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The purpose of this thesis is to understand how the cultural phenomenon of competitive
video gaming (CVG) is present in Finland and how it is connected to sports. The theoretical
foundation of the study is the field theory of Pierre Bourdieu. The research was conducted
by using semi-structured interviews with a sample of thirteen (n=13) interviews. The
interviewees were selected to present different agents and institutions in the field. The
analysis where conducted by using a four staged analysis method and by the field theory.
Based on the analysis the data was divided to describe the habitus, field, strategies, capital
and doxa. With these findings the research is able to add knowledge to the research that have
utilized the field theory to present video gaming culture. The findings of the research were
that the cultural production of the field of video game culture is strongly in the control of
gaming companies and this monopoly related to the cultural production influences the social
space of competitive video gaming (CVG) in Finland. The word “sports” used in CVG is
seen to be in relation to further the commercial interest of the gaming companies, by making
CVG a legitimate way of both using one’s time and by defining the legitimate body and
mind. The research found out that the habitus of CVG acts as a distinction to other social
agents in the social space of the field.
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Tämän tutkimuksen tarkoitus on selvittää, miten kilpapelaamisen kulttuuri-ilmiö ilmenee
Suomessa ja miten se liittyy urheiluun. Tutkimuksen teoreettinen lähtökohta on Pierre
Bourdieun

kenttäteoria.

Tutkimus

toteutettiin

puolistrukturoidulla

haastatteluilla.

Haastattelun otos oli kolmetoista (n=13) henkilöä. Haastateltavat valittiin kuvastamaan
kilpapelaamisen kenttää eri lähtökohdista. Aineiston analyysi toteutettiin nelivaiheisella
analysointimenetelmällä ja kenttäteorian avulla. Analyysin perusteella aineisto voitiin jakaa
habituksen, kentän, strategioiden, kapitan ja doxan kuvastamiseen, jolla tutkimus pystyi
täydentämään

aikaisempia

kenttäteoriaa

hyödyntäneitä

pelikulttuurintutkimuksia.

Tutkimuksessa selvisi, kuinka kulttuurikentän kulttuurituotanto on vahvasti peliyhtiöiden
hallinnassa ja tämä kulttuurituotannon monopoli vaikuttaa kilpapelaamisen sosiaaliseen
kenttään Suomessa. Sanan ”urheilu” käyttö kilpapelaamisen yhteydessä nähdään olevan
yhteydessä kentällä toimivien peliyhtiöiden kaupallisten intressien ajamiseen, tekemällä
kilpapelaamisesta urheilun kautta hyväksyttyä ajankäytöllisesti sekä mielen ja kehon kuvan
luonnissa. Tutkimuksessa todettiin myös, että kilpapelaamisen habitus toimii erottavana
(distinction) piirteenä toisiin sosiaalisen kentän toimijoihin.
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LIST OF SYMBOLS AND ABBREVIATIONS
CVG

Competitive Video Gaming

VGC

Video Game Culture

CGC

Computer Game Culture

TPS

Traditional Physical Sports
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1 INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background of the study
Competitive video gaming (CVG), also labelled as esports, is a fast-growing entertainment
and professional activity internationally and is a part of the cultural phenomenon related to
video gaming. Since the start of the 21s century CVG has started to formulate traditional
sport characteristics such as professional players, transfer fees, associations, commentators,
events, teams, college scholarships (Jenny, Manning, Keiper, & Olrich, 2017). Organized
video game competitions have started to attract businesses as a mode of sport entertainment
(Seo, 2013). This development is taken place also in Finland. Traditional sports clubs are
stepping up to form esports branches to accompany their original sports (hReds, 2021;
YmcaTampere, 2021). In addition, events and competitions are organized, and national
leagues are being formed (FEL, 2019). Esports unions are been established (SEUL, 2020b;
SKL, 2020) and esports has been recognized to be a member of the Finnish Olympic
committee (SEUL, 2019).
Although called a sport, the practice of esports has raised questioning and academic sport
philosophical debates whether esports is actually a sport. Esports identity as a traditional
sports has been questioned because of its lack of physicality and because of its close
connections to the business community (Parry, 2019). It has been noted that because games
are owned by commercial enterprises it differs from traditional sports (Karhulahti, 2017;
Parry, 2019). Because of the commercial foundation of esports, its identity and status are as
is the cultures and societies where esports is practiced (Karhulahti, 2017; Dovey & Kennedy,
2006). The industrial practices, which are related to the video game culture have been
researched (Nichols, 2013; Kirkpatrick, 2013), but being a relatively new phenomenon, the
cultural aspects of CVG in Finland have not yet been researched. This research contributes
to the on-going research by adding knowledge to this research gap.
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1.2 The research questions
The aim of this research is to understand how the commercial nature of video game culture
effects CVG and sports in Finland. Hence, the research firsts asks “what it is to be sports?
This question is further divide into the following sub-questions:
-

How does competitive video gaming relate to sports?

-

How do sports and video games function in the cultural field?

-

How does competitive video gaming function in the cultural scene of Finland?

1.3 Research strategy and organizing the study
To answer the research questions above, the research of CVG will be done in two parts. The
first part of the thesis is a literature review to the conceptual overview of traditional sports
and to the philosophical discussion related. In the literature review I will introduce the field
theory by Pierre Bourdieu (1984), his analysis in sports and how videogames have been
studied with the theory of the field. The second part is an empirical analysis, based on the
frame that is established from the field theory. The broad build-up of the conceptual frame
is needed in order to understand the logic of the cultural production of CVG. The boundaries
of the field of sports are hard to see and how the concepts of “sport” is connected and defined
in the field.
Therefore, in chapter two I will conduct a literature review, in which I define esports and
describe the philosophical questioning of what it is to be a sport? I will unravel the academic
discussion, which discusses esports role of being a sport. Next, I will open the theory of the
field by Pierre Bourdieu. In this research I will use Bourdieu’s theory of the field to describe
the cultural phenomenon of CVG.
Pierre Bourdieu (1978) has argued that sports, according to its social definition, is a pursuit
to use strategies to find a legitimate way of being able to define the use of the body for
interest of those who are in power. I will connect this definition to the work of Nichols (2013)
by using the same theory when describing the field of video game culture (VGC). Nichols
(2013) points out that video games struggle when trying to define their cultural legitimacy
5

and argues that Bourdieu’s theory of the field can be useful in describing macro- and
microeconomic relations in the culture of VGC.
With the assistance of the literature review of the cultural field of VGC and CVG, in chapter
three, the research methodology is described. An interview frame is constructed based on
the literature review. The sample of 13 semi-structured interviews are described and the data
analysis method is established. In this chapter the research integrity, quality of the research
and the practical and theoretical implications of the research are presented.
In chapter four, the data from the interviews is analysed. In chapter five the discussion of the
analysis is presented. In chapter six I conclude the research and give suggestions for further
research.
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2

LITERATURE REVIEW, WHAT IT IS TO BE A SPORT?

2.1 Definition of esports
The first mission of this thesis is to define what is esports. After this I will describe the
ongoing debate in the conceptualization of traditional sports and how esports is connected
to this debate. The debated is described with formalism in one corner and keeping sports as
an open concept in the other.
Esports is defined to mean computer games that are been played in a competitive manner
and more precisely: “—a form of sports where the primary aspects of the sport are facilitated
by electronic systems; the input of players and teams as well as the output of the eSports
system are mediated by human-computer interfaces.” (Hamari & Sjöblom, 2017 :1) Esports
have also been called cybersports, gaming, competitive computer gaming or virtual sports
(Jenny et al., 2017). Wagner (2006) defined esports as follows: “—an area of sport activities
in which people develop and train mental or physical abilities in the use of information and
communication technologies” (3).

Esports has started to formulate traditional sport

characteristics such as professional players, transfer fees, associations, commentators,
events, teams and college scholarships (Jenny et al., 2017).
Esports is a heterogenous entity and there are a variety of different type of games; such as
first person shooter games, sports games, real time strategy and action games (Szablewicz,
2011). Other esports games are multiplayer online battle arenas (such as League of Legends
and Dota 2 (SEUL, 2020b). Also, technological devices, which are used when playing the
games vary from being a personal computer, a console or simulator (SEUL, 2020a).
According to Szablewicz (2011):
“These games are played competitively, either one-on-one or in small teams. Importantly, games
usually gain acceptance as ‘E-Sports’ once they have been selected for official inclusion in an
international E-Sports competition such as the World Cyber Games or (WCG)” (9).

Esports definition can be tied to professionality in gaming (Taylor, 2012). Esports is
connected to the organized form of competitive video gaming (Witkowski, 2012).
7

McCutcheon, Hitche and Drache (2017) agree that the term esports is still a working
definition and that the term sports should take emphasis away from its physicality to include
esports to be sports. Karhulahti (2017) has summarised that esports is defined by its
technological aspect, by its form of advanced competition and by its connections to video
game culture (45).
Some authors describe the term esports as being a working definition and it lacks the
description of its foundation being commercial. It has been argued that esports is an overall
term to describe whatever happens in the field of computer gaming and it does not earn the
title of be called sports1 (Parry, 2019). Karhulahti (2017) has noted that esports definition
needs to be tied to its origin of being developed, distributed and maintained by profit-making
companies (i,e. executive ownership) which makes it different from traditional sport, having
a “—new technological determined philosophy and politics of sport” (4). He further argues
that the “e” in esports might be better tied to business rather than to ‘electronic’ (Karhulahti,
2017)

2.2 Definition of sports and how esports relates to the definition
In order to analyse esports role as a social phenomenon in Finland, we firstly need to define
what traditional sports is. After that we can see, how the current debate is related to the
esports? In order to define traditional sports, we will first go through two very different
argumentations of two existing viewpoints, which are formalism and the value perspective
of sports. Then we will draw a contrast to the traditional sports (which are currently in the
Olympic program) and esports. I will start the discussion by referring to my personal
experience in the field of esports.
Stemming from my own experience (layperson perspective) and by the common used phrase
that “sports has truly lost it because gaming is also considered to be sports” (said it in the
same spirit as the joke that business ethics doesn’t exists) there is a sense that gaming can’t
be recognized as a traditional sport, because it lacks physicality. Similarly, it is remarked in
the popular media that esports is:

1

Or at least as the authors remark an “Olympic Sport”
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” --a catchall term for games that resemble conventional sports insofar as they have superstars,
playoffs, fans, uniforms, comebacks and upsets. But all the action in e-sports occurs online, and the
contestants hardly move.” (Segal, 2014)

Then comes the retort! What about archery or skeet, are they any more traditional sports than
esports? I will argue that there is still a nagging feeling that something is missing, which can
be demonstrated at the pictures below (see figure 1. below)

Figure.1

A

B

C

Fig. 1. Visual presentation of the difference between esports to other sports. (a)butterfly swimming
(Pxfuel, 2020) (b) esports (Lyncconf.com, 2018) (c) 25m pistol shooting (Hipps, 2008)

What is the difference? The obvious answer is that both a and c are more physical (at least
in shooting one stands2) when compared to the esport (player is sitting, using fine motor
skills, and watching the screen). Traditional sports are connected to physical activity and
from the formalistic point of view, we can answer to the question by definition traditional
sports by the rules and special features that are present only in traditional sports.

2.3 The formalistic view of sports and esports
Formalism argues that sports can be given a sharp and simple definition. If an activity fits in
the certain set of rules and special characteristics, then the activity can be called a sport. The
set of rules and characteristics then show what is sport, and if the definition is not met, then
the activity is not a sport. Suits (1988b) has defined sports as being “— ,as competitive
events involving a variety of physical (usually in combination with other) human skills,

2

The similar sort of notice is made by Parry (Parry, 2019), where he makes the case that esports fails to
express a full body control, that is present in Olympic sports.
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where the superior participant is judged to have exhibited those skills in a superior way.
What we are talking about, then, are competitive athletic events.” (2)
To deepen the definition of sports, they are regarded to be games with four notable
characteristics. First a player engages in a game and she or he must engage to achieve a
prelusory goal. Secondly, these goals must be achieved according to the rules of the game
(lusory means)3. Thirdly, there are constitutive rules, which govern the means (e.g. you
cannot use skates to cover the distance). Fourthly, one must adopt a lusory attitude and agree
to try to reach the goal according to the permitted means. (Suits, 1978)
Further to define whether an activity can be called as a sport or not, Suits (Suits, 1988b)
presents a picture, which reflects the relationship between play, game and sports (see figure
2. on next page).

3

For example, the prelusory goal in a marathon run is to finish the course as fast as possible by running (running
being the lusory mean)

10

Sport

Fig 2. Relation between sports, play and game. Compiled by author with reference to (Suits,
1988b)
In this figure, games, such as professional bridge and poker, are defined as games (3.) and
not traditional sports. In comparison, the area of sports, the game and play aspect of the
activity becomes less clear (7.). We can also recognize that areas 3, 6 and 7 are not
considered as play but are a means to gain external purposes such as money. Therefore, they
are losing the amateur or play status. (Suits, 1988b)
Suits (1988a) adds to his definition, that in order for a game to be recognized as a traditional
sport, it needs to be: 1) dependent on skill and not only pure chance, 2) It must require
physical skills, 3) It must have a certain stability in following so it cannot be regarded as a
fad, and finally 4) There needs to be a wide following.
Some researchers have shown that according to Suits’ definition of sports, it is possible that
esports qualifies as a sport. Jenny (2017) gives a convincing analysis, in which he shows
that esports by its definition meets Suits standards, because esports includes a play aspect, it
11

is governed by rules, it has a clear outcome of a winner and looser, skills are required instead
of pure chance and esports has a broad following. What is left open, however, is the need of
physical skills4 and –institutionalization5 , which regulate, teach, research, train, coach and
develop esports. (Jenny et al., 2017). The argument against the lack of physicality is also
been brought up by McCutcheon et al. (2017) and Witkowski (2012). Physicality in sports
is, according to its current definition, a monist embodiment, which does not include the
future needs of mind and body and the distributed communication and embodiment systems
(McCutcheon et al., 2017). What this discourse demonstrates is that there is a strong need
for a new definition of traditional sports. Esports has entered the sporting scene and
challenged traditional definitions, which are unable to capture the essence of the electronic
playing field (Witkowski,2012). It has been noted that the future research of sport sociology
should pay attention to the esports and gaming that takes place via virtual reality (Thiel &
John, 2018).
When others are asking a new definition to include the esports, others are seeking to fend
the term sports to mean more ‘traditional’ version of sports. In this case, esports do not fit in
the definition that cover all (Olympic) sports. Parry (2019) has laid out six criteria to define
sports, as: “institutionalised rule-governed contests of human physical skill.” (3).
His six criteria are: 1) Sports is a human activity (in esports the players are physically distant
from each other and control an object other than themselves) 2) It is to be something physical
(in esports, for instance in chess the activity is not directed against the opponent) 3) It
requires a certain type physical skill, such as gross motor skills (fine motor skills are needed
in esports) 4) It has to have an element of contest (this criteria is met in competitive computer
gaming) 5) It is governed by rules (in competitive computer gaming this criteria is also been

4

Here the authors conclude that if sports means that it needs to have cross movement skill versus fine motor
skills then esports is cannot considered as being a sport, but they leave open the debate whether sports will
need a new definition where physicality is been less emphasized or that sports is more tightly connected to
Olympic sports.(Jenny et al., 2017)
5

The authors recognize here that as the esport games that are been played are owned by competing
commercial enterprises, thus the rules set are fluid as the games change with updates, develop rapidly and
eventually the final say of the rules is in the hands of the companies that own the intellectual property. Also,
according to the authors there seems not to be a coherent understanding of the spelling of the team esports.
(Jenny et al., 2017)
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met) and lastly 6) traditional sports are institutionalized (esport is owned by competing
companies). (Parry, 2019)
Therefore, in esports, the institutionalization is not met, because the rule setting is governed
by actors how own the electronic code. In addition, the fast phase of change in the esports
industry is not supporting institutionalization (Parry, 2019). With these notions, Parry (2019)
argues that esports at this current situation doesn’t meet the criteria of being an Olympic
sport.
The physical aspect of esports is questioned by Holt (2016). Referring to the arguments
made by Suits, he argues that traditional sports must exhibit specific cross motor function
skills and express total body control (thus for example darts can be included to be sports).
Computer games don’t have this characteristic and, therefore, they don’t count as sport. He
also notes that the domain, in which traditional sport is operating differ from the domain that
is established for esports. In traditional sports, players are directly engaged with the same
physical environment. However, in esports, the domain of execution and application is
metaphysically different (ibid.).
Programming of the domain defines the rules of games and the environment where the action
takes place is within video games (Holt, 2016). Video games differ also from the traditional
games, because in video games there is no essentially breakable rules. Players of video
games :“ –need not have a strictly lusory attitude—accepting the rules simply because they
make the activity possible – because there is no other way to achieve the object of the game”
(Holt 2016, 6). To be able to break a rule in sports is as it where a “temptation” to test one’s
lusory attitude and that “the possible actuality of breaking rules” becomes an important part
of the debate weather esports is to be called sports (Holt 2016, 7). Holt (2016) also makes
the remark that by the Suitsian definition of games both chess and esports become a difficult
topic as their lusory attitude is questioned and that they seem to have more resembles towards
each other rather than to sports.
This discussion demonstrates, how the formalistic account can be used when defining sports.
Formalistic definition shows, how esports can be defended, but also criticised for its attempt
13

of being accepted as a sport. In the next part, I will look the philosophical arguments that
goes against the formalistic definition of sports.

