akin to 'knowing the mind of the opponent'], and appraisal" 
(200S, 111).5 

Sirlin's examination of top-level play is echoed by two studies done on 
Counter-Strike players. Rambusch, ]akobsson, and Pargman (2007) found in 

their conversations with CS players that participating in e-sports tapped 
into both individual skills and one's ability to function on a team. They 
note the ways experienced players draw on not only cognitive skill, but 
facility with technology and the social context of teamplay to become top 
players. Reeves, Brown, and Laurier conducted an in-depth analysis of CS 
play sessions, paying careful attention to the construction of expertise in 

the game. They argue for the centrality of several areas in understanding 
skilled play-"the highly localized and manually dexterous 'ways of 
moving' around that virtual terrain; reading terrain 'at-a-glance'; tacit 
coordination with and awareness of other players; and, crucially in this 
case, exploitation of appearances by enemy players" (2009, 213). Though 
they argue that these tap into what any skilled CS player would know, 

they also provide a foundation for understanding what professional 
players also have to master. 

My own observations and conversations with players confirm much of 
this. Because of the professional nature of the players J've looked at we see 
several additional nongaming skills that also emerge. If we were to break 
down the various areas that professional play requires it would include 

embodied skill and mastery, technical facility, game and systems mastery, 
tactical and strategic thinking, skilled improvisation, SOCial and psycho
logical skills, and, at the top-most end, career and institutional savvy. Being 
able to weave together competency across a range of areas is what separates 
casuals, amateurs, and short-term professionals from those who manage 
to create multiyear careers within high-end computer game play. 

Embodied Skill and Mastery 

As I discussed in chapter two, this aspect of computer game play is far too 

often overlooked when analyzing our engagement with digital games. But 
as we've seen in the discussion of physicality and sport, and its relation to 
e-spons, professional players are activeJy engaged as embodied actors when 

they are practicing and competing. VVhether it is in mastering one's own 
reactions to the experience of competition or the nuances of embodied 
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performance as it intersects video game play, understanding and managillg 
yourself as an embodied actor is a central challenge for any professioll;JI 

gamer. 
This is perhaps one of the trickier areas to unpack since so much of aliI' 

experience of embodiment operates at the visceral and unspoken level. 
Comportment is constructed through a varying series of nuanced and 
minuscule maneuvers. Indeed, at the most elite level these have become 
so internalized, so naturalized, that explaining them and verbalizing them 

can be a challenge. Yet they remain a core foundational property of elite 
play. Lowood observes that, "The criticisms leveled at RTS games of reduc
ing strategy play to mindless mouse-clicking misunderstands the deni
grated 'clickfest' or 'button-mashing' by missing the connections between 
mastery of syntax and strategy, both invisible on the screen" (2007, 94). r 
would certainly extend this to all genres. Christian McCrea, for example, 
recounts the experience of witnessing a StarCraft match between famed 

rlayer Lim "Boxer" Ho-Ywan and his competitor Hong "YellOw" Jin-Ho 
that "altered my experience of games entirely" (2009, 180). He develops 
the notion of deep play from Clifford Geertz (1973), suggesting a level of 
nuance, stakes, and sophistication we don't normally associate with com
puter gaming. Fbcusing on the way embodied skill, perfected through 

training, can playa role in computer gaming is a crucial first analytic step 
in understanding pro play. 

Sudnow, in his 1983 book Pilgrim in the Microworld: Eye, Mind, and the 
Essence of Video Skill, gives us one of the most compelling analyses of digital 
game play around. Despite it being rooted in early arcade and console play, 
he nonetheless unpacks the impressive cognitive work players undergo in 
becoming experts in their games. As he himself skills up he makes visible 

the work of play, recounting how he marked his video screen with tape to 
help him train timing and positionality, how he would daydream strategy 
and practice in his imagination, how he had to train his gaze and reflexes, 
ultimately how his interaction and skill with the game was embodied in 
hands, eyes, ears. It's a beautiful account of the complexities of skilling up 

in digital games and the stories Sud now presents echo into our current 
high-res gaming world. 

Technical Facility 
This embodied nature of play is in relation to technological systems. far 
too oiten in game studies we have not paid attenbon to the way our rela

tionship with technology and our technical skills have a role in shaping 
OUi gameplilY. Dovey and Kennedy have written, for example, about 
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technicity-the "particular kinds of attitudes, aptitudes and skill, with 
technology" (2006, 113)-as central to game subjectivities. As I signaled 
in chapter two, the technological components of computer gameplay are 
central in how they are constructed as objects of high-end play. We should 
not be surprised that technicity plays a role in the development of the 
professional gamer. 

Very often we black-box this side of things when talking about playing 
with computer games, but the ability to manage and customize user inter
faces, build your own PC to optimize and save money (and thus perhaps 
allowing you to play at all), troubleshoot technical problems (including 
hardware, software, and networking), apply patches to software, set up 
home networks, and in general speak assuredly (and thus with legitimacy) 
about technical matters within a gamer subculture is crucial in the produc
tion of professionalism. When talking to pro players, the adeptness and 
naturalness with which they integrate detailed technical facil ity into their 
embodied action and cognition is evident. Whether it is a discussion of 
networks or simple ease around technical Objects (not being afraid they 
will break something, for example), the technicity of pro players is appar
ent. What is particularly important about Dovey and Kennedy's formula
tion (2006) is that it does not bracket these abilities off as just mundane 
"skills" but notes they way they are enlisted into a larger production of 
subjectivity. Being able to engage with your machine and software at a 
detailed level for the purposes of play or competition is not simply about 
functionality, but part of a "preferred subjectivity" at work in the scene.1> 

Game and Systems Mastery 
Even from the first moments a player installs a game they are engaging it 
as a system with embedded rules and, typically, win conditions. A large 
part of play, especially in the earliest moments, is simply understanding 
how the components of the system work, how they interact with each 
other, and how you can master them to advance in the game. Games 
played at the profess ional level also typically have some kind of world, and 
maps, that need to be learned . This can involve not only knowing how 
the terrain is laid out, but understanding glitchy spots in the game, places 
that can be explOited or need to be aVOided. 

In my work on MMOG power garners I argued that they were the slice 
of the player community that would with intense focus methodically 
ex plore and tes t components of the game, pu~hing it, and themselves, to 
the utm ost (Tay lor 2006a). This form of instrumental p lay, in which gClmers 
will dynamically set goals and crea te scenarios that a ll ow them to refin e 
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their skills while exploring the contours of the system, is core to profes
Sional play. Professional players are certainly a form of power gamer. 

They have deep knowledge of the system side of their games. They know 
its limits and the places to best exploit it (within a rule structure) for com
petitive advantage. As previously discussed, tournament rules are typically 
an ongoing conversation between systems, he deep Situated knowledge of 
pro players, and the reqUirements of competition. If one of the founda
tional components of competitive play is mastering and working with 
embodiment, then systems mastery forms another cornerstone. Knowing 
a map, what various characters or classes can do, and weapons, as well as 
understanding the physics of a system and knowing basics like commands, 
macros, and shortcuts all form a part of game mastery. 

Tactical and Strategic Thinking 

It is safe to say that all players, amateur and casual included, are engaged 
with both embodiment and system mastery. Even if you are just sitting on 
your sofa you will be working to get your body in synch with the game 
controller, coordinating your senses and the input. You'll also from even 
the earliest training levels be learning about the system and how to play 
to win . If you were to go head-to-head against a pro they would certainly 
outshine you in these areas but the one you would likely feel most trounced 
by was their acute sense of tactics and strategy. 

This is a particularly interesting category to try and understand for the 
more casual player because for those of us who are not professional we 
may not even be able to see the nuance and skill of the pro. I've certainly 
had the experience of watching a soccer game and seeing a real fan gasp 
and cheer at a play while I simply sat there dumbfounded about what was 
going on, having not seen anything notable . High-level computer game 
play can also be like this at times. In a flash the game is over, some wild 
move has been made and you've perhaps missed it. And yet the complex 
strategiC and tactical skill pro players bring to the table is one of the biggest 
things that separates them from us. 

Pro players will have, over hours and hours of practice and competition 
time, built up arsenals of moves and strategies. Sometimes these are formal
ized by teams as set patterns that get called out during a match, not unlike 
traditional sports teams who have well-practiced playbooks they draw 
from. Other times it is simply a vast unarticulated internal catalog of tactics 
th at have become so natura li zed they are initiated without thinking. This 
Ilaturalization is typica ll y a sign of real skill, that the time lapse between 
recognition of a situation and skilled response is a split-second . 
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This ability is born from long hours of practice. Pro players will of tell 

run scrimmage matches to work on moves, tryout new "counters," or 

explore new characters and tactics. Players sometimes think of this atten

tion as a form of "research." The ideal situation in many cases is to play 

others just a bit above your level, as they push you the most. The goal is 

to have internalized a tactic or counterstrategy at such a deep level that 

its quick execution feels natural, is second nature, and happens without 

cognitive overload. 

It is worth pausing a moment to highlight that this is not unique to 

computer games. I could have written these things about strategies and 

tactics for traditional sports as well. Those within e-sports often make this 

connection. But for those who don't know much about computer games 

it is worth highlighting the kind of complexity of action this form of play 

requires. Too often the depth of computer game play is still not recognized 

by the mainstream and garners can seem little more than button mashers. 

The flip side of this simplistic coin is that their activity is portrayed as so 

much of a novelty that it gets rendered nearly mystical. But, at the core, 

skilled computer game players are engaging in a kind of familiar complex 

strategic and tactical mastery, a sophisticated form of cognitive and physi

cal work, mediated through technology and perfected through hours of 

play with others. 

Skilled Improvisation and Imagination 

While you and I could probably sit down and have a pro gamer teach us 

a solid chunk of basic tactics to play our favorite game, what also divides 

top players from the rest of us is their skilled improvisation. No competi

tive game unfolds according to a fixed script. Elite play is interwoven with 

opening moves, set and known tactics, and a high dose of improvisation. 

Pro garners have gotten to the point where they have mastered the basics, 

built a core repertoire of advanced skills, and are able to maneuver dynami

cally based on the actual play situation at hand. Henry Lowood, drawing 

on his experience as a referee for a WCG Warcraft III match presents a 

riveting tale of how during a edge-of-your-seat game a top player, Manuel 

"Grubby" Schenkhuizen, executed a winning, never-before seen-move. 

Grubby had performed. He grasped an instant opportunity, made a preposterously 

rapid decision in the real-time heat of battle, and applied masterful knowledge of 

game syntax and 'micro' (the term used by players for micro-management of indi

vidual on-screen units) to carry out his game-winning performance. (2007, 14) 

What is important here is not then just improvisati.on but imagination. 

Top players are willing to think, and move, beyond the bounds of conven-

II '11.d play. Tlll'IT is a deep provocation at work here, one thai challellges 

\ '" lit \.11"(1 rhetoric about computation and action. Computer games are far 

t ) , "nl'1l thought of as totalizing systems with fixed scripts, producing 

I tl'dil"LiI>ic play. Eoutine, and the constraint of action, are often thought 

0 1 .I~ inevitable products of computer game play. Yet the world of pro 

MclllliIlg is rife with improvisation. As Lowood (2006, 2007) suggests, these 

pl.l)'l'rs are creative performers within their domain. They are moving 

M lllll1d a system looking for new nooks to take advantage of, or are strat

l' /o\ i/.ing some creative approach for a new counter to an established pattern. 

Wilile the average player may master set moves and become good at 

I,i.king up new strategies in the community, pro players are constantly 

II ying to be front-runners in innovating new play options. They perfect 

III'W approaches, often keeping them secret (as much as possible) until an 

illiportant tournament "reveal" to give them a distinct advantage, The 

ll'rI<l i n of pro play in any given title shifts over the years in relation to the 

I'lllergence of new imaginative tactics and strategies. Computer games 

,i1low for, and indeed at the top end require, like all sports, skilled impro

visation despite their computational structures, Action is both expressive 

,lIId dynamic. 

