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Abstract 

This thesis studies online fan communities, using the recent popularity of chess on live streaming 

platform Twitch.tv as a case study to examine audience and cultural convergence between high and 

popular culture in a digital community setting. Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts field and capital are 

utilised in order to investigate changing structures and norms within this converging chess field. 

Affordances of the Twitch platform, too, are considered as key role players in the transformation of 

chess culture online. Through participant observation in a live stream channel and through content 

analysis of online forum materials discussing the Twitch-hosted amateur chess "PogChamps" 

tournament, the study’s findings suggest that the introduction of a new platform like Twitch into a field 

like the chess field can fundamentally restructure the community. This can occur because of platform 

affordances that offer new means for community members to accumulate valuable capital by setting new 

terms for what constitutes valuable capital and what it means to be "in the know" in the field. 

Additionally, by bringing new audiences to the chess community, Twitch is a key influencer in 

developing what can be seen as a new form of fan community centred around chess that emphasises 

spectacle and entertainment above game proficiency. These findings, the thesis concludes, can be 

applied in similar community contexts in order to further understand the dynamic nature of online 

communities. 
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1.0. Introduction 

It is June 9th, 2020. Hundreds of thousands of viewers have tuned in to Twitch.tv to watch a 

“PogChamps” chess tournament matchup between former e-sports professional “xQc”—known for his 

short fuse—and “moistcr1tikal”—whose dry humour, Jesus-like appearance, and cut cameo in the 

blockbuster Hunger Games movie franchise has solidified him as a popular figure on various corners of 

the internet. 

Although this is an amateur tournament on paper, the involvement of chess.com—the world’s 

leading portal for online chess—and the price pool of $50,000 have raised the stakes considerably. The 

two opponents, although relatively new to the game, have honed their skills in preparation for the 

meeting and have practiced under the guidance of high-ranking Grandmaster (GM) players. One of 

these is GM Hikaru Nakamura, who is also responsible for casting the game and providing commentary 

alongside his peer Alexandra Botez, Woman FIDE Master. 

“xQc is going to get his “scotch” opening here, I think,” says Nakamura, analysing the first move 

made by his understudy. “I’m not sure that I like the variational approach here,” he goes on in response 

to moistcr1tikal’s subsequent set of moves. 

And then, stunned silence. Nakamura gazes blankly at his screen, having been rendered speechless 

by xQc’s fatal mistake. 

“No, please don’t,’ says Botez. “It’s too soon, Hikaru. We didn’t even reach a climax.” 

The match is over. In six moves, moistcr1tikal checkmates his opponent. The jubilant winner gets 

out of his chair and celebrates in a silent dance—as his sound feed is not yet part of the main broadcast. 

When the commentators finally listen in on moistcr1tikal, they are in for a surprise. 

“That’s got to be a world record,” the winner muses. “Thanks for the fat 10 gift subs, Pikachu. My 

d*ck is throbbing. Throbbing! What is xQc’s chat saying right now?” 

Chess has found a new arena in Twitch, and it has led to a resurgence of the game and changes to 

its culture that few could have predicted. 

1.1. Chess on Twitch: High meets popular culture 

In the past year alone, chess has emerged as a new trend in popular culture through the Netflix hit series 

The Queen’s Gambit, which has been credited for managing “to make the game of chess fascinating… 

and sexy, even” (Nemetz 2020). High ratings have also translated into commercial success, as eBay 

recorded a 215% boom in chess-related sales following the series’ October 2020 debut (Jones 2021). 

The groundwork for the revitalisation of the game, however, had already been laid in the preceding 

months through the live-streaming platform Twitch.tv. In reference to the “PogChamps” tournament 
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highlighted in the opening, Brenan Klain, COO of chess.com, was quoted explaining how the 

collaboration with Twitch has served to knock chess off its high pedestal, meaning that the game has 

become more accessible and thus embraced by a wider audience that might not have otherwise imagined 

themselves playing it (Murray 2020). 

In his in-depth study on chess culture and community, Fine (2015, p. 157) highlights the role 

status and prestige plays within the chessworld, pointing to a key feature that serves as a form of social 

capital that distinguishes top players from the rest: player ratings. In a 2020 Wired interview, Alexandra 

Botez—Woman FIDE Master turned live-streamer—concurs with these statements, claiming that there 

is an inherent sense of elitism tied to the chess community and that one’s worth and position within the 

hierarchy is immediately related to one’s ranking (D’Anastasio 2020). Thus, it was the achievements, 

accolades and status within the wider community that made players like the aforementioned Nakamura 

integral to the rise of chess on Twitch. Not only did Nakamura’s reputation, and rating as the number 

one “blitz” chess player in the world, route new traffic to the platform, but it also aided in breaking 

down boundaries and challenging the notions of elitism. This is in large part to how Nakamura strove to 

make the game more inclusive to beginners by collaborating with already established Twitch profiles 

who had amassed their own followings and communities in other game genres. Through both his own 

Twitch stream and other social media, Nakamura encouraged newcomers to stick with the game—

offering counsel, as in the case with xQc—and he expressed gratitude towards the Twitch natives 

because of their role in creating buzz and adding to the growing chess fanbase that had begun to flourish 

on the platform (Nakamura 2020; Webster 2020). 

If series like The Queens Gambit made chess sexy, Twitch made it approachable by offering a site 

where new fans could interact and engage with the rest of the community. Now, in 2021, it is clear that 

chess has earned its spot as a permanent fixture within the Twitch landscape. Both the professional 

scene—and its officially hosted events—as well as the amateur scene—driven by creators of all sizes 

with their own sub-communities—are thriving, as users of the platform have come to see that chess, too, 

is a game with plenty of suspense and entertainment on offer. 
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However, not everyone within the chess community has had a favourable view of recent developments. 

Harkening back to issues of elitism and gatekeeping, Ben Finegold—another high-ranking player with 

the grandmaster title—has been the most vocal out of several community voices as he publicly criticised 

both Nakamura and the direction he was taking the community, as well as directing personal attacks 

towards Twitch newcomers to the game—xQc, specifically (Bernstein 2020). On his own Twitch 

broadcast, Finegold made comments about Nakamura being a sell-out and favouring publicity and 

celebrity by engaging with players such as xQc, whom he described as having “negative talent in life”. 

Additional insults were directed towards the xQc fanbase, where Finegold lumped them into a category 

of being “white supremacists, racists, homophobes, Trump supporters, six-year-olds, people with super 

low IQs … because that’s who [xQc] is” (Nostradamus 2020). Finegold has since apologised for his 

remarks through a tweet—albeit insufficiently, according to critical responses in the comment section 

(Finegold 2020). Regardless of the sincerity of the apology, the entire incident surrounding Finegold’s 

comments tell us that there is little doubt that Twitch has greatly influenced the larger chess community. 

The meeting between chess culture—with its seemingly rigid structures—and the more high-

octane internet culture that characterises Twitch has given way to a situation where chess culture is 

actively being transformed and rewritten. A biproduct of this is that the expansion of the community has 

allowed a new internet fan culture to blossom around chess. This is clearly visible on Twitch, but also 

on other social media platforms like Reddit—where the Chess subreddit has grown alongside the 

heightened exposure through live-streaming, and where most of the top-rated posts are from the last few 

months even though the community has existed on the site since 2008—which indicates how interest 

has surged only recently. More people than ever use these platforms to provide their own commentary 

Image 1: screenshot depicting the events of the essay opening. Streamer moistcr1tikal defeats 

xQc in six moves, leaving casters Nakamura and Botez in disbelief.

Figure removed from digital version due to copyright.
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on chess, to discuss game strategies, or to give their opinions on their favourite players. As the chess and 

Twitch cultures are so markedly different, the melting of the two constitutes an interesting cultural 

phenomenon in that it allows for the study of how hybrid fan cultures function and are constructed. 

 

2.0. Purpose statement 

This study sets out to build on the foundations of previous fan culture studies by approaching the chess 

community on Twitch.tv as an emergent media fandom. The meeting of high and low culture on the 

platform constitutes a unique opportunity to study culture and audience convergence, as well the 

negotiations of power that derive from this meeting between old and new fans with differing ideas of 

what constitutes good taste and valuable capital within their field. Thus, what this thesis aims to achieve 

is to analyse how fan communities are constructed, organised, and potentially fragmented in a 

contemporary digital platform environment by considering how affordances of the Twitch platform can 

act to reorganise set community structures. 

 

2.1. Research questions 

 

1. How does Twitch and its affordances enable the restructuring of the online chess fan 

community? 

2. What forms of capital can be found within the online chess community and Twitch, 

and how do these relate to one another? 

3. What conflicts emerge from online discussions about the “PogChamps” chess 

tournament, and who are the actors of these conflicts? 

 

3.0. Twitch background 

Even though the Twitch platform has seen its own boom in popularity in recent years—due, in part, to 

increased exposure through mainstream celebrities and public figures (Gilligan 2020; Iovine 2020)—the 

site may still remain unknown to many. A brief description of what Twitch is, and how it differs from 

similar video-hosting platforms, is therefore in order. 
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Launched in 2011, and acquired by Amazon in 2014, Twitch.tv has today established itself as a 

leading video live-streaming platform. A key difference between live-streamed video content and pre-

recorded video content is that the former affords social components that the latter cannot replicate. 

These social elements emerge from the direct nature of the broadcasts, where participants can engage 

with the content they are watching, as well as with each other through synchronous chat systems. The 

affordances of the Twitch platform encourage viewer participation. The aforementioned chat feature is 

merely one of these affordances—albeit a central one where most of the viewer/creator interaction takes 

place. Polls, in-game item drops, and custom emotes are all tools that streamers can use to drive 

engagement and to facilitate a form of active spectatorship—and in so doing, building their community. 

A streamer’s channel can be thought of as a micro-community operating under a wider Twitch umbrella. 

Past research paints a picture of how communication can drastically differ within different communities, 

depending on factors like the size of the audience, and the broadcasted content. In some cases, a stream 

can cultivate meaningful relationships between participants and can become a place for finding 

belonging with like-minded people (Sheng & Kairam 2020; Diwanji et al 2020). In other cases, crowded 

and hectic channels can cause information overload, where little to no meaningful interaction is to be 

found (Nematzadeh et al 2016). 

Because of these social aspects that come with live-streaming, it comes as no surprise that many of 

the major players in the social networking landscape have incorporated live-streaming into their 

repertoires of services. Facebook Live, Twitter Live and YouTube Live are all examples of services 

comparable to Twitch. However, these can be classified as general live streaming sites (GLSSs), 

Image 2: Example of a live Twitch broadcast featuring Valorant e-sports player and streamer "Hiko"

Figure removed from digital version due to copyright.
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whereas Twitch can be thought of as a topic-specific live streaming site (TLSS) because of how it is 

almost exclusively dedicated towards video-game content (Anderson 2017; Diwanji et al 2020). 