2.4 Critique and defence of formalism
In this part, I will discuss the criticism that has been launched against the formalistic account
of sports. I will connect this criticism to the discussion of esports and bridge the discussion
to an institutionalized and value-based definition of sport. Formalism has been criticised in
the epistemological account. This criticism comes for the notion that rules themselves are
open to interpretation and that rules cannot interpretive themselves.
Some rules in sports cannot limit things that were never imagined to even happen6. Some
incidents in sports cannot be defined7, and when the rules are broken (whether accidental or
purposeful), they will harm the integrity of the sport8. Another criticism is the logical
incompetitivity thesis. If the conventional rules dictate the game9, then when someone makes
a foul, is the person still playing the same game as others? This means that if the formalistic
view is followed, then games are nothing else but the rules and the admitted imperfection of
them. This leads to the lack of resources to make decisions of how the games are to be
changed. (Kretchmar, 2015)
In the defence of formalism, we can argue it might not work totally, but it does so
sufficiently. Many games and sport have survived for a long time, and their rules seem to be
the best practice we have when describing the game10 (Kretchmar, 2015). Also, it has been
pointed out that the rules themselves need to be respected, because they lay the foundation
for a sport as a sociocultural phenomenon. Rules define fraternity, community and
attendance to the sport11. Against the incompetitivity thesis, one formalism defence is that
trivial little rule breaking or small violations don’t really change the fundamental rules of

6

Can one use spring extended shoes in an Iroman-triathlon competitions?
How specifically can physical contact be defined in ice hockey for a referee to give a foul?
8
A soccer player seeks to gain a free kick from the referee after a jumping to corner kick. Was the foul
intentional by the other team or successful acting from the players part?
9
Or sports
10
Kretchmar makes he’s account for formalism in showing that this way of defining works in the case of
games, but it looks for the question that does formalism sufficiently work in defining sports.
11
The value aspect of sports will answer to this that first there are the principles (such as fraternity and
obligation) and then from these principles the rules are being build, not the other way around)
7
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the game, so that it would be regarded as a totally different game. This takes place unless
the game is subjected to ‘wooden analysis’. (Kretchmar, 2015)
For now, I have given a brief look on how sports can be defined by a formalistic account and
how esports is already making its mark in the debate. One reason why I took up this debate
was that it is evidently (and to further continue) an important topic when we ask: “what it is
to be a sport?”. What we can learn from this argument is that if esports is to be defined by
formalistic means, it seems to have a lot in explaining in the physical realm of sports. Also,
the institutional difficulties are brought to the question.
Institutionalization of esports is defended by an argument, that esports is a new phenomenon
and still in a developing stage. Therefore, it is difficult to determine whether the claims for
institutionalization have any weight. Esports must start showing real efforts to establish
institutions. This might be problematic, because esports games are owned by commercial
companies which might impose problems to the formation of institutions. (Jenny et al., 2017)
If we leave behind the claims of physicality and institutionalization and turn into another
form of defining esports. In the formalistic account the definition of sports and esports are
well founded and they follow the nature and history of sports. However, the criticism point
out that the rules cannot capture everything and if rules are only to be followed, then there
is very little left to define what is sports and what is not sports. Hence, we must look at a
different definitions of sports and explore more deeply how, the sports can be defined by its
moral aspect and its institutional account.

2.5 The moral workshop and an institutional aspect of sports
Mcfee (2004) argues that there is no need to make a sharp definition of sports. He supports
the claim by arguing that we need to understand things before we can define them (ibid.).
McFee (2004) makes the mark that putative definitions (of both sports and their rules) need
to stand the test against one’s experience, i.e. one needs to empirically first understand what
a “thing” (or sports) is about and then make a description of it, not the other way around. He
concludes that the idea of having a good definition is, in fact, impossible. He argues that a
15

‘Genuine definitions’ (such as the formalistic definition) needs to have an exact fit. They
seem to be either too tight (leads out valuable aspects) or too loose (provides somethings
that should be excluded12) or they might be inherently circular argumentations (A in the
terms of B, in the terms of C and C in terms of A13). Therefore, in order to solely rely on the
rules of the game, it will not tell us the whole picture or it is somehow flawed.
Also, in rule following rises three notable points, which are linked to the moral aspects of
sports. First, written rules themselves can sometimes state a fair and sometimes they report
that the rule is in force, which can only be understood in a particular context14. It can be
argued that rules don’t have a normative property in themselves, but they are sentences,
which need to be put into actual use in a context for them to actually do something and to
have normative impact. Secondly, some rules are not visibly written to the laws of the game,
although they have a normative power. This claim can be linked to the ‘ethos’ of the game,
which is due to the principles that are present in the underlying rules. Lastly, rules are not
able to capture and be enforced in all the contexts and situations that might occur in sports15.
(McFee, 2004)
The reason to provide a different definition for sports springs from the evident difficulty to
agree upon common definition. This leaves a crucial moral aspect out of sports (McFee,
2004). What is then recommended is to look for the ethos of the sports, because this is where
the valuable part of sports might exist.
In sports the rules reflect the spirit of the game (guiding principles such as fair play and an
equal playing field) but not the rules themselves (McFee, 2004). What the formalistic
definition of sports lacks is, therefore, the judgement which is related to the interpretation of
special cases of rules and judgements. How the rules are followed (or not followed) are

12

McFee (2004) gives the example of music, being ‘organized sound’ thus including also Morse coding to be
music.
13
For the circular argumentation of the formalistic account of sport see discussion in (McFee, 2004, 25)
14
Take for example an Olympic distance triathlon, where drafting with the bike section is not allowed and no
aerobikes are allowed, this is stating a rule. But in a business triathlon happening it can be uttered: “drafting
and aerobikes are allowed in this Olympic distance race”, thus we report the rule in a different context as a not
being used. So, there is a difference between stating a rule and reporting its normativity in the context.
15
In sports it is rightly noticed by McFee (2004), that in some cases we just don’t know what to say at first, to
which rules offer little help.
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defined by the judges and umpires. As was mentioned before, rules cannot define all
situations, and therefore it is in the hands of judges to bring interpretations to the field. To
make the judgement in the spirit of sports, the best judgements preserve integrity. (McFee
2004)
This integrity: “ –is ‘an ambiguous virtue’: construing the law and it’s purposes in this way
‘makes decisions flow from a coherent set of principles, even when those principles are not
your own’” (McFee, 2004, 110). It can be argued that “—the integrity being preserved is
the integrity of the sport itself –and this accords with earlier talk of its spirit“ (McFee, 2004,
110).
It can then be said that rules have a moral dimension and when players learn them, they
simultaneously learn the underlying principles. This supports moral metaphors, such as fair
play and level playing field, which will eventually show ‘the value in sports’ (McFee,
2004:129). It is argued that sports have a moral basis, which can serve as moral education.
Morality in this theory is understood as the sphere of morality, where right actions and
thinking occur. This argument applies to competitive sports, which belong to the Olympic
program. However, the argument is not valid to non-competitive sports or sports which do
not provide opportunities for equal playing field or fair play. Sports are therefore intrinsically
moral and the judgements that are made are essentially particular. They are related to the
moral role of justice. There needs to be somebody, who breaks the rule and demonstrates the
moral teaching. This in turn concretizes the moral metaphors such as fair play and equal
playing field. (McFee, 2004) In sum, we can say that sports can function as ‘a moral
laboratory’ (McFee, 2004 ,140).
By the argumentation of McFee the discussion is drawn to an important part of sports namely
its moral value. So far, we have broadened the scope of understanding sports to mean its
rules, its relation to the nature of games and now also to it’s moral aspect. Next the discussion
is broadened to the institutional theory of sports.
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2.6 The Institutional theory of sports
McFee (2015) notes that in order to get a more sensitive account of sports, we need to deepen
our institutional understanding of sports and to look into different contexts of sport
performances (such as elite performance, the state of learning the sport and other levels).
According to McFee, sport can be said to be weakly institutional16:
“So what counts as sports varies from sport to sport – for instance, in the different degree to which
written rules specify acceptable and unacceptable behaviours, or the equipment that must, may, must
not employed; the character of particular sports is typically partly in the hands of its players—
“(McFee, 2015:55)17

The institutionality in sports refers to real institutions with governing bodies, rule
committees, event organizers, history, social practice and media relations (such as
newspapers and magazines). Sports range from the serious action of professional sports, to
sport done for recreation with family. In these instances, the rules might be altered, and
different or additional interpretations could be used. (McFee, 2015)
But what is ‘real sports’? The argument given by McFee (2015) is that whether we agree
that, for example the elite sport version is real sports, then it can be empirically objected, if
for example the same sport in a different context is not an elite sport18. Different institutional
contexts define sports differently. This is why excluding the recreational aspects of sports
would not serve the idea what sports is. Sport institutions are flexible, and they incorporate
the elite aspect as well as recreational ways of doing sports (McFee, 2015)
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McFee titles to be weakly institutional when compared to art. Art in his view has more of an authoritative
body in defining what really counts as art. “So, for strongly institutional concepts like ‘art’, the focus of the
institutionalism is more specific: not everyone has a ‘say’ in the status of particular objects (or the artistic
credentials of particular putative artist). (McFee, 2015, 55)
17
Hands of the players is meant that rules that are inherently related to play a sport (such as football, no
hands allowed) can be modified in a game of friends to include a hand rule to catch the ball if it is going over
the park lines. This rule modification doesn’t change the fact that the friends are playing still football.
Rhetorically the question could be put then what is ‘real’ football, the one played with friends or the one that
is been played in the elite field? (McFee, 2015)
18
For example doing cross-country skiing in Lappeenranta when it is +3 outside, raining and the 1 kilometre
track is literary only marked with snow, we might get a few angry looks when we would go and state that
these people are not doing sports because they’re not taking time or wearing the race numbers.
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Can we then claim that everything goes when we define what sports is? This gets us back
to the illustration on page 9, where the comparison is made between esports, swimming and
pistol shooting. When we look at the pictures, we can give no answer whether esport is a
sport. It bears some resembles to chess, because there is an evident lack of physicality of the
sitting players. Therefore, we might have a borderline case.
On the other hand as it is noted by McFee (2015), that in the future boxing will be no longer
a sport and it suffers the same faith as did the Ancient Greek martial art ‘pankration’. It was
excluded from the Ancient Olympic program, because it was too violent and it did not serve
the cause of sport. Cultures change and also institutions change and it is very possible that
boxing might be cast it out from the sports family. (McFee, 2015) This scenario can take
place also in the case of esports.
‘Not everything goes’ in the institutional account can also be displayed by making an
imaginary case in which baseball would have instead of three strikes, one or three hundred
strikes. One strike is not enough to display the players skill and 300 strikes makes the
competition long and boring. Hence, rules of the game don’t become totally arbitrary when
considering new choices for the sport. Another example of ‘not everything goes’ can be
made between women’s hammer throw and kabbadi. Women’s hammer throw came to the
Olympic program in 2000, although men’s hammer has been recognized as an Olympic sport
for a long time. Kabbadi, on the other hand, has a huge following (which can be pinpointed
to India), but it is not considered as an Olympic sport. In both cases the institutions around
sport can make case-by-case analysis about the following or the nature of the sport in
question. (McFee, 2015) Not everything can be treated as sport.
It is also argued that the institutional account makes it possible to recognizes innovations in
the field of sports. Whether it is a change in the skills and styles (the invention of the
Forsborous flop into high jumping) or in the use of blades in the running by Oscar
Pistorious19. Pistorious was allowed to participate in the Olympics and McFee makes the
point that:

19

Another example could be the invention of better aerodynamics in racing cycling by Greame Obree
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“—there is no automatic corollary in future cases: they can be treated ‘case-by-case’ and regulated
by obviously sport-relevant considerations, such as fairness.” (McFee, 2015:61)

Fairness leads us back to the idea of sports being a moral laboratory. The ethos of sports,
which comes from the fact that sports are being institutionalized, gives us the normative
notion of what we should be doing and not only as describing what rules constitute as sport
(McFee, 2015). Although sports are institutionally weak, they have codified rules and
governing bodies that regulate the sporting activities.
As we can see that the philosophical discussion around sports definition is complex and
multidimensional. To put boundaries around sports with the formalistic definition can be
helpful, but as we have seen, the strict rule following leaves out various activities. The
institutional account and the moral laboratory explanation of the essence of sport brings out
a different point of view, which suggests that sports don’t need a sharp definition at all. In
sum, I will define sports as an open concept. This leads us to Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory,
which will be the foundation for this research.

2.7 Sports as an open concept
During the discussion before we have mentioned that sports is regulated by rules, it has a
historical foundation, it raises debate over physicality, it has an ethos, it can serve to be
functional in case-to-case analysis and it has an institutional foundation. It has also been
noted that sports have historical and virtue ethical basis, it has a gratuitous logic, which is
centrally physical,20 presents agonal qualities21 that are tightly connected to rituals, as sports
can be seen as a presentation of ancestral skills related to survival such as hunting
(McNamee, 2008). McNamee (2008) writes:
“While there is no original exemplar of sport, we can see its genesis in play, historically developed
into the variety of forms that the activity can take and for which no final determinate shape can ever
20

There is a sense of (what I would call “doing it”) admire to the physical act that an athlete does when they
perform in sprinting, lifting and jumping.
21
Sports is tightly related to a struggle. As was mentioned by McNamee (2008) the word agony has its
etymological roots in ancient Greek word ‘agon’ meaning contest or struggle. Its hard to dispute this
characteristic of sport. One such example can be brought forth by the celebrated sport movie scenes of Rocky
(Avildsen, 1976), in which the pursuit of sports and painful training are been emphasised, and linking the
two together.
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be captured once and for all in a definition; the is a certain openness to the concept that precludes
such finality” (19).

For this research sports will be used as an open concept. It is a weakly institutionalized entity
and something can be declared as sports if we have a capacity to notice familiarity. In esports,
it is hard to notice the physical aspect or the agony as a part of the sports activity. However,
despite of this –it is called a sport. So why is CVG then called esports? Is it because the
author is desperately seeking to defence traditional sports because he or she has a history in
traditional sports (such as triathlon, ultrarunning and cross-country skiing) or to put it more
harshly as Parry (2019) puts it:
“Their (referring to esports22) values, in attempting to redefine these activities as sports, are
transparently obvious-they seek the commercial spoils of inclusion into (or even association with)
the Olympic club. They have a vested interest in larking around with our concepts” (13).

This “our concept” might just be a trap in the discussion because it focuses the conversation
to the definition of sports. In the media and in the public discourse, the CVG is called esports.
My initial question and the title of this is thesis is: “What it is to be a sport”? This question
can be handled in two ways 1) First by analysing whether esports fits in the conceptual
understanding of sports and 2) what the phenomenon of esports brings to the stage if it is
defined as a sport. Like Parry (2019) suggests, there might be an economical incentive that
explains the desire to be called esports. How we can answer to the second research question
of this thesis: “How do esports and video games function in the cultural field? “. In order to
answer this will use Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of the field and his social analysis to sports.
This theory accompanied with the previous discussion of the concept of sports, will help us
to understand the phenomenon of esports as a social phenomenon in Finland.

2.8 Bourdieu and sports. The theory of the field
Pierre Bourdieu is known for his work on social phenomenon and also by his work on sports
as a social field. In order to tie his theory to our previous discussion, we need first to look
into the theory and analyse what the research in video gaming has concluded and then
22

Text in paragraph added by author for clarification
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connect it to the ongoing debate in sports. As a result, the theoretical foundation for this
thesis is established.
In the upcoming chapter I will be heavily citing and referencing to Bourdieu’s original texts
to avoid misinterpretation. Bourdieu’s specific use of his own concepts make the theory at
times hard to follow and mistakes in my interpretation are possible. I do not claim being an
expert in sociology, being that my main expertise is in economics. Despite of this to gain
interdisciplinary insight, to go out of one’s comfort zone and take up the challenge to analyse
a cultural phenomenon can also to be seen as an advantage. It has been argued by Nichols
(2013) that Bourdieu’s theory of the field can be useful in describing macro- and
microeconomic relations in a culture. I will use Bourdieu’s theory as it provides an insightful
instrumental tool, to gain insight to a systemic understanding how sports, economics and a
new phenomenon, CVG, come together.
In order to explain sports as a cultural phenomenon with the help of the field theory, we need
to introduce the concepts of habitus, the field, capital, taste and strategy.

2.9 Habitus
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus can be defined as a summary of different conditions and
existence, which when being analysed show different social formations (Bourdieu, 1990b).
Habitus incorporates:
“—systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as
structuring structures that is, as principles which generate and organize practices and representations
that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends
or an express mastery of operations necessary in order to attain them”(Bourdieu, 1990b:53).

The structures can be different type of environments, which are durable and can be “—
objectively “regulated” and “regular” without in any way being the product of obedience to
rules—”(Bourdieu, 1977: 72). General rules that are to govern or seek obedience for example
to form the structures in the social context are not needed as the habitus can function as an
automatic formation (ibid.). The habitus, therefore, is a product of history, and it brings the
experiences of the past experiences to this day. It also produces the individual and collective
practices and more history (Bourdieu, 1990b). Bourdieu’s theory tries to explain the world
22

in a relational way. The importance of this is brought in habitus into light with the concept
of disposition. Bourdieu (1977)

makes the note that ‘transposable (or a system of)

dispositions’ explain habitus as:
“It expresses first the result of and organizing action, with a meaning close to that of words such as
structure; it also designates a way of being, a habitual state (especially of the body) and, in particular,
a predisposition, tendency and propensity, or inclination” (Bourdieu, 1977,214)

Tendency or inclination relate to taste. Bourdieu (1984) notes that from the habitus23 there
are different practices and perceptions of the practices. These practices are then being
appreciated or, in other words different people acquire different tastes and lifestyles and can
recognize (perceive) these differences. The structure is not only structuring itself (or as
Bourdieu put it ‘structuring structure’), but also been structured (In Bourdieu’s words ‘a
structured structure’) by the social classes that perceive and practice in the structure
(Bourdieu, 1984). The division (or the relations) between the social classes, reflect the
picture of the social world. Bourdieu explains:
“Thus, through the differentiated and differentiating conditionings associated with the different
conditions of existence, through the exclusions and inclusions, unions (marriages, affairs, alliances
etc.) and divisions (incompatibilities, separations, struggles etc.) which govern the social structure
and the structuring force it exerts, through all the hierarchies and classification inscribed in objects
(specially cultural products), in institutions (for example educational system) or simply in language,
and through all the judgements, verdicts, gradings and warnings imposed by the institutions specially
designed for this purpose, such as the family or the educational system, or constantly arising from
the meetings and interactions of everyday life, the social order in progressively inscribed in people’s
minds” (Bourdieu, 1984: 470-471)

Habitus is not a mechanism that is predeterministic. It has in the ability to reshape and
change, within the limitations, which are set in its invention (Bourdieu, 1990b). For example,
in the case of language, the social agents use, reshape and are affected by the symbolic power

23

And also in relation with the field [see discussion in (Grenfell, 2008) and see upcoming on chapter on
field.
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that is incorporated in language24 (Bourdieu, 1991). Language is then not fixed to be a certain
static state, but changes in the lines, which are set when it is been invented (i.e. grammar and
institutions that develop language for their use). The agents are the producers and the
reproducers of the objective meanings and are always a part of a class and some field.
In habitus, the individual is an actor, who brings the special standpoint inside the class. The
differences between classes are recognized by the different homologies that the individuals
in a class have. This constitutes a singular habitus that is recognizable of the class. Similarly,
inside a class, various individuals are united by the homologies that they present. The uniting
force is the common habitus, the similarity between the individual worldviews. In the
singular habitus, which each individual shares, the individual can serve as a structural variant
of the group and class habitus. Being different as an individual (expressing a “personal
style”) to show how different the individual is (deviating) or how similar (conforming) to
the style that is expressed in the group or class, leaves a room for the individual in the habitus
to be different. Important here is the notion that the so-called difference is to be recognized
in relation to other styles. Its then explained by the habitus how the externalities to the
individual and the internalities of the individual to the external are being bonded. (Bourdieu,
1977)
This bonding to the habitus is described by Bourdieu as ‘the feel for the game’. The feel for
the game is the sensation that helps people to recognize and choose what sort of cards they
choose to take to the social game. Bourdieu (1990a) writes: “the habitus as the feel for the
game is the social game embodied and turned into a second nature” (63) and continues
relating to the relation between the individual to the society:
“The habitus, as society written into the body, into the biological individual, enables the infinite
number of acts of the game – written into the game as possibilities and objective demands of the
game—” (63).
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Langue is the field in which the habitus is constituted by the social agents that use, reshape and are affected
by it.

