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1 Introduction: The emergence of professional live
streaming

During the last five years, we were able to witness the rise from amateur ‘casual’
gamers to superstar-entertainers with crowds of ten thousands of fans cheering
to their gaming achievements and performances. This success can be directly
linked to the popularity of twitch — a streaming service that has become “the
dominant Western games livestreaming platform” (Witkowski 2017, p. 417)
during the recent years. Although twitch was already launched in mid-2011,
the true hype started with the rise and success of Battle Royale games, which
became popular after the release of PUBG in 2017." The theme of the ‘last
man standing’, however, is a discourse that has been reworked in other popular
media before, such as the ‘Royal Rumble’ in professional Wrestling, in literature,

Battle Royal Games are a subgenre of Open World Games, as Gotz (2018) explains:
,Here, dozens of opponents compete in an open world terrain, with the goal of the game
being the ,Last Man Standing’. Only the player or the team wins that survives all in-game
conflicts until the end of the gaming session* (2018, pp. 262-263).
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e.g. The Hunger Games (Collins 2008), or movies like Running Man (Paul
Michael Glaser 1987). Those games, played and performed on twitch, turned
out to be the ideal stage for gamers and their livestreams — it offers “easy access
[and] deeply networked production epicenters that participate in the steady dis-
tribution of high performance play” (Witkowski 2017, p. 418). Nowadays most
famous gamers like Ninja, Shroud, DrDisrespect and MontanaBlack gained a lot
of visibility, fame and financial advantages by streaming Battle Royale games like
PUBG (PUB Corporation, since 2017) and Fortnite (Epic Games, since 2017),
while having thousands of live spectators and subscribers in each streaming
event. Linked to this emergence of fame and success, a specific development of
broadcasting particularly conventionalized gaming events and corresponding
gaming arrangements took place, too. The dominant game-streaming set-
ups can be found in two supposedly competing and opposing formats: the PC
Master Race (PCMR), highlighting high-end personal computer hardwares, and
the home console dispositive (cf. Waldrich 2016) that heralds up-to-date video
game console machines. Both of these techno-aesthetic forms are inseparably
intertwined with streaming platforms such as twitch and YouTube.

Gamers, who formerly networked and socialized in smaller, subcultural
communities have become professional performers garnering large audiences.
However, in contrast to casual, everyday gaming, rwifch game streaming’
enables specific monetizing strategies by increasingly blurring the boundaries
between leisure time and working hours, a pair that, historically speaking, has
been considered as mutually excluding for a long time (cf. Burke 1988). This
shift, in our opinion, is an effect of various translations taking part in the socio-
technical arrangement of gaming with its economical, technical, cultural and
ludic dynamics. All these ‘contexts’ (cf. Derrida 1988) being linked together can
be considered as the coming-together of a virtual “playground” (Huizinga 1955,
p. 10), in which play begins before the (actual) game starts thus extending the
borders of the “magic circle” (ibid.), reassembling its part(icipant)s (Giddings
2008) and their corresponding linkages. However, these socio-technical
constellations are not only forms of broadcasting ‘content’, but at the same time,
they also en- or disable specific modes of play. Streaming gameplay is not merely

>The term ,streaming‘ refers to the cultural phenomenon of social live broadcasting on
twitch and not only to the technological solutions of streaming video and sound data over
the internet. The content creators are named streamers, who primarily focus on gaming and
other creative projects (cf. Macey 2019).
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a respresentation of classical gaming, it produces a new form of ‘live streaming
gaming events and practices’ and not merely a representation of ‘classical’ gaming.
Thus, the ‘gaming event’ is conditioned by and tightly connected to the
moment of broadcasting, the streamers’ performances and in-game-actions,
their internet personae as well as the watching, live commenting and cheering
audience (cf. Gadamer 1977, p. 31) as much as the numerous posts in message
boards, internet memes, and surrounding discussions that discursively process in
interconnected actor-networks. Thus, the twitch gaming event is a multifaceted
and multilayered participatory act, linking economic interests of platform owners,
game industry and gamers with modes of playing games — a development that
engenders gaming — especially rwitch gaming — as a new form of ‘work’ (see 5.).

In this paper, we will make an effort to develop a frame by which the inter-
connections between actors like media specific aspects of live-streaming, the
aesthetic of performing — such as ‘self-portrayal’ and maintaining a ‘screen
persona’ by the streamers —mediatechnical equipment as well as social inter-
actions with the audience and, last but not least, economic interests become
entangled to produce what we call a ‘live-streamed gaming event (Giddings
2008)’ or, to put it simple, twitch.

In the following, we decisively focus on the contexts of twitch gaming
arrangements and not on game mechanics, game aesthetics or narrative functions
of individual games, in order to confront the common assumption that ‘games’
are ready-made products. Rather, we argue for an understanding of gaming as
an entanglement of a plethora of elements, highlighting the contextuality and
processuality of ‘digital gaming’. Our theoretical foundation of twitch gaming is
inspired by elements of Actor-Network-Theory (ANT) and Science and Techno-
logy Studies (STS) (2.). We will exemplify this by analyzing and describing dis-
courses on two distinctly different streamers with respective differing audiences
and performance styles: DrDisrespect (USA) and MontanaBlack (Germany)
(3.1., 3.2.). In doing so, we will also elaborate on the elements of twitching
assemblages — such as reworkings of the popular and successful PCMR
aesthetics — that enable and condition the performance of these two streamers.
We will link these findings to our theoretical premises. We decisively focus on
the contexts of fwitch gaming arrangements and not on game mechanics, game
aesthetics or narrative functions of individual games, in order to confront the
common assumption that ‘games’ are ready-made products. Rather, we argue
for an understanding of gaming as an entanglement of a plethora of elements,
highlighting the contextuality and processuality of ‘digital gaming’. As a result of
our analysis, we will show that the heterogeneous linkages and interconnections
of actors, agencies, discourses and interests in live-streaming events, lead to a
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mainly economically driven destabilization of former dichotomies like work
and play, seriousness and fun (4.). We will show in what way these new forms
of gaming produce a hybrid mode of ,,playful labor* or ,laborious play* (cf.
Kiicklich 2005; Peuter & Dyer-Witheford; Dippel und Fizek 2015, 2019).