While the dominance of video-game content is undisputed, the platform’s expansion of streamer 

categories which move beyond video games (for instance—art, music, politics, makers and crafting) can 

read as a sign that Twitch is evolving into something that resembles a more general live streaming site. 

Chess has played a key role in this transformation. It was all the way back in 2017 that chess.com and 

Twitch formalised their partnership with a multi-year agreement which positioned the live-streaming 

platform as a mediator of all future chess events. As stated in a chess.com press release, the aim of this 

partnership was to grow the global presence of chess as a spectator sport and to develop a new 

ecosystem of chess content for old as well as new fans of the game (chess.com 2017). A little over three 

years later, these goals have been realised. While it took chess some time to find its stride on the video-

game-centric platform, it eventually had its breakthrough when prominent figures within the community 

embraced the idea of streaming the ancient game. 

 

4.0. Previous research 

Fan culture has been extensively studied from a variety of perspectives over the years. The same could 

be said of research on Twitch—despite its limited lifespan as a potential subject of study. Rarely, 

however, have these two fields intersected directly. One could make the case that studies that 

encapsulate the live-streaming platform’s social and communal aspects—of which there are many—

tread into the fan culture sphere. To some extent, this is true. Yet these studies more often than not speak 

of “viewers” rather than “fans” and do not engage with prominent aspects of fan culture studies—such 

as fan creations. A possible reason for this is that Twitch, as we will see, offers so many other entryways 

for researchers to explore. Because of this, it might just be that a fan perspective becomes 

overshadowed. Still, this is somewhat surprising, considering how the Twitch platform is driven by 

communities that so often resemble the type of fan formations featured in studies on fandom. Therefore, 

what this section sets out to do is to delve deeper into existing literature from both of these fields—fan 

culture studies and studies on Twitch—in order to provide an overview of past contributions, as well as 

to make the case for how these two spheres can benefit from being combined in a study such as the one 

at hand. The section then ends with an overview of research into the world of chess, where relevant 

knowledge to carry into the upcoming analysis section is presented and discussed. 
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4.1. Twitch Studies 

It is possible to divide previous research on the Twitch platform into a number of general themes. The 

monetary elements of Twitch have received significant attention in more recent years—especially after 

Amazon’s acquisition of the site in 2014. Two scholars who have found a niche in this very topic is 

Johnson and Woodcock (2019a; 2019b), whose articles delve deeper into the different means streamers 

can monetise their content on the Twitch platform. Of particular note is their in-depth ethnographic 

study that engages with Twitch creators directly, where streamers’ stories and experiences shed light on 

what it is like to stream on Twitch as a profession. Gaming, which is something that most would call a 

hobby or a passion, becomes the basis of a career that involves its own challenges and rewards. Johnson 

and Woodcock’s respondents describe the competitiveness inherent on the platform—how rigorous 

schedules and hard work are necessary for success, but how success is never guaranteed. Those who 

manage to cultivate fan followings—often of the transnational and cross-cultural kind—a streamer 

channel transitions into a business front that requires financial support in order to stay open every day of 

the week. To some extent, this is a rather exaggerated notion, as success on the platform is measured 

differently depending on the goals of the streamer. For some, being able to build and maintain a thriving 

social community is a reward that outweighs money; and for others, a streaming channel can serve as a 

platform to promote freelance services such as artwork (Phelps & Consalvo 2020, p. 2683). No matter 

the case, though, Twitch is a commercial enterprise, and where people flock there are ample of 

opportunities for financial gain. 

Johnson and Woodcock (2019a, pp. 4-6) identify the different strategies streamers can use to 

benefit financially from their popularity. A familiar concept here is the paying subscriber who receives 

certain premium benefits—such as access to emotes and exclusive “sub-only” chats, badges to identify 

their contributions. Yet this is merely one way for creators to monetise themselves through Twitch. 

Other methods include direct donations through services like PayPal; cheers, which is a form of 

platform currency that can be exchanged for real money; advertisement breaks, which streamers can 

start mid-broadcast; and sponsorships with various organisation from different industries that pay for 

sponsored segments of a broadcast, which are most easily comparable to something like product-

placements on television. These constitute the tools in place to earn money on the platform, yet 

streamers have found creative ways to “game” the system through strategies that drive up interest and 

thus the subscriber count. The “subathon” is an example of such a strategy, and it is a topical example as 

well since, at the time of writing, one of the most popular streamers on the platform, username 

“Ludwig”, is well into his 10th day of continuous streaming, having vowed to remain live as long as 

people keep subscribing. Each subscription adds 10 seconds to a timer that is ticking down, yet the end 
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is nowhere in sight so far—and the subscription money has added up to nearly $500,000 (Lorenz 2021; 

Grayson 2021). 

While the monetary aspects of Twitch have mostly been studied with a streamer perspective, the 

opposite can be said of the body of work that examines gratifications related to live stream consumption. 

Sjöblom and Hamari are known entities in this narrow space, as their co-authored articles tend to place 

the live stream viewer under the microscope in order to better understand how Twitch-viewing fulfils 

certain needs and desires. Through questionnaires, they have surveyed viewers and identified different 

categories of gratifications associated with live stream consumption. Results point to how tension 

release, as well as educational and social aspects are motivators for engaging with Twitch communities. 

Certain users are drawn to live streams because they wish to improve their own gameplay, yet once they 

are there they might stay for entirely other purposes. In regards to Twitch and its potential as a social 

meeting ground, Sjöblom et al (2019, pp. 17-19) write that the affordances of streaming have re-enabled 

a video-game related social interaction that has been in decline ever since the expansive growth of at-

home gaming. In this sense, live streaming channels can instil a similar effect to what gamers of years 

past might have experienced as they gathered at the arcade to compete for high scores. 

Streaming makes gaming a more collective experience, and this is an idea the duo engages with in 

subsequent works. Bruce-Hilvert et al (2018) further reflect on the live streaming platform’s role as an 

outlet for those lacking social communities or networks in their regular lives. Streams were found to 

serve a compensatory function for some, and these users often deepen their involvement in the 

community and shared experience by subscribing—or paying for the premium, where the actual content 

on offer mattered less in comparison to being able to fully participate in the community. Channels with 

smaller audiences are best equipped for facilitating these kinds of rich social interactions because of 

how they can offer a more personalised experience for the viewer. Being greeted by name and having a 

chance to speak to and be acknowledged by the streamer and other viewers directly are valuable 

components for those who treat Twitch as something more than a site to watch gameplay (Bruce-Hilvert 

et al 2018). Continuous engagement and a notable presence are key steps towards gaining the status of a 

regular in any live stream community. Those who are particularly dedicated, and invested in the 

streamer community, may earn the role of a channel moderator—a title which sets one apart from others 

at the same time as it introduces certain responsibilities. 

Wohn (2019) has interviewed 20 of these “mods” in order to better understand how viewers 

become mods, what the role entails, and how it might bring positives as well as negatives. Respondents 

highlighted how the process of becoming a mod is something that is bestowed upon one by the streamer. 

Most often, a mod used to be a particularly engaging fan of the streamer, whose positive influence on 

the community granted them the reward of recognition (through a unique user badge of authority which 
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easily identifies them) and limited administrative power. Yet this reward involves work—often 

emotionally taxing—and the position sometimes places the moderator in conflict with other viewers due 

to how mods stand in for the streamer to resolve chat-related disputes or incidents during broadcasts. 

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of Wohn’s article, though, is the discussion about misaligned 

relationship expectations between mods and their streamer. A common occurrence among mods was the 

desire to grow their relationship with the streamer beyond the confides of the stream itself, which more 

often than not was a desire few streamers echoed. Ever since studies on Twitch started gaining 

popularity, this streamer/viewer relationship has become the interest of several scholars who consider 

live streaming a perfect example, as well as an advanced form, of para-social interaction (Hu et al 2017; 

Wulf et al 2020; Sheng & Kairam 2020). It is common for audiences to become attached to public 

figures through media, and to perceive those relationships as genuine. This is especially the case with 

Twitch because of the immediate nature of the interaction between viewer and streamer on the platform 

(Hu et al 2017). In many cases, it is exactly this close connection to the performer that is the source of 

many viewers’ enjoyment—where some users describe their time spent watching their favourite 

streamers as time spent seeing a friend (Wulf et al 2020). 

Keeping in mind Bruce-Hilvert et al’s (2018) discussion on Twitch serving as a social substitute 

for certain users, it is easy to understand how a Twitch stream can foster relationships because of it 

being a low-risk means of interacting with people—and this goes for interacting with both streamers and 

other viewers. In regards of the latter, Sheng and Kairam (2020) point to how viewers see channels as a 

common ground from which relationships can grow. A shared interest in a specific streamer can anchor 

interaction, and thus Twitch communities can be considered valuable in terms of providing spaces for 

like-minded people to meet. 

Finally, we have arrived at the sub-section of Twitch research which has received most scholarly 

attention—and which may be of most relevance in regards to the study at hand. It is impossible to talk 

about the Twitch community without acknowledging Hamilton et al’s (2014) seminal study, which was 

among the first to examine the platform’s social elements in order to understand how communities are 

fostered on Twitch. As pioneers, Hamilton et al provided the groundwork for many of the other 

researchers, whose ideas and contributions have already been covered in this section—especially in 

terms of the gratifications studies, as a major theme in Hamilton et al (2014, pp. 1316-1319) is that 

streaming’s socialising functions are main motivators for why people seek out live streams. Another 

connection can be made to Wohn’s (2019) work on moderators, as Hamilton et al (2014, p 1320) also 

discuss how this role serves to distinguish some users from others, at the cost of heightened 

responsibility. Further connections could be made, but so as to avoid unnecessary repetition it is more 
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valuable to examine how others have continued to add new ideas and ways to approach research on the 

Twitch community. 

Since Twitch is a highly video-game-centric platform, much of the research about it examines 

communities that revolve around specific games or gaming personalities. There are, however, a number 

of important outliers that must be highlighted because of how they move beyond the boundaries of video 

game communities by considering more unique Twitch experiences or niche communities. Johnson 

(2019) does this by investigating streamers with disabilities or mental health issues, whose communities 

were found to reflect a unique corner of Twitch that is characterised as being a warm and open 

environment, akin to something like a support group. Likewise, the Doctor Who re-run stream that is the 

topic of Jacobs and Booth’s (2020) research represents yet another slice of Twitch that is both similar 

and markedly different from the usual communities that thrive on the platform. Similar in the sense that 

the basis of the experience for all members is the communal viewing, but different in the sense that the 

content—in this case classic episodes of the television series Doctor Who—facilitates an inter-

generational audience convergence, where new and old fans of the series meet. For both parties, the 

Twitch stream presented a new type of experience. For older fans, the bingeing and simultaneous chat 

format introduced new elements to the experience; and for younger fans, the possibility to chat with 

those who “were there” to see the episodes as they originally aired was an addition that made the 

experience all the more meaningful. This kind of inter-generational meeting could therefore be 

considered a successful way of encouraging newer fans of the series to engage with its roots—and in 

doing this, the re-run stream succeeded in bolstering the fan community as a whole by bringing its 

different branches together. 