24

An illustrative example by Bourdieu (1990a) to this relationship is that the player that is
catching a ball is as driven to catch it by a command of it (society and it’s visible and hidden
rules, norms, styles etc.), but similarly the catcher (individual and subjective difference) is
in command of the ball.
I have said a lot about what habitus is, but the difficulty to describe it stems from not being
able to bring the different parts of the theory straight to the definition. The habitus will get
clearer as the field, capital, practice and strategy are related to the habitus. I will now move
to clarify the field.

2.10 The field
As it was mentioned in the previous chapter that the field is where the individuals are
gathered and united by the singular habitus. Bourdieu (1984) makes the impression that the
field (like also habitus and capital) is an open concept, which needs to be defined in a
working system, not as something that is in isolation25. Much like in making the case that
sports is an open concept, Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) write:
“—the use of open concepts is a way of rejecting positivism… It is, to be more precise, a permanent
reminder that concepts have no definition other than systemic ones and are designed to be put to
work empirically in systemic fashion.” (95)

The field, like habitus needs to be understood in relations between different fields. Bourdieu
describes: “In analytic terms a field is may be defined as a network, or a configuration, of
objective relations between positions” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 97). The positions can
be defined by their existence and how they influence individuals, groups and institutions
(ibid.). By the current and potential situation, the participants have access to ‘species of
power’ (i.e. capitals). By acquiring different type of capital the participant can get profits in
the field. The profits are the ‘stakes’ in the field, which in their relation to other positions
cause for example domination, subordination and homology. (ibid.)

25

I would make this same remark of the definition of sports. We get to this when we refer to Bourdieu’s
research in sports.
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Bourdieu (1992) explains, that the social cosmos has in it various ‘microcosms’(in other
words, the subfields) and these microcosms have their own specific regularities and logic
which are irreducible, which in return makes it possible to define their positions against other
subfields. Fields have their own history, which is contrasted to the history of the participants.
When I wrote about habitus and the feel for the game, the field is an important actor, because
it produces this feeling. The stakes for participating in a game, commitments, directions,
orientations, the meaning in it and probable outcomes that an individual perceives or believes
are to be found in the game (Bourdieu, 1990b). They are derived from the field (Bourdieu,
1990b). In the field, there exists regularities and when these regularities are noticed and
mastered by the participant, they develop a feeling of the game that ‘is making sense’ and
that is ‘rational’ to participate in the game (Bourdieu, 1990b).
It can be said that people become so caught up in the game that they do not question it or
notice that they are playing (ibid.). This ‘getting caught up’ in the game is recognized in the
habitus. The formation and the influence is ever present for the participants26. They do not
have to pay any obedience to set of rules. They are participating in a simultaneous happening
of being – they are the catchers of the ball, and the ball that is “commanding” them
(Bourdieu, 1990a).
In Bourdieu’s theory the ‘feeling for the game’ is presented as “doxa”. This is created by
objectifiable circumstances, structures and ‘the sense of reality’ that is in the field and the
internalized structures. What we will come to call as doxa is:
“—in the extreme case, that is to say, when there is a quasi-perfect correspondence between the
objective order and the subjective principles of organizations …the natural and social world appears
as self-evident” (Bourdieu, 1977: 164)

That is to say when the habitus and the field are dependent - they explain each other.
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I was going to write automatic, but I try to avoid it. Bourdieu has mentioned many times in his writings
that it is a mistake to think about habitus or the field as a mechanism (to which automation refers to). It is in
my understanding better described as an organic happening than something that is mechanical. Bourdieu
makes the case: “One last and critical point: social agents are not ‘particles’ that are mechanically pushed and
pulled about by external force” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 108), see also page 102 in the same book.
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In order to understand how the field is described and analysed, we must look at the relations
between social actors. The social agents or groups exist and are described by their differences
and by these differences they occupy a ‘relative position’ (Bourdieu, 1998). The positions
are formed as social agents can access, be excluded and possess different powers (capitals).
Next, I will introduce Bourdieu’s idea of the capital and describe how the field and the
different forms of capital are connected.

2.11 Capital
For Bourdieu, the social world is an accumulated history, where the different forms of capital
are accumulated labour. It can make agents and groups form ‘social energy’ (Bourdieu,
1986). The different forms of capital can be accumulated, be in a state of inertia, herniated,
replicated and it can be acquired for an agent or group to produce profits in a social setting
(ibid.). Bourdieu (1986) makes a strong claim that capital is brought to mean other sorts of
goods than just the current connection to economical capital and money. According to
Bourdieu there exist four forms of capital which are economic, cultural, social and symbolic
capital27 (Bourdieu, 1989).
Economic capital means that things can be immediately and directly converted to money. It
can also take the form of being, for example, property rights. Cultural capital can be
converted to economical capital, but it is important to understand where it comes from.
Economic capital by its interest to maximation of profit, creates need for an opposition
towards which other forms of capitals (cultural, symbolic and social) are regarded as being
‘disinterested’(ibid.). Bourdieu (1986) continues:
“In particular it defines disinterested those forms of exchange which ensure the transubstantiation
whereby the most material types of capital –those which are economic in the restricted sense- and
present themselves in the immaterial form of cultural capital or social capital and vice versa” (242)
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In this thesis I will be using ‘capital’ , in its singular form, without a specification (for example economic
capital, symbolic capital), when referring to the theory of capital by Bourdieu. The plural form ‘capitals’ or
‘different forms of capital’, is used when referring to all of the four forms of capital or when making a
difference between the types of capitals. For example, as economic capital cannot seemingly translate ones
skill to run the 110 meter hurdles under 13 seconds, the other capitals (symbolic, cultural and social) can
assist us to capture the significance of this athletic performance.

27

In order to understand the self-interested maximization of monetary profit, the counterpart
of seemingly purposeless universe of art and intellectuals comes to being (ibid.) This ‘denial
of the economic’ is thus the source of the cultural, social and symbolic capitals. This denial
and the creation of the counterpart is further defined by Bourdieu:
“Everyone knows priceless things have their price, and the extreme difficulty of converting certain
practices and certain objects into money is only due to the fact that this conversion is refused in the
very intention that produces them, which is nothing other than the denial (Verneinnung) of the
economy” (Bourdieu, 1986: 242)

This ‘transubstantiation’ of economic to something immaterial (or in other words: symbolic)
is in Bourdieu’s theory a fundamental part. It helps to understand how the different forms of
capital are created and how they are related to the habitus.
Cultural capital can be described of having different states: embodied, objectified, and
institutional state (Bourdieu,1986). In cultural capital, the external wealth is incorporated to
the person, thus it is embodied and becomes part of the persons habitus (Bourdieu, 1984)
Because embodied cultural capital is different from the economic capital, it takes longer time
to develop (ibid.). It cannot be accumulated more than the person capabilities allow and it is
linked to ‘the biological singularity’ of the person, i.e. it will be developed by a person and
it will die with the person (ibid.). Because it’s form is not as evident as economic capital’s
it is not perceived to function as capital (ibid.). Economic capital struggles to translate its
value to it (such examples are legitimate competence, authority exerting recognition) (ibid.).
The embodiment of the cultural capital can also be seen as person’s expression to distinct
what is for the time suitable and in what manner one is to act (ibid.).
If the objectifiable state tries to get value from cultural capital the question rises, how to
utilize the embodiment that a person has? For example, works of art, academic
qualifications, writings, paintings, monuments, and skills can be used. What is important is
that when, for example, a painting is bought, the object becomes a material capital, but it
keeps it symbolic nature, which remains with the producer. The buyer, therefore, is unable
to “consume” the piece of art because of his lack of habitus in the field. (ibid.)
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Different institutions can give credentials and show that someone is culturally capable, for
example, by giving out academic credentials. An institutional form of cultural capital can
act as a sanction by legally guaranteed qualifications, which gives the bearer legal, respect,
constant, legal value and access to monetary capital. By making small difference inside the
institutions, they have created lasting and sharp differences which have the power to show
forth secured belief and impose recognition. The cultural capital has then a ‘guarantee’ to
have economic capital, as the holder can exchange it in the labour market. (Bourdieu, 1986)
Social capital is simply put the actual or potential of belonging to a group and the power that
is in durable networks, that can give “credentials” to the person participating. They can come
in the form of a family name, class, tribe, a school, neighbourhood, workplaces or even
kinship. Within these groups, exchanges in forms of either material or symbolic exchange
happen. To belong to a group has a possibility to gain profits, however, this is not to say that
this is a calculated formation as it can happen (as it has been noted before in the text)
unconsciously. What the groups aim at are to reproduce the relations to be used in the long
or short term to durable obligations that are felt by individuals (gratitude, respect, friendship)
or institutional guarantees. (Bourdieu, 1986)
Institutions and important agents who make the cultural authority are recognized as autors,
the ones that have a say when it comes to, for example, art and culturally significant issues
(Bourdieu, 1984). This is done through exchange of the material goods or in immaterial
ways such as knowledge and recognition. To know the ‘right’ people (or the ‘noble’ in the
group) is the power that is presented in social capital. For example, to know persons or a
person in the group who is recognized can be seen to be a highly profitable practice. The
groups also accumulate the other forms of capitals, which are collectively owned and thus
used to have access to the power in social capital. The phenomenon of “personality cult” and
a firm, which personifies as one individual can be presentative of the social capital.
(Bourdieu, 1986)
The bigger the social formation, more economic, cultural and symbolic capital the group
has, the more social capital the agent who belongs to the group can access (ibid.). Social
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capital, according to Bourdieu (1986), is never independent of the other capitals, as it derives
is weight and ability from the other capitals presented.
Symbolic capital is the recognition and acknowledgement of an agent or a group possessing
cultural and economic capital and which is able to reproduce power (Bourdieu, 1989). Social
capital, according to Bourdieu (1986): “—is totally governed by the logic of knowledge and
acknowledgement that it always functions as symbolic capital” (257). The appreciation and
perception of symbolic capital is given to the agents when they apply the objective structures
of the social world, where they participate in and are able to grant values that fit to this
objective structure (ibid.). Social groups and individuals can give out social recognitions and
a “legitimate vision of the social world”, but depending on the amount of symbolic capital
(being well-known, noble, recognized etc.) the individual or the group has a different weight
on their entitlement and power to define the social world (Bourdieu, 1989: 22).
Economic capital is in the basis of the capitals, as the other capitals can be in “a final
analysis” converted into economic capital (Bourdieu 1986). For this study, it is important to
note that economics can’t entirely capture cultural, symbolic and social capital (ibid.).
Cultural, symbolic and social capital can produce different sorts of outcomes and values,
which are presented in the opposite stance (ibid.) Economics are the foundation of the
different capitals and therefore, it is given a major emphasize when the theory of capital is
used to form different positions in the field.

2.12 The capitals and back to the field
To show how the capitals work in the field, Bourdieu concludes:
“ –at one pole the economically subordinated but culturally dominant class, with at one pole the
economically subordinate, but culturally dominant fraction (artists, intellectuals, professors of art
and science and at the other pole the economically dominant but culturally subordinate fractions
(managers or executives of the public and private sector)—” (Bourdieu, 1988: 285-286).

To give an illustration, the field analysis can be described like in the figure (see figure on
next page and figure in appendix 1.) below. On the vertical axis the economic capital volume
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is been presented and on the horizontal axis the relation distinction between cultural and
economic capital are analysed.

Economic

Economic

Fig.3 The field analysis of different capitals. Compiled by author in reference to
(Bourdieu, 1984; Bourdieu, 1998)
Depending on the field, time, social class and society there will be different forms of capital.
The dynamics of the field: “lies in its structure and in particular, in the distance, the gaps,
the asymmetries between the various specific forces that confront one another” (Bourdieu &
Wacquant, 1992:101). The capitals don’t exist without a relation to the field and it is
distributing power in it (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).
What is important here is that the distribution of power will create a ‘struggle’ between the
agents and institutions according to the constitutions, dynamics and rules that are present in
the field they are in. To gain profits with the specific capitals one possesses, those who
dominate the field organize functions for their advantages. However, they will be contended
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by the dominated. The fields are not fixed entities but have room of play. The dynamic
boarders of the fields are “the stakes of the struggles within the field itself”. (Bourdieu &
Wacquant, 1992: 104)
Bourdieu clarifies the system of economics in the case of the new bourgeoisie as:
“—the initiator of the ethical retooling required by the new economy from which it draws its power
and profits, whose function depends as much on the production of needs and consumers as on the
production of goods” (Bourdieu, 1984:310).

New lifestyle and the way of life has their own spokepersons as vendors, directors or
excutives in tourism, journalism, publishing, cinema, fashion, advertising, decoration and
property development (Bourdieu, 1984). Different actors in the field (such as scientist,
intellectuals, artists, companies) ‘bear’ the field and, by incorporating or owning the different
capitals, express it. The connective force of structures, groups and institutions are the
homologies, which can also “—be described to a resemblance within a difference” (Bourdieu
and Wacquant, 1992: 106) (these homologies can be found for example in field of
philosophy, politics, literacy field etc.), and eventually positioning in the field the ones that
are dominating, and the ones dominated –the ones excluded and those who are usurped. In
the fields there is a double logic, as a specific capital (or the power) of the agent can function
for example in a political field and simultaneously in the field, it originally drew this capital.
(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992)
Fields are, therefore, “systems of relations that are independent of the populations which
these relations define” (ibid: 106). Some capitals and their presentations function only
because they are emanations of the field and their existence is possible only because such a
field exists. These agents and institutions, according to Bourdieu, are valuable tips when we
are trying to define the field. Individuals are important, because they tell us, how the habitus
is been developed in the field. And in conclusion:
“—it is the knowledge of the field itself in which they evolve that allows us to best to grasp the root
of their singularity, their point of view or position (in a field) from which their particular vision of
the world (and of the field itself) is constructed” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 107).
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According to Bourdieu, there are: “no transhistoric laws of the relation between fields, that
we must investigate each historical case separately” (ibid: 109). However, he heeds the
warning that the relation between the fields is a highly difficult matter, because fields are
renewed with every analysis and they are evolving and their possible relations28 change,
constantly raising new questions about the state they are in. (ibid.)

2.13 Taste, body and habitus
In order to further understand how agents function in the field, we have to remember from
previous remarks that they are not just been pushed around, but are also actors that create
the field and acquire (or choose, whether consciously or unconsciously) different capitals.
Bourdieu defines taste as: “the propensity and capacity to appropriate (materially or symbolically)
a given class of classified, classifying objects or practices, is the generative formula of life-style, a
unitary set of distinctive preferences which express the same expressive intention in the specific logic
of each of the symbolic subspaces—” (Bourdieu, 1984:173).