2 Linking elements: A theoretical foundation
for describing live-streamed gaming events

Inspired by ANT and STS, recent academic discourse on digital games and
gaming increasingly focused the processual, relational and agential nature
of digital gaming arrangements and their related actors (cf. Giddings 2008;
Conway und Trevillian 2015; Waldrich 2016; Spohrer 2018; Huuhka 2019).
This consequently means to move away from analyses of games as cultural
artifacts, systems or narrative structures to a conceptualization of digital gaming
as socio-technical and sensory °‘events’ (Giddings 2008). Instead of framing
‘games’ as semi-permeable ‘products’, that can be subsumed as sets of rules,
story elements and mechanisms that are inherent to these ‘cultural artifacts’ or
‘ludic structures’, researchers began to focus on socio-technical processes, inter-
connections, and related contexts en- or disabling the gaming event.

Of course, this does not mean we should dismiss approaches that frame
games as/in separate cultural artifacts or narrative structures, that can be
analyzed, described, decoded and deciphered independent of their situational
ludic context. As the last 20 years of Game Studies research have shown, such
approaches lead to productive and important insights (Eskelinen 2001). However,
as every research, it also creates blind spots when it comes to the interplay, the
‘in-between’ and the relational premises of the different elements. As Seth
Giddings (2008) puts it, “[w]e should resist conceiving of the video game as a
discrete and ‘whole’ object” (p. 5). The conception of ‘games’ as “whole objects”
basically dismisses classical definitions of playing games, that characterize ludic
processes as ‘open-ended’, ‘indeterminate’, ‘unpredictable’ and as ‘enacted’ — in
favor of clear-cut, ‘scientific’ output (cf. Spohrer 2020).

As for example David Parisi (2010) has shown, individual sensory activities
and their respective related bodily techniques cannot be separated from the
digital ‘outputs’ of video games, as the event of ‘playing a game’ relies on the
feedback loop that both digital output and bodily/sensory inputs enact. However,
this does mean neither that narration, aesthetics or gameplay mechanics are
to be neglected nor that the focus should be shifted exclusively on the bodily,
socio-technical, anthropological, and cultural contexts. Rather, Giddings along
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with others conceives of digital gaming as a situated practice that is entangled in
an inseparable arrangement of heterogeneous “part(icipant)s” (cf. 2008. p. 8-10;
Conway und Trevillian 2015; Waldrich 2016; Spohrer 2018) enacted in the event
of playing. It is the task of the researcher to identify those practices, agencies,
and heterogeneous actors and link them back together, in order to (re-)create a
‘gaming event’. As we will show in this paper, this proceeding is especially
productive for an analysis of fwitch performances where ‘playing a game’ is
characterized by a plethora of different actors and time critical processes.

Following the ANT, the term “part(icipant)s” implies three important
connotations for the conceptualization of gaming events: firstly, gaming events
are enacted by the reciprocal interplay of both human and non-human actors and
actions, which means that neither a purely techno-deterministic nor an aesthetico-
anthropocentric description is sufficient. Secondly, each element in the gaming
event can be part and participant — an actor that distributes agency —, they are
“integral part(icipant)s of the event” (Giddings 2008, p. 5). Not only the actively
playing actors need to be understood as (part)icipants in this sense, but also the
audience. The audience that is neither passive nor excluded from the gaming event
(Gadamer 1977, p. 31), but instead part of the “prosumption” (Fuchs 2014). This
also applies for alleged ‘inanimate’ objects, technical devices, socio-economic
practices and strategies as well as cultural discourses enrolled as actors in the
socio-technical gaming arrangement (cf. Callon 1986; cf. Spohrer 2018, p. 94).
Thirdly, a part(icipant) is always ‘taking part’, it/she/he is faced with a plurality
of other elements linked to each other in a reciprocal manner, thus co-constituting
the gaming event (cf. Waldrich 2016). Based on this concept, our hypothesis is that
the complex relations that are enacted by the socio-technical arrangement of twitch
game streaming produce a specific and highly precarious hybridization between
working and gaming practices, labelled ‘serious gaming’, ‘playbor’ (cf. Kiicklich
2005), or ‘laborious play’ (cf. Dippel und Fizek 2015). The ‘real-time’ online live-
streamed single-player gaming situation, such as on a digital platform like twitch,
differs from an offline local single-player situation that is recorded and, only later
on, uploaded to a broadcasting platform such as YouTube. Both arrangements,
although certainly to be considered gaming events, generate different concepts and
evaluations of what it means to ‘play a game’ and/or to monetize gaming.

These socio-technical arrangements do not only enroll a whole range of
further human actors and agencies (viewers, commentators, subscribers, etc.)
and various technical recording and communication devices. They also enact
and translate specific forms of techno-cultural techniques of evaluation and
meaning-making — ranging from written live-commentary of viewers, likes and
dislikes, to new digital literacies as memes and emojis as well as modes of high
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value-added activity (monetarization, commercialization, see below). However,
an important difference to conventional non-broadcasted on- or offline gaming
lies in the specific form of translation by which rwitch Let’s Play live streams
mediate the gaming event. Broadcastings of Let’s Play’s enact the audiovisual
and aesthetic elements and conventions of streaming cameras, which need to be
considered a crucial “mediator” of the gameplay in the Latourian sense (Latour
2005, p. 39). In his paper on “Broadcasting Play”?, Ben Egliston (2016) takes
into consideration these modes of ‘staging’ and ‘representation’ and elaborates on
“how different formats of broadcast communicate varying ontologies of video-
game play; situating networks of material (and immaterial) relations” and goes
on to ask “how particular methods of framing play, via broadcast, orient, or dis-
orient, viewers from the idea of play as an experience thoroughly mediated by
materialities and bodies” (np). This kind of mediation renders invisible the socio-
technical arrangement of the broadcaster as well as the bodily techniques they
carry out in order to interact with the on-screen events by audio-visually ‘cutting’
these (maybe otherwise distorting or non-entertaining) elements from the
representation of gameplay. In this respect, watching or partaking in a live stream
is not a passive, direct, immediate observation of ‘someone playing a game’ (cf.
Egliston 2016), but instead a partaking in a “hybrid of game and video” (Burwell
und Miller 2016, p. 2), a medial translation of gaming situations and a ‘playing-
with’ (cf. Gadamer 1977) of mutually connected and socio-technically shaped
actors and agencies. In our example of DrDisrespect and MontanaBlack, we will
come back to such ‘framings’ and elaborate on Egliston’s findings in more detail.