By contrast, Scully-Blaker’s (2016) study on the speedrunning community on Twitch stands as an 

example where tensions can arise between various segments of the community because of a difference 

of opinion about what the community ought to be and look like. Until recently, the speedrunning 

community has occupied a niche corner on the platform—even though it is directly gaming-related—but 

its growing popularity has introduced a new degree of professionalism—a turn towards e-sport—that 

has some members worried about how their community might be reshaped. 

Keeping these two studies in mind, immediate comparisons can be drawn to the recent expansion 

of the chess community on Twitch and the audience convergence that followed in the footsteps of two 

distinctly different cultures meeting. The two cases also demonstrate how differently communities may 

respond to inside or outside challenges. Fan communities—whether of speedrunning, Doctor Who or 

chess—do not operate under a single set of guidelines. It is therefore essential to dig deeper, and to 

examine background factors, contexts and traditions of the community in order to better understand the 

often complex processes that steer how fans may react to different stimuli. In regards to chess, 
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traditional power hierarchies, as well as the importance and status placed upon player rankings, 

represent integral variables to consider. 

To bring this section to a close—and to transition into the following section on fan culture 

studies—it is valuable to examine some of the Twitch research on communities that most directly 

engages with fan-related concepts. Gandolfi (2016) initially set out to explore the growing Twitch 

phenomenon in relation to consumption and experience habits, and in doing so he noted the emergence 

of native celebrities on the platform—around which fan communities grow. Blight (2016, pp. 1-8) 

expands on this, pointing to how social platforms like Twitch have stretched the idea of what constitutes 

a celebrity in contemporary culture, and how Twitch makes an ideal space for building these kinds of 

personality-based fandoms due to its “virtual lounge room” character, where fans can discuss and 

engage in fannish activities that may otherwise be limited to face-to-face situations like conventions. 

While this is true, it is just as important to note that Twitch is a facilitator of fan activity outside of 

its central live stream service. Organised conventions and meet-ups like TwitchCon are essentially set 

up to give viewers a chance to meet their favourite streamers, as well as to interact with other fans from 

their streamer community. As a side note related to this, it is unfortunate that circumstances relating to 

the Covid-19 pandemic halted the plans of a 2020 TwitchCon. For the study at hand, it would have 

proved valuable to examine the presence of chess at this convention. Material gathered from attendees 

could have offered valuable insight into how chess placed at this largely video-game-centric gathering, 

as well as how both new and old fans of the game negotiated this space. This latter point is a central aim 

of this thesis, but it is also an issue Howell Newbury (2017, p. 16) touches on in their study on the 

fandom that has emerged around esports on digital platforms like Twitch. In connection to gender 

norms, Howell Newbury makes an interesting remark in terms of tensions between two differing 

cultures within this sphere, where professional gaming is tied to “geek masculinity”—a technical 

mastery over technology and game knowledge—while the professional scene itself is filled with sports 

masculinity, distinguished by its sense of aggression and competitive atmosphere. These are two types 

of masculinity that have traditionally been at odds with one another, but are now united under the 

esports banner. 

Again, these ideas are reminiscent of what is happening within the larger chess community—only 

those conflicts are not based on any issues of masculinity to the same extent. Yet it might be, at its core, 

tensions deriving from status—in which case, Howell Newbury’s text is a useful resource that offers a 

new dimension to consider. The text is more useful still when Howell Newbury (2017, pp. 120-125) 

discusses esports fandom practices. Hinting at a topic that will be covered in the following section, 

Howell Newbury reflects on how most studies on fandom equates studies on fan productions—when in 

reality fan production is not the be-all-end-all of fan practice. Instead, the act of replicating is something 
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that should be considered a fan commitment that signals involvement and personal investment in the fan 

culture. In terms of esports—and chess as well, I would argue—this surfaces when fans of the game are 

active players themselves. Yet Howell Newbury explains how there are barriers involved in esports that 

separate more casual fans from those most dedicated. The “know-how” and a mastery of esport 

knowledge serve as a form of cultural capital that fans accumulate. Yet these are stores that must be 

maintained and kept fresh to some extent, as the field is constantly in motion. It is therefore equally 

important to keep up to date with game happenings and events occurring within the community. 

As this portion of the literature review shows us, Twitch as a phenomenon has been studied from 

various angles and with various intentions in mind. The later sections, especially, hint at the overlap 

between studies on the live steaming community and fan culture communities—and these are studies 

that have both inspired and informed the upcoming analysis that examines the chess community from a 

fan perspective. Before this, however, there remain several fan culture studies that ought to be discussed 

so as to better place my own study in relation to what has been done before. 

 

4.2. Fan culture studies 

As is so often the case in academic contexts, seemingly simple terms such as “fan” rarely come with a 

clear-cut definition. More elusive still, within the sphere of fan culture studies specifically, is a 

collective understanding in regards to what constitutes a fandom, how we should think of these, and how 

they emerge. In the hope of finding answers to these issues, the best place to start would perhaps be with 

some of the pioneers of the field, whose thoughts remain as relevant today as they did some thirty years 

ago. 

The word “fandom” elicits images of a dedicated following of people who rally behind a certain 

star or popular culture property. Their arena is the convention halls in which they queue for selfies and 

autographs; where they mingle with other fans and celebrate that common passion which has brought 

them all together. This is how Jenkins (2013) outlines fans in his seminal work “Textual Poachers”, 

which has come to influence next to every other text on fan culture that the thesis at hand will engage 

with. “Poachers” constitutes the central pillar of what the field refers to as the first wave of fan culture 

studies—characterised to be primarily concerned with issues of power and representation. In the early 

days of fan studies, researchers like Jenkins—wearing both the hat of a scholar and a fan himself—

focused on fans and their agency to react, talk back, and to create. Fan practices such as fan-fiction 

writing, “filking”, and meet-ups through conventions were all key activities that garnered significant 

attention from scholars early on (Gray, Sandvoss & Harrington 2017, pp. 2-4; Jenkins 2013, p. 268). 

Bacon-Smith (1992, p. 16), another key figure whose work shaped the field, said it well when 

pointing out how media fandom began with Star Trek. This observation is more significant than one 



13 

 

might initially think, as it encapsulates many of the struggles that fandom—along with the field of 

research surrounding it—have faced, and to some extent still face today—in the sense that certain fan 

cultures still fall victim to representational othering (Gray, Sandvoss & Harrington 2017, p. 8). Who and 

what a fan is has long been a contested point of debate—within the field, yes, but also so in regards to 

the mainstream perception of the fan. Depictions of fans as obsessive and hysterical are all too common 

in popular media. Journalistic writing especially has historically clung to the idea of fans either as 

obsessed loners or hysterical members in a crowd (Abercrombie & Longhurst 1998, pp. 122-123). 

While this description might correlate well with reality in some scenarios, more recent fan culture 

studies especially have a tendency to steer clear of this type of reductionist view where fans are made 

out to be vulnerable victims overcome with passion that drive them beyond reasonable behaviour 

(Duffett 2013, pp. 124-125). Jenkins was essential in challenging these stereotypical representations of 

fans and their culture. With his insider perspective, coupled with an academic background, Jenkins took 

something seemingly simplistic—a fascination with certain pop-culture texts—and broke it down to 

reveal new ways in which to understand media audiences as well as how the fandom phenomenon 

relates to debates around issues such as globalisation, diversity, inclusion and exclusion (Jenkins 2018; 

Jenkins 2013, p. XI). This begins with complicating the idea of what a fan is and what a fan does. 

Much like a majority of work on fan culture, Fiske (1992, p. 30) anchors fandom in popular 

culture texts, and attaches to it different means of audience production. The creation and circulation of 

fan art, cosplay performances, and other similar practices become vital components in defining and 

building fan communities. It is this sense of community and a collective belonging that is emphasised in 

most work on fandom because of how the idea of the fan is so closely tied to discussions on identity. 

Coppa (2014) speaks of fandom in terms of networks, and as social organisations which extend far 

beyond the common interest that might have originally united its members. Yet, as with most things 

(communities and beyond), members gain only as much as they invest in these networks. It is therefore 

important not to speak of fans or fan communities in monolithic terms when the experience of being a 

fan and claiming membership in a community can look so drastically different. Some participate 

casually by reading newsletters while others structure their entire social lives around the fandom and 

treat their fan identity as the very core of who they are (Bacon-Smith 1992, pp. 24-25). It is this latter 

take on the fan that has received most scholarly attention. Hitchcock Morimoto and Chin (2017, pp. 177, 

184-185) casts this researched fan in the role of a gatekeeper whose social and cultural capital within a 

specific sphere provides them with the power to act as mediators between insiders and outsiders. These 

dedicated fans with powerful voices essentially come to represent the fandom, and thus they shape—

perhaps unintentionally—the research conducted on their communities. 
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Not only is this an antiquated and insufficient way of approaching study on fan cultures, but it can 

also cause divisions within communities themselves—as in the case with “Teen Wolf” fan “Cloama” 

who shared her thoughts about how fandom was not made for her in a social media post after outspoken 

members of her community made a mockery of the Black Lives Matter movement online. For Cloama, 

this evoked a sense of alienation from the community because of her African American ethnicity. 

However, the example also highlights how fandom represents a deeply contested space, which is why it 

is integral to consider how it should be studied so as to not mistakenly designate the fandom with a 

single voice of authority that comes to represent the entirety of what is undoubtedly a diverse collective 

(Chin 2018, p. 249; Jenkins 2018). Parallels can be drawn here to the introductory section where the 

friction between old and new chess community members was outlined. It is possible to use these 

examples to identify possible pitfalls of approaching the chess community with a fan culture 

perspective; for instance, if the study were too selective in its focus, and by engaging solely with the 

crown of the community rather than the much wider trunk. Beyond that, though, Hitchcock Morimoto 

and Chin’s (2017) work guide us towards something that must be acknowledged in all research 

pertaining to fan culture today. The fact of the matter is that the very nature and structure of fan 

communities, and the affordances of modern fans, have undergone significant transformation due to 

technological advancements. The internet has left its marks on most facets of modern everyday life, and 

it has certainly reinvented fan culture. 