The sort of clothes, sports, entertainment and daily utilities are presentations of the agent’s
taste. Habitus, (which is presented by the specific logic in the field, embodied in symbols
and in agents) hints how agents function in the field and how they position themselves in it.
It is not only the field that gives the hints but also other members. Bourdieu writes:
“In fact, one of it’s distinguishing features is precisely its sense of legitimacy in teaching others the
legitimate lifestyle by a symbolic action which not only produces the need for its own product,
therefore, in the long run, legitimates itself and those who exercise it, but also legitimates the lifestyle
put forward as a model, that is, that of the dominant class, or, more precisely, of the fractions which
constitute the ethical avant garde.” (Bourdieu, 1984:365)

An agent who belongs to the same class with others have incorporated (embodied) style,
handwriting and the apparent expression of different type of muscles, which present a

28

Such an example is given by Bourdieu to art, where at one point of time it was dependent and state
regulated, then it was freed and found autonomy, to be ones again be tied to the state and regulated.
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resemblance to each other. Efficacy of the actions (modus operatum) in the particular way
is expected to be seen (modus operandi) among agents with similar taste. (ibid.)
By transmutation of taste to objects and symbols, the individuals form differences and
oppositions between each other, which are inscribed in the physical bodies and to the
symbolic distinctions. The field and habitus together form a doxa, which was referred as a
being a common belief that is held by the agents of what is ‘common sense’. This practical
belief: “is not a ‘state of mind’, still less a kind of arbitrary adherence to a set of instituted
dogmas and doctrines (‘beliefs’), but rather a state of the body” (Bourdieu, 1990b:68).
According to Bourdieu social orders take advantage of body and language to recall beliefs
and associations to thought and feelings. Thus, it can be noted that:
“Symbolic power works partly through the control of other people’s bodies and belief that is given
by the collectively recognized capacity to act in various ways to deep-rooted linguistic and muscular
patterns of behaviour, either to neutralizing them or by reactivating them to function mimetically”
(Bourdieu, 1990b:69)

The body by embodiment, can be the political stance (hexis): in the walk, standing, speaking,
eating and also the way one feels and thinks. For example, it can be noted that if a person
walks ‘with a long stride head up’ and intensely staring to the goal or target expressing a
certain seriousness or by ‘dancing’ expressing a sort of carelessness and being in drift. Both
these examples present the tempo of the movement (e.g. eating too quickly equals to greed
and gluttony etc.). As the belief is built in the notion that “someone is as they are” it can
become amor fati29 which can create a vocation for tasks and bodily expressions which
enforce the believe in the prevailing functions in the field. (Bourdieu, 1990b)
The movements and stances are presented in the body, which represent different agents in
the different social groups (sexes, age groups, social classes) “—or more precisely, among
the meanings and values that are associated with the individuals occupying practically
equivalent positions in the spaces defined by these divisions” (Bourdieu, 1990b:71). For
example, symbolism related to the stance and the direction of eyes can be understood as an
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In other words, the love of one’s faith. See (Nietzsche, Williams, & Nauckhoff, 2001)
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expression of time and cultural setting and expressing shame or humility. In the contrary to
look up instead of kneeling has a different symbolic power as for example to oppose a social
order. (ibid.)
The presentation that can be found from the body is a fundamental part of the habitus of the
time. This relation can be summed in two ways. Firstly, the ways of perception and
appreciation which the body presents what is the objectification of the structure of the groups
and institutions that exist in the field. Secondly, to capture the bodily ‘mimesis’ is not done
by imitating (to be something conscious), but rather by processing the consciousness in it’s
reproduction. (ibid.) In a more poetic way:
“It (the body) does not present what it perform, it does not memorize the past, it enacts the past,
bringing it back to life. What is ‘learned by body’ it is not something that one has, like knowledge
that can be brandished, but something that one is” (Bourdieu, 1990b:72)

The acquiring of the habitus is not a mechanic learning by trial and error that happens
instantly. Instead it needs time, and the process has to be structured. This structure is
recognized as:
“The bodily hexis speaks directly to the motor function, in the form of a pattern of postures that is
both individual and systemic, being bound up with a whole system of objects, and charged with a
host of special meanings and values” (Bourdieu, 1990b:74).

The body then speaks of one’s position, whether it is rising or falling in a social structure,
with of the agent is a bearer, this being of gender and physical properties (such as strength,
beauty or being stigmatized). (ibid.)
Now when we have established where the habitus and field meet and how they function, I
will introduce yet two more thinking tools30 from Bourdieu. These are strategy (this will tie
the habitus, the different forms of capital and field together) and hysteresis (to describe, what
happens when habitus and field are not anymore meeting each other.

30

Mentioned in (Wacquant, 1989)
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2.14 Strategy and Hysteresis
In order for us to tie the forms of capital, field and habitus together we have to explain how
the social field is subject to the relations between subjective and objective. In the field,
habitus guides the body, which simultaneously adds something that is subjectively our own.
We perceive different capitals by taste and there is a distinction made, a separation from the
‘others’, where we take a position against others. For the struggle (which is always a relation,
without the other such struggle would not exist) we employ different strategies.
In the analysis of the field, where power relations and their factors are mapped, one needs to
look how those power relations are being weakened (strategies to transform the power
structure) or reinforced (strategies to ritualize the struggle) (Bourdieu, 1990b).
As it was mentioned, by the capitals that an individual has, they are seeking to access profits
in the field. Meanwhile, strategies are practices that are orientated towards the profit
maximization of economic and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1990b). The history of the field
(which is autonomous to other fields and to general history) is the source of understanding
strategies (Bourdieu, 1993). In order to locate strategies in the field we must look at tensions
between the power structures. Bourdieu writes:
“The habitus contains the solution to the paradoxes of objective meaning without subjective
intention. It is the source of these strings of ‘moves’ which are objectively organized as strategies
without being the product of a genuine strategic intention – which would presuppose at least that
they be apprehended as one among other possible strategies” (Bourdieu, 1990b: 62).

The objective strategies appear to promise a future return of its own consequence; the habitus
(which is generated by the past) creates the practices and gives a clue when certain strategies
function in the objective conditions, which are similar or identical to the past, which of the
habitus reminds us (Bourdieu, 1990b). These objective conditions can be tensions in the
labour markets, the political situation and repression (Bourdieu, 1990b). When the habitus
is fitted to the objective structure, there seems to be no calculated intention to gain profits,
instead, strategies seem to be sincere and gain their power of social approval by seeming to
be disinterested (ibid.).
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Agents and institutions seek strategies that build the collective and on the other hand the
dominant will use strategies that ensure that there is not a group but a series of individuals
(Bourdieu, 1993). They can also be called strategies of conservation (to gain profit from
already accumulated capitals) or strategies of subversion (to find ways to accumulate
different forms of capital and also to find means to devaluate the capitals of the ones that
possess it (Bourdieu, 1993). Strategies can change the tempo of the practices in the structures
(such an example could be the delay of revenge), or strategies:
“-- that work on other men in certain conditions that is, strategies of authority and reciprocity,
signifying intensions, wishes, desires or orders to it, through performative words or deeds which
make sense without any signifying intention” (Bourdieu, 1990b: 95).

Strategies are away how the practices of the agents in the field come together to form their
special positions. There can also be strategies that don’t work at all. This takes place when
the habitus is out of sync with the field. Bourdieu gives the example of Don Quixote in
describing hysteresis. The habitus (the rules of the chivalry of being a knight) which is the
product of the history that is incorporated in a person (in this example Don Quixote) who
gets in to all sorts of trouble because the habitus and from which the practices and strategies
stem from, are not in sync with the field where the person is (Bourdieu, 1990b). Bourdieu
sums up:
“Thus, as a result of the hysteresis effect necessarily implied in the logic of the constitution of habitus,
practices are always liable to incur negative sanctions when the environment with which they are
actually confronted is too distant from that to which they are objectively fitted” (Bourdieu, 1977:78)

I have now given a deep invitation to the Bourdieu’s theory of the field. Bourdieu has also
introduced his thinking tools31 to analyse the field of sports. Next, we will see how Bourdieu
defines sports and how sports function in the cultural field, which is part of the third research
question in this thesis. After this we will see how, other scholars have used Bourdieu to
investigate video game culture (VGC) and thus to move closer to start to research esports as
a social phenomenon by using the field theory.

31

The term “thinking tools” is presented in (Wacquant, 1989)
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2.15 Bourdieu the field of sports and tying together what has been said
Bourdieu’s research on sports relates to his, experience in the sport of Rugby. One could ask
that how a theory and analysis created in the 1970’s help us in 2020? I wish that the theory
of the field and the analysis contribute to this study by providing a historical context and
also a method to investigate a new phenomenon, the CVG. According to Bourdieu:
“—the constitution of a field of specific practices, endowed with it’s own specific rewards and its
own rules, where a whole specific competence or culture is generated and invested (whether it be the
inseparably cultural and physical competence of the top-level athlete or the cultural competence of
the sport manager or journalist) – a culture which is in a sense esoteric, since it separates the
professional from the layman” (Bourdieu, 1978:821-822)

Sports has its own special field of competition with its own supply of goods (equipment,
instruments, clothing etc.), services (teachers, instructors, coaches, managers), producers
and vendors of the sport entertainment (t-shirts, TV rights, etc.) Bourdieu writes that sports,
with its athletes and forms of entertainment are there to supply a social demand. It has also
its historical genealogy, from which we could make the case of sports evolving to become a
specific field of competition which is different from ritual games and festive amusement.
(Bourdieu, 1978)
In this pursuit Bourdieu urges us to go beyond the precapitalistic form where sports have
been located (the time when sports is tightly tied to production of sports products). This, in
turn, goes beyond historical instances where pre-existing physical activity was received as
new meaning, respecting to the activities rewards, rules and the social identity of the
participants (i.e. habitus and different capital). (Bourdieu, 1978)
Such a historical narrative is tied to the educational establishments where the ‘elites’ of the
time took a number of popular i.e. vulgar32 games and reinterpreted their meaning. In France
,where Bourdieu’s analyses comes from, sports was made a :”physical art for art’s sake,
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The world vulgar is referred to different tastes. The word in this sense does sound degrading, but it is a
way to create the opposition of positions between the ‘distictive’ taste (often referred to the elite and to
strategy of seeming to be ‘indifferent’) and the vulgar (popular sense of taste) For futher clarification see
(Bourdieu, 1984)
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governed by specific rules, increasingly irreducible to any functional necessity, and inserted
into a specific calendar” (Bourdieu, 1978:823). To make the distinction in taste of the ‘elites’
to:
“-- pride themselves in disinterests and define themselves by an elective distance –manifested in art
and sport –from material interests. ‘Fair play’ is the way of playing the game characteristic of those
who do not get so carried away by the game as to forget it is a game—” (Bourdieu, 1978:824)

The relation between habitus, field and doxa is that it creates an automatic belief that the
game rules are self-explanatory and make sense. The automatization and rationalization
make the field of sports where it creates predictability and calculability (i.e. a promise of
future returns). Sports became established first trough educational institutions (one can
become a trainer or a teacher for example) and then between regions. Through these
institutions sports has a self-governing body that can create events, give out prizes and use
disciplinary powers, such as banning and fines (the creation and use of symbolic capital).
(Bourdieu, 1978)
During the Bourdieu’s time of writing, sports were connected to manly virtues, forming of
character and in showing the marks, virtues of true leaders and personal initiatives. The
formulating of the ethos to sports and to characterise its virtues, sports needed a constitution
that describes the philosophy of sports. Sports are seen as a field of struggle, where one can
gain cultural and social capital and build different sorts of distinctions to demonstrate one’s
positions of smart
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and vulgar sports. (Bourdieu, 1978). Bourdieu’s analysis is deeply

rooted in class struggle and in the discussion of the troubled relations between working class,
the petti bourgeois and the bourgeois. (Bourdieu, 1978)
Bourdieu (1978) makes the social definition of sports:
“—the social definition of sports is an object of struggle, that the field of sporting practices is the site
of struggled, in which what is at stake, inter alia, is the monopolistic capacity to impose the legitimate
definition of sporting practice and of the legitimate function of sporting activity – amateurism vs.
33

Such examples from Bourdieu (1978) are sports such as tennis, golf, riding, sailing with the different clubs
and elective gatherings.
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professionalism, participant sport vs. spectator sports, distinctive (élite) sport vs. popular (mass)
sport; that this field is itself part of the larger field of struggles over the definition of the legitimate
body and the legitimate use of the body, struggles which, in addition to the agents engaged in the
struggle over the definition of sporting uses of the body—” (826)

To be able to define a sport (and make distinctive position of disinterest) works also when
some sports are defined as popular sports, which turn them into televised mass spectacles
(i.e. the mass production of sports). Sports entertainment and making sports a part of the
show business, creates practitioners, which are not active competitors, but passive (armchair
athlete) consumers. The armchair sports person sees the excellence in sports much in a
similar way as the music lover listens to the music. Passive and the active consumers of
sports are distanced from the professionals and they become nothing more than consumers
in the deep structures of the collective consciousness. (Bourdieu, 1978)
According to Bourdieu (1978), sports served means of ‘filling in time’, making youth to
engage in a healthy and rational activity (such as building character) that could be easily
monitored and which serve a public interest (831). This recognition and the popularization
of sports has guided a great variety of sports organizations. Sport in economical sense, is
designed to control adolescents. This became the starting point in the struggle between
different institutions that tried to mobilize and symbolically engage in a competition for the
conquest of youth. According to Bourdieu:
“—complete and continuous containment of the working population, provided their employees not
only with hospitals and schools but also with stadiums and other sport facilities—" (Bourdieu,
1978:831).

When modern nation states allocated funding to the sports clubs in order to pursuit a goal,
in which sports organizations and clubs were politically neutral, sports became an object of
political struggle. This struggle started at the stage where the spectacle of sports could
emerge. It also provided for the lower social classes access to the symbolic and economic
capital. This took place directly to the following success stories of famous athletes, which
deteriorated the amateurism in sports and clarified the requirements of professionalism. This
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shifted sports from the educational aspects towards winning, titles and records. (Bourdieu,
1978)
Bourdieu, by bringing the understanding of habitus in sports, brings also different
understandings of the body in sports, i.e. how the habitus is embodied in different classes.
Bourdieu describes this as:
“ -- ‘a body for others’ is the visible manifestation of the person, of the ‘the idea it wants to give of
itself’, its ‘character’ i.e. its values and capacities, the sports practice which have the aim of shaping
the body are realizations, among others, of an aesthetic and an ethic in the practical state” (Bourdieu,
1978:834)

The body connects sports to its morals (symbolic capital), as a person seeks to present
himself through the sport. In this the recognition of having spare time (with is the
transformation from economic capital), economic, and cultural capital can be analysed. It is
not enough to analyse the cultural or economic capital required to do a sport, but the analysis
needs to capture the tastes, too, (perception and appreciations) which lead to certain profits
from the practices. The profits are intrinsic (something that the person beliefs to be a worth
of doing) or social (when one does a sport, they will gain access to different social groups,
where both the cultural, economical and spare time aspect will exclude some participants).
(Bourdieu, 1978)
For the bourgeois society, sports are used to gain social capital and the physical maintenance
and these are seen as ends in themselves. This leads to improved health and fitness i.e. ‘the
body for others’. Through the access to sports special groups could gain social capital. For
the working class, the body is regarded as a means to an end, an instrumental relation implies
that one can invest in the body or one can gamble with the body by inflicting pain and
suffering to it. Sports activities such as walking and jogging don’t have a competitive side,
but they are engaged in the spirit of racialized activities for protecting oneself from aging,
having a sort of “ascetic sport par excellence since it amounts to a sort of training (askesis)
for training’s sake”(Bourdieu, 1978:838). These ascetics are seen as a sign of improved
individual, whose sacrifices can profit in the future. For the possessors of cultural capital
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(university professors and students), purely health-orientated sports are connected to the
distinctive relation to the habitus that they possess (such as mastery of one’s body and a
position different from the popular). (Bourdieu, 1978)
Later Bourdieu and colleagues wrote about commercialization of sports, which was evident,
because its spectacles, sales of goods and by the rise of television (Bourdieu, Dauncey, &
Hare, 1998). The spectacle of sports makes small amateur clubs struggle for the existence,
because their economic income depends on the help of volunteers and developing players
from the less developed parts of the world. Spectacle of sports turns clubs into capitalistic
businesses, which are affected by the neo-liberal economic ideology. (Bourdieu et al., 1998)
Bourdieu shows how the commercialization of sports has advanced with different pace in
different countries. In England, for example, sports clubs adopted company structures fairly
quickly and they became limited liability companies, where in France the commercial
football developed ‘late’ and was ‘incomplete’ because of the resistance of the
commercialization. The neo-liberal economic thinking has gained ground “—for purpose of
speculation, high profits and salaries, while retaining the protection offered by being in the
public service” (Bourdieu et al., 1998: 19)

Sports has been recognized as offering career paths and upward mobility for youth from
lower social classes. Bourdieu asks whether the role of a public service, public health and
civic education will disappear when sports are taking over by the forces of money? The
struggle in sports rises a question of culturally dominant habitus (a systemic whole): “the
choice of ‘solidarity’ … over ‘individuality’ ….; the choice of ‘ social security’ against
‘individual private insurance’; the choice of the ‘collective’ over the ‘individual’ “
(Bourdieu et al., 1998:20)
To have sports that serves the disinteresting part of cultural capital and balances the
economic opportunities (i.e. find a opposite force) there are two options. Sports can either
be ridicule or discredit the spectacles or to start build towards a utopia with in which:
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“emphasis on the educational value of sport; the strengthening of the State’s moral and legal support
for the ideas and interests of the national sports federations’ un-paid officials; stronger measures
against corruption; encouragement of coaching centres for young players; more emphasis on the
development of young players as opposed to reliance on the transfer market; restoring continuity
between grass-roots clubs and elite sportsmen and women ; promotion of young people’s realistic
identification with famous players facilitated by a real model of advancement, and for children of
immigrants the promotion of social integration through sport” (Bourdieu et al., 1998:21)

In this part we paid reference to Bourdieu’s analysis relating to sports. This answers, at least
partially, the third research question of this thesis: “how sports function in the cultural field”.
According to the Bourdieu’s theory, sports is a way to gain social, cultural, economic and
symbolic capital. For the dominant in the field, to be able to give a legitimate way of defining
the body serves as a key to gain power. We will next move to the other part of the third
research question. Next, we will give an answer to “how video games function in the cultural
field?”
I will look at other research done with the field analysis relating to video games after which
I will tie the theoretical section together and move to the methodology and conduct the
analysis.