Social and Psychological Skills 
.-';0 far a fair amount of what I've detailed could be easily framed as indi

vidual in emphasis. Pro players, however, are deeply embedded in com

munities of practice and social networks. Tactics are learned through social 

interaction. From the moment a novice player steps into a server to game 

with others, they are also being socialized into community norms and 

ex pectations. Pro players develop values and skills that intersect this social 

context. It can range from mundane things like how you behave before, 

during, and after a match (the limits of trash talk or an appropriate disposi

tion if you win) to learning how to play the psychological side of competi

tions (using that trash talk to psych another player out or picking an 

opening strategy to throw a competitor off). Knowing the conventions of 

varying contexts (tournament rules, national or cultural norms) is also 

invaluable for top players. 
There is another aspect of psychological skill involved in advanced play 

and that is the ability of elite performers to quickly develop a mental model 

of their opponent and in turn work out what kind of game they are 
playing. One of the players I interviewed has been playing ~()lfntCi-Strik(' 

,illce he was a preteen and is now on a top pro team. He often spoke of 

things like intuition and mental games as being important components in 
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elite play.? For example, when discussing how easy it was to take down 

lesser players he said, 

Some of these people haven't even like, breached the mental game of Counter-Strike 
and they still had this picture of it's like 'you run around the corner and shoot this 

guy here.' They don't understand why someone is able to [kill them] consistently 

[ ... ] When you finally breach that barrier about really mentally defeating somebody, 

playing those tournaments is so easy and its so different because everyone's just 

playing straight on the game. They don't even realize sometimes how you're faking 

them. Because you're kind of abusing their natural instincts. Because if you already 

understand what that natural instinct is, [for example] if you make a footstep in the 

right direction, most of the pro players have already thought out what the other 

guy thinks when he does that. [ ... ] They think they're faking you. But really, you 

already knew they were going to do that. So the second they start running back, 

instead of drawing into their fake, you just come out and kill them. And they get 

surprised constantly. Because you understand the basic level of how most people 

think. 

Part of what he is suggesting here is that elite play is not simply about 

knowing tactics, or even being able to improvise, but adeptly creating a 
mental model of your opponent and adjusting your play accordingly. At 
the best moments you are using their own play against them (they try and 
fake you, you know they are, you take advantage of that insight). You may 
even use your opponent's likely model of you against them. As another 

player put it, "I know this guy, he thinks I'm so good that I won't even 
think of doing this so I'm just going to do it." Sometimes you are building 
a model using real data from having watched replays or prior competitions 
(one player equates it to a pitcher knowing who his hitters are), sometimes 
you are building based on the smallest bits of information. Ultimately 

using an opponent's play style and mental models against them certainly 

represents a kind of second-order psychological game skil!. 
In addition to these skills is the basic learning curve (sometimes failed) 

that players on teams have to undergo to become a good member. Learning 
your role, how to work together as a team, how to listen to directions or 
give them, how to handle criticism and arguments, and other basics of 

being a member of a squad of people forms a crucial skill for team-based 
pro players. You can be the best fragger in the world but if you can't work 
on a team you won't find yourself building a long-term career. Sometimes 
you hear players talk about how they may not be the best player out there 
but have worked hard to be a solid member of a team, contributing to the 

overall success. Experienced and more mature players often find them
selves in positions to mentor newer players. This can range from teaching 
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new skills to doing nuanced work that involves putting them in their plan' 
to help integrate them into the scene. Teamwork becomes not just a central 
skill, but a core pleasure for many of these players. As one put it to me, 
"It's just, at this point if we didn't have a team none of us would play. It's 

not the game that draws us to it anymore, it's just the competition and 
the team aspect really." 

The work that is involved in playing something like CS is, for nearly 
every player I've spoken to, something they equate with teamwork in 
traditional sports. One top player put it this way, 

Everyone in this game, it's like you cannot do anything by yourself in this game. 

When you're playing against a top team, you can't just go somewhere by yourself 

and expect to get something accomplished. So it's a five-man operation. Everyone 

has to be on the same page. You throw one grenade in the wrong spot and you 

could get everyone killed. We spend like three hours on the server just going over 

our strats and making sure everyone knows what to do. Same way you practice 

soccer.s 

Beyond the social skills involved in-game, pro players also need to be 
able to handle mundane things like traveling with a group of people, 
sharing hotel rooms, interacting with tournament organizers and admins, 
being responsible on the road (including baSics like bringing your sponsor

branded t-shirt to wear), and increasingly presenting a public face to spec
tators and fans. As one put it, "I have four personalities I have to deal with 
every day. So it's not just in the game, we're in a hotel room together all 
the time. So if we're not getting along, we're not going to play wei!." In 
the same way the F2F tournament can highlight for the novice player the 
unique pressures of event competitions, the lived reality of the "road 

work" of a career e-sports player highlights skills you need outside of 
the game. 

Career and Institutional Savvy 
There is a component of social skills I would place into a much broader 
category-attention to one's career and a more meta-level savvy about the 

scene. Perhaps of all areas this is the one that divides those who build 
multiyear careers in e-sports and those who don't. All things being equal, 
knowing how the professional game is played is crucial to success. The most 

successful professional computer game players in the world (in terms of 
building a sustainable income over several years) are the ones who have 

[.laid some attention to the career aspects, including building a recognizable 
name/brand for themselves, having a publ ic reputation, dea ling with con
tracts and sponsorships, changing teams as needed to maintain a stable 
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playing trajectory, and in many cases adapting their play to fit the evolving 
nature of the competitive scene. 

Given e-sports players do not (at the time of this research) have agents 
who are doing the work of navigating various institutional opportunities 
(and thickets), the best professional players are not only working on per
fecting their play, they are often acting as their own managers. This is 
impressive when we think about how young many of them are and how 
this may have been their main occupation, their first paid job. It is perhaps 
also not surprising then how slim the top-most layer of longer-term profes
sional players is. When combined with the range of other skills required
embodied, technical, game, strategic, improvisational, social, and 
psychological-adding in career and institutional savvy makes for a serious 
set of competencies for anyone, much less a young adult embarking on a 
professional career still deeply marginal in mainstream culture. The risks 
are high, though. Signing contracts with minimal negotiation (and no 
legal representation), no long-term planning, and often little financial 
consideration is the norm. Top players who are crossing national boundar
ies to work for a team often get entangled in marginally legal practices 
(such as using tourist visas to stay in a country despite being formally 
employed, for example). With little outside and mature guidance, success
ful pro players have to not only be on top of their game, but keep a sharp 
eye on navigating the often murky world of e-sports employment and 
finances . 

Work and Play 

All of this is not possible without extreme dedication and hard work. Cer
tainly professional computer gamers faSCinate many of us because of the 
way they seem to transform objects and activities of leisure into a very 
serious endeavor. While we may playa game for a few hours a week or a 
weekend afternoon, pro players will have clocked hours upon hours prac
ticing and competing. While we may shift from game to game, picking up 
new titles or dabbling in demos we download, pro players (although they 
are still very much gamers and always checking out new things) can exhibit 
dedication to a single title for years and years. In the case of games like 
Starcraft or Counter-Strike they are also playing games that came out over a 
decade ago. In a culture where progress, technical or otherwise, is valorized 
and chased after, thiS can be immensely perplexing 

Of course, if we step back from the spec ialized niche of coml)u ter games 
we can finc! myriad examples of people who have transformed their oblects 
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of leisure into an occupation. Play becomes work, work becomes play. 
Traditional sports are populated with men and women whose passion for 
playful activities that they likely discovered in their youth have been 
honed over time such that they can make a living at it. 9 Of course, it's not 
always a good living. Nonetheless they pursue their goal of being a profes
sional athlete. The notion of converting something you love into some
thing you can do as a vocation holds an almost mythical status in our 
cul ture, a goal only the luckiest few attain. And yet when it comes to 
computer games and their highly intensive play, alarm bells often go off. 

There's been a fair amount of hand-wringing about the breech in bound
ary lines between work and play. Concerns over the "grind" nature of some 
game genres (MMOGs lead list of culprits), the overly repetitious nature of 
a game mechaniC, the leaking of gameplay into "real-world" economies, or 
the "gamification" of our everyday lives have all at least partially anchored 
their concern in a fairly dichotomous model of how play works. A heavily 
policed model of the "magic circle" has far too often led to the claim that 
when play is touched by the outside world, when it takes on meaning 
beyond the specialized game system, when it matters to anything other than 
the play experience itself, it becomes corrupted, and corrupting. 

Unfortunately such a hard-line position is simply not tenable, neither 
empirically nor conceptually. Actual players, be they pro or not, recognize 
the messy nature of play, the way it can occupy a "both/and" relation to 
work or obligation. When we watch an amateur basketball player go down 
to their local court and spend hours dribbling a ball and shooting we 
know that somehow neither simply "play" nor "work" adequately cap
tures what they are doing. We understand that playful pleasure is often 
wrapped up in sweat, exertion, hard work, repetition, frustration, even 
anger. We don't hand-wring over these athletes, question their motives, 
worry that they are somehow denuding a pure sense of playful freedom 
and exploration. \0 Yet somehow when the eye is turned toward computer 
game players exhibiting all the same exertions-repetition, frustration, 
work-like devotion-there is often a pause. Somehow computer game 
I) layers are not accorded the full measure of complex human experience 
and meaning-making that even the youngest traditional athletes are. Far 
too often an almost moral panic of "play becoming work" gets evoked. 
This is at the expense of understanding not only the nature of computer 
game play, but also its emerging role in our culture as both object of leisure 
.1111/ serious occupation. 

It's important to note that acknowledging the play in work and the work 
III plil)' of e-sports does not mean that there is not at times ambiva lence 
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for some as they move into a professionalized sphere. As Gillespie, Leffler, 
and Lerner argue, {{cultures of commitment may problematize daily life for 

participants" (2002, 298). Players often have to sort through what it means 
when a hobby transforms itself into something else and some feel that 
attempting to professionalize their play comes with a cost they can't bear. 

Perhaps it means they no longer play with friends or that they have to 
practice even when they are tired or {{not into it." Sometimes travel sched

ules or the constant close contact with teammates while on the road can 
be draining. For some the commercialization of the scene gives them pause 
and they feel the distance from their earliest gaming experiences more 
acutely. There is also often the additional work that comes with profes

sionalization that has nothing to do with actual game play itself but is tied 
to obligations to a team or sponsors. Having to create website content, use 
sponsor gear that you don't like, or participate in promotional activities 
rubs some pros the wrong way and feels like a burden, a distraction from 
what they really want to be doing. 

For others there are larger biographic stories they are developing for 
themselves and situating their professional play fits uneasily into that. One 
top player I interviewed, who is under contract and has played for a 
number of years, surprised me by framing his playas a hobby despite, as 
he noted, {{CS has paid for everything, all the money I've got since '04. I 

make decent money but it's still like a hobby so whenever I quit I'm just 
going to go to school." Calling it a hobby was surprising given that within 
the world of e-sports he is one of the most successful professional players. 
for me this tag at the end, about going to school, was telling. For some 
pro e-sports players being under contract and on a team is actually just 
something they are doing until they crack some other {{real" profession. 

In the case of this guy, he spoke of wanting to go to law school and how 

e-sports was something he was doing until then. He was also one of the 
most skeptical people I'd spoken with about the potential for e-sports to 
reach a wide audience and be taken as a real sport. Perhaps one of the 
ambivalences around serious leisure and the transformation of hobby is in 
the area of vocational identity. There can be ambivalence about the activity 

you've managed to convert into a profession and trying to resituate it as 
leisure can be an important part of an identity story someone is construct
ing, especially when the activity is so marginal as e-sports. 