In the introductory chapter of the twentieth anniversary edition of Textual Poachers, Jenkins 

himself remarks that he thinks of much of his early work on fan culture as existing in a time capsule. 

Because of this, its usefulness could be limited in more contemporary contexts when examining fans 

whose presence is mainly digital (Jenkins 2013, p. XI). As this thesis will later demonstrate, Jenkins’ 

take is not necessarily accurate, as his seminal work offers anyone with an interest in studying fans a 

bespoke toolset for breaking down different levels of fan involvement. Furthermore, Jenkins’ writings 

from a time when the potential and influence of the internet still remained uncertain lend researchers a 

comparative perspective which can help illuminate certain aspects of contemporary fan culture that have 

come to be taken for granted—and thus do no longer warrant any deeper reflection. Coppa (2014) 

expresses similar opinions in regards to an aspect of Poachers that, to some extent, slipped under the 

radar: the fans as nomads metaphor. This is a concept which relates to the topic of fan identity, and how 

being a fan is more akin to a lifestyle, where fans move from one text to the next, bringing their tribe 

and picking up new members along the way. In my book, this understanding of fan culture is essential to 

keep in mind when thinking about modern fans, as it emphasises the ideas of mobility that encapsulates 

how people engage with digital media today. Jenkins (2018) touches on something similar in his more 

recent work where he suggests that digital tools and platforms have moved fan culture closer towards a 
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logic of folk culture. The internet provides new opportunities for fans to produce and share their culture. 

The one significant difference between a more traditional understanding of folk culture and the current 

fan culture, however, is that the former is often more rooted in face-to-face communities, whereas 

today’s participatory culture is characterised by its fluidity—where people can come and go voluntarily, 

and where the culture produced can more easily flow beyond the borders of a specific community. This 

prompts us to think of fan culture today as less defined and hardwired compared to how it was 

previously made out and structured in the pre-internet age. 

Thinking about the future of fandom, Jenkins (2007) writes that fandom is no longer limited to the 

“weekend only world”. No longer are stuffy clubhouses or slow fanzine mail exchanges the drivers of 

fan culture. The internet has made fan culture more accessible; it has provided fandom a space in many 

more people’s everyday lives simply by offering fandom a platform to show people that they exist—and 

that you, too, can become part of it (Coppa 2014). With this, the barriers of entry into interacting with 

fan communities have been lowered. There are, of course, still those who conduct their fannish practices 

locally, with exclusive close-knit groups that may not be interested in participating on a larger scale for 

a variety of reasons, but these may count as a minority in a modern digital landscape where an 

abundance of newer, more casual fans flock to forums and social feeds to discuss amongst one another. 

This “casual” fan, meaning someone with a passing interest in topic of the fandom, will play a prevalent 

role further down the line in the analysis of the online chess community. Suffice it to say for now, casual 

fan or not, the nomadic nature of fans that Jenkins described all the way back in 1992 seems more 

relevant than ever as people adopt different forms of fan practices into their everyday lives. It can, at 

times, prove difficult not to engage with community discussions on some level or another, when so 

many of the dominant platforms that circle the internet today encourage sharing, commenting, and the 

formation of various sub-groups relating to activities, products or people. All of these factors have laid 

the groundwork for the expansion of what fan culture is. Jenkins (2007) points to this by posing the 

question of what a fan is these days. Anyone who speaks of fans and equates them to “Trekkies” have 

failed to capture how fanbases have sprung up around people and things that stretch far beyond the 

realms of popular science fiction entertainment. Politicians such as Donald Trump stand as an example 

of politics and celebrity colliding, resulting in a dedicated following (Gray, Sandvoss & Harrington 

2017, p. 19). Jenkins (2007) adds to this by bringing up sports, soap operas, the literary canon—but 

cannot the net be cast wider still? 

Duffett (2013, p. IX) calls for a move away from the ever so favoured types of fandoms that are 

examined within fan culture studies. The canon of the field is set, so it is crucial to explore new 

phenomena in order to avoid stagnation. Chin (2018, p. 249), too, is a proponent of the expansion of the 

field, and suggests ideas for how this could be done by adding to the list of what researchers should 
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consider fan productions. The types of content production that have traditionally fallen within this 

category—namely, activities such as fan-fiction writing or fan art—are too restricting in regards to how 

much knowledge-creation fans actually engage in through, for instance, forum postings, comments and 

tweets. 

These ideas are operationalised by Hills (2015, p. 362), whose study on fan community knowledge 

incorporates fan commentary from forum posts in an analysis of the television series Doctor Who. These 

are some of the voices that lend me some encouragement in my own efforts to explore even further on 

the fringes of the fan cultures field of study. In some regards, the text at hand can read as a form of 

answer to Busse and Gray’s (2011, p. 439) call for more studies on high-culture fans. The word fandom 

does not scream chess, I will admit. Yet, as this study aims to clarify, the online chess community which 

has blossomed recently through Twitch has the hallmarks of a fandom comparable to those that sprout at 

the feet of pop-culture phenomenons like Game of Thrones. The game of chess has its own fervent 

followers—much like K-Pop groups have their “stans”. The topic is different, yet the concept remains 

the same. 

 

4.3. Chess studies 

An extensive mapping of research on chess and its community would undoubtedly fill any remaining 

space of this thesis. With such a long history, chess has served as a focal point or as a point of reference 

to researchers of all disciplines. Therefore, the following section has been severely narrowed-down to 

only discuss points that are directly relevant in order to understand the game’s online transition. Thus, 

this section should be thought of as a briefing that informs the reader of background that is necessary to 

carry into the upcoming analysis, where a number of thoughts presented here by chess scholars are 

developed further. 

In his ethnographic study on amateur chess, Puddephatt (2005, p. 301) makes it clear that chess 

can mean drastically different things to practitioners. As with most activities, there exists a scale of 

personal engagement and commitment to chess. For those who play casually, game-knowledge might 

come secondary to enjoyment; whereas for those who seek to improve their own skill, chess can come to 

resemble work. What this points to is that—despite what was previously highlighted about elitist notions 

tied to the game—chess is inherently inclusive. No matter their personal motivation, people can play 

and are welcome to play however they want. This is as true today as it was prior to any digital chess 

booms, yet in the context of this study it is especially interesting to consider just how technical 

advancements like the internet have affected the chess community. 

Ginsburg (2001) discusses this from the perspective of someone who studied the emergence of 

internet chess clubs during the mid and late 90s. In these early days of the everyman’s internet, technical 
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limitations such as issues with latency emerged as hurdles to overcome for those who saw the medium 

as a platform to elevate and reinvigorate the ancient game. Indeed, the popularity of online chess clubs 

during this period makes it evident how players were eager to expand chess into the digital space. Of 

course, today we can see how successful a transition this eventually became—and it is possible to argue 

that the developments concerning chess on Twitch is a continuation of this process that began with 

digital chess clubs decades ago. Ginsburg’s text highlights well how the internet created new fans of the 

game, yet it offers little reflection in terms of how the community and its members adapted to this 

growth and transformation. This is, however, a question Fine (2015, p. 222) delves into in a discussion 

about how the internet constitutes a new home for chess. Important to note is that Fine speaks of chess 

in a broader sense, where he considers it an entity that reaches far beyond the game itself. It is, for 

instance, a vehicle for social interaction—for building connections and friendships—which is why Fine 

does not shy away from mentioning potential limitations that online chess introduce. When comparing 

online chess clubs to their real-life counterparts, Fine points to anonymity and the lack of a face-to-face 

presence as elements that are missing from the online experience. Tarbutton’s (2010) study on a local 

chess club in the US can be used to weigh in on this, as respondents often spoke of the club as an arena 

for social interaction, where chatting with your opponent was as much a part of the experience as the 

chess pieces themselves. With these social aspects being central to what makes chess enjoyable, Fine’s 

criticism towards online platforms seems valid. It is true that online chess games are imbued with a 

mechanical air. Functionality comes first; anything else is secondary. Even the modern game rooms—

through sites like chess.com, for instance—remain simple, and are designed so as to not detract too 

much from what is happening on the board. While there exists a chat option where opponents may 

interact with each other, it is limited to text form. Yet it is in relation to this that it is possible to see how 

a platform like Twitch can restore some of the social elements that are lost when chess is played 

digitally by, for instance, turning a solitary experience into one shared by many. 

Prominent in many discussions about chess is the topic of player ratings. This is a concept that has 

been hinted at earlier in the text, yet it merits further elaboration here due to how much ratings inform 

the structure of the chess world. On a surface level, a player’s rating signifies their skill. It varies 

depending on different federations, but generally certain levels of rating can be placed into titled 

categories—ranging from a sub 500 rating (absolute beginner), 1200 rating (weak club player), 1600 

rating (intermediate club player), 2000 rating (expert), 2300 rating (master), to a 2500 and above 

grandmaster rating (Puddephatt 2005, p. 302). These numbers, however, are much more than an 

indication of pure skill. They form the basis of a well-defined hierarchy within the chess community; a 

rating serves as a badge that determines one’s status—and as it fluctuates based on performance, it 

becomes a source for both jubilance and concern for players. For outsiders, it might not be immediately 
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apparent just how valuable rating can be for dedicated practitioners of the game. Fine (2015, pp. 174-

177) illustrates this well with an example of a grandmaster player who compared losing 10 points from 

his rating to losing 10 litres of blood. Another illuminating example is drawn from the rating barriers set 

in place for children’s games, where there is a limit to how low one’s rating can drop to ensure that self-

worth and perception of both oneself and one’s peers do not plummet as a result of a series of losses. 

Still, this harsh numerical ranking can stigmatise and cause divisions within sub-communities such as 

clubs. 

Puddephatt (2005, pp. 302-303) presents examples from respondents who reported how a high 

rating often went hand in hand with a superiority complex, and how the moves of low-rated players 

were often talked about in terms of being primitive. Building on this, one of the greatest fears within this 

sphere is the potential loss to a player with a lower rating than oneself. For instance, one of Puddephatt’s 

respondents explained how his one-time loss to “the kid in the high chair” led to ridicule during 

weekend tournaments. This, in turn, led to the player developing a strategy that boiled down to him 

fighting to stay in the higher divisions so as to avoid further mockery were he to lose again—thus 

staying away from lower-rated players out of fear of humiliation. 

What these examples demonstrate is how chess is very much a game about social influence, where 

players vie for prestige. The rating system encourages players to improve; to climb higher. The 

grandmasters make up the ultimate elite of this community, yet their distinguishing markers are not the 

uniforms they wear; it is their ratings. With this in mind, it is instructive to think of the chess community 

and its emphasis on status and ratings in relation to Bourdieu’s notions about distinction and capital, 

which is what Fine (2015, pp. 171, 178-179) does when examining the chess world as a highly 

hierarchal space. Closing this section, then, we proceed with this same theme moving into a discussion 

on Bourdieu’s concepts that frame this thesis theoretically. 