2.16 Video game culture and Bourdieu
Bourdieu’s field theory has been used in researching the cultural aspect of video games
(Dovey & Kennedy, 2006; Kirkpatrick, 2013), and what sorts of issues are related to the
video game production (Nichols, 2013). In these studies, esports has not been analysed in
the field of VGC. In this chapter, I will conclude my philosophical discussion of the theory.
First, I will look and analyse the studies in video games with reference to Bourdieu and
conclude the theoretical section. Finally, I will move to the methodology of the research the
social field of esports in Finland.
To gain a position as a cultural practice, computer games have struggled to be recognized as
their physical existence (i.e. the machines and the game programs) and also as cultural
objects, which people could recognize and played (Kirkpatrick, 2013). In addition, games
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became easily accessible to wide audience (ibid.). As was mentioned in the definition of
esports, the ‘e’ stand for the electronic which is always tied to the artificial aspect of video
games, which can be better phrased by Grant (2009):
“X is videogame if it is an artifact in a visual digital medium, in intended as an object of
entertainment, and is intended to provide such entertainment trough the employment of one or both
of the following modes of engagement: rule and objective gameplay or interactive fiction” (26)

The previous notion of the media format must be embodied. From the 1970s till today the
games have developed according to generic rules and recognition of positions. The gamer
habitus, that embodies the perceptions and skills, which are necessary to understand the field
of computer game culture (CGC), have its own history, characteristics and autonomous field
functions (Kirkpatrick, 2013). As mentioned above, the presence of economic market forces
are present, and this is one of the arguments, which is raised by scholars who question the
fundamental differences between esports and other sports.
As marked by Kirkpatrick (2013) the video gaming field is tricky, because its discourse
doesn’t develop similar as the fine arts. Instead, it lays somewhere in “between technology
and art. Hence, it is neither childish nor adult; and it is both therapeutic and unhealthily
addictive” (Kirkpatrick, 2013:73). The invention of ‘gameplay’ for example in the 1983
Computer and Video games, set a mark when the aesthetic value and the form of a games
cultural value was being introduced and use to create a distinction (Kirkpatrick, 2013). In
order to acquire a specific habitus in video gaming, one needs to pick up the controller, or to
move the mouse in a certain way and to engage in the video games to learn its habitus. The
existence of the field and the habitus make it possible to create a ‘gamer’ (‘gamesters’ were
introduced as a word in 1985) (Kirkpatrick, 2013). He continues:
“Computer games are inserted into the human sensorium in a unique way: no other medium interfaces
with human beings on so many levels at once. Games provide sounds, sights and somatic stimuli that
have to be processes and responded to using eyes, hands and other parts of the body” (Kirkpatrick,
2013:82).
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In the late 1980s, the video game magazines started to assume that the gamers have
habitus of knowing, how to play the game. They have become closer to the games and
therefore, create what Bourdieu would call the illusion (Kirkpatrick, 2013).
The creator can create a game world which is imaginary, realizable and controllable (Dovey
& Kennedy, 2006). Dovey and Kennedy (2006) write that technicity adds to the traditionals
scene, which Bourdieu describes as the new bourgeois scene, where the media designers and
programmers have a leading role in creating cultural capital and building a new lifestyle,
which is considere to ‘have maximum cool’ (78). They become the creators of the technical
and imaginary world, where the symbolic capital exists. It is played within and without, and
it is been constantly updated and driven by consumption (Dovey and Kennedy, 2006)
The consumer willingness to buy the next device (console, pc, etc.), continually purchase
games and acceptance to a continual in game update-culture is an important driver of the
culture (Dovey & Kennedy, 2006). This is a similar claim, which Bourdieu makes when he
argues that television is like a Trojan Horse that made the spectacles of sports to be sharply
connected to the economic capital (Bourdieu et al., 1998).
Video games have also been recognized as a part of networked capitalism, where huge
amounts of commodities become available for consumers as an act of ‘liberation’ (Boltanski
& Chiapello, 2005; Kirkpatrick, 2013). By the ‘privatization of cultural consumption’,
cultural commodities (such as listening to music) liberate the consumer from constraints,
which are linked to the more traditional forms of the cultural commodity (e.g. going to a
concert). Similarly, by privatizing the commodity (e.g. listening music on portable devices),
consumer can decide when and how much he or she wishes to use the commodity (Boltanski
& Chiapello, 2005:483). By commodifying liberation and desires, they can be recuperated
and supervised (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005). The consumers desired existence of liberation
is attempted to be met by a commodity, which cannot capture an authentic existence
(Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005; Kirkpatrick, 2013). Dovey and Kennedy (2006) point out that
the same phenomenon applies to the technological imaginary, which is acting as a driver for
consumption : “The next gadget or software upgrade always bringing us ever closer to the
sense of completion and wholeness which day to day reality so painfully lacks, but which
we are certain to find in the friction-free world of the imaginary future” (78).
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Karhulahti (2017) argues that the ‘e’ in esports could be better described as an economic
foundations of esports, because the games are owned by profit oriented companies. This
economical foundation defines the difference between traditional sports and esports.
Traditional sports are “free” because they are not tied to the reality created by the exclusive
owners of the esports games. Additionally, the exclusive owners have a acceptable position
to regulate organized competitions. All esport games are licensenced by esports companies.
Thirdly, game companies control the development of games by delivering on-line
maintenance and updates for customers and players.

Sport Accord (an authorative

international sport association) defines that sports should not rely on equipment that is
provided by a single supplier. This challenges the exclusive ownership of esports.
(Karhulahti, 2017) In 2020 the Global Association of International Sports Federations (2020)
has noted that one requirement for any sport to be a sport, it must have a non-profit feature.
Karhulahti (2017) argues that esport companies have gained an absolute power to include or
exclude players from esports. For example in 2016,the Riot games excluded Christopher
Myckles permanently from League of Legends (ibid.). Similarly an esport player was
excluded, because he protested agains the Chinese governments actions on Hong Kong riots
in 2019 (BBC, 2019). According to Karhulahti (2017) similar exclusions have taken place
in traditional sports, but the difference is that athletes can still practice and train within the
border of their native country. However, in esports the exclusion takes place in virtual reality
and it is, therefore, total.
It has been noted that the cultural aspect of video games reflects the economic volume of the
games, which glorifies the “creative work” of developers. However, it hides workers, who
produce consoles and also the profit motive that lies behind the games. This renders video
games into to capitalistic logic by capturing dollar and audience (Nichols, 2013). In case of
esports this refers what Bourdieu calls ‘the spectacles’.
Nichols (2013) in his analysis draws the fields of power and the different forms of capital to
the canvas (found in appendix 1. ). By using Bourdieu’s categories of cultural (CC +/-) and
economic capital (CE +/-) and symbolic capital (CS +/-) he recognizes that the field of
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power, with the highest concentration of both cultural and economic capital is with the
commercially productive institutions in the heart of cultural production. Highest in the
cultural capital are the alternative game producers (small-scale) who have the potential to
create economic power. The game modders are the ones who can alter the game code and
make new game forms out of the existing one’s or cheat in the games. Game production is a
field of its own, but one needs to have cultural capital in sync with the habitus of the field.
Outside agents (such as policy makers and critics) influence the field but they have the
economic capital to operate in the field. However, they don’t possess the cultural capital.
Casual gamers occupy the social space by creating a part of the culture. The ones who occupy
the least of both of the cultural and economic capital are considered to be the console
assembly workers34. (Nichols, 2013)
Nichols (2013) makes the case that Bourdieu’s field theory can be used “to bridge macroand micro-economic concerns” (40). By using the analysis with cultural capital the dominant
in the field of power are noted to be able to sanction those who change the rules and the
nature of the games (modders change the games to the mode that player would like the game
to be) and treat their actions as violations. (Nichols, 2013)
Nichols (2013) also notes, that videos games “—represent a cultural commodity wrestling
with what and who define their cultural legitimacy” (34). Critics of video games have
characterised video games as toys with no cultural value or even negative cultural value
(ibid.). Nichols (2013) makes the important remark that the criticism towards video games
from other fields symbolizes struggle that takes place in the field where actors try gain social
and cultural capital. This remark can be seen also other way around. When the field of power
in VGC intersects with other fields of power, that possess cultural capital (ibid.) When this
happens there is “a clash about the meaning of video games” (Nichols, 2013, 44). The use
of Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital therefore: “—forces the question of how play,
appropriation and appropriation of game meaning, and the construction of meaning might
be channelled, obstructed, or marketed by an industrial system” (46). Bourdieu’s theory
gives us different ways of analysing video games in society (ibid.)

34

For further clarification see (Nichols, 2013:42)
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Now we have arrived at the critical point in the analysis. Bourdieu has been used in the
previous chapters to describe, how video games and the entertainment relates to the culture.
In other words: “How do video games function in the cultural field?” The analysis has
concluded that the field of VGC is in its core economically driven and that the dominant
positioned in the field of power possess abilities to exclude participants from the field of
power. They are able to create the symbolic capital that is brought to the gamers. The field
of video game culture seeks to define cultural legitimacy. However, there are other actors,
who possess cultural capital and who are looking to engage in the field. At the same time,
the field of video game culture is looking for gaining cultural capital from other fields. The
field analysis of Nichols (2013) enhances conceptual understanding of what is sports and
how the theory of the field can be used as a platform when analysing how esports functions
in the cultural field of Finland.
This concludes the theoretical section of this thesis. Next, we will go to the methodical part
and connect theory to the interview questions, which are presented to the agents who
represent the Finnish esports scene. With the help of this analysis, we will give answers to
the fourth research question, which is: “How does competitive video gaming function in the
cultural scene of Finland?”
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3

METHODOLOGY AND GATHERING THE DATA

Sports can be seen as a cultural phenomenon and the research focuses on the cultural forms
and practices of sports (Mcfee, 2009). The qualitative research methods (observations, oral
history and interviews) aim to capture the substance of this culture as it is understood by
actors and how it is connected to the context of sporting activities (ibid.). The data and the
knowledge of the field can be found in the body (the habitus) of the agents that participate
in the field (Bourdieu, 1984). Therefore, we are researching individuals, who are related to
the field of VGC, as “The knowing subject”, as Bourdieu (1990b; 28) would call them.
Bourdieu makes a distinction of recognizing both the subjective and objective knowledge
and the importance of both when describing the social world (ibid.). Objectivism, according
to Bourdieu (ibid.), seeks to explain the social world with objective regularities (or
theoretical knowledge), which include laws, structures, and rules of relationships. Objective
knowledge can be understood as an attempt to break from primary knowledge (subjective),
which brings forwards two assumptions of objective knowledge : 1) objective knowledge is
able to exclude particular conditions, where experience happens and 2) “that objectivist
knowledge can establish both the structures of the social world and the objective truth of
primary experience as experience denied explicit knowledge of those structures” (Bourdieu,
1977, 3).
The separation between subjective and objective knowledge is something that Bourdieu
criticizes. Bourdieu (1990b) makes the claim that: “Of all the oppositions that artificially
divide social science, the most fundamental, and the most ruinous, it’s the one that is set up
between subjectivism and objectivism” (25). This stems from the notion that objectivity tries
to be independent from subjective (or practical) knowledge incorporating ones individual
consciousness and wills. From this standpoint Bourdieu (ibid.) continues that:
“Thus one cannot move beyond the apparent antinomy between the two modes of knowledge and
integrate their gains without subordinating one’s scientific practice to a knowledge of the ‘knowing
subject’, an essentially critical knowledge of the limits inherent in all theoretical knowledge, both
subjective and objective” (27)
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It is difficult to ensure person’s viewpoint as being purely objective. People always carry
their own viewpoint into the analysis, and to exclude this fact would be a mistake (Bourdieu,
1990b).
When researching the field of VGC, it is important to understand how the different capitals
and how the habitus are incorporated and owned by the agents in the field. Qualitative
research is regarded as a valid method in research that focuses on structures of meanings that
individuals create (Metsämuuronen, 2005). In qualitative research the data is gathered in
non-numeric form and it tries to enhance understanding of chosen scientific concepts
(Gratton & Jones, 2010). In this study, the social definition of sports and the theory of field,
developed by Bourdieu, will be used as the foundation for the analysis. In all, the research
touches several fields of interests, such as sports sociology, sports history, and philosophy
of sports.

3.1 Sample
The sample of this research consists 13 interviews. The interviewees were selected to
represent various agents and institutions related to esports in Finland. The sampling can be
said to be successful as all the agents and institutions of the field are present in the interviews.
The agents and institutions represent pro-gamers (n=1), fans (n=1), coaches (n=2),
educational institutions (n=2), top esports organizations (n=3) esports related unions and
governmental institution (n=2), media presentative (n=1) and gaming companies (n=1). The
ages varied from 24-57 years. The sample constitutes 3 women and 10 men. The sample of
thirteen interviews is regarded as a valid sample sizes if the research consists different actors
in the field. The sampling in qualitative research can be directed by the grounding theory as
it seeks to present the phenomenon (Flick, 2007). The aim of the qualitative sample is to
gather rich and broad data from the subjects to which even a small sample group can be
suitable (Gratton & Jones, 2010). The sampling was done by the snowball sampling method,
focusing on pretermitted agents and institutions, which this study desires to capture. In
snowball sampling the interviews proceed from one to the next asking the interviewees
information for suitable people to interview (ibid.). The guide to direct the sampling was
directed by the different actors and institutions that were needed to present the field.
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3.2 Gathering of the data
The gathering of the data was put forward first by contacting persons who present different
institution and agents in esports in Finland. The interviews where gathered from the
beginning of March 2020 till the beginning of April 2020. Two of the interviews where
person to person contacts, two via phone and the others were approached by email. In the
email the description the research was presented, and the rights of the interviewee and the
means of data handling were presented in a privacy form. In total eleven emails were sent
and 9 were answered. All who responded agreed for an interview.
Interview as a data gathering method was chosen, because it is the best way to gather
qualitative data, which deals with concepts that are difficult to measure (Gratton & Jones,
2010). When research is dealing with the questions “why” and “how”, interviews are
considered to be a good method for data gathering (ibid.). It has also noted that interviews
can be chosen as the data gathering method is the people who participate in the study can
present viewpoints as freely as possible (Hirsjärvi, Remes, & Sajavaara, 2007). Interviews
provide also broad answers to the questions and they interviewees are able to elaborate their
own experiences and interests in-depth (Gratton & Jones, 2010).
In order for us to gather the data needed for the theory of the field, semi-structured interviews
were chosen. In semi-structured interviews, the questions are based on predetermined
subjects. The order and content of questions can be changed during the interviews if more
information is needed (Gratton & Jones, 2010; Metsämuuronen, 2005) . Interviews can also
include open questions, which enhance in-depth information about the themes (Järvinen &
Järvinen, 2004).
An interview frame for this study was constructed and a pilot study was made with two
interviewees. Eventually the frame and questions used in these interviews stayed almost the
same with only minor adjustments. Hence, also the pilot study was also included into the
research data. For all interviews, the same question frame (see appendix 2.) was used. One
of the interviewees (fan, n=1) asked to see the interview frame before the interview. The
frame was sent for the interviewee. Other interviewees (n=12) did not see the interview
frame before the interviews. The structure of the questions was based on the Bourdieu’s field
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theory analysis. The themes that guided the questions focused on the differences between
esports and traditional sports, and also to the habitus, positions in the field, forms of capital
and strategy. All interviews were conducted in Finnish.
The interviews were organized with a Doodle calendar, where the interviewees could select
a suitable time for themselves. One interview was done in person and the other twelve were
conducted by the internet. Eleven of these interviews were conducted via Discord and one
was conducted with Microsoft teams. In each of these interviews video recording was used
when presenting myself. However, the interviews were conducted without the video in order
to ensure stable internet connection. This method was decided because public health
restrictions due to the COVID-19 pandemic. In the beginning of the interviews, I notified
the interviewees that the session would be recorded. I also presented myself and the privacy
of information was recapped. There were no objections or critical comments as all
interviewees agreed to proceed.

3.3 Data analysis method
The interviews were opened in written transcripts. The recordings where written word by
word to a word document. I personally wrote all of the 13 interview transcripts. The
interviews ranged from 33 minutes to 57 minutes, the average interview length was 47
minutes. The length of pauses in the interviews where not described. In total the transcript
mounted to 126 pages, with the font Calibri (body), size 11, with pacing being 1.
After writing the transcript, the data was analysed in five stages. In the first stage, the data
was written open into the transcripts and listened. The next step was to code the data to the
relevant conceptual categories, which are derived from conceptual framework of the
research (Gratton & Jones, 2010). This was done by copy and pasting method turning the
transcript into another word document, which had an index for each of the concepts relevant
for the theory of the field and the discussion between esports and sports. Each part of the
transcript was colour coded with a colour that presented each individual interview. The
highlighting was used to pinpoint key wording and phrases which explain why specific
phrase was picked to present the conceptual category.
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The next stage in the coding identified causal relations, where certain codes were categorized
under a more general code, seeking patterns and explanations (Gratton & Jones, 2010). This
was done by writing a piece of text of each parts of the field. During the writing process, the
data was further categorized into bigger general codes that were directed to support the
argumentation. In this part the irrelevant data for this research was left out.
The fourth stage is to do selective coding, in which the raw data is been read to illustrate the
analysis and to seek out contradictory claims to the arguments presented (Gratton & Jones,
2010). The coded data can then be clustered to the common themes (ibid.) For this stage,
another piece of text was written based on the previous text. In this writing process the
original transcript was revisited and analysed according to the chosen categories. To
complete the analysis the data clusters were connected to the analysis method mentioned by
Bourdieu in which:
1. Analyse the positions of the field vis-á-vis the field of power.
2. Map out the objective structures of the relations between the positions occupied by
the agents and institutions who compete for the legitimate form of specific authority
of which this field is a site.
3. Analyse the habitus of the agents, different systems of disposition they have acquired
by internalizing a determinate type of social and economic condition and which find
in a definite trajectory within the field under consideration a more or less favourable
opportunity to become actualized.
(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 104-105)
This method guided the final analysis to describe the fields of VGC and CVG in Finland
. However, I must now make the remark relating to the research question. The CVG field in
Finland became a difficult task, because the conversation in the interviews shifted fast from
the national level to the global level. A big portion of the analysis, therefore, is related to the
international scene.
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3.4 Practical and theoretical implications of the research
This study broadens the work of Nichols (2013), who analyses the field of VGC. The
broadening to Nichols work is the introduction of CVG into the social space by the Finnish
example, the adding of the sports field besides the field of VGC and adding the owners of
the owners of the cultural production to the field. Also, the work of Karhulahti (2017) and
Parry (2019) on the difference between esports and sports will be broadened and supported.
The exclusive ownership mentioned by (2017) is supported by the findings in this study. It
seems that the strategies that are related to the power derived from the advantaged position.
Parry’s (2019) questioning of esports being a sport is broadened by the discussion of the
motives of the use of the term by the commercial actors.
This research also shows the usefulness of Pierre Bourdieu’s theory, because it provides
thinking tools to comprehend structures of this multidimensional phenomenon. Also, to
think about sports trough the social definition is a valuable tool to the participants in the
field. Managerially this study contributes to the understanding of the environment where
sports clubs operate and where they try to improve position in the game. By connecting the
work of Bourdieu’s (1978) sociological work in sports and McFee’s (2004; 2015)
institutional and moral laboratory theory of sports, can further assist to research the field of
VGC and CVG.
This research is one of the first that is based on qualitative data that focuses on the cultural
development of CVG in Finland. Although the limits of the master theses cannot fully open
the complexity of theoretical and empirical issues, at least it is safe to say that this work
contributes to the start of a discussion of the cultural field of CVG. At best, the work can
shed light to the power of using of words by those, who possess the capability and power of
defining the field of traditional sports.