The processuality of mutual shaping part(icipant)s in the gaming event,
however, challenges digital gaming researchers to choose an adequate perspective
to describe the becoming of the event. If each part(icipant) is an actor that dis-
tributes agency and can become a mediator, that is capable of translating
actions like wishes, agencies, things, discourses or technical objects, then
we have to admit that this also applies to the researchers. In order to analyze a
twitch-streamed gaming event, they have to partake in the situation and remediate
the respective event: “The presence of the researcher and the research techno-
logies are inseparable from the networks under study. They too are (made of)
part(icipant)s” (Giddings 2008, p. 6). Consequently, we, as the researchers, this

3t should be added here that Egliston, referring to ‘broadcasting’, uses a somewhat
problematic term, as this term can be considered to be located in a classical ‘broadcast’
situation. However, that is not the case — from the perspective of ANT, Egliston decisively
talks about the ‘new media’-events of live streaming on YouTube and twitch.



185

paper and our mode of description — written language -, become parts, actors
and translational elements of the gaming event under scrutiny: “As with any
approach, processual media theory itself is implicated in the systems of relations
it describes; as such, it too operates in a reflexive mode that contributes to change
within the system” (Rossiter 2013, p. 107). Still, even by acknowledging a
reflexive mode of description (cf. Pink 2004, p. 4), ‘capturing’ a certain situational
moment of gameplay in its sheer complexity and situativeness appears to be a
problematic if not impossible operation — at least from a practical point of view.
Each description is bound to remain a ‘freeze frame’ (no matter which mode of
description one chooses). Instead of framing the beginning and the end of our case
studies by prefabricating a spatio-temporal pattern in which the gaming situation
is pre-rendered by, we propose to “follow” two of the “spokesmen” (cf. Callon
1986, p. 216-217) of the twitch game streaming actor-network —DrDisrespect and
MontanaBlack -and the complex processes of staging the rwitch gaming event.

2.1 DrDisrespect: Staging PCMR culture and the
‘superior’ gamer on twitch

The monetization of live-streamed gaming content on twitch, large fan bases,
and the performative character of such, usually follows the pop-cultural
aesthetic codes of a ‘style’ that — in (online) gaming communities — has come
to be known as the PCMR: The ‘glorious’ PC Master Race. Although twitch can
be used as an application for video game consoles like the Sony Playstation 4
(PS4) and the Microsoft Xbox One, it is mostly centered around PC gaming.
This marks an important difference, since the gaming situation on a gaming
console tends to emerge in and by a specific assemblage, which is configured by
a living-room-like arrangement, assembling all the different part(icipant)s in a
relational web, enabling a specific gaming event (cf. Waldrich 2016) to come into
effect. PC gaming differs from console gaming not just by the spatio-temporal
configuration, but also by different part(icipant)s, technologies, and practices. The
above-mentioned term ‘PCMR’ is widely used to describe this form of gaming
and its correlating socio-technical arrangements. ‘Hardcore® PCMR-gamers
distinguish themselves “from the more casual focused console ‘peasants’
(Marshall et al. 2019, p. 164) conveying specific twitch practices of gaming based
on configuring and customizing an individual ‘Battlestation’ (a customized PC) as
part of their impression management.

A quite popular representative is the famous Streamer DrDisrespect, who
ironically calls himself “the face of rwitch” (Klein & Klein 2017). He is a twitch
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character portrayed and created by 37-years old American former eSports gamer
and game designer Guy Beahm. He almost exclusively plays online multiplayer
or Battle Royale games that focus on the importance of competition and the
‘last-man-standing’ gameplay (eliminating all opponents), such as PUBG, Call of
Duty: Black Ops 4 (Treyarch 2018), Apex Legends (Respawn 2019) or Call of
Duty: Warzone (Infinity Ward 2020).

His persona’s exterior characteristics are showcased by its unique and stylized
look (Fig. 1).

DrDisrespects always wears a black mullet wig, massive retro-futuristic
sunglasses and a black mustache (which he jokingly insists on is a “poisonous
Ethiopian caterpillar”). His outfit consists of a black or red long-sleeved t-shirt
and a black or red military vest. To support these eclectic references to ‘bad-taste’
19805s/19905s fashion fads, Beahm constantly (and jokingly) boasts about his skills,
his alleged superpowers, his irresistible looks and his overall ‘greatness’. Not only
did he call himself “the best player in the world”, but also his audience (over 1
million followers) frequently awards him with this position (cf. Link 2019). ESPN
characterized Beahm’s presentation as “a hyper-caricature of how the stereotypical

Fig. 1 Iconic portrait of DrDisrespect, stylized in the aesthetic modes of 1980s superhero
comics (Beahm 2020)
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male gamer views himself” (D’Anastasio 2018). Despite of the fact (or even
because of the fact) that his outfits are overtly outdated and his (well-known)
catchphrases are mostly narcissistic and self-centered, his audience attributes him
with a video-gaming rock star status (Yohan 2017).*

DrDisrespect’s favorite titles are (Battle Royale) games that are designed
with a specific interface and related strategies of sensorimotor control in mind:
the flexible and constantly upgradable interface consisting of an ultrasensitive
computer mouse and a keyboard that allows for individualized button mapping.’
Controlling these devices takes months of practice and a high-level skill —
comparable to specific skills acquired in sports — that have to be developed in
mutual relation to the PC-game arrangement. Besides Beahm performing and
playing his role as the the ‘god-like’ DrDisrespect, he is objectively a talented
high-level player and such players frequently “not only showcase their virtuosity
of the game via the accumulation of points on screen, but through the ways in
which their body has been trained to respond to the game” (Egliston 2016). In
this respect, in PCMR there is an almost fetishized relationship between the
player’s skills and the individualized ‘devices’ they play on — probably best
described by the relationship of a musician to his instrument (see Fig. 2).