When we talk about the blurred boundary between work and play, or 
the transformation of a play activity into sport and occupation, we are 

talking about a complex set of experiences, not easily boxed into pure fun 
or pure misery. There are a couple areas of research that can provide us 
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'.1 line useful conceptual footholds in understanding what is happening for 

liro players who are transforming their play: leisure studies and the sociol
Ilgy of work. 

Serious Leisure 
Ihere is a body of work in leisure studies that is helpful in broadening the 
l'llnversation typically occuring within our consideration of computer 
g~lmes. A number of authors in that field have, through detailed ethnog
r;lphies and case studies, shown how a form of seriousness can infuse 

lledicated leisure communities. While top-level professional gamers are 
lertainly operating beyond the scope of just leisure, this literature nonethe
kss gives us some ways of understanding serious orientations to activities 
we typically identify as hobbies. In their review of recent work on serious 
kisure, Gillespie, Leffler, and Lerner write, {{What these analyses all empha
,ize is that for amateur/volunteer participants in 'serious leisure,' an avoca

I ion is a central aspect of their lives. It is time, resource, and therefore 
Identity intensive. As a created social world, it has its own ethos, norms, 
Institutions and economic structures" (2002, 286). We certainly see this 

Illirrored in professional gaming and there are two angles worth highlight
i Ilg here: social organization and individual orientation. 

Alan Tomlinson notes the sophisticated forms of social organization 
often involving {{active and time-consuming work" that can take place in 
\crious leisure communities (1993, 8). Gillespie, Leffler, and Lerner's (2002) 
work on {{dog sports" discusses the amount of time and money that can 
lie invested in the activityl I and the highly structured forms of organiza

I ion (be it clubs, training camps, competitions) that people (and their dogs) 
lome to be involved with. They also note that people often develop {{fictive 
kin" or {{shadow families" whereby linkages between breeders, their dogs, 

,lI1d themselves form new bonds of relationY 

William Kelly's study of karaoke in Japan highlights what is perhaps 
quite surprising and counterintuitive for many Westerners, that {{ Although 

karaoke may be pursued for fun in Japan, it is also pursued seriously for 
lun" (2002, 153). This can involve everything from formal instruction to 

Jlopular media programs on TV or radio and articles in magaZines about 
good technique. Kelly gives us a fascinating picture of people who undergo 
intense personal development, complete with critical evaluation of their 
\kills, in the service of a leisure activity. Improving oneself is a central 
1)Iv~lSLlrc of the fun. 

This approach to understanding the complexity of what we often think 
1)1 (lS non work activities was pioneered by Robert Stebbins and his work 
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on "serious leisure" (Stebbins 1982, 2001, 2004). He clarifies that the term 
"serious" is particularly helpful because it "embodies such qualities as 
earnestness, sincerity, importance, and carefulness, rather than those of 
gravity, solemnity, joylessness, distress, and anxiety" (2004, 50). In his 
book Between Work and Leisure he provides a helpful definition, "SeriOUS 
leisure is the systematic pursuit of an amateur, hobbyist, or volunteer activ
ity that participants find so substantial and interesting that, in the typical 
case, they launch themselves on a career centered on acquiring and express
ing its special skills, knowledge, and experience" (2004, 49). 

Unlike Stebbins, 1 am using the term "play" alongside "leisure" because 
it holds a particular status in relation to computer games and is a language 
convention employed by both gamers and researchers. I should note, 
however, that some leisure scholars would constrain "play" a bit more 
along conventional lines of non serious activity. Stebbins, for example, 
distinguishes between serious and casual leisure (2001) and puts play, along 
with things like relaxation and entertainment, there. He at times takes a 
somewhat retrograde view of traditional media (suggesting there is only 
minimal effort required in watching a movie, for example) but does leave 
open a space for "active entertainment" (which includes "riddles, puzzles, 
party games, children's games, and games of chance") to transition beyond 
casualness. As he puts it, "when participation in active entertainment 
requires a significant level of skill, knowledge, or experience, it ceases to 
be casual leisure" and may transition into "hobby or an amateur activity." 
(2001, 61). My argument here is to develop this approach even further 
given what we are empirically finding in the world of professional com

puter gaming. 
Despite some of the road bumps encountered in laying Stebbins's notion 

of serious leisure onto the computer gaming domain, we can still find some 
useful hooks to use in analyzing professional play. Based on his work over 
several decades (looking at a variety of groups including jazz musicians 
and arts hobbyists) he identifies six "distinctive qualities" that characterize 
serious leisure and an individual's orientation to it: 

1. The "need to persevere" and a sense that "sticking with it through thick and 

thin" and "conquering adversity" are core components of the activity. 

2. The desire to, and sometime actualization of, making a career out of the 

activity. 
3. The "significant personal effort based on specially acquired knowledge, training, 

or skill, and, indeC'd at times, <l1J three." 

4 The ex isten ce of "durable benefIts, or outcomes" such as "self-actualiza ti on, 

self-enrichme nt', self-expression, regeneration or renewal of self, feelings of accom-
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plishment, enhancement of self-image, social interaction and belongingness, and 

lasting physical products of the activity (e.g., a painting, scientific paper, piece of 

lurniture)." 

S. The development of an identity around the activity and deep identification 
with it. 

6. The development of a "unique ethos that grows up around the expression of 

i t"-that is, the "special social world that develops when enthusiasts in a particular 

field pursLle over many years their interests in it" (2004, 52-53) . 

I find this list particularly helpful in illuminating much of what we find 
in e-sports and the pro scene.13 We certainly see the real commitment in 
all sectors of the domain, from players to administrators, and as I've dis
cLlssed, the desire to make a career out of e-sports is one of the strongest 
threads I've found. Players, broadcasters, even refs and admins require a 
great deal of skilling up and hold significant insider knowledge that facili
tates competition. For the most committed there is a deep sense of what 
it means to be an e-sports player, broadcaster, or team owner and there is 
a rich social milieu in which it all exists. 

Perhaps the one piece of Stebbins's list that is tricky for e-sports is the 
creation of "durable benefits, or outcomes." While participants regularly 
tal k about how gratifying e-sports is for them, there is often still some 
searching, some caution, about its longeVity and what it all means in a big 
picture view. The desire to "growe-sports" seems to be linked to wanting 
to make sure it lasts long after any individual participant has gone, that it 
becomes a legitimate endeavor. The time and energy given to it is not 
simply just about players' own achievements, but is often tied to some
thing bigger. Given that e-sports is faced with the challenge of its core site 
being virtual, the risk of all this activity being ephemeral is a consistent 
theme among those seriously considering the state of e-sports. What dura
bility and longevity is for computer gaming is complex, and participants 
are often aware of this . 

Given the still-developing nature of the professionalization oppor
tunities in computer gaming, "serious leisure" gives us a way of talking 
about the intense dedication we see among the practitioners I'm discuss
ing here, as well as the ways the activity intersects social processes and 
community. 

Lifestyle Sports 

/\ second conceptual co mponent worth tossing into the discussion comes 
irom work in an area called "lifestyle sports," which typically incluc;('s 
tllings Jike skateboarding, windsurfing, parkour, and other alternative 
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sports. One of the things that can be tricky when trying to understand till' 
activity of committed e-sports players is the seemingly betwixt and between 
nature of their activity; straddling something like sport (though it is so far 
from traditional forms that it confounds) and what often appears to be an 
almost lifestyle commitment to gaming. The long hours they put in on 
game play are often framed in relation to a broader subject position, that 
of "gamer." 

Though sports and athleticism are frequently invoked, the identity of 
"computer gamer" is the foundation upon which e-sports and profession
alization get built. This formulation of passionate engagement with gaming 
writ large speaks to a broader culture of commitment e-sports players have 
with computer games. As I will discuss in later chapters, even nonplayers 
in the scene (team owners, commentators, and such) regularly speak about 
their devotion to e-sports and gaming by pointing out that when their 
own skills didn 't hold the promise of professionalization, they shifted to 
another career still within the e-sports world. 

Belinda Wheaton has helpfully summarized the state of lifestyle sports 
research and provides several key components in identifying them. She 
suggests nine defining features: 

1. Historically recent . 

2. Emphasis on "grass roots" participation (versus spectating) . 
3. New objects, often new technologies, are a focal point ("boards, bikes, 
discs, etc. ") . 

4. "Commitment in time, and/or money and a style of life and forms of 
collective expression, attitudes and social identity that develops in and 
around the activity." 

S. "A participatory ideology that promotes fun, hedonism, involvement, 
self actualization, 'flow,' living for the moment, 'adrenalin rushes' and 
other intrinsic rewards." The focus is on "creative, aesthetic and performa
tive expressions." There is often an accompanying resistance to "institu
tionalization, regulation and commercialization" and a possibly ambivalent 
relationship with spectatorship. 

6. Frequently made up of "middle class, white, Western" participants, 
though may be more gender diverse than traditional sports. 
7. "Predominantly, but not exclusively, individualistic in form and/or 
attitude." 

8. Involves "non-aggressive activities [ ... J that do not involve bodily 
con tac t" th ough notions of risk and danger remain . 

9. "The spaces of consumption are new or app ro pri ated outdoo r 'liminal' 
zones [ .. . j mostly without fixed or created boundaries" (2004b, 11-12). 
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So how does e-sports line-up against this catalog? Some aspects, such as 
the newness of the endeavor and reliance on new technologies, provide a 
clear link. Other areas like the focus on grass-roots participation certain Iy 
speak to the way e-sports continues to be deeply rooted in close communi
ties of practice and valuing actually being a player yourself, even if you 
aren't a pro. Indeed a notion of fun, pursuit of flow, and adrenalin rushes 
would resonate for nearly any gamer. The commitment factor also matches 
up and echoes some of the conceptual frames in serious leisure. The issue 
of demographic homogeneity is something I'll address a bit more later in 
this chapter, but we can certainly locate some truth to this observation 
within the e-sports scene (with a handful of notable exceptions) . 

The remaining three qualities: resistance to commercialization, indi
vidualism, and "liminal" zones of consumption are quite interesting in 
relation to e-sports. On the one hand despite pros (and other stakeholders) 
in the scene supporting the institutionalization and formalization of 
e-sports as an activity, you do find voices in the community that express 
ambivalence about the commercialization of play. Individualism is tricky 
since within e-sports there are a number of genres played, some of which 
facilitate solo play and some which are focused on teams. We can certainly 
say, though, that even on teams there is a strong sense of the individual 
player profile. The liminal spaces Wheaton identifies don 't quite match up 
with computer gaming (she speaks of blendings between participant and 
nature, or redefinition of urban spaces for sport) and yet we can easily talk 
about the liminality of computer game play, with its complex distribution 
of embodiment and action between corporality and technology. Run 
alongside her list, I would argue e-sports seem to make a compelling entry 
into the category, albeit with some caveats. 

What is particularly helpful about weaving in the discussion of lifestyle 
sports is it gives us not only another hook by which to reformulate our 
notion of sports in light of e-sports, but also opens up a discussion about 
the ways avid practitioners inhabit a much broader sphere of cultural 
values and practices that are also outside some of the frames of traditional 
sports. Lifestyle sports give liS a way to think about sports values, and 
identities, beyond conventional models . 

Unconventional Work 

A final domain of research that can help situate the work of professional 
gam ers is in the rea lm of occupations that do not produce a feelin g of a 
9-to-5 grind but offer their WO rKerS a sense of enjoyment , fulfillm ent, 
pleasure, and personal devclopment . Stebbins, fo r example, has a notion 
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of the "occupational devotee" that seeks to conceptualize those who arl' 
able to pursue jobs that allow for meaningful "self-enhancement" and 
"sense of achievement" such that the "line between this work and leisure 
is virtually erased" (2004, 2). 