3.5 Research integrity
The ministry of education and cultures Finnish advisory board on research integrity and the
Finish research community have developed guidance to do ethically sustainable research.
The guides purpose is to enhance good scientific research and to prevent scientific
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dishonesty (TENK, 2012). In this research I am committed to follow these guidelines. Next,
I will describe the research integrity in this research in detail.
To be ethically acceptable, reliable and the results credible, I have practiced honesty,
meticulousness, and accuracy, in recording, presenting, and evaluating the research results.
The practices used in the research, to gather the data, analyze it and to present it to make
ethically sustainable research have been followed. I have paid respect and accuracy to the
work of other researchers, by citing their work appropriately and giving respect to their
findings. (TENK, 2012)
In the interviews I presented the interviewees a privacy form that described the general theme
of the research, the rights of the interviewee and data handling. My contact information was
given to the persons being research. The general points of the privacy form were recapped
in the start of each interview. The acceptance of the interviewees to be recorded was asked
in the start of the interviews. The data from the interviews was pseudonymized and the
privacy of the persons being interviewed were put to high priority in the data handling. The
names, times and places were made to such a fashion that they could not be traced.
This research has not received any financing and the researcher has done all the interviews,
transcripts, analyses and the writing. This research project has been guided by my interest
both professionally and leisure wise. My personal history comes from practicing of sports
and coaching. I have now shifted to include CVG to my professional capabilities. Postgraduation my aim is engage in managerial positions in a sport club that specializes both in
sports and in CVG. I do not possess any financial stakes to sport or CVG organizations or to
other commercial entities in the field of VGC.

3.6 The quality of the research
Traditionally research has been assessed by the reliability and validity of the research, but a
growing number of scholars have questioned the suitability of these concepts use to assess
qualitative research (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998; Gratton & Jones, 2010). To assess the quality
of the research I will go it through using Gratton & Jones (2010) guide that is made in
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reference to Lincoln and Cuba’s (1985) assessment to qualitative research by assessing the
researches reliability, rigor, credibility and authenticity.
Reliability means the consistency with which the of the method with which the data was
collected and by assessing how well the study could be replicated (Gratton and Jones, 2010).
The research used the same semi-structured interview structure the entire time of the
research. To strengthen the reliability of the research, all the thirteen interview transcripts
were written by the same researcher. To the replicability of the research the semi structured
interview guide can act as base line to repeat the research. What weakens the reliability of
the research is that only one method of data gathering was used. To capture the essence
related to the habitus, field and the doxa, quantitative methods to analyze gamer counts, to
use financial information and to connect findings of the research to these would have
strengthened and given a fuller picture. Also, qualitative methods to analyze cultural
products, such as the symbolic capital found in the games themselves and merchandise
related to CVG would have strengthen the analysis.
Rigor in research examines the suitability of the methodological choices, done by the
researcher of the theory, selection of the respondence, method of data collection and analysis
of the research (Gratton and Jones, 2010). To take up the challenge to research a cultural
phenomenon is a difficult and daring task. Bourdieu’s theory is not left without criticism for
its methodology, data needed to describe the concepts and methods deriving the broad
concepts of habitus, doxa, capital and the field (Griller, 1996). In order to conduct such a
research that would be as comprehensive as Bourdieu’s classical analysis, a bigger team of
researcher is needed to provide more reliable information of the field structure in VGC. As
limitation of this study, to formulate a better picture of the habitus, the field agents and the
pro gamers should be analyzed individually and different symbolic capital (such as game
account contents, skins, team outfits and other cultural products) should be added to the
analyses. Also, quantitative methods should be applied to find support for the qualitative
data.
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But this is not saying that the thinking tools35 provided by Bourdieu are not useful when
conducting analyses in a smaller scale. The concepts can be used when making analyses and
insights to a large phenomenon. They also provide tools to start to comprehend and discuss
cultural phenomenon. The concepts are useful to further explain incentives and positions
that institutions seek. To get a picture of how the institutions position themselves in the field,
also provides insight to how one can position oneself in the field of sports and what strategies
are used. For example, by selecting respondents that present the different institutions, this
research at its current scale demonstrates, how the differences in the field of sports are
discussed and how the habitus takes shape and what strategies are applied. One strength of
this research is that it hears the voices from various institutions and agents who represents
both CVG and the Finnish traditional sports scene. Hence, it can be argued that Bourdieu’s
concepts are useful as they help analyses of the field of sports and VGC. The concepts were
the key to make the coding of the research and guided the analysis.
If we analyze the credibility of this research, we must ask “how believable the findings and
interpretations of the research are—”(Gratton & Jones, 2010, 97).

In addition, how

accurately the researcher can present the participants experiences (Gratton and Jones, 2010).
It can be questioned also whether a single person representing an institution can draw
conclusions and provide credible information.
The advantage of the research is that the researcher is familiar with the subject and has spent
time studying and engaging in the VGC long before starting this research. In the analysis
and to the text citations form the interviews were used and the transcript was revisited
multiple times during the analyses.
A research can claim to be authentic, if it enhances participants and readers understanding
of the social world. If this is true, research strategies are appropriate and reporting of ideas
and views of interviewees are properly interpreted (Gratton and Jones, 2010). The
authenticity of the research is further divided to five sections. The first part is the fairness of
the researcher to the participants. By the ontological authenticity where the readers are
educated in terms of understanding the social world being investigated. By assessing the
35

Used in (Wacquant, 1989)
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educative authenticity, we need to assess whether readers get an understanding of the social
world being researched. Fourthly, if the research is catalytically authentic is should enhance
the decision making of the participants. Lastly, the research being tactical authenticity it
should empower the participants. (Gratton and Jones, 2010)
Regarding the fairness of the research, all the people interviewed where asked for their
willingness to participate and in the privacy form presented their rights to for example
withdraw their own data and cancel their participation in the research was given. Also, the
persons were provided with my contact information.
To the ontological authenticity Bourdieu’s theory of the field is a complex one, using various
forms concepts that can present confusion among the readers. To use this research and to
find it helpful it is essential that the theory and the concepts are been read. This being said
the theory and its complexity and use of unfamiliar concepts do not pay regards to the
authenticity of the research. In defense this research has gathered and made a comprehensive
summary of the field theory and made a substantial effort to make the theory accessible to
the readers.
In assessing the educative authenticity of this research its main aim is to make a compressive
effort to build a sociological picture of the social phenomenon of CVG which can be seen as
strong case of this research being authentic. Relating to this by the result we can make the
claim that the participants and readers get tools to analyze the field of VGC by themselves
and to see the underlying logic that is functioning in the field. To being conscious about this
logic and the strategies used in the field should act to empower and enhance the decision
making of the readers. These points of the research pay regard to the educative, catalytic,
and tactical authenticity that this research provides. Next, we will move to the analysis part
of the thesis.
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4

THE ANALYSIS OF THE FIELD OF VGC AND CVG IN
FINLAND

As it was mentioned in the previous chapter, the analysis, starts by looking how the field
positions itself vis-à-vis to the field of power. After this we will see how the different
objective structures of relations between positions of the agents and institutions capture
different positions of authority in the field. Lastly, the habitus of the agents are analysed to
identify dispositions that the actors acquire. By analysing the habitus we aim to find out what
opportunities and disadvantages the structures in the field create for the actors.

4.1 The field of video game culture and the field of traditional physical sports
VGC, is a field where the games are played, and which are essential to the field’s existence.
These games are owned by commercial companies (Dovey and Kennedy, 2006; Kirkpatrick,
2013; Nichols, 2013; Parry, 2019) and they are as Karhulahti (2017) has argued, subjected
to the exclusive ownership. This means that the production of cultural capital in the CVG
games is monopolistically created, controlled, and owned by the corporations. In CVG the
game is confined to the boundaries of the electronic medium, which the gamers,
organizations and unions cannot directly influence and which the commercial owner
governs36.
As noted by Nichols (2013) the field of VGC is divided into two spaces. The social space
and the space of the cultural production, where the gaming companies are situated. The field
of power is controlled by the subfields of commercial and alternative producers of the video
games (Nichols, 2013). As was described by Nichols (2013) outside agents who are
connected to the field of power of the VGC, are policymakers, critics and media. To broaden
this view, this analysis brings the field of sports to the boarders of the field of VGC (see
appendix 3). To avoid a confusion in the analysis, and not to blur the two fields, I make a
conceptual break. The field of sports has its own history and logic and I will refer to it as
36

Being that gaming companies “do whatever they want”, “destroy cultures”, “end support” in “a wild west”
show the power they possess. The possibility to gain cultural and social capital by influencing the game itself
in the field can be limited to “feedbacks” and “balancing development”, which all is governed and eventually
owned by the company. To bend to rules in-game or to break them is gatekept as the game changes are tested
in a closed environment. Thus, the pro-gamers act as testers and feedback givers, rather than direct
influencers of the disciplines of esports games that they engage in. They are distanced from the actual
production of symbolic capital.
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traditional physical sports (TPS). Esports is presented as competitive video gaming (CVG)
which belongs to the field of video game culture (VGC). This is to clarify the distinction that
traditional physical sports (TPS) makes in the field of VGC. The field of TPS is connected
to the social space of VGC, where the term “sports” acts to divide the social space into
gaming and CVG. I return to clarify this claim in chapter 4.3 and the independence of the
field of CVG in chapter 4.4. Next, I will continue to describe the distribution of the capitals
in the field of VGC.

4.2 The distribution of the capitals in VGC
In the field of VGC the biggest accumulation of economic capital is in the hands of the
owners of the gaming companies (see appendix 3.).37 Their operations are driven by the
profit maximization ideology. In order to create profit for the owners, the gaming companies
have built opportunities to gain economic profit from each competitive video game by
controlling the in-game symbolic capital production that is delivered to the social space. The
more players and viewers mean higher profits, which in turn distance the social space from
cultural production.
The symbolic capital created in the field of power is coded, immaterial, international, and
“weightless”38. The coded immaterial nature of the symbolic and cultural capital presents ingame an extension to economic capital39 and can be transferred or traded to in-game
currencies or to be bargained or gambled with. Thus, the games offer coded immaterial in-

37

These companies being almost without exception owned by international holding companies (such as
Tencent gaming, or in the case of Activision Blizzard, Inc. the company is owned by the biggest mutual
funds and pension funds of America), which business is dependent on their investments profitability. To
describe the economics dominance: “VALVE, EPIC, Riot, Blizzard, whatever those bigger game
manufacturers are, whatever happens, if others make money, then they certainly make money in the same
time. They have been able to create, especially VALVE, their money system into the games and to other
places, so they have a the long end of the stick, that I think that no one can even draw a longer stick—”
38
A similar remark was made by Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 2003) when he talks about the dominant in the “new
economy” where capital is been made “weightless” (33)
39
People own in-game the gaming account, skins (aesthetic improvements for characters and accessories),
gaming characters, loot boxes (in-game lotteries to gamble for perks in the games), rights to play different
versions or expansions of the game or in some games playing cards, which can improve your game
performance, be totally trivial or to speed up the game process. Some of these possessions are free and others
can be purchased with in-game economic capital. This economic capital can be bought by money or
labouring in the game.
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game symbolic, cultural and economic capital for labour40, which is presented in the
accounts by character levels (which indicate the gamers skill level in the specific game),
ranking and aesthetic possessions. The coded immaterial capitals in-game, social relations
and the skills incorporated to the gamers motor functions are connected to the games that
are considered to be unstable or in a constant threat to be overthrown by another game41.
The CVG games cultural capital is dependent of the power of the dominant42. The games
profit model needs the media coverage and the existence of a “mass” who plays the games.43
Semantics related to the stock market are expressed in discussions of the CVG44. Games start
to express themselves as investments. The gaming companies issue price pools of many
millions of dollars to the spectacles of VGC to draw in professional gamers, players, and the
interest of the spectators to the social space of the field seeking to gain cultural, economic
and symbolic capital.
The profit seeking international CVG organizations function in the social space of the field
and they act with the same logic of acquiring, media coverage and “fanmass”. By acquiring
commercial sponsors, the CVG organizations offer the business partners in return
opportunities to market to consumers who are not reached by traditional models or
channels45. The mass of spectators and gamers who are playing the game and participating
in the “ecosystem” are regarded as important actors to create and develop professional teams
to a particular game.
40

Symbolic capital, which is received by labour (“grinding”) are “strategies related”, “community”, “not
having the chance to show what I got” and “time spent” are seen as something valuable that could be lost if a
game would disappear.
41
Generally, the semantics to the field and it’s tempo is described to be: “ever changing”, “flexible”, ”need to
react” “fast moving”, “dying”, “replaceable” (sit vaan tulee uus peli).
42
The game companies are responsible by their ability to control the symbolic production to able to shape the
game in such a direction that an esports scene can or cannot develop. The game in its launch can also be
directed to be an esports game.
43
When asked does a computer game become esports when it has achieved enough viewers and that there are
enough players, the answers varied from the straightforward no to a questioning of the question, that the
gaming numbers did not make a real difference. What was needed was a “community”. Those who addressed
the importance of the “community” also almost without exception addressed the importance of “the mass”,
“spectators” or “viewers” in some parts of the interview telling a story of euphemism towards the market
logic.
44
The games are something “worth investing”, “this is on the rise”, “if we look at the prize money”, “big
money and big investors speak there at the moment and the volatility is high”, “someone draws money from
these consumers”.
45
Top organization function much like “media houses” in the subfield of CVG, seeking to gain enough
“fanmass” trough credibility in the community.
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The social space of CVG in Finland is constituted by the gamers, professional CVG
organizations, unions, spectacles, hardware producers, sponsors, and gaming specific media.
As was marked by Nichols (2013) the dominant position of the owners of the games, give
them power to exclude and control the cultural capital in the field. Similar to Karhulahti’s
(2017) argument of the exclusive ownership, the analysis shows that the agents,
organizations and institutions in the social field are excluded from the field of power, where
the cultural capital is created by commercial corporations46. Hence, the strategies of the
dominant actors are based on the control to the CVG games and secondly in the ability to
distance gamers, organizations, unions and event organizers. The control happens by
monopolizing the production of the in-game cultural and symbolic capital. The distancing
happens by mitigating acts of influence to “feedbacks” that can be ignored. When the ingame “feedbacks” from the social space of the field are taken seriously and a modification
is made by the company to the game, it will become the property of the company i.e. become
part of the gaming companies cultural and symbolic capital, and as an opportunity to gain
more economic capital. Other strategies are to set limitations of broadcasting rights,
licencing or the ability to reduce crass root tournaments symbolic capital by setting prize
money limits.
The more gamers and better means of exclusion of the social space provide gaming
companies an access both to economic, cultural and symbolic capital. They are able to
determine a games destiny and find every suitable way to get people into the game. This is
done at least in two ways. Firstly, by presenting the field of struggle (a career path) and
secondly, by seeking to find a way to legitimate the use of one’s body and mind.