Gamers, who consider themselves members of the PCMR movement,
consequently hold the belief that the constantly developing and upgradeable PC
hardware is in many ways ‘far superior’ to the much more ‘closed’ and inflexible
technology of video gaming consoles (cf. MacDonald 2013): Peripherals such as
the mouse and the keyboard are presumably more accurate and enable a higher
graphics potential, flexibility and upgradability of PC hardware or software for
modding, tuning and upgrading and the rapid reciprocal development of high-end
hardware and state-of—the-art gaming softwares. In PCMR not only the outcome
of the virtual battles is of importance; acquiring, upgrading and aestheticizing
the hardware is a form of competition, too. DrDisrespect shows this affinity for
technological progression not only through his futuristic gaming room, but also
through his constant display of new and more elaborate gaming hardware and
Battlestations, following the aesthetic and cultural codes of PCMR (Fig. 2).

4Consider Yohan’s (2017) description: ,.DrDisRespect is also known for his '80s-styled
masculinity. He's extremely cocky and compliments himself on a daily basis, all in an over-
exaggerated comedic fashion. (He once even called himself a sex God.) One would assume
that the man has never shed a tear in his life, not even as a baby” (np).

SHowever, the ‘WASD’-buttons on the keyboard are the most common buttons for moving
an avatar. This button mapping can be interchanged with any of the buttons available on a
standard PC keyboard.
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Fig.2 The player-peripherals companionship. Advertisement for German ROCCAT
hardware (Panknin 2020)

This specific look is to be related to a process that has steadily changed the
aesthetic values of PC hardware to look more futuristic (or retro-futuristic)
and more ‘valuable’. The unfolding PCMR developed a distinct appeal of their
techno-cultural artifacts by redefining, tuning and configuring both the interiors
and exteriors of their formerly unimposing personal computers. A ‘proper’
Battlestation is equipped with an array of ‘fancy’ RGB lights that illuminate the
elaborate hardware components inside the PC that are displayed by transparent
windows on the outside of the PC cases. In addition, the gaming peripherals
like the keyboard and mouse use the illuminating effects in different colors,
fitting the whole setting (see Fig. 3).° Analogous to an expensive customized

6Additionally, a ‘decent’ gaming room is often stylized with diffuse RGB backlights as
well as stacked with different artifacts of gaming history and popular culture. The whole
setting is illuminated in a cold-blue and black aesthetic with a very organized and sterile
impression. Although each room features reoccurring elements that signalize ‘PCMR’,
individuality by adding personal details seems to be key here. Some PCMR gaming rooms
look more like a workspace for a ‘high end’ product advertisement or a futurism-art-
museum exhibition than an actual living room.
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Fig. 3 High-end gaming setup with illumination effects (Stone 2019)

limousine, a stylized PC gaming room becomes a symbol of status, wealth and
‘taste’. Interestingly enough, it is mostly financially successful streamers — such
as DrDisrespect himself — who are capable of affording and ‘showing off” highly
individualized and powerful hardware. By doing so, PCMR shows a moment of
being surrounded by its own (sub-)cultural aesthetics and values. It is a display
of the high-end hardware, creating a certain atmosphere and situation exposing
a dedicated gamer lifestyle. Aestheticizing livestreams in this certain, but highly
individual style is a trademark for each streamer and an expression of his
gaming-character and -personality (Fig. 3).

DrDisrespect’s gaming arrangement — called ‘Arena’ — is an ironically
exaggerated version of a common PCMR setup. Analogous to his character’s
inflated ego, the stage for Beahm’s performance is a huge hangar-like space,
full of displays, keyboards, computers and devices that resemble technologies
usually seen in Science Fiction films or video games. The whole room looks like
the interior of a spaceship, with an ergonomic gaming chair that marks the cock-
pit. It is a colossal command zone, a ‘set’ (in the sense of movie set), in which
DrDisrespect plays a character that reworks the codes of the PCMR, plays digital
games and enacts an episodic storyline. The set also functions as the main setting
for a series of narratives that evolve around DrDisrespect and his ‘enemies’ —
even including cameos like the (former) 1990s Wresting star The Underakter,
who fits well in this semi-fictional retro-world (Fig. 4).
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Fig.4 DrDisrespect’s retro-futuristic command center; PCMR style (Patterson 2019.)

Not only does Beahm’s ‘Arena’ looks like a high-budget setting, but it actually
is one of the most elaborate and costly gaming-stream studios: “The Doc is
known for his unrivaled production value, which includes the use of multiple
cameras, green screens with various graphic designs and backdrops which add
to the illusion of his 'Arena” (Patterson 2019). Such a setting visibly demands
for elaborate professional planning, development and setup, as well as knowledge
of software and hardware configurations (including lighting and camera
perspectives) that resemble professional filmmaking. This certainly is highly
influenced by PCMR’s culture. DrDisrespect’s ‘Arena’ has to be considered as
both a prerequisite and an effect of DrDisrespect’s (self-reflexive) ‘superiority’
and the increasing professionalization, laborization and capitalization of twitch
streaming.

During the sequences of episodes in which Beahm is actually ‘playing’ a
game, just the capture of his monitor is displayed, including his upper body (or
face) and stylized overlays as backgrounds between the matches highlighted
by electronic, computer-generated synth-wave music as reminiscent of 1980s
popular music.? Ben Egliston identifies this kind of setting, and the vanishing
of body movements — especially the hands, which actually play a major role in
interacting with a digital game (cf. Parisi 2010) — as a now conventionalized
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aesthetic of rwitch streams focusing “the content of the game being broadcast
and displays of (generally) facial affect by broadcaster” (Egliston 2016, np).
The facial expressions are an important part of playing (a game and a role), as
it relates Beahm’s actions to ‘triumphant’ gestures and boasting emotional
reactions. In a sense, his facial expressions add meaning to the gaming event
and even contextualize it accordingly, which is a conventional formal-aesthetic
technique of symbolizing emotional closeness in professional filmmaking (the
much used ‘close up’-shot). Consequently, the specific setup of the camera and
his technical devices as well as his way of ‘performing the game’ condition the
way the game can be interpreted by the audience and thus influences the event as
a whole.