Ben Fincham's work (2007, 2008) picks up on a similar theme through 
his ethnography of bike couriers. He paints a picture of people who have 
constructed a rich life around bicycle couriering where their nonwork and 
personal lives are woven through with connections and activities drawn 
from their daily labor. Indeed the very distinction between "work" and 
"life" (where the term "life" is regularly a substitute for notions of leisure, 
fun, and self-fulfillment) becomes unsustainable analytically. In Fincham's 
research he finds that people taking up the job of courier find pleasure in 
the form of their labor but also develop meaning and significance that 
bleed out of occupational boundaries. He argues, for example, 

[n the case of bicycle messengers, the identification with a particular way of being 

as a messenger was strong for many of the men and women that [ came across in 

the course of the study. The job seemed to dominate what Goffman would describe 

as the "presentation of self" (Goffman 1959), with ideas of community and culture 

formulated around the job being of particular significance, and requiring particular 
attention (Fincham 2007). As an ex-messenger in Washington wrote, "being a 

courier, one quickly realizes, is much more than earning a living-it's a way of life, 
an attitude" (Fincham 2008, 621). 

This resonates in my discussions with not only the garners themselves, but 
others who make up the pro scene. Because pro gaming operates not only 
at the level of elite sport but also is infused with significance for one's 
identity and community, bracketing off its work qualities versus its "fun" 
qualities is untenable. Participants experience gaming, and their identity 
as a gamer, as much as a lifestyle as anything. Gaming is something that 
weaves its way through their leisure, their work, their notions of self, their 
communities. As Fincham argues, "distinctions between being at work and 
not being at work, implying a dichotomy in adult life, are overstated and 
that the discourse of a work/life balance is unhelpful" (2008, 619).14 Pro 
players co-construct their professional identity, their vocation, alongSide 
their leisure identity as gamer. 

Socialization and Professionalism 

Part of this negotiation between conceptualizations of work and play 
happens through a socialization process as players move from configuring 
their gameplay as hobby and leisure to, instead, serious endeavor and 
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sport. As I previously suggested, a fairly common trajectory you hear when 
talking to pro players is the way they come to outpace their local friend
ship networks in terms of skill and start expanding their contacts to 
provide them additional challenges. 

Yet even before they go to their first live tournament, players are 
already learning what it means to be a pro. As they hang out on IRe: 
channels talking to other fans or visit websites, they encounter narratives 
about other players who are engaged in computer gameplay as e-sport. 
They read stories about their favorite players, watch matches, and begin 
to learn that the very identity of pro gamer is a possibility. Unlike tradi
tional sports where becoming a pro football or baseball player is a known 
(albeit rare) career path, within e-sports there remains a powerful moment 
of discovery where people suddenly learn that you could play games for 
a living. 

For the player who wants to continue on to a professional level, often 
they find themselves having to educate, and indeed convince, those around 
them (especially parents and family members) that this path is a viable 
option. Stories, near mythical, abound of pro players who staked every
thing on a single tournament, declaring to parents that if they didn't win 
they'd give up the entire dream, only to come back with prize check in 
hand and skeptical family members turning into supporters. IS Of course 
the reality for many is much messier with their pro career beginning with 
lower-level ad hoc competitions interspersed with continued schoolwork. 
While a prize check is one early signal that a person is starting to transition 
into professionalism, it is often being signed to an established team that 
marks a pivotal career turn. 

Players coming up through the ranks learn everything from how to 
communicate to other players during and after games to strategies and 
tactics. As I suggested in an earlier chapter, communities build powerful 
norms and learning all of these forms an important part in the develop
ment of a pro gamer's career. Much of this comes through online com
munities players participate in. Yet there are some things that seem to 
only be learned once players hit the regular circuit and find themselves 
in contact with people like tournament organizers, team owners, spon
sors, and others who have a stake in players acting and presenting them
selves as "professionals." In a conversation with a major tournament 
organizer, he spoke about how one of his jobs was simply trying to get 
players to adopt d professional attitude at broadcast matches-gCl"lillg 
them to be aware of the camera, handle press conferences, meet VIPs, dlld 

generally present an image of good sportsmanship. One team owner I 



108 Chapter 3 

interviewed talked about the work of socializing players into a profes
sional identity, 

As a coach and manager I've been dealing with that for years. My kids are drilled 

and trained and professional [ ... J respect and politeness and camera skills and inter

view skills and every other skill you can imagine. But a lot of kids come off the 

street. But I think you see that in every sport. When you get these young NBA stars, 

they're arrested for this, they're punching their girlfriend. Football stars are always 

in the news, getting arrested. Whenever you get young, raw talent that's 18, 20, 21, 

they're not polished and that goes across the board in every sport. 

What is particularly interesting in e-sports, though, is the way it is still 
deeply tied to a larger gamer subculture, one that may not yet be ready for 
primetime and one in which that ambition is sometimes regarded with 
ambivalence and perhaps even scorn. One top player put it this way, "Right 
now the culture is very underground and the word we use is grimy. You 
know, like 10,000 person BYOC [bring your own computer, ala LAN 

parties]. You've got kids with stacks of fifteen Coke cans and eight empty 
boxes of gold fish [snack crackers] and that's what people love about it." 
For many a notion of authentic game culture rests uneasily alongside the 
requirements of profeSSionalism. 

Unlike traditional sports where, if a kid gets a glimpse of professional 
athleticism early on (an unavoidable occupational image in our culture) 
they not only start imagining that path but encounter coaches and sup
portive adults along the way to foster it, gamer activity is located somewhat 

differently. For someone who aspires to profeSSionalism their activity still 
resides somewhere betwixt and between subculture and occupation. The 

values that shape how one behaves are thus similarly located, and get 
worked over as people move from being a casual player, to an amateur, to 

a professional (complete with contracts, cash, and obligations). Part of the 
work professionalization does is restructuring how what was once a hobby 

is reconfigured and reinterpreted. 

Athletic Identification and Expression 

Perhaps one of the earliest things I noticed about e-sports players was their 

frequent invocation of sports to help locate their activity and passion. In 
one of my first conversations with a top Starcraft player he made the some
what joking comment that "Starcraft players are like chess players and 
Coul1ter-Strike guys are like footballers." Catchy enough with its riff on 
stereotypes of the quiet analytic solo players contrasted to the loud trash
talking teams, yet he actually went on to describe his own prior history as 
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a committed soccer player and talk about the ways he approached Ilh 
computer game play similarly, with dedication, intense focus, and a 10\1(' 

of competition. 

This love of competition pervades the e-sports scene and players regll. 
larly mention their prior athletic histories as one way of situating their 
dedication to computer games and their adoption of a pro player carl'l'r 
and identity. One top player told me, "I was really into baseball so I gLil'SS 
that's where I got my competitive spirit from." Another compared whal 

he understood as his "natural talent" in ice hockey with a kind of "natural 
skill" for the FPS he competed in. 

It is important to not overstate the way this athletic identification func
tions in the scene. Though frequently invoked-it certainly helps situale 
and legitimize intense computer game play-for some players there is still 

indeterminacy about how to think about pro gaming in terms of its sporti
ness. One team owner put it this way, 

Whether they think of themselves as gamers or as athletes is kind of divided. Tiley 

think and know a lot of the same skill sets that are successful in traditional sporls 

translate over to gaming whether it's hand-eye coordination, work ethic, discipline, 

teamwork, communication, you know, or just putting in the time every day. Wilcll 

everybody else doesn't want to do it you're still practicing and that translate\ 

across any sport but if you ask them, is this a sport? Some will say sure, some wi II 
say no. 

In my own conversations with pro players I've found that for many 
linking to their prior athletic histories is an important framing move and 
way to tell their story. It is often a starting point in the narrative. The work 

it does is, at least in part, to try and legitimize what is often otherwise seen 
in our culture as not only a marginalized leisure activity but, combined 

with intensity and dedication, a potentially dangerous or deviant hobby. 

Hooking into athleticism helps situate a love of competition, a love of thl' 
fraternal nature of long-term play Within a community. [t also ht'lp~ 

explain things like repetition and practice, embodied action, focused dedi
cation, and the more analytical aspects of perfecting one's play. Athleticisill 
and notions of sportsmanship become productive when ported over 10 

computer games, even if at times the transfer of language also c;rrries 
ambivalence. 

One of the fascinating questions that can be raised when we imporl 

ideas of athleticism into competitive computer gaming is around h,lll"; III 
style and expression. Can you tell who someone is by how the)! Illd)! d 

computer game? Is there distinctive style that can be exhibited witl)il] 

a digital environment? For outsiders to the e-sports scene J suspect a 
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common answer would be no. The notion that a computer gaming envi
ronment allows for personalized style can seem to some at odds with what 
is imagined as a fairly narrow band of action permitted by a computa
tional system. Yet when you start talking to top players, or those who 
spend lots of time with them (or watching their matches), you hear a 
different story. 

Not only do people talk about being able to identify players and teams 
by their style of play, you not infrequently hear talk about national styles 
of play. In these conversations you are hearing echoes of the argument 
Henry Lowood (2005a) makes when he talks about "high performance 
play" and the deeply creative action competitors can bring to in-game 
action (see also Newman 2008 on playas public performance). While I've 
not conducted any blind tests (showing players footage and asking them 
to name the gamer), what you typically hear is players talk about so-and
so's fast play style or the way they use elements of the world (box jumping, 
ultra-precise pixel alignment). You will also often hear them talk about the 
way a player innovated a technique in a game, using a piece of equipment 
for a purpose no one had thought of before, and often changing the way 
the game is played . Players and teams come to be known by their prefer
ences (for example, a particular race in a strategy game or a gun in a 
shooter), identified for the way they specifically work over the game, and 
by extension their competitors. 

Gender and Pro Gaming 

We can't talk about the identity of professional computer garners without 
weaving in a conversation about gender and its performance within the 
scene. As with traditional sports the issue is complex and can't be simply 
reduced to "no women play professionally." While the numbers of women 
playing at the high end are few, it is crucial that a discussion of gender not 
simply be contlated with a discussion of women. The construction of 
masculinity is central to understanding the nature of gender and profes
sional computer gaming. 

Masculinity and Game Culture 

The status of masculinity within game culture is difficult to pigeonhole. 
On the one hand pockets of gaming can be utterly misogynistic, not to 
mention homophobic. Perhaps some of thc roughest terrain in this regard 
call be found in corners of the FPS XBox Live scene where stories abound 
of peop le listening in horror as teenage boys shout slurs to their fellow 
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players and force people to run a participation gauntlet. At the same time 
we can find spots where women, queerness, and playful reappropriations 
of conventional gender identities form a part of the gaming subculturt' 
(Jakobsson 2007; Sunden 2009). Game culture is actually quite diverse, 
made up of a number of conventions, values, and practices that are specific 
to various gamer communities. To talk about gender in computer gaming 
writ large is, while at times strategically important, analytically tricky to 
pull off. But just as research has now spent some time telling a more 
complex story about women, girls, and games-one that has moved away 
from "pink games"-we should turn our attention to understanding the 
complexities of masculinity in game culture not only to better understand 
the diversity at work amongst boys and men, but for the ways those gender 
identities relationally construct those of women, girls, and femininity writ 
large. 

Geek Masculinity 

Our starting point for thinking about masculinity and game culture has to 
be a consideration of geek masculinity. For some who take up both a strong 
interest in technology and playing computer games, a certain alternative 
identity is often formed: the geek or nerd . 

In geek culture, the valorization of highly refined skill and mastery 
operates through technology, science, and gaming. IntenSive commitment 
and passion for a domain is a consistent feature of geekdom, where exten
sive knowledge of specialized areas is not only a source of personal pride 
and enjoyment, but operates socially. Talking over minutia with your 
friends, or perhaps even the competitive jostling of knowing some arcane 
trivia, is highly valued. These performances of expertise, skill, aod knowl
edge are not only sources of social connection and pleasure, but also work 
as important markers for inclusion and exclusion (Kendall 2002). Social 
capital is produced by, and circulates through, the mastery of domain 
knowledge. 