46

The interviews emphasized that institutions and organizations in the social space in relation to the gaming
companies are “not be able to influence rules at all”, “can influence in the local level”, “very little can be
done”, “the game manufacturer plays out the rules for licencing”, “you are not able to dictate anything to (a
gaming company name)”
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4.3 The habitus, lifestyle, and struggle in CVG
Dovey and Kennedy (2006) note that the new bourgeois seek to create a new lifestyle of
technicity to the game culture. Similarly, in the analysis, it is shown that the dominant actors
in CVG seek to determine and justify the legitimate way of using one’s time and to define a
lifestyle47. This acknowledgement is similar to Bourdieu’s (1978) analysis where sports is
used to define a rational way to “fill in time” (831) and to seek to define a legitimate way of
defining the body. The new lifestyles put forward a model that expresses different tastes and
its spoke persons seek to legitimate it (Bourdieu, 1984). Also, as noted by Nichols (2013)
that the field of VGC seeks to justify their cultural legitimacy. To find this legitimacy, calling
CVG as esports, introduces to the field an illusion of a similar away to seek a career path
towards professionality as in TPS and to show resemblance points between the habitus of
the professional gamer and an TPS athlete.
The career path in the social space of the field of VGC (and also in Finland) has a narrow
top (The subfield of CVG aka esports) and a wide bottom of players (The subfield of
gamers)48. By controlling and owning the production of symbolic capital in the cultural field
of production, the gaming companies have built “the ladder” and “ranking systems” into the
games, which present the struggle to gain the capitals in the field. The symbolic coded
immaterial structure is supported by the “mass” of players whose development is guided and
ranked without a physical structure as it is developed and made real in the virtual medium49.
The end goal in the career path, is to play in the spectacle of esports. This dream influences
one’s social status, and possibility of getting possession of cultural, symbolic and economic
capital and becoming part of the narrow top of the professional gamers.
47

The value of time spent, and time used to a specific game derives the stakes to the social space. Esports is
argued to be a valid form of leisure and professional mean to gain a position in the field. Now to be involved
with esports is connected to being a “professionals”, “people who have jobs”, “superstars”, “idols”, “being
well balanced” and “team players” which is contrasted to the old way of looking to gaming when the persons
who were gaming were given the expression that “they should be doing something with their lives”, or being
“basement-dwellers”, “nerds”, “slumped in front of the screens” and “unsocial”.
48
CVG’s career path which is “top driven”, “price money orientated”, “mass on the bottom”, “no middle”,
“developing middle”, “only the top”, “need to know the right people”. To reach the top the individual is to
spent a lot of time in the “training environment (mentioned in Finnish: Pihapelit ja ulkojäät)”, describing the
training and skill development associated to play alone or together with friends or random people in various
TPS’s, without and organizational body or coaching.
49
The ranking system gives players the opportunity be recognized of their abilities. Professional
organizations can analyse and scout “the gamer market” or find players from smaller events online or offline.
The events offline where Lan-happenings that are inherently connected to the VGC.
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On top of the possibility to start the struggle in the career path and by adoption of a
professional lifestyle to justify the use of one’s time related to gaming, the term sports in
relation to CVG makes a distinction to the stereotypical lay gamer. CVG players are defined
to be intellectuals (the legitimate use of the mind50). Also, it is important for the CVG gamer
to recognize the importance of a healthy body (the healthy and balanced body, as mean to
an end, is seen to assist the mind
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) and by offering a unique social connection52 (the

community). They also respect TPS related lifestyle as cultural capital53 and compare it to
the “mass” on non-professional gamers54. The e-athlete becomes an “elitist” title for a gamer
that engages to be training in a goal-oriented manner, has the possibility to earn substantial
economic capital 55 and takes part in the spectacles build around CVG56. The lifestyle of a
balanced e-athlete makes an intellectual distinction57 between the lay gamer58. This is in line
with Nichols (2013) remark that different agents in the field seek to identify themselves with
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The habitus of the esports athlete give an intellectual orientation, by being “analytical”, “the best way to
see how good your brain is”, “the ability concentrate” and “to be able to see the big picture”. Manner in
speech of the athlete excludes trash talking and toxic behaviour.
51
The symbolic capital that the e-athletes want from sports are “training programming”, “physical
knowledge”, “how to train the mind”, “how to make a holistic whole of the athlete”. An e-athlete is a person
who incorporates to their life “balance”, “exercise”, “training”, “right sleep”, “eating right”, “measurement
tools”, “gym activity gear” and” staying fit”.
52
The important value of esports is the gaming community, being label as being a “new way to connect”,
“bringing people together”, “making friends” and to find “equality”. The spectacles connected to esports are
regarded as important places where the feeling of social connection trough the game are expressed in an
“unhostile”, “positive”, “ enjoying the vibes (fiilisteli) ,“friendly” (“you can talk to anyone in the corridor”)
and “the lack of negative fandom”.
53
An e-athlete is a person who has taken the challenge to become “a goal-oriented player”, who incorporates
to their life “balance”, “exercise”, “training”, “right sleep”, “eating right”, “measurement tools”, “gym
activity gear” and ” staying fit”. The rational recreational activity and the healthy life style is connected to the
habitus of the e-athlete :“certain sportiness”, “I’m clad that there is brought some aspect from real sports to
esports”, “the physical side is becoming better”, “it might even be more concentrated that the mental side”,
“you need good physical health and endurance to compete at a high level and concentrate”, “holistic, I mean
like that sort of athletic life style”.
54
To the ones who are “non -competitive”, “one who has too much fun in gaming”, “lacks seriousness”,
“kids who think that they are doing esports” versions of the lay gamer. The stereotypical gamer or the former
esports athlete was described as “doing all-nighters”, “being overweight” “unsocial”, “eating burgers and
kebab”, “living in a basement”, “drinking energy drinks”.
55
The possibility to gain economic capital by becoming a professional gamer is present in the habitus, where
money comes “from doors and windows”, and generally “we talk about how much money is in the prize
pool”, “it’s a sick amount of money if you think about it” to which presenting oneself as “good brands” is
connected.
56
The habitus and the idolization was related to the person who “possess skill over all”, “is a cool person”,
“partakes in the spectacle of esports”, “plays on the stage”, “sets an example” and is “a team player”, who
possess “humility” and “honesty”.
57
see footnote 50.
58
. To be “ill tempered”, “make snap judgements”, gather “fast bucks (pikavoitto)” and “lulling oneself to
think that esports is easy and that everyone can do it”, are described as a distinction towards the lay gamer.
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different possession of cultural capital in the field. This distinction also creates a hysteresis
to the field.

4.4 The hysteresis of TPS in VGC and independence of the two fields
When esports are introduced to the field of VGC as a distinction between the lay gamer and
the professional competitive video gamer, it also creates a hysteresis to the field. A hysteresis
is created to the field when a habitus in the field meets a new doxa (Bourdieu, 1990b). The
field of VGC and TPS are separate, having their own logic and history. By labelling CVG
and supporting a game to become an esport, the gaming company gets power to define the
game as a sport, but equally connects it to the habitus and doxa of TPS and this creates
hysteresis in the field of VGC.
The hysteresis created by TPS in the field of VGC in Finland are shown in two ways. Firstly,
the independence of the field of VGC demonstrates a contrast and rebel towards TPS.
Secondly, the career path in TPS is been questioned and endorsed for its logic to be suitable
for CVG. The word sports and the athlete59 becomes the source of the hysteresis in the field
of VGC60 in Finland, it expresses itself to be a self-sufficient credible hobby61. TPS is also
seen as being something different in its culture and in the value of community62. The new
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To receive acknowledgements from the Finnish sporting scene the Urheilu Gaala which chooses the year’s
best athlete, is considered for a competitive video gamer to be more of “a bonus title”, something that:
“would give value to the gamers, but it is not expected”, “they (top finish gamers) were part of that gala, but
they said that they don’t want to be even called athletes”.
60
The sporting terms relevance and usefulness to the term esports is questioned and even avoided: “changing
it to competitive video gaming” as “it gets at least two facts right, there is a computer and you play
competitively”, “I do not want this to become too sport like”, “this is our thing and we do it regardless of the
name” were phrases that continued to make the distinction between the fields.
61
To become : “a seriously taken and respected hobby”, “Esports is not perhaps respected as it does not
belong to the circles of sports” ”—I have sometimes been amazed how much really sports fans are afraid of
us, so that they really need to become angry, that why are you talking about sports?—We are not stepping on
you, that message I am trying to say, that we do our thing and we respect you, so why don’t you have the
same respect to us also, that, I would like to gain understanding, that we are not only talking about
competition and competition between people, where these great values are present, and, and, let everyone do
as they please and lets stay good as friends and that is a good starting point.” The field of VGC is selfsufficient and demonstrates power: “Esports does not need the Olympics, the Olympics needs esports”, “this
is our thing and we do it regardless of the name”. The notion that the questioning of the title is itself made
questionable (“The discussion revolving is esports sports is irrelevant”) speaks also about the self-sufficiency
of the field of VGC.
62
The clear value of CVG, that it gives to all of its participants, is its community which is a “new way to
connect”, “bringing people together”, “making friends” and to find “equality”. The community is also
connected to spectacles where the feeling of social connection through the game is expressed, being
“friendly”, “you can talk to anyone in the corridor” and “the lack of negative fandom”.
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mean of connecting and the good atmosphere in the gaming spectacles is contrasted with a
vulgar picture of the TPS spectacle.63 It is portrayed as an activity that fails to become a
spectacle, if TPS don’t become more “entertaining” and “to find means to get the youths
attention”. This finding is similar to Nichols (2013) point that a clash in meaning of video
games is been created when other fields and their cultural capital comes in question. In the
analysis I have shown so far that TPS acts as a distinction for the professional gamers and
that the field of VGC presents independence of TPS, but as it was noted, TPS structures are
also endorsed as they could provide opportunities to the social space of VGC.

4.5 Endorsed TPS’s capitals in CVG and the international doxa of VGC
As noted by Bourdieu (1978; 1998) cultural, symbolic and economic capital in TPS in its
own field comes from providing the playing field, the teaching of the rules, the giving of
prizes, coaching, education, ranking, teaching values through the sport, the spectacles of TPS
and it has offered a certain career path (a mean to struggle) to the top. As was mentioned in
the career path of CVG in Finland, it has a narrow top of professionals and a huge bottom of
gamers. To become “a middle” part to the social aspect of CVG in Finland requires that
CVG introduces also the doxa and the habitus of its own field. This middle is where the
Finnish TPS organizations, unions and institutions have started. This is also where the
boundaries between CVG and TPS exist and if CVG wishes to develop similar structures as
TPS, it must pay attention to the middle actors.
The inclusion of TPS makes the foundation for a hysteresis as the doxa of TPS is been
questioned in the field of VGC64. As was mentioned in the career path, the “middle” part65
already exists in the field of VGC as the ladder system, the training field (teaching of rules
63

CVG’s independence, difference and elitism to TPS is shown in describing it to be vulgar. The vulgarness
of the TPS spectacles atmosphere is being described as being aggressive and were the crowd at times
concentrated to “blame the judges”, “hooliganism”, “shouting to the opposite teams fans”, or “to judge the
players”, “—when I was last watching ice hockey and there some a father with a small kid, then that father
curses and swears to the judges and players with really crude language, and then I really started to think that I
would not like to be that sort of a father and show that sort of an example to the youth, especially to a kid, so,
so, somehow I have sometimes pondered that sort of an aggression and hatred, like, to react in those games
especially in the traditional side. Of course, the competitiveness does the same in esports and you find it there
also, somehow it is not so strongly taken hold in esports.”
64
Sports structures are regarded as “rigid”, “too structured” and “old way of doing”. The want of being able
to develop talent, without the rigid structures (the structure we can say have created sports capability to create
talents, history and culture) are then contested.
65
The middle part, which is perceived as being lacking from the field of VGC.
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and values in a form of banning, code of conduct and endorsing) and ranking systems, which
are included in the games. Despite questioning the TPS structures, CVG looks to the TPS
field in Finland and recognizes both physical structures and means of producing symbolic
and cultural capital by adopting inherent structures that are connected to the TPS. What TPS
clubs are seen to bring to the field is to organize the teams66, bring forth the habitus of the
athlete and build a local structure67 to a field that functions in a global logic and react to its
rules.
The doxa in VGC is truly an international construction that is top controlled by the gaming
companies. In the national and local level where most of the clubs and unions in Finland
operate, they must compete against the global gaming spectrum, where various games are
offered, engaged and can be switched instantly, without much of transaction cost. National
cultural production of CVG is guided by the global VGC. Local agents, organizations and
unions need thus to keep up and react to the global gamers taste changes, new games, end of
support or new updates, to avoid being seen too distanced, irrelevant or rigid to the gamers68.
This concludes the analysis part of the thesis. Next, we move to the discussion part on the
analysis.
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The path to the top in esports was described as “the lack of equally good teammates”, “not knowing the
right people”, “luck dependent” and the “lack of skill to organize”. The symbolic capital from TPS are the
“capability to organize”, “disciplined training”, “professionality”, “integrity” (translated from finnish words
“jämptiys” and “jämäkkyys”) and the “consistency in organizing and punctuality”
67
The traditional sporting scene is seen to possess the cultural capital to be able to produce “local events”,
“ranking”, “provide coaching”, “be able to build structure”, “have experience”, “traditions”, “junior and little
league coaching”, “longevity” and “form social bonds”. To make the training to be professional from the
very start of the youngster’s career as an e-athlete is something that organizations, traditional sports clubs and
educational institutions could provide to the field.
68
See footnote 41 on page 61, for the description for the perceived tempo of the field and footnote 36 on
page 59 on the perceived power of the companies.
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5

DISCUSSION

Now after the analysis I will combine the discussion made in the beginning on “what it is to
be sport” to the findings from the analysis of the cultural field of VCG and CVG in Finland.
To be a sport it was established that it can be defined by the formalistic account of rule
setting (Suits, 1978) or to keep sports as an open concept (McFee, 2004; McNamee, 2008),
in order to include its moral aspects (McFee, 2004). We also explored the institutional
definition of sports by McFee (2015). Lastly, we explored the social definition of sports with
the analysis of the field by Pierre Bourdieu (1978; 1998), which was the basis of the analysis
of the field of CVG in Finland.
I investigated in this thesis: How CVG is connected to sports and how sports function in the
field of VGC in Finland? To answer: Sports functions as a distinction in the field of VGC
and the analysis shows that calling CVG as a sport serves the interests of the dominant actors
in the field that are driven by the profit motive. The analysis shows that field of VGC
expresses self-sufficiency, which is in line with findings of Kirkpatrick (2013) on the field
of computer game culture. The finding that using the term sports in CVG provides economic
incentives to the gaming companies, is supportive to Parry’s (2019) argument. Also, the
findings of Dovey and Kennedy (2006) on the economic characteristic of the field of VGC,
that acts as a driving force to the field is supported.
To be able to call gaming practices as a sport requires a place of sovereignty in the field visà-vis field. The dominant actors (the gaming companies) are thus able to define the rules of
the game and to regulate the doxa, being thus able to acquire economic, cultural and
symbolic capital. This finding is supportive to Dovey and Kennedys (2006) findings that the
creators of games and their technicity (the new bourgeois scene) have the power to create
and control the games. This also supports, Karhulahti (2017), Nichols (2013) and Dovey and
Kennedy (2006) who have shown that in VGC the code of the games is owned and thus
always connected to the economic incentives of the gaming company. Sport wise this is a
similar remark as Bourdieu (1978) gives in the social definition of the field of sports as, a
field where the struggle comes from the dominants capacity to impose a definition of sports
and the ability to make a distinction of a legitimate sport or to identify functions of the
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sporting activities, this eventually leads to “the definition of the legitimate body and the
legitimate use of the body” (826).
Nichols (2013) and Kirkpatrick (2013) make the important remark that the field of VGC
seeks means to legitimate itself as a culture. The more legitimate the practice of CVG in
Finland is, the doxa around the VGC starts to become more as a common sense to the
participants and the justification of one’s time and labour to gaming becomes self-evident.
By the analysis done in this thesis we can illustrate how calling of CVG as sports assist VCG
in the pursuit of legitimacy and to form the new habitus and doxa. In order to label a game
as a sport the actors will begin the struggle in the game and connect to it the legitimate doxa,
which defines the body, mind and the use of one’s time. More the participants find the games
worth playing and more legitimate the culture, it will serve the profit motive of the gaming
companies.
As societies become more electronically and technically dependent, the body image and
lifestyle associated to CVG can be seen as the new normal i.e. the doxa which can be called
sports in Finland and in the world. As was shown in the analysis game companies’ business
is economically dependent on the number of spectators and gamers, it is no wonder that they
try to define the legitimate body as the one who possess the habitus of a gamer. In addition,
they will reinforce power, maximize their symbolic and economic profits and help to
ritualize the struggle in the field.
Parry (2019) and Karhulahti (2017) have questioned the institutional foundation of esports
as it is owned by corporations. The counter argument was that the field is at its infant stage
and still developing (Jenny et al., 2017). This argument begs the question of why the gaming
companies would be willing to give away their dominant position in the field.
As was mentioned by Karhulahti (2017), the exclusive ownership is one important aspect to
be recognized between the difference of sports and esports. This was also mentioned by one
of the interviewee:
“– the difference between esports and sport in my opinion is not the recreational side or will it make you sweat
or not, rather, nobody does not own football, or no one owns ice hockey, but someone owns Counter Strike,
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someone owns Fortnite and someone owns Overwatch and they can totally decide what to do with these
games.”

According to my analysis the interviewee is partly right. A game company does own an CVG
game whereas –everyone of us owns sports. This comes from the notion of if something is a
sports the person playing it, needs to incorporate in themselves the rules (Suits, 1978; Holt,
2016), to express the spirit of the game (McFee, 2004) and to make judgements on the rule
following (McFee, 2004), all which the players, judges and umpires incorporate in
themselves. This makes a fundamental difference between the two fields.
The difference between CVG and TPS is that in CVG “you have to” and in TPS “you can”
follow the rules, i.e. In CVG it is almost impossible to break the rules in-game when playing
on the stage. Holt (2016) noted that in video games, one has to accept the coded rules,
environment and the lusory attitude to play the video games, which leads to taking away the
temptation to test ones attitude towards the games lusory goal. In TPS the rule breaking is
possible and it is tied to the agreement between the players who have agreed to play with
certain rules (McFee, 2004; Holt, 2016). As noted by Holt (2016) in CVG, the game situation
is tightly normative; the rule following, and cheats are in-game built and it’s debatable
whether this counts as lusory participation and can the player actualize rule breaking. In TPS
the acceptance to the rules is tied to the spirit of the game and there is a common
understanding on how the games are played and TPS would not even exist without this
common understanding of the constitutive rules (McFee, 2004). The rule breaking and
bending are possible in TPS and it is the source of the morality and teaching in the games
(McFee, 2004). As noted by Holt (2016) we can break the rules in video games if there is
left a niche where the players can break them69. In the mainstream competitive video games
this is to some extent possible in-game by mocking the opponents in the chat, or using cheats,
but a big part of the rule following is controlled, owned, created and as it were outsourced
by the game code that the commercial company owns.
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In Fortnite in professional matches there could be a second zone rule, that means that before the second
zone closes no shooting is allowed. This is an extension to the game rules where the rule breaking can occur,
and umpires need to make judgements of the unfair behaviour. In the games the chat option to comment to
others so taunting and mockery can also occur in the professional games.
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Holt (2016) made it clear that sports and esports differ as esports partly is practiced in a
different domain, when in sports the domain of execution and application is the same. As
part of the rule following is incorporated to the electronic medium in CVG, also part of the
habitus and the players possessions of the capitals are in the electronic medium.
The economic incentive and that part of the habitus is inside the electronic medium shows
the companies’ ability to gain your attention in VGC. If we imagine that all ice rinks or
frozen ponds would be owned by Ice Skating LLC and they would function in a similar
manner as the gaming companies at this time, there would be forced commercials70 that pops
in front of you when you stop skating. You could not move before you decide on a sale of
the premium player profile or special company connected currencies you can buy. You
would have to give attention, click away the offer or act on it before continuing your skating.
The demands of your attention would be controlled by the company in order for you to
continue your activity. We can see that TPS is free from this. We are not forced to stop the
activity to give our attention or time away when doing the sport to a commercial company.
TPS in its essence is a common good that is in its rudimentary form free, self-sufficient and
available to us because we incorporate and express totally the rules and habitus in ourselves.
If part of the habitus is locked to the electronic medium we can ask: How does esports
different from motorsports? In which the motor and the vehicle serve as a medium? To
answer, similarly as McFee (2004; 2015) noted that an important part of sports is to be able
to directly innovate with the medium being used and also by having the possibility to break
the rules of the sport, to which sports institutions start to react (McFee, 2015). This is
possible, as showed by Holt (2016), as in TPS the domain of execution and application are
the same and in esports it differs. And as it has been established by my analysis, we are not
able to influence the other domain in CVG.
In pole vault, new materials and constructions can change the game. The same can happen
in motor sports if the engines are tuned. These changes can be confirmed and regulated by
sports associations and the international Olympic Committee. If the institutions change the
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At this point of writing, there are in-game commercials that sale in-game perks, which one can buy with ingame currencies. This marketing forcefully pops up to the screen in the start of the CVG games and after the
games, which one needs to click away before being able to proceed for example to another game
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rules, teams and therefore also athletes can innovate within the frames of changes. The teams
and athletes are thus directly involved into the cultural and symbolic capital production of
the sport. In CVG, the situation is different. As was shown by the analysis the direct
influence in the CVG field is distant and indirect and can be mitigated to “feedbacks”. In
CVG new games are developed, but there is a lag in change, and it is dependent on the
company’s willingness to make the change, not in the surrounding institutions or players.
In the analysis it was found that CVG draws a distinction to a vulgar picture of the TPS
spectacle where the audience acts at times in an aggressive manner to the sport being
followed. The vulgar picture is contrasted with the good atmosphere presented in the CVG
spectacles. I argue that partly this has something to do with the normativity of the CVG
games. Fouls, bad judgements, and actions that go against the spirit of a TPS, are limited, or
don’t exists in the electronic medium of CVG and the rule following in great part is
outsourced to the games. In TPS the responsibility of rule following is in the hands of the
athletes and umpires, who make mistakes –which is the source of the moral teaching in
games and emotional turmoil.
If we imagine that the company owning a game disappears then what happens to the game?
There are three options: The ownership changes, the game disappears, or the game becomes
a free code. In each of the case by the nature of VGC the code can become owned by a new
company or another company will come and take over, thus sustaining the ownership.
It was shown in the analysis that gaming companies can hypothetically exterminate, ruin a
game by modifications or be overtaken by another gaming company, we start to see a
formation of a “chronically unstable system”71 . This possibility of destroying the capitals,
which are coded, is not only related to the feeling of instability, but also related to the
dominant force that could wipe out the entire history of cultural, symbolic, and social capital
of the game, which holds part of the gamer’s habitus and capitals. The ability to control the
game lies in the ability of the owners to control the cultural production of the field (Nichols,
2013), to exclude others by ownership of the games (Karhulahti, 2017) and by building a
compelling lifestyle (Dovey & Kennedy, 2006). This monopolistic foundation of cultural
71