Dr Disrespect’s well-known motto and self-description of his playstyle is
“violence, speed and momentum”, whereas the latter is clearly related to the
techno-sensory interaction between hands, eyes, cognitive functions and the
material aspects of the gaming arrangement. Interestingly enough, however, the
visual frame DrDisrespect choses “disorient[s] viewers from the idea of play as
an experience thoroughly mediated by materialities and bodies” (Egliston 2016,
np), by shifting the focus on the ‘effects’ of “physical networks” (ibid.) that
condition digital play rather than on physical actions. DrDisrespect consequently
does not showcase his hands and control devices, but he rather opts for close-ups
of the grimaces of his character, while mocking his opponents and celebrating
himself. This staging clearly differs from the kind of entertainment setup we
know from eSports broadcasts celebrating the physical talents of the players in
a more sportive-conventional way. Such a visual construction of the frame, the
self-boasting presence, the outstanding gaming results, as well as the cult based
around his personality generate a mythical image of his abilities and talents.
Additionally, the emotive ‘close-ups’ narrate the dramatic sequences of the
gaming process, the operated actions and the overall prowess of DrDisrespects
gaming skills. Instead of conceptualizing gaming as a “configurative practice”
(Eskelinen 2001), that entails configuring the systemic elements of a closed game
product, playing and streaming a game on twitch also means to (re-)configure
techno-aesthetical arrangements that translate the overall gaming performance on
the player as well as the audience level.

Both modes of performances — playing roles and playing a game — are
interconnected to one unique process and ftwitch gaming event that can be
considered as a specific, highly professionalized mode of playing, as we will see
in the last chapter (5.). This mode is characterized by its staged performances
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that emerge within the socio-technical and virtual playground of twitch and a
specifically created gaming assemblage, that is reciprocally affected by the codes
of PCMR subculture, and additionally reworks formal-aesthetic conventions of
filmmaking into a heterogeneous assemblage of play. As both a human person, a
persona and an effect of an actor-network DrDisrespect is a hybrid arrangement—,
he can be considered a hybrid constellation that is neither purely human (subject)
or non-human (object). He is a kind of “quasi-subject” (Latour 1991), whose
mode of existence is produced by the assemblage and, reciprocally, shapes it:

These quasi-formations highlight things’ tendencies toward subject-ness or
object-ness, but refuse to cleave them apart and place then into neat categories.
Instead of humanist subject or postmodern, fragmented, socially constructed
subject, the quasi-subject is a hybrid of various discourses, material effects, semiotic
codes and affective fields (Pflugfelder 2014, p. 121).

Considering our analysis above, we may also add audio-visual representations
(medial conditions of his videos) and conventions to this list, as well as meme
circulation, fan creations and comments that are related to Beahm’s digital stage
persona.

2.2 MontanaBlack: The home console dispositive
and the casual, authentic gamer

In contrast to DrDisrespect, the German twitch streamer Marcel Eris aka
MontanaBlack is playing and embodying a quite different role and persona.
Although playing on Playstation 4, MontanaBlack is staged by a typical
PCMR arrangement, creating a particular style and accessibility (see Fig. 6).
MontanaBlack started his career by sharing gameplay videos on YouTube.” When
purview started to increase, he began to create a narrative of his personal history
that soon began to translate into his screen persona. In a series of ‘confession’

"Driven by his twitch performance, MontanaBlack also releases videos on YouTube tal-
king about contemporary issues and gossip on gaming, YouTube culture and business.
Those videos are released under the headline “real talk”, where he claims to discuss certain
issues honestly and openly — including his sponsorships, income and purchases. According
to the economic constitution of YouTube, a certain strategy concerning his headlines and
thumbnails — namely gaining so-called ‘clickbait’ — is undeniable. Interestingly, this seems
to be somewhat opposing his image of the authentic, honest and average ‘guy next door’.
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MARCEL ERIS

MIT DENNIS SAND

Fig. 5 MontanaBlack’s ‘authentic’ biographical reworking of the ‘Rags to Riches’-
Narrative (Eris & Sand 2019)

Fig. 6 Marcel Eris’s streaming-arrangement: An ‘authentic’, everyday gamer’s living room
(Horchert 2019)
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videos, he narrated the story of his life as structured in the conventional ‘success
narrative’, that is reworked as the ‘rags-to-riches’ or ‘underdog-to-millionaire’-
story in countless Hollywood movies, world literature and (trans)national
narratives (e.g. the ‘American Dream’) (cf. e.g. Levinson 2015). In these videos,
MontanaBlack — to whom the followers attribute credible authenticity and a sense
of ‘not being staged’ — talked about his change from being a broke, homeless drug
addict to becoming a successful twitch streamer, a story that also structures the
narrative of his 2019 biography MontanaBlack: Vom Junkie zum Youtuber (Sand
& Eris 2019) and fortified this image (see Fig. 5).

More important than to know whether MontanaBlack’s confessions are true or
not, is his mode of producing and staging authenticity especially when it comes
to achieving economical value (cf. Klein und Friedrich 2003). In Marcel Eris’s
case, the staging of the ‘guy next door achieves economical success’-narrative is
accompanied by the production of his streams according to the conventions of a —
compared to DrDisrespect — less stylized home console environment reinforcing
the aura of non-professionality and authenticity.®

In order to generate this feel of a more casual gamer, Eris offers his followers
access to his private space by showing his living room, his gaming room and his
battlestation and talks about private and personal issues, feelings and opinions.
Instead of ‘overtaxing’ the audience with a high-end aesthetic look, his clips
rather produce a kind of (intentionally) ‘unfinished’, amateurish or personal look
communicating that he has nothing to hide. Additionally, MontanaBlack’s videos
give insight into the ‘making of” of a streamed performance — a strategy that has
(paradoxically) often been used in contemporary media to generate ‘authenticity’
(cf. Klein und Friedrich 2003). In doing so, Eris’s videos operate within the
mode of a (self-)reflexive framing and staging of the twitch streaming (and per-
formance) process.