 

5.0. Theoretical framework 

Continuing with the topics of social influence, power and prestige, the following section delves deeper 

into the work of Pierre Bourdieu, whose concepts and theories have served as essential tools in this 

examination of the meeting between Twitch and chess culture. Additionally, affordance theory is 

presented as a tool which offers further understanding of how platforms like Twitch can be designed to 

facilitate certain functions and to achieve certain goals—for streamers and viewers alike. 

 The section begins with a short introductory discussion that presents Bourdieu’s concepts in more 

general terms. The discussion then moves in the direction of the specific topic of interest, and discusses 

the contemporary relevance of these theories and concepts and how they can be used to understand the 
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research phenomenon at hand. Finally, a shorter section is dedicated to discussing affordance theory and 

its relevance to Twitch and the study at hand. 

 

5.1. Bourdieu’s Distinction 

Pierre Bourdieu’s influence on sociological studies cannot be overstated. His most notable work 

“Distinction” introduces concepts that have proved valuable in interdisciplinary research. At its core, 

though, Distinction is deeply rooted in issues of class, and offers a theory on how cultural consumption 

can be seen as a classifier of a person’s social position. In other words, association with certain types of 

culture can serve as an indicator of what Bourdieu refers to as taste—and someone’s taste can be 

derivative of their class, or social position in society. Besides social class, Bourdieu (1986, p. 8) uses 

level of education as a variable when distinguishing between three different zones of taste: legitimate 

taste—meaning a taste for legitimate works; the Art of Fugue, or “middle-brow” taste, which includes 

works that are still in the process of legitimation—for example, cinema or jazz music; finally, there is 

popular taste, which is associated with “light” works that have become devalued through the process or 

popularisation. 

When presented like this, it is possible to grasp how the concept of taste can function as a social 

system rather than something that is related to personal choice. Bourdieu’s own observations support 

these ideas, as he found, for example, that people of the working class tended to be drawn to certain 

actors and Hollywood films whereas middle class audiences veered more towards discussions about 

European directors and cinema. A conclusion from Bourdieu’s work, then, would be that taste is 

something people can use—or are unwittingly subjected to—in order to distinguish themselves from 

those who are close to them on the social ladder (Duffett 2013, pp. 129-130). The rarity alone of certain 

legitimate cultural activities—such as concert-going—affirms them as means of social classification. 

Not only because of the actual act of attending a concert, which may count as an inaccessible luxury to 

other social classes, but also because the flaunting of musical culture—as measured in the knowledge 

needed to engage in discussion—can come to be understood as displays of cultural capital that hint at 

drastic differences in lifestyle and may distinguish one from another on a social spectrum (Bourdieu 

1986, pp. 10, 257-261). Yet these displays—these acts of distinction—can take a subtle form. 

Possessing knowledge about whether or not a wine is best served chilled or not is an example of how 

those “in the know” separate themselves from the uninitiated (Duffett 2013, pp. 129-130). This leads 

into what is perhaps one of Bourdieu’s most significant contributions: his outlook on culture as adhering 

to a system much like an economy. Capital, in this sense, is an abstract concept with many different 

faces. 
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A following section will more thoroughly engage with capitals of the social and symbolic kinds, 

but for now it would be wise to stick to the intricacies of cultural capital, as it is most central to both 

Bourdieu and this study. 

 

5.2. Field and capital 

The metaphor of culture as an economy where people invest and accumulate capital is apt, as it is an 

unequal system with stark differences between deprived and privileged (Fiske 1992, p. 31). This is 

something that is highlighted by Bourdieu’s original application of the concept, where it was employed 

to study the scholastic achievements of children with parents whose high cultural capital—accumulated, 

and later passed down, through exposure to legitimate arts—were theorised to result in higher success 

rates (Prieur & Savage 2011, p. 568). Indeed, Bourdieu tends to return to education in discussions on 

cultural capital. The reason for this being that the educational system itself can act as a point of 

reference for social hierarchy. The higher one rises within this hierarchy, the more one’s taste is 

influenced by the schema that dictates what makes a cultivated mind. To put it in more useful terms, 

individuals who place lower on this spectrum—for instance, those who do not pursue higher 

education—may become limited in regards to accruing specific cultural capital simply because they are 

excluded from certain social spheres. In Bourdieu’s view, this is how cultural capital can mark 

differences between social classes (Bourdieu 1986, pp. 60-61). 

Yet, even though it might be difficult to believe when loaded terms and brash class differentiations 

are thrown around, cultural capital is always relative to a field—and a field can be seen as a hierarchal 

setting where agents vie with each other for dominant positions. As Hesmondhalgh (2006, pp. 215-216) 

clarifies, fields should thus be thought of as reflexive and in motion, characterised by conflict spawned 

from agents competing for positions that permits them to define what the field should be. Yet there are 

certain criteria that determine when it is appropriate to speak of something in terms of a field. Firstly, a 

field must possess different agents that are in relatively stable power relations with each other—meaning 

that it must be possible to identity hierarchical structures. Secondly, there must be a certain degree of 

autonomy within the field. Finally, there must be a form of capital that is specific to the field (Bourdieu 

1986; Jensen 2006, p. 266). 

Speaking of chess and the people devoted to the game, Fine (2015, p. 104) references Bourdieu, 

and presents the chess world as a field that is built on a shared knowledge that originates from and is 

recognised by members of the community. The notion of chess as a field, however, becomes more 

evident when testing it against Bourdieu’s criteria. As the previous studies on chess from the literature 

review demonstrate, power relations and the up and down movement on a social ladder are central 

features of organised chess. It is also possible to point to how chess constitutes a highly autonomous 
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field in that it can be played by anyone almost anywhere—and the barrier of entry remains low as there 

is no central governing body that gate-keeps the practice. Finally, the specific capital of the chess field 

is, of course, the player ratings that stand in as a social currency; more on this later. 

Suffice it to say, chess could and should be thought of as a field with its own histories, heroes and 

customs. Fine (2015, p. 133) describes the chess field as having a sticky culture, meaning that even 

when the field moves forwards it relentlessly gazes back. The impact of Twitch on this specific 

community—one that could be thought of as set in its ways—therefore becomes interesting as it allows 

us to consider how the established field adapts and responds to a new field that might threaten to 

rewrite, or at least reconfigure, set staples—creating a new shared memory and introducing a new order 

that may clash with some notions of what the chess field is. 

A field, then, is an arena of social struggle, and cultural capital can act as a weapon for agents, 

securing their place in the hierarchy of a field by affording them advantages that are specific to that 

field. However, much like a flashlight is only useful in the dark, the value of cultural capital within a 

field is dependent on the conditions of that field. The qualities of capital cannot be set in stone as they 

can be challenged by, for example, new agents of the field who seek to redefine its value (Prieur & 

Savage 2011, p. 570; Duffett 2013, p. 130). 

Bourdieu (1986, p. 230) invites us to think of this as a struggle between old and young—between 

the established and the challengers—and while this may not be applicable to all fields, it highlights how 

there can exist several opposing forces within a field who possess different notions in regards to what 

“valuable capital” ought to mean. It also dissuades us from talking about cultural capital in terms of 

absolutes. Interesting in the context of this study, however, is that there are instances where Bourdieu 

does exactly this. Chess is used as an example to point to a field with intrinsic qualities and a strict 

understanding of its cultural capital that attaches it firmly to elite culture. Yet, as Bourdieu himself also 

reasons, these perceptions are subject to change. What was once considered high culture can become 

more common—or the other way around (Prieur & Savage 2011, pp. 569-570). The chess on Twitch 

phenomenon is an ideal example of the former, as it clearly shows us how cultural capital can transform 

and be redistributed among newcomers of a field. 

From the perspective of the chess community, the intersection with the Twitch community—with 

its own unique notions of what constitutes capital—can be read as a blurring of the sense of distinction 

that is central within the chess community, which in turn threatens the exclusivity of community 

membership (Jancovich 2002, p 318). With this in mind, it allows us to be more sympathetic when 

considering outspoken critics of the Twitch and chess convergence. Take, for instance, the example 

from the thesis introduction where GM Finegold directed criticism towards GM Nakamura for 

pandering to the masses. While a Grandmaster titled player is wealthy in terms of what counts as the 
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most important cultural capital of the field—player rating—the very importance and value of rating 

comes under challenge when Twitch streamers, who are already influential and rich with cultural capital 

from their own field, establish themselves as key members of the chess community. Indeed, in relation 

to this, Prieur and Savage (2011, p. 570) explain how newcomers within a certain field often show an 

interest in changing the distribution of capital within that field through challenging the very definition of 

capital that is recognised as attractive to other members. This kind of shift is, of course, made possible, 

because the criteria for what counts as high cultural capital are determined through social consensus—

by agents within the field (Jensen 2006, p. 260). It is, therefore, understandable how certain members of 

high status have rallied against recent developments, out of concern for their own position in the 

hierarchy. This situation, however, invites us to consider how prominent members of the chess 

community have reacted and adapted to Twitch’s adoption of chess, beyond expressing support or 

criticism—and this relates to a central point Bourdieu makes in regards to how cultural capital can 

transform into other forms of capital. 

When dealing with abstract concepts such as capital, it is easy to get lost when the boundaries of 

what is what are difficult to perceive. There is, in fact, significant overlap between various forms of 

capital, which makes it a challenge to accurately pinpoint what differentiates them. For instance, one 

cannot—and should not—think of cultural capital without thinking about economic or social capital. A 

good example alleviates some of this challenge—allowing us to more easily grasp how capitals function 

in conjunction with one another. 

Cultural capital can grant advantages within fields that can be converted into other fields (Prieur & 

Savage 2011, p. 570). In the context of chess on Twitch we might point to how profiles like GM 

Nakamura have successfully levied their high cultural capital within the chess field and transformed it 

into economic capital through live streaming—which, as we now understand, can be lucrative for those 

who draw audiences of the size1 someone like a grandmaster player does. Donations, subscriptions and 

sponsorship opportunities flood in when viewers attach themselves to streamer/players like Nakamura, 

whose status within the chess community directly translates into monetary profits when transferred over 

to Twitch. 

Of course, some would argue that this type of capital convergence is something that prominent 

players have lived with long before Twitch—seeing as offline tournaments have long since been a way 

for them to convert cultural into economic capital. It might, therefore, be more interesting to ponder how 

Twitch offers a new avenue for newer fans of the game to grow their status within the community at the 

same time as they monetise their passion through streaming. In this sense, Chin (2018, pp. 245-246) is 

 
1 Nakamura monthly average viewer count during March 2021 was around 21,500 viewers per stream (Twitch Tracker 2021) 
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completely accurate when pointing out how Bourdieu’s theoretical framework allow researchers to 

analyse how fans build up and earn their status within a community hierarchy. Further still, it is possible 

to see how this high cultural capital that prominent players possess can be converted into social capital 

that not only benefits the player, but the community as a whole as well. 