This formulation is not just about gender identity, but often gets con
structed around a much broader rebuttal of mainstream culture. Geek 
masculinity often provides a means for opting out of sports and ath letic 
culture. This refusal is just as often about oot wishing to participate in the 
entire set of social activities that surround a sport (and athletic subcultures) 
as it is about the physical activity of the sport itself. Facilitating an interest 
ill com petition or fraternal rel ationsh ips but via activit ies like playing 
computer games thus becomes a powerful al ternative modality for gee!.; 
masculinity. 
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Some formulations of geek masculinity also dovetail with less hetero
normative constructions of sexuality and identity. This can range from 
simple disruptions of the objectification of women to making room for 
queer identities or alternate sexual and intimacy practices like polyamory 
or BDSM. The subculture's ties to science fiction and fantasy certainly assist 
in creating imagined alternate worlds and possibilities for being. As Mary 
Bucholtz found in her research on nerd subculture in high school, because 
it often resists "hegemonic social expectations" and the "heterosexual 
matrix " that so predominate young people's lives (see also Pascoe 2007), 
lesbian and gay teenagers, as well as others who "have little interest in 
heterosexual preoccupations, align themselves with nerd identities and 
practices" (1998, 122). She importantly clarifies that "Heterosexual nerds 
are not necessarily less homophobic than their trendy counterparts, but 
because sexuality is not an organizing principle of nerds' daily lives as it 
is for cool students, lesbian and gay students may find that friendship with 
heterosexual nerds provides a relatively safe space in the homophobic 
environment of the high school" (123). Like other groups that adopt once
hurtful names, the very term "geek" has been reabsorbed back into the 
community for self-description as "a fond, self-aware form of teasing and 
playfulness" (Dunbar-Hester 2008, 206). It can even at times act as a badge 
of honor and embraced oppositional identity (Bucholtz 1998; Kendall 

2002) . 
Though geek culture is certainly not exempt from its own forms of 

sexism (Dunbar-Hester 2008), its historical marginal status has lent itself 
more readily to alternative lifestyles. We would want to nuance the use of 
the term "marginal" a bit here since it is perhaps more accurate to suggest 
that geek masculinity cycles through several stances in relation to hege
monic masculinity. At times it is truly marginalized a la Connell's schema 
(1995) (though she would perhaps disagree), while at other moments geeks 
may actually occupy a more complicit mode. And depending on additional 
intersectionalities at work (race, class, sexual orientation), gee kness, in any 

given person's embodiment of it, may inf1ect itself differently. 

Technology and Hegemonic Masculinity 
There is a more complex relationship we need to unpack further though 
and that is geek masculinity's relationship with hegemoniC masculinity. 
Connell's work on hegemoniC masculinity (1995, 2001 ; Connell and Mess
ersch midt 2005) is helpful in this discussion beca use it not onl y gives us 
a way to think about a more dynamic process of gender construction , but 
perhaps al so helps us understand the double-sided nature of masculinity 
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within game culture. Simply put, hegemonic masculinity is "the configura
tion of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to 
the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken 
to guarantee) the dominant position of men and the subordination of 
women" (2001,38) . What is powerful about the formulation is that hege
monic masculinity exists in relation to not only femininity but, for the 
purposes of our discussion here, in relation to varying forms of masculinity 
that are contextually and historically Situated, stratified, and often in 
contest. Rather than relying on essentialist notions of gender, Connell and 
Messerschmidt suggest that "Masculinities are configurations of practice 
that are accomplished in social action and, therefore, can differ according 
to the gender relations in a particular social setting" (2005, 836). Connell's 
dynamic model of masculinity (1995) ties with work by feminist scholars 
who have also proposed a more nuanced model of situated gender creation 
and performance (see, for example, Butler 1990). As people move through 
their lives the understanding and performance of gender morphs in rela
tion to new social situations and artifacts, relationships, institutions, and 
cultural practices. And at the same time, the culture tweaks and shifts its 
own formulations of gender categories, with hegemonic masculinity still 
always keeping its eye on the support of patriarchy. 

While we often find a valorization of nerds in popular movies, such 
representations do not, however, trump the preponderance of the "ideal 
man" in our culture. R. W. Connell, while noting the centrality of the 
subordination of gay men to heterosexual men within the hierarchy, adds 
that some heterosexual men are also oppressed through markers like 
"nerd," "dweeb, " and "geek." For many gay men and some heterosexual 
men their identities become linked to femininity, the ultimate target of 
patriarchy. They come to reside "at the bottom of a gender hierarchy 
among men" (2001, 40). 

The issue of the ways technology works over masculinity has been given 
some helpful consideration we can turn to .16 Christina Dunbar-Hester 
notes that "technical mastery itself is a well-documented means of display
ing masculinity" (2008, 214) . Though hegemonic masculinity traffics in 
particular notions of the ideal male form, physical domination, and 
strength, technological mastery and the "heroic" creation of imagined 
futures has historically intervened in authorizing other forms of masculin
ity (Wajcman 1991)17 In Lori Kendall's ethnographic work exploring mas
culinity online, she pointed out that the mainstreaming of computer 
technology has shifted the understanding of "nerd" somewhat, arguing 
that, "Since the 19805, the previously limi na l mascul in e identity of the 
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nerd h as been rehabilitated and partly incorporated into hegemonic mas
culin ity" (2002, 81). This compl ex gendering of technology, and techno
logica l skill, is a crucial compon ent in understanding geek masculinity 
(Douglas 1999) . Though there is a flexibility around which any particular 

formulation of gendering works with a given technology (see, for example, 
Jennifer Light's 1999 consideration of women and computing), that tech
nology is worked over by notions of who should, and shouldn't, be engaged 
with it-and what it means to do so. Because gaming has long been linked 
with technological savvy, it has benefited from particular forms of legiti
macy (Dovey and Kennedy 2006) .IH 

Athletic Masculinity 
So far I've focused on geek m asculinity owing to the powerful connection 
it has with game culture, but when talking about gender identity in e-sports 

we have to bring in a second trope, that of the sportsperson (typically a 
man) and athleticism. Betsy Wearing addresses the ideological power hege
monic sporting masculinity has, arguing, for example, that athleticism 
comes to stand in for an overall valuation of self, "To be better at sport is 

translatable into being better or more capable in other areas of life" (1998, 
76). Inhabiting athleticism can form a powerful stance, offering access to 
a privileged form of masculinity that not only underpins notions of male 
dominance, but traffics in the va lorization of strength, physical skill, and 
a kind of "survival of the fittest" model of hierarchy. Athleticism has also 

long been tied to rubrics about its "civilizing" powers, drawing it into 
complex relationships with race and ethnicity. Though sporting masculin
ity can be quite tricky to easily place when we fold in things like class, we 
can nonetheless see the ways athleticism has long been seen as an impor

tant component to building overall masculinity (and the stigma that can 
come from the image of the "wimp" or frail man) . Unlike geek masculinity, 
which can be inflected up or down the power hierarchy, athletic masculin
ity holds a fairly congenial relationship to hegemonic masculinity. 

While computer gamers h ave been historically conflated with the tech

nica lly savvy (something that I'd argue is shifting significantly), their 
identity (as with geeks writ large) is also typically fram ed in opposition to 

traditional athletic masculinity. Though we have an entire genre of movies 
that traffic in the juxtaposition of the nerd versus the jock, with the nerd 
usually reigning victo rious, in much the sa me way many women can feel 
the burden of stereotypica l forms of femini nity, there is a kind red fo rm of 
mascu li nity that, "revenge of the nerds" ilside, slill wC' ighs in its ow n way 
on some boys and me n. (~a rry Whannel has argued tha t "Dom in ant mas-
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culinity is experienced by many men as a straightjacket, a set of conven

tions of behavior, style, ritual and practice that limit and confine, and are 
subject to surveillance, informal policing and regulation" (2010, 6). For 

some men, geek identity is one way of negotiating this. 
It is, of course, important to note that while men may struggle with 

their own set of burdensome stereotypes this does not mean that all things 
are equal. My intent is not to obscure the ways male geeks still regularly 
benefit from systems of privilege. There remain significant structural forms 
of sexism that enact themselves on women in powerful ways. Nonetheless, 
we need better accounts of the diversity of masculinity within game 

culture, rooted in an acknowledgement of intersectionality where things 
like class, race, ethnicity, and sexuality also play crucial roles . We also need 
to find ways to talk about how hegemonic forms of masculinity are working 
in game culture, against both men and women. 

Geek or Athlete? 

So how do male professional computer garners fit within this discussion? 

Quite complexly. On the one hand some of the players I've spoken with 
clearly locate themselves in a tradition of geeky passion for games, situat
ing themselves always slightly outside mainstream culture. For these 
players being a geek, or specifically a gaming geek, is a core component of 

their identity, in which pro gaming is simply a natural result of that 
passion. The profess ionalization of their play remains deeply tied to its 
home within game and geek culture. They are typically not invested in 
porting into e-sports the hegemonic masculinity of traditional athleticism 
and sports. They can feel ill at ease with more traditional performances of 
sports masculinity they are asked to undertake ("posing" for teleVision 

productions, having to look "polished," or maintaining a "tough guise" a 
la Katz 1999. See also Sega11990) . For some, their referent point will be to 
something other than sports (as in the Starcraft player who likened himself 
to a chess master) . 

On the other hand, one can hear a cohort of players talk about their 

prio r traditional athletic achievements and participation in team sports. 
Pro gaming for them is not fundamentally tied to any deeply held geek 
identity but is instead part o f the tra jectory of being a competitive and 

athletic person . The public performance of e-sports player as traditional 
sports star-complete with mon ey, women, and fame-causes no pause. 

ichol3s T. Taylo r's study (2009b ) of the !VIl.G circuit pil in ts a fa irly devas

tilting po rtrait of the ways hegemonic sports masculin ity is performed, 
pa rti cularly within the corporate imagery and p ress materia ls for the 
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league. We can turn to the work of scholars such as Michael Messner (1989, 

1990) and, again, R. W. Connell (1995), who link organized sports to the 

reinforcement of hegemonic masculinity and a form of gender identity 

that often brings with it "separate (and unequal)" spheres between men 

and women. Within this formulation the e-sports player echoes the values 

of traditional athletic masculinity, simply minus the emphasis on physical 

qualities. 
Each of these stances reflects an orientation to hegemonic masculinity 

in slightly different ways. And depending on which athletic tradition par

ticipants tie their own e-sports practice to, we may find slight variations 

on its relationship with traditional masculinity. There is no single type of 

masculinity within the e-sports scene (and indeed within computer gaming 

more broadly) and the forms present are constantly undergoing change as 

the larger culture integrates computer gaming into its list of acceptable 

leisure activities, not only for men but also for women. Within pro gaming 

you will find those who embrace more geeky forms of masculinity and 

those who align themselves more closely with traditional athletic 

masculinity. 

On the ground, the look and feel of masculinity as it is constructed at 

tournaments has always struck me as too complex to easily categorize. 

When you go to a tournament you don't see rooms filled with geeks as in 

the The Big Bang Theory television show. You see young guys typically 

dressed in the fashion of the day, with haircuts like any other (for several 

years it seemed all you saw was the ubiquitous faux-hawk). While there 

may be what we'd call "geek" t-shirts here and there, overall the look is 

far more mainstream than not. Indeed, the fact that "geek" has become a 

kind of hip mainstream identity these days doesn' t make the segregation 

and stratification of these things any clearer. And yet I do want to make 

note of the fact that the guys at these tournaments definitely aren't, for 

the most part, conforming to the mainstream athlete/sports star masculine 

identity. For one thing they are often still quite young and still very much 

in the process of figuring out who they are as men. There is awkwardness, 

and the ongoing construction of personal narratives as they skill up as a 

pro and try to integrate that new identity into their life . You also still find 

a real diversity of body types at tournaments. Unlike traditional athletics, 

which weeds through physicality and segregates (and excludes) , within pro 

gaming you will find short and tall, skinny and chubby, fit and not. There 

is no classic male physique dominating the scene. 