8Interestingly, as it comes to Eris’s mode of representation, it is important to note that he
also created a certain aesthetic to stylize his twifch streams according to the conventions
of a home console dispositive and other subcultural assemblages. In Eris’s case, there is an
affinity to German Hip-Hop culture recognizable, which he visibly relates to his streaming
stage. For example, there are plenty of baseball caps arranged in a RGB-lightened rack in
the background. Eris himself always wears one of his caps while streaming or performing
in any other medial arrangement linked to his appearances. By doing so, he is not just a
person of interest for gamers, but also for people associated with and interested in Hip-Hop
culture. He simultaneously functions as a role model for teenagers, promoting the success-
narrative his persona is linked to.
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While DrDisrespect with his professional e-sports background is a high-class
gamer, MontanaBlack conveys the image of an ‘average’ casual gamer, using his
fame to expand his ‘business’ and to expose his personal success history to his
(young) audience. He thus became an economically driven advertising media
for his own company and label called Get on my Level. While the selling of
merchandise and clothes 1s a common practice among famous twitch streamers
and YouTubers, MontanaBlack enlargens his potential audience/clients by relating
his merchandise both to gaming and contemporary HipHop culture and lifestyle.
MontanaBlack counts as a perfect example of how twitch practices couple digital
gaming and working. His streaming is both an entertaining and an economical
service for his fan community, interacting with him via the twifch chat. At the
same time, he advertises for his company, which emerged in and through the
twitch arrangement of live stream gaming, i.e. a setting that is supposed to offer
space for leisure-time gaming rather than professional workplaces. This directly
leads us to the last question of how the blurring of the boundaries between work
and play is to be considered as an effect of the twifch stream gaming event.

3 Earning money while gaming? Twitch and the
blurring boundaries between work and leisure
time

What can we take from the analyses above in terms of the hybridization of
gaming and working, of the entanglement of economic processes, socio-technical
gaming arrangements, the labour-intensive staging of personae, the selling of
merchandise, as well as the practices of watching, following and/or subscribing?
It is our aim to show, how in the framework of twitch gaming as well as,
reciprocally, streaming has developed from a more or less niche phenomenon and
leisure activity into an economically exploitable lifestyle.

Gaming on twitch, as we already developed above, does not only give people
access to what was formerly known as their private gaming zone. With the
streaming platform, gaming has become a real-time performance in front of a live
audience. Besides the possibility (and, at the same time, the necessity!) of self-
presentation and impression management, what seems to be even more interesting
is the fact that many gamers nowadays monetize their twitch channel: “The more
you play video games, the more money you can make” says Garrett Mickley
(2017), a web game designer and developer. The opportunity to make money
playing video games comes with massive audiences, making the streaming
platform a legitimate source of income for many streamers, with the most popular
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of them earning well above the average monthly household income. Gamer Ninja
aka Richard Tyler Blevins is one of the top ten streamers (A + +) with more than
14 million followers and over 450 million channel views (Socialblade 2019).
Although there are a variety of methods for monetizing the channel and all of
them are fairly easy to implement, the most popular are twitch subscriptions —
monthly donations of $4.99, $9.99 or $24.99, mostly splitted between twitch
and the streamer 50/50 — allowing for the creation of a recurring source of
income (vgl. Die Crew 2018). This option, however, is only available for ‘twitch
Partners and Affiliates’, special types of rwitch channels that essentially allow for
monetization of broadcasts like the channels of DrDisrespect and MontanaBlack
who, in a stream in march 2018, voluntarily talked about his earnings.” Actually,
anyone can become a twitch Affiliate or Partner, but certain requirements exist
regarding the stream's popularity and the number of followers a user has, at
least more than 50. Twitch boasts over 2 million streamers monthly and more
than 17.000 earn money through the above mentioned ‘twitch Partner program’
(Stephenson 2019). In order to collect recurring donations, many streamers
use Patreon, a crowdfunding service funding the person behind the project, i.e.
behind the game. Other practices of monetizing the channel are bits (twitch's
premium emoticons, a form of mini-donations from viewers), donations, video
ads, sponsorships, affiliate links or selling merchandize (like MontanaBlack, see
above). Some of the twitch gamers — among them DrDisrespect, MontanaBlack
and Ninja, who, in 2019, moved from twitch to Microsoft Mixer — have quit their
day job and actually make a fulltime living (or even more) by streaming on the
service through a combination of the aforementioned monetizing possibilities.
However, reaching that level of economic success requires a lot of time and
dedication, with most of those ‘twitch Partners and Affilitates” — consequently
named “twitchpreneurs” (Rubinstein 2018) — filming themselves playing video
games five to seven days a week to maintain their live audience. This dedication
i1s mutual; twitch consumers, primarily male persons between 18 to 34 year, spend
about three to ten hours of live streams, play between six and fifteen hours of
video games weekly. "

MontanaBlack Realtalk, https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=7&v=WBDI5k
EZ9co&feature=emb_logo. Accessed 19. April 2020.