Keeping with the theme of thinking of capital as a resource that can be accumulated, Ginsburg and 

Weisband (2002) highlight the social ties between members of a community as yet another point of 

distinction that can provide certain members with privileged access or opportunities. At a first glance, 

this reads as just another emphasis of what was previously brought up in relation to Fiske (1992, p. 31) 

and his thoughts on capital as an unequal system that serves to separate. However, Ginsburg and 

Weisband (2002) take a more optimistic approach, talking about chess directly and how the high social 

capital of prominent GM players can, in fact, contribute the wider community in positive ways. This is 

done, for instance, through marketing the game to new audiences—leveraging big names in order to 

drive enthusiasm. Of course, this is exactly what the chess and twitch cross-over PogChamps 

tournament set out to achieve as well—the only difference being that the platform leaned on the fame 

and popularity of Twitch natives rather than established members from the chess world2. 

Again, this became a source for the tensions within the chess world previously described, and it is 

a more immediate example of how notions of what counts as valuable capital can shift within a field. 

Suddenly, being fluent in Twitch’s language of emotes counts as a display of cultural capital with merit 

in this evolving chess field—as Duffett (2013, p. 131) points out how displaying an understanding for 

the meaning of symbols local to the genre is key to legitimising one’s membership to a fan community. 

In terms of chess, this is a new kind of flaunting, perhaps wholly different from the kinds of 

cultural capital displays more commonly occurring within that community—which has its own jargon 

and where analytical mastery over certain move-sets are ways for members to distinguish themselves. 

What this points to is that the conditions for what it means to “be in the know” have evolved, and this is 

a central idea in discussions on sub-cultural capital, which slightly differentiates itself from the regular 

cultural capital that has been referred to throughout this section in that it emphasises qualities that prove 

how members belong in the position and community that they are in. Thornton (2003/1995, p. 238) 

highlights correct use of slang as an example of this. Jensen (2006) expands by explaining how 

subcultural capital is something that is produced from the struggles between various factions within a 

community over questions relating to what ought to be considered good taste and desirable traits of 

members within the community. This presupposes that the community is a fraught space, with a 

mainstream ideology that sub-groups can differentiate themselves from—and it is from this that 

 
2 Except, of course, for presenters and mentors, as recognisable names came in to fill those roles. 



24 

 

subcultural capital finds its ground. If, then, we imagine the chess community newcomers—arriving 

through Twitch—as a sub-group, the concept of subcultural capital can help illuminate reasons behind 

the tensions that revolve around differences of opinion in regards to what it means to be “in the know” 

in the chess community. 

To conclude this section, we can hopefully gleam how Bourdieu’s concept still carry 

contemporary relevance when examining social status and hierarchical structures within fan 

communities. By applying this theoretical capital framework to a case like the chess and Twitch 

community convergence, we also see how Bourdieu’s theories can be adapted, and therefore removed 

from its original area of intent which relied heavily on finding correlations with class. Today, a person’s 

taste is no longer as accurate an indicator of a person’s class as it might have been in the 1960s. Because 

of this—and in relation to a fan studies context—one can argue that Bourdieu’s ideas might perhaps be 

best used in order to examine and understand how fans take up and negotiate their role and place within 

fan communities. That being said, we must limit ourselves when thinking about just what Bourdieu’s 

theories can help us understand in relation to fan culture. They can, for example, not give us any 

definitive answers to why some people choose to invest so much of themselves into a certain passion. 

However, Bourdieu’s concepts can help us better understand the causes of debates and friction within 

these communities—and, most importantly, they allow us to examine fan communities as hierarchal 

spaces (Duffett 2013, pp. 130-134). 

 

5.3. Affordance theory 

Affordances as a concept was popularised by the field of ecological psychology, which used the concept 

to speak of affordances as resources of an environment and properties of certain objects that can be 

exploited by some animals (Zhao et al 2013). Clearly, this seems to have little in common with my own 

study—and one would not be blamed for having concluded that opening sentence with raised eyebrows. 

Yet it is when the affordance concept is removed from its original context and rephrased into more 

relevant terms that its significance to the study at hand is revealed. By approaching affordances from a 

digital media perspective, one could point to the ”heart” feature of Twitter or a like on YouTube as 

examples of affordances of those platforms. To put it simply, then: affordances is a term that can be 

used to describe what media technologies allow their users to do. The affordances of a platform, for 

instance, are the tools users are allowed to play with—handed to them by developers who set the 

parameters of potential interaction with the specific media. Examining the affordances of a specific 

technology can be a useful approach for studying dynamics of certain social interactions and 

communicative practices. Important to point out here is that affordances can be used—and will be 

throughout this study—as a verb. Thus, when the text states that, for example, the Twitch platform 
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affords its users opportunities of participation, affords refers to features of the platform that are designed 

facilitate these opportunities—for example, the text chat. In fact, it is worth pointing out how 

affordances and features are two terms that have become almost synonymous in the media studies 

research field (Bucher & Helmond 2018, pp. 2-12)—and this alone serves to demystify the concept 

somewhat. 

Unlike concepts like taste and capital, affordances as a concept is fairly straightforward and much 

easier to grasp. Still, it is useful to offer some examples of how one might go about thinking about 

affordances, and how the concept can be utilised in a study such as this one. 

Jayaranthna et al (2020) discuss affordances of social media networks, contemplating how these 

platforms offer features that can benefit collaborative learning in higher education settings. In this 

example, it is possible to highlight affordances of social platforms that enable mobility and long-

distance communication as key reasons for how social media can enhance students’ learning activities. 

A topical example from personal experience would, of course, be Zoom. It is easy to see how the 

affordances of Zoom—video calling with large groups, built-in tools tailored for education (such as the 

”raise your hand” feature or break-out rooms)—can enrich the learning experience. However, the 

affordances concept invites us to more closely consider the implications of these features. How, for 

example, can social media in education aid introverted students in managing issues of self-confidence 

(Jayaranthna et al 2020)? Or how can different actors use the affordances of a platform to achieve 

certain goals, such as fulfilling a need for entertainment or striving to use affordances for business 

purposes (Zhao et al 2013, p. 295)? 

Bringing this discussion closer to the topic at hand, then, Twitch can also be examined in order to 

point to affordances of the platform that allow users to interact with it in different ways. Sjöblom et al 

(2019) aptly pick out the ingredients of Twitch live streaming, outlining various affordances of the site 

by categorising them into two groups: social affordances and revenue affordances. Many of these 

include Twitch features that have already been hinted at in the essay’s literature review section—such as 

opportunities for interaction, and the revenue potentials available for streamers through donations, 

subscriptions and sponsorships. Sjöblom et al, however, investigate these affordances in greater detail—

examining how these monetary elements manifest themselves in live stream sessions, and how certain 

practices can encourage future spending among viewers. Yet even though Twitch is a commercial 

platform, whose affordances are designed to incentivise spending, Sjöblom et al point out how other 

features—such as the scheduling function and the ”about me” page—can benefit streamers in ways that 

are more tied to community-building rather than economic gains. 

It is in relation to these kinds of platform affordances that a bridge between these two theoretical 

threads can be formed. The concept of capital is especially useful when considering affordances on the 
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Twitch platform because it is possible to identify how certain affordances of the site in themselves 

afford the creation of capital for both streamers and viewers. This is matter that is explored in the 

analysis section, where both of these theoretical strands are combined. 

 

5.4. Theoretical summary 

To bring a lengthy section to a close, a brief summary is in order so that the key points covered within 

this theoretical discussion can be easily carried over into the upcoming analysis section where the 

outlined concepts are discussed in relation to the thesis’ empirical material. 

Bourdieu’s concepts of taste and capital offer insight into how people can distinguish themselves 

from others by projecting a certain image or by displaying that they possess valuable capital within a 

chosen field. Capital, in this sense, can be thought of as a resource that an individual can collect—yet, it 

is also something that can be inherited, if one emphasises how issues of class plays into this equation. 

While class is central to Bourdieu’s original intended use of these concepts, a more modern approach—

and one more related to the study of fan cultures—is to use these concepts to examine communities as 

hierarchal spaces with power dynamics, where the value of certain capital can change, for instance when 

outsiders enter an established field, and where capital can determine one’s place within this order. 

Cultural, subcultural and economic capital are closely intertwined, and can in certain cases be converted 

from one form to another. Related to this, in the context of Twitch, are the affordances that online 

platforms offer their users. These affordances—or features, if you will—can become sources for 

accumulating and converting capital for both veterans and newcomers of a field such as the converged 

chess and Twitch field. 

 

6.0. Material and Methodology 

As this thesis is interested in examining the meeting of online communities, it seems only natural to use 

an ethnographic approach, because of the immersive qualities ethnography offer. Yet there are, as we 

will soon see, different strains of ethnography that may offer advantages in certain research 

circumstances. It is therefore important to thoroughly consider the implications of the chosen method. 

What are its strengths and weaknesses? How can an ethnographic approach best be applied to fulfil the 

goals of this project? The following sections breaks down the methodology of this thesis, and it presents 

in further detail what kind of materials have been gathered for the purposes of studying the chess on 

Twitch phenomenon. 
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6.1. Material 

It is possible to separate the materials used for this study into two corners. On the one hand, the study 

relies heavily on archived materials in the form of social media commentary about the PogChamps 

tournament from fans of chess and Twitch. Discussions threads from the chess subreddit and individual 

tweets with subsequent responses and comments have been selected, as these offer valuable insights 

where fans discuss tournament events critically as well as amongst themselves about issues pertaining to 

the community. On the other hand, the study engages with material captured from Twitch directly. Here, 

too, archived materials in the form of live stream footage are used to highlight a smaller creator who has 

constructed a chess sub-community of their own through the Twitch platform. This live stream channel 

also serves as a site for the limited participant observation case study. 

6.1.1. Online forum threads 

A majority of the material used in the study was gathered from social media sites Reddit and Twitter. In 

the case of Reddit, 5 discussion threads from the chess subreddit—a section of the platform dedicated 

towards discussions about the game—were used to gather insights and opinions from community 

members and fans. 3 out of 5 threads are directly related to the PogChamps Twitch tournament, while 

the remaining 2 threads feature more general discussions about the expansion of the chess community. 