See (Bourdieu, 2003: 30)
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production is the basis of the subfield of CVG and as was mentioned in the analysis this
foundation brings the tempo to the social aspect of the field. As the in-game cultural capital
is immaterial and coded, it is as easily destroyed as it can be created, along with it the
community (i.e. social capital) that is brought together by the game.
In the analysis it was remarked that TPS structures could provide structures to CVG in
building the teams and in organizational management. In recent years, in Finland, several
TPS organizations have taken the leap to form CVG organizations. Managers who struggle
in the subfield of CVG in Finland has to accept the turbulent and risk associated reality of
the social aspect of the field. It is important to be careful when using the term sports in
reference to CVG organizations. As was noted in the analysis there are many characteristics
between TPS and CVG that function in a different manner or do not exist in the other field.
As was mentioned before in the TPS structures, capabilities that are related to the grass root
TPS organizations (such as ranking, organizing competitions, and teaching of rules) are in
all of the cases of the CVG built to the games themselves.
The community building outside of the game, providing a structure for sustaining this
community and to give a chance to develop towards a professional career path are important
parts that can guide the strategy. When the Finnish CVG clubs and TPS organizations seek
to establish training and cost structure, the in-game online coaching and the creation of social
spaces in the in-game related communication platforms, become an important part of the
success. Now when I am writing the COVID-19 virus has forced people to be in distance to
one another. The interviews argue that CVG is doing now better than ever, although social
structures (such as spectacles, group training and LAN happenings) cannot be fulfilled. The
physical structures that are typical to TPS are not necessary to CVG, which is self-sufficient,
and independent from the TPS structures. This independence from physical structures also
supports the claims done by Kirkpatrick (2013) in reference to Boltanskis and Chiapellos
(2005) analysis on networked capitalism, where the new forms of commodities act to
“liberate” the consumer from constraints that which are connected to the traditional forms
of consuming this commodity.
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The electronic capabilities (such as the in-game online coaching and the creation of social
spaces in the in-game related communication platforms) are thus essential and the foundation
of the whole VGC (As COVID-19 has shown). As mentioned by Holt (2016) the domains
of execution and application related to esports differ to sports. To over emphasise the
physical structures and not concentrating to the electronic capabilities in these areas of
community building and in training will put the organization in a huge competitive
disadvantage. To recognize CVG as sports can shift the emphasis away from these
capabilities and direct the focus on the TPS structures which are not obligatory to practice
the CVG. TPS structures, as mentioned in the analysis, were endorsed to assist in the national
level, when in CVG the fields structure is international.
One of the research aims was to describe the cultural scene of Finland which is national. We
are able to access the international playing field through our computers and devices, and this
ability shifts the conversation from the Finnish scene to the international scene. Therefore,
it becomes difficult to define what is a Finnish gamer and what is an international gamer.
Through the electronic medium the international world (and the culture) is been brought to
the scene and to discuss the national scene becomes difficult. As was remarked in the
analysis, being connected to the global scene, also connects the local organizations to the
global tastes of the games being played. This in return acquires that the organizations react
to the global taste in order that they don’t become irrelevant for the local gamers.
The analysis showed that sports is been used in the field to create a distinction between the
gamer and the professional gamer. In order to acquire cultural capital in the field, different
agents seek to define themselves (Bourdieu, 1984). In the field of VGC in Finland sports
have become as a distinction between the gamer and the competitive video gamer. Bourdieu
(2003) mentioned that the neoliberal market logic builds a global way of dominance in the
form of “the economy of intelligence” (33). This becomes as a ruling factor, in which the
previously historically considered poor people (who have deserved their position in society)
are no longer the ones who lack economic capital. They are the ones described by the “racism
of intelligence” who are “dump or intellectually incapable” (ibid., 33). As was shown by the
analysis, the professional competitive video gamer habitus, works according to the same
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logic, they express a certain racism towards the lay gamer, who were regarded as “mere
consumers”, “the ones that consume” and the ones who make “irrational choices”.
Esports has been accepted to be a member of the Finish Olympic committee (SEUL, 2019).
and this shows that the term of sports is attached to the CVG. Although the definition of
sports is still an open concept, the title of sports is granted to the CVG, however there is still
work to do with the concept before the use of the term “sports” in CVG turns the discussion
away from gaming72and the logic of the field of VGC. One suggestion made in this thesis is
to make a distinction between the CVG and traditional physical sports (TPS) to avoid
confusion when discussing the different fields and their functions.
The philosophical argumentation around CVG as being or not being a sport represents a
hysteresis in the field of VGC when the doxa of TPS is presented. If there is a sport that is
not physical then esports is sports. There is a sport like chess and that is not physical.
Therefore, esports can also be sports, although it cannot be connected to the legitimate use
of the body. The other way which was also described in the theoretical section is to ask for
a new definition of sports where the physical nature is been questioned and replaced by
electronic medium (McCutcheon et al., 2017; Witkowski, 2012). In this case, the physicality
in the social space of sport is questioned or completely taken away from the definition from
the term of sports73.
Thus, it has been argued that if chess is a sport, then also esports, is a sport. Holt (2016)
argues to the discussion between chess and esports that the physicality presented by fine
motor skills is part of the issue, as both of them don’t express the right type of physicality
related to sports. Holt (2016) also makes the remark that by the Suitsian definition of games
both chess and esports become a difficult topic as their lusory attitude is questioned and that
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This notion was also noted by one of the interviewee, that “—in the bigger perspective to this, that now we
are just beginning to form a culture around esports, and we don’t yet know what that culture in esports can be
and is esports even in the end of the day the right word to describe this happening around games. I see that
now esports is been strongly kept apart from gaming, that esports is competitive and that it is only that—"
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One interviewee made the claim that the Finnish word of sports (urheilu) is inherently confused to mean
recreational activities (liikunta) and that they have no defiant association. This is an example of the two
habitus classing together. The VGC that seeks the validation of not needing to be physical to be a sport and
the other that seeks validation to be regarded as a valid sport.
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they seem to have more resembles towards each other rather than sports. In addition I will
ask: that if chess is a sport, can we then conclude that all board games are sports? If we
adapt this argument, this gets us to the notion that some institutions can present familiar
resemblances to a sporting practice and therefore title of a being for example an Olympic
sport when another sport isn’t (McFee, 2015). In order to be an Olympic sport, CVG needs
to select “the game” that represents it in the Olympics. Thus, we can ask how this can be
done, as the owners of the games are in competition with one another and the institutions in
the social space can be distanced from the discussion as the game companies own the games?
Also, by the assistant of the institutional account, in the case of chess, the game of chess has
been around for a long time and it has remained more or less the same and the institutions
have built to support it. Parry (2019) also argued that CVG’s pace of change might be an
issue for it to be able to form affective institutions.
It can be retorted that the game does not need to stay the same, in order to become a sport.
This is exactly right. Sports develop within the culture and athletes, organizations and
spectators are part of it. For example, FIFA cannot influence the game platforms, player
characters and rules of football instantly and directly, as is the case in efootball. The
institutional foundation of playing football is incorporated to the players and institutions and
the players are in direct contact in changing the game, in the case of efootball the rules are
incorporated to the code of the game, which is owned. It does not make a difference whether
an athlete comes from the culture of European model of amateur sports or from the spectacle
money sports of The United States. They will come together to play the same game, that
belongs to the habitus of the athletes and the doxa that is incorporated to the athletes and
physical functions they possess.
It was mentioned in the theoretical section that it might soon be that boxing is regard as to
violent pankration in ancient Greek and banned from the Olympics, because social
perception of TPS has changed (McFee, 2015). This is possible, because surrounding
society, institutions and the athletes are situated in the same social field and influence the
ethos and the rules of the TPS. Therefore, they can create cultural and symbolic capital that
is inherently disinterested. This power is limited in the field of VGC because the social field
is distanced from the field of power and from the cultural production of games.
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In Finland there are two unions, Suomen Elektronisen Urheilun liitto RY(Finnish esports
union) and Suomen kilpapelaamisen liitto RY (The Finnish union of Competitive gaming).
The aim of this thesis is not to discredit VGC or CVG by claiming it is not sports, the aim is
that cultural actors in the field in Finland and in the world gain critical insight to the field
and strategies with which they can develop to form new types of cultural, symbolic and
social capital and disinterestedness against the economic capital forces, to form socially
sustainable movements.
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6

CONCLUSION

With the assistance of the terminology and analysis of the theory of field and sports, by
Pierre Bourdieu (1984;1978), field analysis on VGC of Nichols (2013) and Kirkpatrick
(2013) I conclude that competitive video gaming (CVG), also called esports, is a subfield of
video game culture (VGC) and it is situated in the social space of the field. This research
adds to the field analysis of Nichols (2013) on VGC, into the social space competitive video
gaming, to the borders of the field of VGC the field of traditional physical sports (TPS) and
the owners of the gaming companies. The field of VGC is independent from the field of
traditional physical sports (TPS), which is connected to the finding of Kirkpatrick (2013) on
how gaming stems from its own historical and cultural origin. As shown by the analysis,
CVG presents self-sufficiency by expressing not needing the term sports for the field
development, questioning TPS structures usefulness and also by defining sports spectacles
as being vulgar when contrasted to the community experience in CVG. At the same time
VGC seeks to gain cultural, symbolic and economic capital from the field of TPS in Finland
and internationally. By adopting the word “sports” and connecting it to CVG serves the
strategies of the gaming companies. The gaming companies with their ability to produce
lifestyles (Dovey & Kennedy, 2006) and exclude others by exclusive ownership (Karhulahti,
2017) form basis for the dominant position. As noted by Nichols (2013) and my analysis
being able to monopolistically create cultural capital gives the game companies access to
power in the field of VGC.
As was noted by Karhulahti (2017) the gaming companies motive for profit maximation lays
the foundation of esports. My analysis shows similarly the economic foundation of the field
and also how it connects to CVG. The games themselves are connected to have investment
type semantics. In order for the gaming companies to gain profits, to gain a mass of gamers
and spectators is required. The analysis shows that this logic is also presented with special
CVG organizations that seek to connect fan mass to their business to provide a marketing
tool for sponsors who want to reach audiences that are not reached by traditional channels.
In Finland sports clubs, unions and specialised CVG organizations are starting to take shape
to make social formations and to start to struggle in the field. By making the association
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between CVG and TPS the doxa and simultaneously the habitus are formed. The analysis
shows that by this connection CVG starts to form the notion of being a legitimate culture, a
legitimate way of using one’s time, a legitimate lifestyle and an incentive and rationalization
for the gamers to gain economic, cultural and symbolic capital by participating in the
struggle in the field i.e. in the career path of CVG.
The two doxas (of TPS and VGC) creates a hysteresis in the field. This hysteresis can be
seen in assessing the usefulness of TPS structures in CVG. In the analysis it became evident
that it is difficult to keep the discussion in the national level, where TPS structures were seen
to make a difference. Through the electronic devices the national CVG scene is connected
to the international VGC. The career path is described as missing the middle actors. It has a
huge bottom of gamers and narrow top of professionals. To this middle TPS structures are
regarded as useful and connected to the local scene (e.g. capabilities of creating teams,
coaching and organizational management).
On the other side, TPS structures were questioned for their rigidity and suitability for CVG.
In CVG the middle exists already inside the games as they provide teaching of the game
rules, provide ranking, the playing field and teach values through endorsing and banning.
What is left for the CVG organizations is thus to organize the teams and provide coaching,
which when compared to TPS clubs, has fewer possibilities to influence the surrounding
culture. As the COVID-19 crises has forced us to take distance to one another, CVG actions
are continued as they don’t fundamentally need similar physical contact as TPS structures
do.
The hysteresis is also created when the term sports are used to create a distinction between
the lay gamer and the lifestyle of the professional gamer. The analysis shows that the sport
related distinction of professionality concerns with a legitimate lifestyle where one’s use of
time is justified by the possibility to earn a living, being goal oriented, of health, a body
which assist the performance and intelligence. This is contrasted with the irrational, not
serious, unhealthy behaviour expressing stereotypical gamer that doesn’t express
professional characteristics and acts as a mere consumer in the field.

79

Esports is a member of the Finnish Olympic committee. Despite of this I have argued that to
avoid conceptual confusion between the fields of sports and of VGC, it could serve the
development of esports to be called competitive video gaming. This conceptual break comes
from the argumentation provided on the differences between the two fields history,
institutional foundation, specific field logic, possibilities for cultural production, possibilities
to acquire capitals and reference to the fundamental difference to rule following of what it
is historically established what it means to be a sport and what is to be competitive video
gaming.
TPS in its essence is owned and incorporated to the persons who take up the sport. In CVG
the games are owned by a commercial corporation, that can impose its commercial logic to
the gamer to capture their attention by owning a part of the gamer’s habitus and capitals in
the electronic medium. In TPS athletes and teams are part of the cultural production to which
the international federations reacts if needed. Where as in CVG the company owning the
game can exclude and limit the cultural changes to feedbacks, and eventually if these
feedbacks are taken seriously by the company, they will eventually own the code and the
capitals that come with the changes.
It was also noted that rule following is a fundamental aspect of TPS. To adopt a lusory
attitude is on the responsibility of the participant of a sport (Suits, 1978; Holt, 2016).
Similarly, the moral teachings in TPS come from rule breaking, happenings that cannot be
captured by rules and from the judgements of umpires, which form the spirit and values to
sports (McFee, 2004). Where as in CVG the rule following is tightly normative, the adoption
of the lusory attitude is questionable and the “-possible actuality of breaking rules-” doesn’t
exist (Holt, 2016: 7). I argue that this is partly one reason why TPS spectacles can be seen
as vulgar when contrasted to the CVG spectacles, where rule following is partly outsourced
to the games, and player mistakes, ability to break the rules and umpires mistakes and bad
judgements are mitigated.
By being subjected to the profit motive, to seek the build the gamer mass, having the power
to exclude participants from the cultural production of the field and by bringing the global
taste to the local level, the gaming companies set the field (by having the potential power to
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end support and to erase in-game symbolic, economic and cultural capital) a fast-changing
tempo to which CVG organizations, unions and professional gamers have to react to.

6.1 Suggestions for further research
Stemming from this research further research should investigate what happens in the social
space of VGC, when games “die” out and when the support to the game is ended. How does
this affect the institutional foundations that are been established around the games in the
social space of VCG and how the gamers react to this, as part of their habitus will be taken
away from them? To broaden the research to include viewpoints of the owners and investors
of the gaming companies would provide important information of the field.
CVG is a relatively new phenomenon and as mentioned before in Finland TPS organizations
have started to develop CVG branches to the side of their sports clubs.
It would be insightful to further investigate how TPS clubs manage to incorporate CVG to
their existing organizations and how the organizations original TPS doxa reacts to the doxa
of the VGC. For the understand the field development CVG organization could provide
insightful further information on where do the top players come from? What sort of
coaching, recruiting and junior activities CVG clubs incorporate and what sort of innovations
for social, economic, and environmental sustainability have been created? Also, it would be
highly important to investigate the dreams, goals and beliefs of semi-professional and
professional gamers to get further insight to the career path and what sort of a doxa VGC
presents to the professional gamers.
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8 APPENDICES
APPENDIX 1.
The field of cultural production in the field of power and in social space by Nichols (2013,
42) Figure originally from: (Bourdieu, 1996:124)

APPENDIX 2.
The interview question frame (compiled by author)

APPENDIX 3. The field of VGC and sports. Compiled by author in reference to
(Bourdieu, 1996; Nichols, 2013)