1%However, not all streamers are gamers, some of them, like twitch performer John
“JohnnyBoi_i” Macdonald, attract between 800 to over 2,000 viewers by inviting pro-
players to compete on his channel while he provides analytical commentary.
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To many of us, this form of gaming as an activity that is assigned monetary
value may seem a rather comfortable way to make one’s living, at the top
end, daily audiences can reach hundreds of thousands who, voluntarily, give
— unlimited — tips (Jaime ‘Karma’ Bickford, a professional player in Rocket
League, receives tips from $1 to $1,000 when streaming her own play), subscribe,
i.e. sign up for a monthly payment split between the streamer and twitch, pay
for tournament wins or speed-run world records or simply because they like the
gamer’s performance and this form of gaming entertainment. However, for their
part, spectators are rewarded with a more or less large notification popping up
onto the screen, and subscribers, generally, gain access to exclusive emoticons or,
best of all, a live shout-out from the streamer. In the following we will explore
the effects of this economical extension of the gaming zone on the relationship
between work and play, between labor and leisure activity,

When Julian Kiicklich in 2005 coined the term “playbor” as a hybrid form
of play and labor in a post-fordist era, he refers to the situation of gaming
industries at the end of the 1990s and the beginning of 2000 decade: Modding,
he stated, has become an important part of the so-called gaming culture as well
as a source of value for the gaming industry. But except for pleasure or social
capital, modders, however, are rarely remunerated: “This draws attention to the
fact that in the entertainment industries, the relationship between work and play
is changing, leading, as it were, to a hybrid form of ‘playbor” (Kiicklich 2005).
This new form of “play economy” (Galloway 2012, p. 27) benefits, according to
Kiicklich,

from a perception that everything to do with digital games is a form of play, and
therefore a voluntary, non-profit-oriented activity. There are strong indicators,
however, that this concept of play is no longer appropriate. Due to the fact that work
has been rendered more ‘flexible’ in regard to its temporal, spatial and institutional
contexts, more and more people can now be said to ‘play for a living’ (Kiicklich
2005)

The extension of the gamers’ possibilities (and, in return, responsibilities!),
an increasing loyalty as well as growing trust and credibility in the gaming
community (Postigo 2003, p. 596) inscribe the gamer into a production processes
comparable to Axel Bruns’ participatory ‘“prosumer’-culture (Bruns 2009).
However, while corporate social media almost always constitutes surplus-value
production in the sense that the time spent per day under the logic of capital
and commodification increases absolutely (Fuchs 2014; van Dijk 2013), mods,
according to Kiicklich, normally remain the property of the makers of the
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original game, creators may receive payments, but mostly are barred from
receiving royalties (cf. 2005). The modders’ supposed potential of resistance is
thus reabsorbed as a new source of producing surplus value. Twitch streamers,
in comparison, do not create mods or other ‘products’, they ‘sell’ their gaming
capacity (= workforce) and performance to twitch who, in return, (and together
with the streamer) re-sells it to a — mostly — paying audience. The organization,
maintenance and actualization of the channel, the work on the (self-)per-
formance and impression management, the affect-based working as well as
the ‘public relation’, the communication with the spectators, however, is the
gamer’s sole responsibility. The post-fordist re-making of work as play (Virno
2004, p. 100) promises, on the one side, the possibility of self-presentation and
expression (McRobbie 2002, p. 109) while, on the other side, demands specific
practices of self-regulation, self-control and organization. This new form of
commercialization not only refers to the selling of entertainment products, it also
capitalizes the related ‘leisure’ time and activities. While, according to Fizek
(2015), the computer, from the beginning, has found itself implicated at the
intersection of work and leisure, Kiicklich (2005) points out that digitalization
has enabled this form of consumer’s mass-productions of high quality and
low costs, and, according to Hardt and Negri, it also entails the possibility of a
self-controlled capitalization of leisure time and activites: "Digital games are,
in this respect, an important part of the affective and symbolic ‘ether’ of culture
and communication — a ‘fundamental medium of imperial control’ (Hardt und
Negri 2000, p. 346). With specific focus on twitch, David Nieborg and Thomas
Poell (2018) describe the “the penetration of economic, governmental, and
infrastructural extensions of digital platforms into the web” (p. 4276) with
significant relevance to the form and the monetization of cultural content.

The deregulation of work in the regime of self-discipline allows us to describe
new forms of labor in terms of “simultaneously voluntarily given and unwaged,
enjoyed and exploited” (Terranova 2000, p. 32), unclassifiable in traditional terms
of work and leisure. Ideology that contributes to the precarious status, disguises
the power structure within which twitch gamers and/or workers operate: While
twitchmetrics informs us well about the ‘gaming workload’ of streamers'' and

"You can have detailed information about the workload of DrDisrespect (https:/www.
twitchmetrics.net/c/17337557-drdisrespect) as well as of MontanaBlack (https:/www.
twitchmetrics.net/c/45044816-montanablack88). Accessed 20. April 2020.
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spectators,'? information about the staff of the streaming platform, however, lacks,
different estimations varying between 400 and 1500. The former Director of
Content Marketing Ben Goldhaber tweeted in March 2018: ,,From 25 employees
to 1200.5 million monthly uniques to 100. O partnered creators to tens of
thousands. Millions of lives changed, hopefully for the better. It was a pretty good
run, I'd say.”"® In fact, one could also argue that all of the streamers in a certain
sense ‘work’ for twitch, making their lives with gaming and performing. The
conflation of the homo economicus with pursuing personal happiness makes the
personal political, but on neoliberal, marketplace terms. We are thus confronted to
a system of political economy that encourages to join the legion of “free laborf[ers,
B.O.]” (Terranova 2000, p. 50), creating spectacle in the hope to overcome
antagonism by gamifying our work and, in return, workifying our gaming in a
kind of work-game/play-interference (Dippel und Fizek 2015, p. 372; Rauch
2018; Ochsner und Waldrich 2018). Twitch, in this light, is above all a powerful
recommendation engine monetizing massive loyal followings of the streamers
while gathering behavioral data and sale. Together with the gaming industry,
twitch turns the streamers’ ‘gaming force’'* into capitalizable (biopolitical) labor
that, in turn, can be re-sold to the spectators creating, at best, entertainment and
happiness. Gaming aka work force is thus transformed into a digital commodity,
an act of capturing innovation trough immaterial labor (Lazzarato 1996: 146) in
digital (play) industry (Peuter und Dyer-Witheford 2005). Lazzarato has shown in
what way immaterial labour blurs the borders between work and non-work time
while reinforcing the borders between the nowadays highly esteemed immaterial
labor in the high-tech milieu of cultural industries and the invisibilization of the
assembly worker on a factory line at the other end.