Of particular note is a discussion thread that inquired what long-time fans of the game thought about 

recent developments involving Twitch and the growth of the chess community. The posts and responses 

within this specific thread offered a surprising amount depth and reflection—and in many cases these 

posts mimicked the responses one might expect to capture through interviews, which certainly benefited 

my own analysis. 

The Twitter materials consist of a tweet from the aforementioned chess professional GM 

Nakamura, as well as a series of tweets from chess professional Yan Nepomniachtchi, in which the 

player publicly expresses criticism towards the PogChamps initiative out of concern that it is displacing 

real chess content. Included here is also a follow-up tweet where the player clarifies his opinions, having 

received considerable backlash for his initial post. Equally central as these tweets themselves, however, 

are the responses they generated. 
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When combined, the posts from the subreddit and Twitter threads total around 1800 unique comments. 

However, key points must be made here in terms of moderation and the selection process. While forums 

like Reddit often rely on moderators to sift out unrelated responses from discussion threads, they can 

only do so much to facilitate meaningful discussions. Because of this, a forum thread with a total of 800 

comments will not, in fact, host 800 comments that offer any form of useful data in terms of the research 

goals of this study. Troll posts, single-word responses and generally unrelated conversations have thus 

been neglected during my treatment of the forum materials. The list of things the study is not interested 

in, however, is long. It might, therefore, be more useful to offer examples of the kind of posts and 

interactions that touch on many of the interest areas of the study, which therefore lends them analytical 

relevance: 

Example of a subreddit post 

PogChamps is great for ”player development” of non-chess players. Many people don’t 

play chess and they are exposed to it because a celebrity they know is in the tournament. 

PogChamps is great entertainment and leaning for casual chess players. I can sweat the 

Image 3: Initial tweet criticising the PogChamps tournament.

Image 4: Follow-up tweet offering further clarification.

Figure removed from digital version due to copyright.

Figure removed from digital version due to copyright.
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moves and see that non-chess professionals make mistakes and genius plays. These 2 

groups represent the vast majority of people, and the majority of chess players. I find that 

those who are against PogChamps tend to be in the 1600-2400 ELO range. Chess is for 

everyone, not just the top quartile. 

Example of a Twitter post 

There has to be a middle way. I know popcorn chess isn’t for me, but the ”real” chess of 

child prodigies and old men in dusty suits isn’t either. At least one doesn’t need to feel 

like being an outsider is a requirement to enjoy the game.

Throughout the selection process, the research questions were used as a reference to determine which 

posts could help achieve the aims of the study. More specifically during the screening process—as the 

research questions centre around the theoretical concepts of capital and field—special attention was 

given to posts that engaged in discussions about player ratings, prestige, gatekeeping, the growth of 

chess, Twitch audiences, and opinions regarding Twitch as a platform to cultivate the chess community. 

This also means that attention was given to material that criticised any of these recent developments, 

and this is where the first real problem with using forum posts as a basis for empirical material was 

encountered. This issue can be summarised with the phrase ”this post was removed by the moderators”. 

Being a member-moderated space, the chess subreddit will, naturally, filter out certain posts that broke 

their extensive list of submission rules. Nevertheless, it raises questions about to what extent posts were 

determined inappropriate based on the biases of the moderators themselves. Some perspectives may 

have been lost as a result of these removals. Yet despite of this, a number of reddit posts with significant 

numbers of downvotes were attained—making it possible for the study to better capture both sides of 

any argument. In relation to this, Twitter’s more lenient stance on post moderation opened up scores of 

critical discourse that helped make up for the voices that were silenced by the subreddit moderators. 

6.1.2. Live stream material 

The materials gathered from Twitch came in two forms: archived VOD material, and data generated 

through live participation within a streamer channel. 2 VODs from the chess channel ”TheQuadRat” 

were used—the longest having a runtime of about 5 hours and the shortest being around 3 hours long. 

While this may sound like a lot, the nature of the channel—being of limited viewership—meant that 

these VODs consisted of long stretches of ”dead air” where there was little chat activity to be found. 

This same channel was also used as a site for conducting a live participant observation—which will be 

discussed further shortly. During three live sessions, I participated for one hour at a time by interacting 



30 

 

with stream community members through the platform’s text chat. During this process, notes were 

taken, and these have been used to further enrich some of the insights gained through the online forum 

text materials. 

 

6.2. Ethnography, fan culture and distance 

A guiding principle for any research endeavour should be to look back on what has been done in the 

past and use this knowledge to inform and adapt one’s own work. This is something we should aspire to 

apply to every area of our own research—including, of course, the methodology. Therefore, a first step 

when deciding how to approach the study at hand was to pull on ideas, tested and tried methods from the 

previous research discussed in the literature review section. As that section demonstrates, this study 

links together two different fields: studies on Twitch and studies on fan culture. While it can be claimed 

that there are only a number of instances where these two have intermingled in the past in regards to 

research topic, the same cannot be said in terms of methodology as the two share commonalities. 

Duffett (2013, pp. 255-260) writes that ethnography has solidified itself as a central approach 

among fan culture scholars. This is understandable when considering how methods like participant 

observation allow researchers to essentially become part of the fandom they are studying. An approach 

like this also works to negate one of the dangers that often surface with approaches like these: speaking 

for the fans rather than giving room for their voices. Engaging directly with respondents, allowing their 

unfiltered thoughts fill out one’s notebook, eliminates some of these concerns on a data-collection level. 

Because of this, any worries of speaking for the respondents might become more valid when a project 

revolves around what Duffet calls unsolicited data, which is material such as online forum posts or 

similar texts that pre-exist the project itself. This point is especially central to this thesis in that the 

project relies on archived materials as much as it relies on the materials that have been collected through 

participant observation. Further details regarding these materials will be discussed in an upcoming 

section dedicated to a discussion on the material and its selection process, yet in relation to this current 

discussion on method it is important to highlight potential pitfalls tied to using pre-existing materials for 

studies on fan communities because it brings into view an important aspect in terms of distance—both in 

relation to researcher and respondents. 

Jenkins (2006, pp. 116-126) case study on the online community forming around the series Twin 

Peaks serves as an example that illustrates how posts in text form can fail to capture essential 

elements—such as expressions of fan identity—that may not come across due to the distance introduced 

with the format. The same notion of distance applies to researchers in the sense that scholars seem 

undecided when it comes to whether or not a researcher benefits from being a fan themselves of the 

culture or community they are studying. Whether we are talking about textual analysis of archive 
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material or more immersive ethnographic approaches, studying fan communities with a degree of 

distance—as an outsider—has its limitations as well as benefits. For one, distance might make for more 

unbiased interpretations. Yet, at the same time, this very distance might generate unsympathetic 

opinions and inaccurate conclusions—where the researcher sees only what they wish to see (Duffett 

2013, pp. 261-266). 

On the opposite end of the spectrum, a researcher who is a fan themselves and part of the 

community they are studying might find it difficult to navigate their two roles, which might turn into an 

argument to invalidate their results as their insider position might keep them from reporting faithfully. 

Yet Jenkins (2013, pp. 6-7) emphasises how an insider role can be especially useful in instances where 

an ethnographic “going native” approach is used. Access and acceptance from respondents are two 

aspects that a researcher can come by more easily when they are recognised as a peer rather than a 

scrutinising intruder. As we can see, there are no clear rights or wrongs in this discussion. It seems, 

therefore, that this is a matter that depends heavily on the context and specifics of the study—and which 

type of fan community is under the microscope. 

Bringing this discussion back to the case at hand, then, we must consider how this insider/outsider 

balance should best be utilised and adapted to the chess and the Twitch community. In this regard, my 

own “insiderness” most visibly surfaces through my familiarity with Twitch customs. As a regular user 

and viewer of various creators, I can enter the platform with an academic intent but still adhere to the 

ways of communication often found within live streams. This insider position, I would argue, benefits 

the study on two levels. One, a pre-existing understanding of Twitch culture allows me to forego some 

of the steps—and culture clash—that a complete outsider to the platform might face. Two, an 

understanding of underlying meanings of certain emotes that frequently emerge during discussions 

through Twitch chat can enrich the analysis of said discussions. This can help reveal true intent behind 

statements. For instance, by adding a seemingly unrelated emote to the end of a chat message the author 

can signal that a statement is meant to be read as ironic. 

All this said, my Twitch experience is rooted in gaming, which means that emotes and references 

directly specific to chess may elude me. In this sense—as my knowledge about chess is limited in 

comparison to my understanding of Twitch—I simultaneously occupy insider and outsider roles; an 

insider in terms of Twitch, but an outsider to the specific community I examine through the platform. 

This can, however, be more beneficial than one might think. 

Writing on ethnographies of internet communities, Hine (2017) explains how the researcher adopts 

a stranger’s perspective, who finds everything about the culture new and worthy of note—yet, at the 

same time, the researcher must understand and embody the values and practices of the setting in order to 

develop an immersive understanding of social formations that can occur within online communities. 
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This describes the current situation rather well, and in approaching the chess community with an 

inquisitive mindset—where I might need to ask members two questions rather than one—the study 

further moves away from the concerns previously expressed by Duffett in regards to the researcher 

speaking for their respondents. 

Interaction and engagement are central components for developing an effective presence during 

virtual ethnographies. This is why the thesis has not settled for a purely observational approach. Instead, 

emphasising participatory elements—using the platform itself and its affordances to study the 

community within its natural setting. The “deep hanging out” that boyd (2008, p. 29) stresses as an 

important method for understanding cultures seems well-suited even in the online context of Twitch, 

and it is with these key points—building a rapport with community members, participating in 

discussions, documenting descriptively to ultimately produce results in the form of “thick 

descriptions”—that have informed the ethnographic approach used for the case study. 

Approaches like these are, in fact, relatively rare in regards to research on Twitch. As the literature 

review section demonstrated, Twitch and ethnographic methods are definitively compatible, yet 

Harpstead et al’s (2019) mapping of the primary methods and types of data most often involved in 

research on Twitch reveals that ethnography falls behind compared to more quantitative methods such 

as data logging and questionnaire surveys. A reason as to why ethnography has yet to find secure 

footing on Twitch comes down to the challenges such methodologies introduce. Live-streaming’s drop-

in and drop-out nature can make it difficult to track user interaction, or to establish a sustained presence 

with specific community members. 

There is also the element of multimodality to consider, as Twitch material can be daunting to 

approach simply because there are so many avenues of interaction to consider; the text chat, the 

streamer speaking, donation overlay messages, and in-game actions are all points that can overwhelm. 