Perhaps what has often been the most perplexing-though of course 

this is exactly how the system works- is the way in which hegemonic 
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masculinity both at times infuses itself into the scene while the very 

embodied presence of the participants would undermine it. Pro player talk 

can certainly be smattered with misogynistic or, at the least, retrograde 

notions about women. The notion that women are just inherently not 

going to ever be as good at computer games as men is all too common. 

Homophobic language, where calling someone "gay" is considered a slur 

and "fag jokes" are considered funny, remains a persistent component in 

parts of game culture.19 C. J. Pascoe notes in her ethnography of a high 

school that "achieving a masculine identity entails the repeated repudia

tion of the specter of failed masculinity. Boys lay claim to masculine identi

ties by lobbing homophobic epithets at one another. They also assert 

masculine selves by engaging in heterosexist discussions of girls' bodies 

and their own sexual experiences" (2007, 5). These components are cer

tainly found within e-sports and are a pernicious aspect of it. 

And yet very often the boys and men enacting these performances are 

themselves sidelined from hegemonic masculinity as we'd identify it in 

the mainstream by their own passions (for technology, for gaming), their 

own bodies (either ill-suited to traditional athletics or not conforming 

to mainstream ideal forms), or their own desires around intimacy and 

community. Their talk is deeply tied up in the specificities of computer 

gaming and that kind of intense focus and detail we think of as the hall

marks of geekdom. Measured against hegemonic masculinity, some of 

these guys would be found wanting. That men and boys who are them

selves marginalized and othered by mainstream culture would enact 

the same kinds of discriminatory moves is, however common, still painful 

to watch . 

Part of what is happening in the pro scene, and game culture more 

generally, is a struggle over the status of masculinity within it. Understand

ing gender as a dynamiC process constantly under work, flexible and shift

ing, allows us to situate what is happening within geek masculinity and 

game culture into a broader conversation involving not only traditional 

forms of masculinity, but femininity as well (Butler 1990). As Wheaton 

(2004b) notes in her di scussion of windsurfing culture, there may be com

peting masculinities at work within a sporting scene. The status of geeks 

in our culture, and what it means to be a gamer, is under hot debate in 

many circles. 

The defense of "geekness," if you will, can play out in a couple ways. 

For some parti Cipants, gaming and e-sports offer a potl' n tial for disrupting 

traditional norms, lines of strarification (around phys ical it y), or soc ial 

iso lation (where gaming forms possibilities for commu nity and support) . 
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We may hear echoes of "ambivalent masculinity" identified in other 
emerging lifestyle sports (Wheaton 2004b). In this slice there is less invest
ment in reifying hegemonic masculinity. 

There is a second branch of defense, though, that is slightly different . 
Listen to gamer podcasts and you'll hear a lot of tumult about the state of 
games and, by extension, game culture. Fears of casualness and, I think, a 
kind of implied feminization pervade. For many e-sports players and 
gamers in general, retaining "geek" in game culture is crucial for maintain
ing some sense of seriousness, focus, and intensity. 

For others the quest to valorize e-sports links it strongly to athletics. It 
is woven into a battle to normalize a new twist on hegemonic masculinity 
to show that "real men" can play computer games (actually an invocation 
of the idealized "real man "). The fag jokes, athletic/star posturing, sexist 
language and objectification of women (often, devastatingly, of female pro 
players), and trash talk are part of performing a masculinity that seeks to 
simultaneously inhabit traditional forms of privilege while shedding the 
outSider status and marginalization geek identity has long held.20 

Femininity and Pro Gaming 

This struggle around masculinity has real and powerful consequences for 
how girls and women have access to and operate within not only pro 
gaming but game culture more broadly. Discussions of masculinity and 
femininity are tricky because it is easy to slide into confiating the terms 
with men and women and to unthinkingly embed the discllssion within 
a heteronormative frame in a way that doesn't allow for recognition of 
both more feminine men and more masculine women (Halberstam 1998; 
Landstrom 2007). That is not my intent here . While I want to situate this 
discussion in a way that allows for the critical and analytical space for such 
categories-and indeed my own politics align more with these formula
tions-I also want to acknowledge that many people still closely tie their 
construction of "men" and "women" to these categories and that for them, 
shifts in understanding gender come primarily from broadening what is 
permitted within traditional masculinity or femininity (and by extension, 
to men and women) (see also Taylor 2008). It's a difficult issue and I'm 
hesitant to overstate either formulation. I do, however, want to signal my 
own interest in more nuanced theoretical frameworks . 

Both Nicholas T. Taylor (2009b) and Todd Harper (2010) observe that 
women, when they are visible in the scene, are often there largely as 
sup porters, observers, and fans. Taylor in particular suggests that their 
inclusion is often actually "in tile service of lemphasis IlisJ ma sculinized 

Professionalizing Players 119 

lcchnoculture" (2009b, 159). This is at times certainly the case. But, as with 
some of my previous work, I'm drawn to the ones who are there for them
selves, who are playing not just watching. Those who do engage in high
end competition sit squarely within the battlelines not simply around 
gender and gaming, but in the core debates about both technology and 
sports . In much the same way we could read e-sports masculinity through 
the lens of geek culture and sports, we might do the same in relation to 
fem ininity. 

Geek Girls 

We might begin, for example, with thinking about the status of geek girls 
and women who play computer games. While we now have a solid body 
of literature showing women's active engagement in computer gaming 
(Bryce and Rutter 2002, Cassell and Jenkins 1998, Kafai et al. 2008, Kennedy 
200S, Kerr 2003, Lin 2008, Schott and Horrell 2000, Taylor 2006a), women 
remain all too frequently marginalized. Though it's not unusual to now 
see young girls out in public playing with their Nintendo DSs or shopping 
at the local game store, there is still an all-too-common notion that women 
who play games seriously are anomalies. 21 When stories are presented 
about women garners the focus is increasingly on "casual" or Facebook 
games. That each of these genres is simultaneously decried as a scourge on 
the form should alert us to the stakes, and battles, currently going on in 
ga me culture aroLlnd gender. 

This turn toward linking women gamers with a specific type of game 
dovetails with the historical arguments that women play differently, that 
they want to engage mostly with identity or sociality in games or are not 
interested in direct competition. Though rebutted by evidence again and 
again, an imagined difference between men and women as garners remains 
a persistent myth. 22 This fundamental segregation, typically rooted in a 
story of naturalized sexual difference, has been structuring traditional 
sports via notions of athleticism and gender for centuries (Bolin and Gran
skog 2003, Cahn 1994, Hargreaves 1994, McDonagh and Pappano 2008). 

This model of difference intersects a notion of expertise and mastery 
that often underlies many of our stories about how men and women are. 
It goes to larger issues about how we conceptualize women who don't 
occupy traditional forms of femininity. Think for a moment about the 
figure of the geek girl. Perhaps your mind turns to one of the several varia
lions of this fi gure in popular cul ture . One form traffi cs in the sexualization 
l)f the smart girl (the librarian who lets her hair down for the right man) 
while another riffs on the girl who plays with "boy's toys" (the "hot" girl 
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gamer you sometimes see in ads). A third is that of the geek women ren
dered asexual or sometimes varied as "dyke." 

I want to focus on the actual geek girls though, the ones whose images 
aren't created in the service of upholding traditional femininity but are 
instead real identities of actual women navigating a culture that regularly 
makes no place for them. Starting with Sherry Turkle's work on technolo
gists (1984) and moving to more contemporary research on women who 
are deeply engaged with technology, we can get a sense of the lives of 
actual women who are involved with computers and gaming, who may 
self-identify as geeks or nerds, and who navigate our culture's ambivalence 
around gender and technology. What we find are stories of women for 
whom technology (and often science) form a core interest and passion. 
They may be one of a handful of women in their college class who are 
doing computer science or the girl who will regularly sit down to play an 
FPS. Her interest in technology rivals that of the men around her and as 

such , she can be perplexing. 
I want to linger for a moment on this notion of passionate engagement 

because it goes to the heart of geek identity. Intensity of focus on some
thing, comprehensive knowledge of the domain, and the public demon
stration of such are all geek pleasures. In our culture, though, it is rare to 
find girls or women afforded the space or opportunity for this kind of 
intense focus . Consider the image of the boy pouring over his comic col
lection or baseball cards or the adult music nerd (perhaps most evocatively 
envisioned by Nick Hornby (1995) in High Fidelity through the character 
of Rob, with his ongoing rearrangement of his record collection). We have 
no shortage of images of men who set aside all other parts of life in a single
minded quest to solve difficult problems or achieve an ambitious goal (the 
wiz-kid technologist or genius scientist). The linking of highly focused, 
dedicated attention to a very narrow slice of the world is something men 
and boys are readily authorized to undertake in our culture. That this kind 
of focus typically leads to expert status highlights the political nature of 
what is at stake. Being in the public (versus domestic) sphere and able to 
intensely engage with a domain is deeply woven with power. 

This kind of single-minded ness is then more problematically rendered 
when it is a young girl or a woman fixated on a domain not traditionally 
authorized for her (such as home or children) . The woman who exhibits 
the kind of single-minded focus and passion we regularly see permitted in 
boys and men, wlwJ1 not wholly in visible, is either rendered as neglectful 
(playful mothers t ypica ll y get this brush ) or pathological (often the very 
gender id entity of the woman comes into questi on) . The insistence on 
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moderation for women and girls goes to the heart of why geek identit y 
can be such a profoundly oppositional identity for them. Assertions or 
knowledge, competency, and technical and scientific skill are core parts of 
geekdom for men and women alike. The geek girl is fundamentally upend
ing systems of mastery and exclusion. 

Like their male geek compatriots, geek girls also often eschew traditional 
performances o f gender identity. Bucholtz's work (I998) on nerd girls dis
cusses, for example, how they use clothing, voice pitch, even wordplay as 
methods for moving outside of hegemonic forms of femininity. This non
normative performance of female identity is not without costs, however. 
Sexism (even within geek communities) is a constant struggle and it can 
come from both men and women (Bucholtz 2002). Women's sexuality, 
which is so often closely coupled with traditional femininity, can leave 
geek girls positioned (within the larger culture) in the strange spot of being 
thought of as asexual (much like geek men) or not heterosexual at all 
unless exceptional measures are taken to signal otherwise. 

Sporting Women 

As with the discussion of masculinity, we should weave in a consideration 
of sports and athleticism when trying to situate pro women gamers. Tess 
Kay has suggested three common rationales we've seen operate historically 
to regulate women's access to traditional athletics: medical (which is about 
being "physiologically unsuited to sporting activity" and potentially 
"damaged by it"), aesthetic (where playing the sport is deemed an "unat
tractive spectacle"), and social (where the "qualities and behaviors associ
ated with sport are contrary to 'real' femininity" ) (2003, 90) . These 
ideologies have doggedly reinforced women's exclusion from sports. Kay 
(2003) pointed out, for example, International Olympic Committee 
founder Pierre De Coubertin's long efforts to get women out of the Olym
pics even after they had been allowed to participate. And as the skirmishes 
over the 2010 Winter Olympics' exclusion of women from ski jumping 
shows, the issue is, stunningly, far from settled (Laurendeau and Adams 
2010) . 

Underlying these formulations are foundational beliefs in the difference 
between men and women (and indeed that we can speak in such broad 
un iversa l categories). They come to support arguments that would propose 
sports for women be more "naturally" tied to notions of aesthetics and 
grace versus strength and speed or a desire tm indirec t (versus direct) (0111 -

I)~t iti o n, if they are thought to en Joy (oJ11l-letiti on at all. Such a pOSition 
\\'ould typically argue thil t women do not enjoy contact sports or aggress ive 
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action.23 While the specter of the physically frail woman doesn 't hold 
much traction anymore, there nonetheless remain persistent models that 
suggest different inherent abilities, or lack of them, around cognition, 
spatial reasoning, or hand-eye coordination between men and women. 
These rhetorics are not unique to computer gaming but indeed are regu
larly found in traditional sports as well (Bolin and Granskog 2003, Cahn 
1994). 