While most of the time, this kind of rwitch labor “does not feel, look, or
smell like labor et all” (Scholz 2013, p. 2), it changes if a channel, despite the
streamer’s hard work, is not growing. This situation can last anywhere from a few
days, weeks, months, sometimes even years. According to people who have gone
through it, lacking an audience is one of the most demoralizing things you can
experience online, as streamer shackleshotgun reported in 2017:

2In 2017 all twitch users together watched an average monthly time of 29.58 billion
minutes, which is 21.5% more than in 2016; in 2018 twitch users watched 42 billion
minutes, 42.99% more than in the year before.
Bhttps://twitter.com/fishstix/status/979769765202833409. Accessed 20. April 2020.

14‘Gaming force’ is also the name of different national and international gaming
communities or cooperations, i.e. https://gamingforce.org/forums. Accessed: 19. June 2019.
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During my first year of streaming I put a ton of work into my stream; the alerts, the
overlay, the audio, the webcam, the streaming hours, the interaction, the following
of the rules. I had 7+ streams every day, had a consistent schedule, didn't miss a
day for over a year. Yet my channel saw barely any growth. I watched my friends'
channels explode and quite honestly felt bitter. [...] Growing on twitch goes beyond
that. The thing about that is that you only see what the streamer does live and on
social media, you don't see all the behind the scenes stuff that they spend 8+ hours
on (Streamer Shackelshotgun 2017).

If live streaming is a practice, the person behind the camera is a product that has
to be continually improved. Streamers thus spend eight and more hours playing
and offering value to the audience, and, the rest of the working day, improve their
twitch channel, promote themselves on social media, do networking, run contests,
etc. building up a new class of gamers, called work-players or “playborers”
(Kiicklich 2005). Playing/gaming thus translates directly to working, play
economy and ludic capitalism (Galloway 2012: 27), transforming gaming —
as well as game- or gamer-related merchandise and entertainment activities
— in capitalizable labor. A workplace like twitch — and, analogous to that, the
highly stylized and technically well prepared ‘Battlestations’ of DrDisrespect
and MontanaBlack described above — is primarily considered pleasurable and
leisure-oriented (Terranova 2000, p. 42), transforming gaming into something
productive, that, according to Galloway, is not contradictory, as play, in a
romantic sense, stands for abundant creativity and, in a cybernetic reading, play
18 “centered on economic flows and balances, multilateral associations between
things, a resolution of complex systemic relationships via mutual experimenting,
mutual compromise, mutual engagement” (Galloway 2012, p. 28). In how far the
concept of ‘mutuality’ is realized in the twitch Partners and Affiliates programs
remains to be discussed. While streamers obviously have to work hard in order to
make themselves disponible for twitch and the spectator, the rwitch staff remains,
as we already said, mainly invisible.

»What if our whole life were turned into a game? What sounds like the
premise of a science fiction novel is today becoming reality*, as Deterding and
Walz wrote in 2015. On twitch, former borders between playing video games,
between live streaming and social experience, between (passive) spectating and
(active) interacting, between playing and working begin to blur. When, initially,
people still asked “Why would you watch someone else play video games and
pay for it?’, the still growing success of the ,Let’s play-Style‘ has transformed
,simple gameplay‘ into highly edited, high production value experiences on
YouTube, Justin.tv (2007) or, most successfully, on twitch (cf. Partin 2019).
Nowadays, playing thus, opens up a new perspective on a ludified digital culture
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(Raessens 2014), a new gradual spectrum from non-work to work, from leisure
time activities to increased working productivity:

In that aspect, and in the modes of distributed content provision evidenced by the
mod community, free networked labor in the gaming sector is perhaps prototypical
of work in what has been dubbed the coming “firms without factories” (Virtanen
2004, p. 223).

As part of what William Davies called “the happiness Industry” (2015), twitch
produces new and playful forms of capitalizing of our daily life and reselling
emotions to workforce. Twitch, however, has intensified this ‘partnership’
between industry and the social well-being system by doubling the relations
between entrepreneurs — the platform itself as well as their subcontractors, i.e. the
twitch Partners and Affiliates — and ‘clients’ — the streamers and the spectators.
The overall aim is to manage ‘happy’ workers/gamers and target likewise ‘happy’
consumers/spectators in order to increase productivity on both sides to ensure
the users’ potential of workforce in gaming and in watching. This potential then
is resold in form of wellbeing and happiness. The system of voluntary financial
support, however, not only produces ‘happiness’, it also generates a certain
feeling of guilt when rwitch viewers attach written apologies to their apparently
rather modest tips like: “I’m broke right now. Sorry I can’t give more.” The
happiness industry, thus, not only increases happy productivity, it reinforces
workforces by insinuating a certain form of guilt and/or debts which, probably,
will be translated into higher tips, better aggregation of users, closer attachment
to the platform and, last but not least, more data to be captured in order to create
surplus value.

4 Conclusion

Besides MontanaBlack and DrDisrespect, there are plenty of other “spokesmen”
(Callon 1986) of the twitch community that could be analyzed within this
discussion. Naturally, the heterogeneous modes of ‘playbor’ the socio-technical
arrangements of twitch generate, cannot be reduced to a simple ‘hardcore’ and
‘causal’ gamer dichotomy. Twitch provides a stage for a multitude of play-styles,
performances, selves, modes of existence and related capitalizations of digital
gaming.

Our point was to show how gaming changed in digital cultures to a specific
mode, which cannot be differentiated clearly from digitized work. The causes of
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these effects are versatile and cannot be put in a linear causality. As we showed in
our first part of the analysis, these kinds of tangling of different modes of playing
and configuring techniques and technologies go beyond the analysis of separate
units of the process that has traditionally be considered the ‘game’. Those
effects emerge from a complex socio-technical arrangement that is translated
by technology, knowledge, aesthetics, economy, practices, material and ludic
mediality. This can be framed and analyzed in specific gaming situations that
vary by context, mode of play, game, players and all of the other interconnected
part(icipant)s centered around gaming. Herein lies a tendency that sets work
and play in a reciprocal somehow ludic relation, that dynamizes the distinction
between them. This means that we cannot just talk about gamification without
considering workification. Having this complex interconnections in concern it is
not enough to think about work becoming more and more like a game. Linked to
this development is also gaming, becoming work and a practice classified in an
economically driven interdependency.
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