Women and Pro Gaming 

This collision of ideologies surrounding gender, technology, and sports 
puts pro women garners in an incredibly precarious position . Though they 
often share similar pleasures alongside their male counterparts-Kennedy 
(200S) notes the recurring themes of enjoying "athleticism, balance, coor
dination, and risk taking" among female Quake players, for example-they 
face additional challenges. Their love of gaming and dedication to it-to 
the degree that they would construct highly specialized skill sets and iden
tities within particular titles or genres-regularly marks them as unfemi
nine, "other," or simply curious in our culture until compensatory signals 
are given otherwise. Interestingly the majority of the women I've seen in 
the pro scene are also engaged with the FPS genre so their involvement 
with gaming takes place within a domain that is typically seen as the most 
violent and rough24 As Kennedy (200S) quotes one female Quake player, 
"People say it's not ladylike to sit in front of a computer or want to play 
a game where you run around with a shotgun, but why not? I get insulted 
a lot and told I'm like a boy, but I'm not, I'm just a different kind of girl" 
(18S) . That they would additionally frame their activities within a model 
of sporting or athletic identity implicates them in the baggage it also still 
carries about competitive women. 

The on-the-ground lives of women in pro gaming reflect a complex 
navigation, and negotiation, with not only the practical issues of being a 
top e-sports player, but the additional challenges being a woman in the 
scene presents. There is certainly a slice of game culture that runs newbies 
through a gauntlet (typically denigrating them for their lack of knowledge 
and expertise via taunting and harsh verbal exchanges) and the sexism 
found during these moments can be particularly grating to some. As a 
response (and indeed survival strategy) many women will either com
pletely hide their gender when possible (turning off voice communication, 
picking gender-neutral names onli1le, not linking their " real" life with 
thei r gamer ide ntity) or preemptive ly address the issue (adding a kind of 
"yeah, ge t over it" style statement to their forum sig o r making a joke of 
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the situation when they first "out" themselves as a woman to fellow 
ga rners) . 

For women who choose to let their gender be known, ultimately 
unavoidable if they go pro, they can find themselves mediating an 
expectation of otherness or "female masculinity" (Halberstam 1998). 

Compensatory signals to reassure others of their gender identity, such as 
pictures (or avatars) meant to convey sexual attractiveness, mentions of 
other "girlie" interests, or notations of hobbies or other activities that 
perform a more traditional femininity are not uncommon. 2S I am not 
suggesting that when we see these among girl garners we are witnessing 
either intentional performances or inauthentic representations of self. 
Signs of traditional femininity can coincide with geekdom and girl 
gaming. Kennedy (200S) argues, for example, that "by forcgrounding 
both their 'femaleness' and their skill in the game they offer a different 
set of meanings to computers, computer games, and technological com
petence" (199) . It is also at times strategically deployed as a way of 
engaging with sexism and stereotypes that would otherwise sideline the 

woman gamer. 
Some women choose to adopt the more dominant stance by accultur

ating-adopting forceful player names, engaging in trash talk, having an 
in-your-face attitude, and even making sexist remarks . As Kennedy (2005) 

notes, this is not simply "aping masculinity" but invokes something more 
akin to a mythical "monstrous feminine" which is woven through with 
often playful invocations of dominating yet oppositional identity. Some 
try to simultaneously enact both ends of the spectrum-a dazzling display 
of performative agility where they come to represent both a hyper mascu
linity and femininity (kick ass and take names while dolled up). 

Ultimately many pro women players experience their commitment to 
e-sports as constantly chal/enged . Their dedication , knowledge of the 
domain , and overall "gamerness" gets pushed in ways men in their posi
tion might not face . The idea that there are women who hang out in the 
scene to be "star-fuckers" or simply meet men is perhaps one of the most 
pernicious variations that serious pro women run up against. All of these 
twists and turns represent the performative work women garners do when 
occupying slices of game (and indeed, sports) culture. 

While these all represent an important burden on women players, there 
are other structural factors that additionally shape thei r access to, and 
success in, the pro gamil lg scene. The re is a common refrain you hea r wil cJ) 
~'ou start tal king to people in e-sports that suggests the reason wC don 't 
currently find more top women playing is that they simply aren 't good 
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enough. This can get spun a couple ways. Occasionally you hear a retro
grade notion of biological differences between men and women. These 

theories suggest inherent limited abilities of women to excel in computer 
games. This is sometimes formulated around a notion that in the past men 
were hunters and women were gatherers and thus, it makes sense that 

women would not be as good at computer games, which often require 
hand-eye coordination or shooting skills. Other times they are based on 
vaguer biological notions, tying into stories about varying forms of cogni
tion rooted in sexual difference. Sometimes they are framed as a kind of 

pop-psychology take on women as not interested in fighting or 
competition . 

Another theory, much more commonly heard, about why we don't see 
more women in the pro scene is framed as a kind of perplexed question . 
The formulation typically goes: "Anyone can play computer games and 

anyone can enter tournaments so if women aren't there it's just because 
they aren't good enough, aren't trying hard enough, right?" (see also 
Harper 2010). This model imagines both computer gaming and e-sports as 
a fundamentally individualistic and meritocratic venture . What it obvi

ously misses is the deeply sociological nature of play and professionaliza
tion and the way structures shape access and opportunity. 

As I have argued elsewhere, participation in computer gaming is funda
mentally constructed through social and cultural formulations of identity 
and leisure, as well as institutions and structures we inhabit (Taylor 2008). 

Our even considering certain activities acceptable for ourselves is tied to 
larger cultural stories about what women and men are allowed to do (not 

to mention how our class, race, or sexuality shapes what is deemed legiti
mate) . Top female players face the double-identity challenge of not only 
pursuing an e-sports career (something men in the scene regularly identify 

as an often fraught path, at least until they start winning significant 
money) but doing so as women in a culture that generally speaking has no 
good model for (1) highly competitive women, (2) participation in an 
activity typically seen as violent and aggreSSive (pa rticularly in the case of 
FPSs), and (3) understanding their being geeky, passionate about gaming, 

and having focused engagement with a specialized domain unrelated to 
areas linked to traditional femininity. The identity challenges-both per
sonally and in how one's location is understood and legitimated by one's 
family and peers-are no small matter for pro women garners. 

Beyond the issue~ of leisure, work, and identity are larger stft 'ctural 
factors that shape participation. We are introduced to games, taught how 
to play, and ski.l led up by our engilgement with others. Not only do girls 
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and women often face an uphill battle when it comes to choosing com
puter games as a leisure (not to mention professional) identity, they are 

often marginalized in their access to communities through which they 
could develop their gaming expertise. Sometimes this is simply that they 
don't have a strong network of friends to play with. At the more extreme 
end, stories abound of women who can't get practice matches if they are 
known to be a woman because "boys don't like losing to girls." Those who 

do get regular play opportunities still face additional challenges in being 
a regular member of the high-end competitive community. Whereas a 
slightly less talented male player will sometimes be brought onto a team 
and skilled up (often based on their friendship and other network connec
tions), women are very rarely (indeed I cannot think of any cases of this 
currently) given similar opportunities. As any athlete can tell you, being 

able to play with and against people slightly above your level is key to 
improving. If women are locked out of meaningful challenges that allow 
them to hone their skill they will not be able to compete at the same level 
as the men in the scene who, via their access to more robust networks and 

the easier occupation of gamer identity, are able to develop professional 
skills. 

Separate and Unequal 
Despite the meritocratic myth that infuses pro gaming, contemporary 
e-sports is deeply segregated, with women and men generally playing on 

different teams and in separate tournaments.26 As such there has been a 
reification of the gendered division we find in traditional gaming. This sits 
uneaSily alongside a common feeling that, unlike traditional sports, where 
an ideology of physical difference predominates, there is no real reason 
men and women can't play together. While tournaments typically make 

no formal claim about the competition being only for men, because of the 
way expertise is built and access to teams is structured, in practice competi
tors tend to be only men unless there is an explicit women's category. 

When there are women-only diviSions within tournaments the response 
alternates between grudging acceptance and outright vilification. Those 

who accept women-only competitions can present a range of reasons for 
their support. Some believe there are real underlying inherent differences 
between men and women in relation to gaming skill such that segregating 
women into their own competitions is the fairest thing to do. Their model 
is typically aligned with traditional athletics and splitting up ,nen and 
women in competition simply fits a classic binary akin to the traditional 

orgilniza tion o f sports. As one person framed it, "You stud y all traditional 
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sports down through the ages, from the Olympics from basketball, soccer, 
football, baseball, women participate in their own leagues because of a 
skill gap." 

Others, indeed often women competitors themselves, are more prag

matic in their support of the gendered division. They often recognize the 
structural factors that are holding women back from reaching the highest 
end of competitive play and argue that until women are able to perform 
at the same level as the men, it is important for the development of the 

sport and the players themselves to foster a space that still supports the 
best of women's play. One team owner who both recognized the economic 
uses of pro women (meaning sponsors liked them for their visibility) and 
also saw the structural factors at work put it this way: 

Some people are like, yeah, well, they should be separated and I feel like it makes 

sense from a certain perspective because I believe that they are, that in the e-sports 

culture a girl has a disadvantage as she tries to make her way up the ranks. Not 

because of any innate physical differences but rather because she just has sociologi

cal disadva ntages, institutional disadvantages, from being a girl in a boy's world. 

The gendered division of competition is often seen as simply a stopgap 
measure until women are structurally supported and skilled up enough to 

be able to compete against men-though how that big leap will happen is 
typically little thought-out. 27 

Many men in the scene, though, find the existence of women's tourna
ments an outrage, an injustice. Of al.1 the hot-button subjects you can hit 

in e-sports, this is one of the most loaded. The frustration typically comes 
not from any deep-seated concern for the collective costs of gender segre

gation on both women and men, but instead from a feeling that women 
are getting unfair and undeserved attention and benefit . The line generally 

goes that women-only competitions valorize weaker play and that the 
women competing against each other, while admittedly better than average 

players, are simply not as skilled as the men in the scene. The argument 
is typically that if they were they would either be on men's teams or com

peting in matches against men. As one male team captain simply stated 
to me, "Women just aren't good enough at Counter-Strike to play against 
men, so that's why they have the tournaments for them." 

Underlying this line is very often an economic argument, though it is 

rarely framed that transparently. The concern is that there is a scarcity of 
resources (sponsorships, prize money, tE'am and tournamen t slots) and that 

it is being wasted on pl<lyers who (lfe not til(' best but who receive them 
simply by virtue of their gender. There is also often a feeling that women
on ly tournaments are not Il1critocratic events but publicity stunts meant 
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to garner attention. In addition to tournaments being critiqued along these 
lines, some women's teams themselves are also taken to task. The support 

they get from sponsors is seen as a gimmick tied not to their skill but to 

their gender. 
I want to spend a moment unpacking this because it is a complex issue. 

It is certainly true that very often women's gaming, including women's pro 

gaming, is constructed as a marketing ploy. The supposed novelty of 
women gamers-and indeed it is only an imagined novelty given the actual 
large number of real women playing computer games-has been used to 
sell everything from soda to computer eq uipment. It is also the case that 
some pro women's teams have strategically deployed more traditional 

gender performances to trade on this (through the use of sexy poses jux
taposed against weaponry or tech, for example) . That tournaments, adver

tisers, and even sometimes the women themselves have been complicit in 
"playing" gender in this way in the pro gaming scene is undisputable. But 
unfortunately this is typically where this critique stops, and this is a fatal 

ana lytic move. 
The ability to use women's gender and sexuality in this way is only pos

sible because of the deeply sexist ground upon which gaming and e-sports 
is built. It is the assumed difference (decidedly rooted in inequality) that 
drives these moves. And it is also this framework that sets up differential 

systems of access and exclusion. Those who are frustrated by women-only 
competitions or the way hybridized geek femininity is used for advertising 
and hype purposes within gaming need to take a step back and turn their 
critical attention to the underlying systems of misogyny that make these 
things possible. Far too often they are targeting the wrong culprits, the 

women themselves . 
We need to think about slightly varying forms of accountability. By this 

I mean simply that pro women players themselves who participate in more 
conservative gender moves so that they may stay in the scene perhaps be 
granted some leeway. They are playing the meta-game according to rules 
that have been established well beyond e-sports culture. We see this in 

traditional sports all the time, where elite female athletes are constantly 
called upon to symbolically demonstrate their femininity (as both a cul
tural and at times, personal, reassurance). 

As a feminist of a certain type, I don't want to entirely let these perfor
mances off the hook. We all bear responsibility for oppressive systems and 
need to be accountable for our com plicity in them . But I don 't place lJw 

young women who are simply tryi ng to snag a sponsor to fund their tnp 
to a match in the same category as adverti se rs, tournament org,1I1izl'rs, ~l/1d 
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team owners who, having real power to formulate more progressive models 
of equitable gender relations, choose to stick with tired old ones. The male 
pro players on the circuit, including captains who help build rosters, are 
accountable for the small everyday ways they perpetuate sexist systems. 

We should remember too that women's teams are often pressured by 
their sponsors or tournament organizers to construct highly traditionally 
gendered representations of themselves (a discrepancy often so clearly, and 
painfully, seen when you look at photos they produce themselves for their 
fansites) or participate in their own segregation if they want to remain in 
the professional domain. I would very much like to see the people who 
rail against women-only tournaments or teams turn their critical attention 
to the institutional and systemic roots within the scene that are really at the 
heart of the matter. Practically, this means real reflection and change in 
e-sports involving everything from dismantling the newbie gauntlet to 
more progressive systems of training and recruiting new talent. 

Mainstreaming Geeks 
For those who follow how gender plays out in sports, especially women's 
sports, most of what I'm describing is terribly, painfully familiar. Rather 
than turning traditional formulations of sports and gender on their heads 
with the advent of e-sports, when it comes to women and girls we see more 
of the same as we always have. Geek masculinity has had some impact on 
pro e-sports, but geek femininity has had much less. This is perhaps not 
surprising when we take into account the complex relationship geekdom 

has with hegemonic masculinity. 
More broadly though, the meaning of "geek" is, however, shifting and 

we've yet to see the impact on e-sports. Geeks seem to suddenly have 
become all the rage, with everyone saying they were, or are, a nerd. 
Whether or not hegemonic masculinity is simply undergoing a tweak 
in order to absorb whatever oppositional possibilities geekdom held is yet 
to be seen (though history probably makes me less optimistic than I'd like 

to be). 
At the same time, computer gaming's ties to geek identity are being 

significantly loosened. While historically computer games have been a 
domain for a very particular demographic (white, middle-class boys and 
men who have had access either to personal computers or university labs), 
this has shifted in important ways over the last several decades. In addition 
to the growth of women gamers, console games (especially via used and 
one-generation-old machines) have increasingly been picked up by the 
working class and communities of color, broadening the demographics of 
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who is playing. Mobile phone and more casual gaming have also worked 
to breach the age gap we often associate with gaming. One of the biggest 
implications of these shifts is that in reality most computer game players 
do not actually self-identify as geeks or nerds but instead locate their time 
with games as simply one more activity among many. Increasingly, com
puter gaming is integrated into the leisure identity of a broader range of 
men and boys (not to mention women and girls). Playing computer games 
need not tie you to a geek identity and, as it becomes a mainstream leisure 
activity, it need not automatically assume any oppositional stance to hege
monic masculinity. 

Just for (White) Boys? 

The conversation around performances of gender and the structure of the 
scene must also take into account the ways race and ethnicity intersect pro 
gamer identity. In my previous discussion of geeks, while I tried to nod to 
how sexuality intersects the issue, I sidestepped how race, for example, 
complicates it. Ron Eglash (2002) notes how the imagined "compulsory 
cool of black culture" has been historically situated against geek identity. 
Though black nerds act as a "pioneering" category, the overall trope is one 
in which black racial identity becomes oppositional to technoscience and 
notions of "acting white" can take their toll on some. 

While there is relatively little research specifically devoted to under
standing computer game play among, for example, African Americans, 
there are a couple notable exceptions that help us situate the issue in rela
tion to pro gaming. 2H It appears that any stigma or reticence typically 
associated with technology can be muted when it comes to digital games. 
DiSalvo, Crowley, and Norwood write, for example, that "African and 

Hispanic American youth are more likely to play digital games than are 
Caucasian American youth" and cite a 2001 study which found that young 
African American boys "spend more than one hour per day playing video 
games" (2008). Their work highlights the ways gaming is located within 
console culture for African Americans and around preferences for fighting 
games as well as "sports games or games that featured characters from other 
aspects of their lives-sports figures, rappers, and comic book characters" 
(2008, 134). They also note the important social and competitive compo
nents of playing for these gamers and, citing work by Kolka, Strohm, and 
Lonian (2003a), suggest that it is much more common within these COI11-

munities to be playing with someone in th( same room versus alone. 
DiSalvo et a!. argue that some of the practices and norms found in 
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computer gaming actually run against the ways African American players 
understand what constitutes fair play. 

It seemed that the extension of games as a part of their sports practices included an 

element of good sportsmanship, which in turn limited the amount of modifications, 

hacking, and cheats that the player used. This practice of good sportsmanship in 

video game play did not encourage agency with technology. By accepting the default 

game setting, the rules and expected play, young men were not modifying aspects 

of the game to "game the system," they were not looking at the computation behind 

the games as something they could manipulate. (2009, 2) 

This research raises some interesting angles for thinking about diversity 
in the scene. The historical focus in e-sports around personal computers 
as the primary gaming device has a profound effect on who gets to skllI 
up and compete. As DiSalvo et al.'s work highlights, for some communities 
consoles are the primary means of engaging with digital games (see also 
Kolko, Strohm, and Lonian 2003b). We could also link this to a conversa
tion about how women and the economically disadvantaged have histori
cally been sidelined by the focus on PCs (women often getting 
hand-me-down computers and the working class having none). In those 
countries where there is a robust gaming cafe scene-a place you go and 
pay an hourly fee to play popular games and get online-this effect is 
somewhat less pronounced. Players who cannot afford their own equip
ment can still play and train via these spaces. But in places without game 
cafes, not owning your own machine and having net access are crucial 
barriers to becoming a top player. While sharing a machine with a room
mate or a family member can be a partial solution, it can prove tricky. A 
"machine of one's own" can be invaluable. Access to personal computers 
and the Internet has, of course, changed dramatically over the last several 
years and more and more people have access previously unimaginable. The 
historical impact of PC-centric gaming in e-sports has to be accounted for 
nonetheless. 

There are also the ways notions of fair play complicate how one might 
experience or have meaningful engagement with e-sports community 
practices. In pro gaming it is common for players to tweak their settings 
and be comfortable with modding their technology or software to pro
duce better results and gameplay experience (a form of technicity a la 
Dovey and Kennedy). If these kinds of activities are seen as running 
counter to legitimate play, as DiSalvo et aJ.'s research suggests for African 
American console players, then the practices of the pro scene may in fact 
be at odds with how a player const ructs their own sense of fair play and 
competitionZ<l 
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These structural barriers and varying notions of fair play also intersect 
forms of racism that continue to be all too common within game culture 
(Nakamura forthcoming). Though we typically hear most often about 
homophobia or sexism in gamer communities, racial epithets are not 
unheard of and continue to inscribe forms of exclusion. Once players hit 
online play communities they immediately expose themselves to taunts 
and recriminations they are shielded from when playing with just their 
friends and family. In much the same way women can be daunted by 
this experience, people of color sometimes confront real hassles and 
frustrations in the broader game culture. We would be remiss to over
look the ways these practices hinder full participation in competitive 
gaming and the detrimental effect they have on creating a truly diverse 
e-sports scene. 

The most notable, and growing, exception to the general homogeneity 
within e-sports seems to reside within the fighting game scene. While the 
FPS and RTS genres seem to largely uphold the stereotype of the white male 
gamer within Europe and North America, the fighting game community 
has supported a more racially and ethnically diverse set of players (albeit 
still mostly male) (see also Harper 2010). Some of the top players in the 
scene are Asian and Asian American and you can find other players of color 
in highly ranked positions. That the fighting game scene originates in the 
arcades, and is not centered around the home PC, is crucial. It also transi
tioned into a console scene, a second key factor in situating its more het
erogeneous configuration of player opportunities and identities. Consoles, 
especially those that are a generation old or purchased used, have been an 
important point of entry for people who can't otherwise afford computa
tional technology. And while console games certainly have settings that 
can, and are, configured especially for competitive play, they are not quite 
as malleable as PC games where a variety of hacks and tweaks can be applied 
to the game itself and the very hardware everything is running on is diverse 
and endlessly configurable. 

I must note one important caveat about a discussion of race and diver
sity in e-sports. This is not an easy question because, as a global sport, 
competitive computer gaming exists in a number of national and regional 
contexts that dramatically shape the issue. Each have their own ways of 
formulating notions of diversity in specific cultural contexts. Teams also 
regularly build their rosters internationally such that while the majority of 
a team's profile may be built around white North American players, there 
may be one major discipline within a franchise's roster made up of garners 
from another part of the world. For example, a successful North American 
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franchise might be made up entirely of Brazilian players, or there may be 
a mix of Asian and European players on a team roster. Situated globally, it 
is certainly the case that there is ethnic diversity within the scene, espe
cially in venues like the WCG that use national affiliation as a core struc

turing mechanism. That said, there is nonetheless a relative homogeneity 
in terms of race and ethnicity within the North American and European 
scene where a majority of players still seem to be white men. Players of 

color are typically the exception and in much the same way sexism oper
ates as a gauntlet for new players, we could Similarly speak about the racism 
(typically covert but sometimes overt) that also acts as an access filter for 
both high-end and everyday play. 

Becoming Pro 

One of the most important things looking closely at the practices of high
end competitive computer garners reveals is that playing can be a complex 

form of expressive human action. Rather than gamers being simply "button 
mashers," professional players illuminate the skill, strategic thinking, 
embodied knowledge, and complex human-technological hybridity at 
work in producing sophisticated computer game play. 

Ultimately, though, their ability to shift their gaming from casual activ

ity to professional occupation is complex. It is never just an issue of indi
vidual skill but the ways an entire system of practices, institutions, values, 

and forms of identity work on, and through, that player. A career trajectory 
from amateur to professional involves the transformation of what was once 
simply a leisure activity into a new serious endeavor. Structural factors, 

networks of opportunity and training, formulations of personal identity, 
and cultural legitimacy all form core components upon which the ability 

to become a pro gamer is built. As with all computer gaming, professional 
play doesn't exist in a bubble where individual skill is the only factor that 
matters but is instead constituted via a complex process. 

Unlike traditional sports where there are institutionalized paths into 

professionalization, e-sports players are typically piecing together their 
careers as best they can. They often have to negotiate tricky domestic situ
ations, where family and friends may not entirely understand what they 
are trying to do. They undergo socialization into professional identities via 
amateur and pro player communities. As they get signed to teams they 
break through to some layer of formal support but it often holds its own 

set of new challenges, from contracts to sponsorship to being on the road. 

Professionalizing Players lH 

For women, the path to professionalization is fraught with addition,li 
challenges. Too often they are seen as anomalies within highly commilled 
play communities and retrograde notions about gender present hurdles for 

the women trying to create e-sports careers. This ongoing struggle is linkl'd 
to a larger conversation about the nature of both "gamer" and "athlele" 
within e-sports. Professional computer gaming is torn between these two 
models of high-intensity play, each of which constructs an idealized form 
of subjectivity in a slightly different way. 