This is why it is essential to consider in advance which of these elements will best benefit the study in 

question, and then limit the data collection accordingly. This is a key reason why the live stream chosen 

for conducting the ethnographic observation is of such small-scale. Previous studies agree that a lower 

number of live stream participants will grant more meaningful results in regards to qualitative studies 

(Bruce-Hilvert et al 2018). The live stream chosen for the participant observation is therefore ideal, in 

this sense, as its limited scale and low-stakes gameplay creates an atmosphere conducive to 

conversation—which allows my own participatory engagements to take the form of something similar to 

informal interviews. And, in the context of this study, as the game of chess is not as interesting as its 

fans and players, the moves that occur on the board are pushed to the side-lines unless the streamer or 

viewers specifically reference gameplay events that are of relevance to the research goals. 
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6.3. Virtual ethnography 

Before a closer examination of the steps taken during the data collection process, it is important to 

briefly examine ethnography more closely—especially in reference to how it is used as a method for 

studying online communities. 

Understanding the strengths and weaknesses of this kind of approach is also key for developing a 

strategy that best serves the research purposes. A reasonable place to start in this regard, then, is by 

considering what a move into the virtual means for ethnography. 

Crichton and Kinash (2003) stand firm in regards to their opinion that the virtual is no less real 

than anything else, and thus they see no reason why ethnography—which traditionally centres around 

face-to-face interaction between researcher and respondent—cannot be configured to an online setting. 

They do, in fact, point out several benefits of virtual ethnographies. For instance, how the internet 

removes certain research limitations—geographical or time-zone related, for instance. Furthermore, 

while it might seem contradictory at first glance, Crichton and Kinash also elevate digital means of 

communication above its face-to-face counterpart in some situations. Using text-based interviews 

conducted digitally as an example, they point to how the nature of the interaction served to honour the 

voices of respondents by allowing them time to reflect and consider, and even take back, responses in a 

way that would not be possible in a face-to-face scenario. 

Hine (2000, p. 43), too, touches on this by suggesting that a digital turn invites us to question and 

rethink staples of ethnographic research—such as the close ties it has had with physical travel to 

facilitate face-to-face study. Hine writes from a perspective 20 years in the past, yet it should be even 

more clear today that the internet has drastically extended the list of topics, cultures and communities 

that ethnographers can reach without so much as leaving their home. Of course, this is not to say that the 

traditional ethnography based around physical meetings is a thing of the past. Indeed, in an earlier 

section I hinted at how a study such as my own could have found value in the face-to-face meetings 

between community members at “TwitchCon”. Instead, it would be more accurate to view this digital 

development as something that has emerged out of the very cultures that many ethnographers seek to 

study. Turning to virtual ethnography, thus, is to recognise that we do, indeed, live in a networked world 

and that cultures—old and new—exist beyond geographical boundaries (boyd 2007). Hine (2017) 

exemplifies this well with a case study example involving an ethnographic study about players of the 

virtual reality game “Second Life”, conducted within the frame of the game itself. 

Participating in group activities, observing discussions and engaging with community members 

directly; these are the tools in the ethnographer’s belt. They are as much available to the researcher who 

studies a culture online as the one who travels the world to do it. The beginning of this section talked 

about looking to the past for inspiration, and in this regard Hine’s contributions to virtual ethnography 
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have greatly inspired the methodology of this thesis. Hine suggests a combination of highly immersive 

methods of interacting with communities and more systematic content analysis of supplementary 

materials, such as message threads that can reveal core themes in how members interact with one 

another. This is the exact method chosen for this project—where knowledge and data is generated from 

participatory observation within a live stream community, as well as through content analysis of social 

media forum posts where community members engage in discussions. 

In the following section, the chosen approach will be discussed in further detail to offer a more 

concrete idea of how this study has processed and analysed its gathered materials. 

6.3.1. Participatory observation 

As earlier sections have already outlined, part of the study borrows from ethnographic research 

methodologies in order to study a specific live stream chess community. Participant observation was 

selected as an approach suitable to Twitch specifically, due to how central social interaction is to the 

platform. Participation is a, thus, a keyword that must be emphasised, as the method hinges on my own 

involvement with the community that is subjected to study. A previous section spoke at length about 

researcher distance as a consideration that comes with virtual ethnography, and in relation to my own 

experiences I concluded that I am able to embody both an insider and outsider role at the same time 

while engaging with the chess live stream participants. I have used this to my benefit by entering live 

stream sessions as a newcomer to chess, but as a regular Twitch user, hoping to learn and improve my 

chess abilities by engaging with the stream and its micro-community. Not only is this the most natural 

way for me to approach these observations, but this position as a chess novice also opens the door for 

more experienced and seasoned community members to step in and inform me of what is what—which 

can lead to situations where the issues highlighted in the study’s research questions organically surface. 

To further clarify this approach and to concretely present the steps taken throughout the research 

process, the remained of this section is dedicated to briefly presenting a research model used for the 

project that was inspired by Hine’s (2000) principles of virtual ethnography and Kozinet’s (2010) 

suggested stages for successful netnographies. The methodology section then closes with a discussion 

about the limitations of this approach, as well as ethical issues that needed to be considered during the 

data collection process. 

6.4. Research model 

For ethnographic studies with observational methods, Kozinets (2010, pp. 90-91) recommends a 5-stage 

research model. The first stage involves preparatory work, such as identifying questions, topics and 
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issues that are suitable to study using a hands-on ethnographic approach. The second stage is where the 

researcher locates a community to study, and it is during the third stage, called entry, that the researcher 

starts interacting and participating with the community while documenting and gathering data. Stage 

four is the analytical phase, when the researcher processes any data collected—which then leads into the 

fifth and final stage that is the writing stage where data is presented and discussed with some form of 

theoretical anchoring. 

These steps accurately tell the story of the thesis at hand. Yet these are quite broad guidelines, 

which is why the experiences of a seasoned virtual ethnographer like Hine (2000, pp. 63-65) proved 

invaluable for enriching a model such as this. During the later stages of the project, especially, Hine’s 

reflections about the flexibility and partial nature of ethnographic methods became essential for figuring 

out what my own data could actually say with confidence about the communities that were examined.  

During the live stream observations, I worked both actively, by generating discussions by making 

inquiries, and reactively, by bouncing off and engaging with what other participants were discussing. 

While these sessions did not have a set structure—or even a list of questions to ask participants—a 

number of loose guidelines, or themes, were developed during the process for me to use to enable 

discussions about topics relating to the study’s research questions and theoretical concepts. 

In terms of capital, I paid close attention to instances where participants discussed player ratings; 

discussions about high-tier players; talks about how one distinguished oneself within the community; as 

well as instances where disconnects between Twitch and chess culture emerged—for instance, in 

relation to use of specific language. 

In order to gather material relating to platform affordances, I observed how participants would use 

features for certain purposes; how these features—such as the chat—enabled communication 

opportunities between the streamer and their viewers. Central to these affordances were monetisation 

features that the platform offers its creators. Elements relating to subscriptions and donations—such as 

on-screen pop-ups or other similar prompts—were studied in relation to how, but also why, participants 

used them, as well as how streamers could use these to their benefit. 

By approaching the online chess community as a fan community, I also made an effort to note 

instances where participants engaged in fannish activities—such as fan practices like discussing 

community events, tournament players, and any frictions that emerged from these discussions. 

The guidelines for processing of the materials gathered from online forums followed these same 

key themes. However, the vast body of material demanded to be categorised thematically in order to 

become workable during the content analysis. Thus, the text material was sorted, and specific posts were 

assigned colours that aided in organising the material visually. The following categories were created 

from the forum materials: 
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- Posts from long-time players/fans of the game (light grey)

- Posts about game strategies (blue)

- Posts about top-tier players, such as GMs (red)

- Posts about PogChamps tournament participants (pink)

- Posts about Twitch/PogChamps and its impact on the larger chess community (purple)

- Posts about player ratings (green)

- Posts about gatekeeping and elitism (yellow)

Ethnographic content analysis (ECA) was then used as a method to process the online forum 

materials. Altheide (1987) discusses this method, which emphasises the researcher’s interactive nature 

and central role in the analysis process. It seeks to capture the meaning of messages through various 

modes of communication style that considers context, format, rhythm and word choices. Again, this is 

where my insider status as a Twitch user proved valuable in order to more accurately interpret 

underlying meanings of certain forum posts; conversely, though, my limited chess knowledge could be 

said to have countered this in some regards. This approach to content analysis also operates under a 

”constant discovery” label—meaning that it is a method that, much like other ethnographic approaches, 

is reflexive rather than rigid. This is something that characterised my own study, as the list of materials 

kept growing as I encountered more and more valuable insights that could inform the analysis even 

during the analysis process. 

 6.5. Limitations and ethical considerations 

Considering the low number of session and the limited time spent submersed within the community, it 

might be misleading to label this an ethnographic study. It does utilise similar methods to what one 

would call ethnographic research, true, yet any true ethnographer would most likely dismiss it on the 

basis that it is too limited in scope and duration. Take, for instance, Costello et al’s (2017, p. 6) example 

of a ”deep” three-year ethnographic study with data collected from over a thousand participants from an 

online community. With a mere three hours of participatory observation my own contribution pales in 

comparison. Yet it is essential to keep in mind that the goal of the thesis was never to reinvent or further 

the ethnographic approach. Rather, it was to explore the chess on Twitch phenomenon and to seek 

answers to a specific set of research questions—and, in my mind, three hours of observation proved 

enough to achieve these goals. Had the study relied solely on data gathered through observational 

means, more sessions and time may have been needed. Though the ethnographic part of the study was 

never meant to carry the entire thesis on its shoulders. Rather, the live observations served more as a 



37 

supplement to enrich and expand on the archived materials from Twitch, Twitter and Reddit—which is 

how Kozinets (2010, p. 108) argues that active participation methods are best implemented in larger 

research projects. 

The decision about whether to conduct observations overtly or covertly sparked contemplation 

about research ethics. In order to navigate this issue, I once again turn to netnography as it can be 

thought of as a close relative to the virtual ethnography that has been discussed in reference to Hine. 

Participant observations are a key method utilised through netnography, so any ethical reflections tied to 

this approach are highly relevant to the study at hand. 

Kozinets (2010, pp. 187-195) is firm in his argument that ethnographic work conducted online 

should strive to attain consent from any respondents—as this is a cornerstone in ethical research. In 

relation to online ethnographies, especially, questions of ethics can become complex due to how the data 

could potentially leave trails that make it possible to trace responses back to individuals—even if things 

like usernames are anonymised. With this in mind, then, it would be wise for a researcher conducting a 

participatory observation online to state their scholarly intent and explicitly ask respondents for 

permission to include them in the project. However, as previously pointed out earlier in this very 

section, I have done the exact opposite, opting for a more covert approach where I attempt to pass as any 

other Twitch user. There are a number of reasons behind this decision. Firstly, and most practically, I 

would argue that it is wise to consider the communication of the platform that hosts the community, and 

the context of the interaction. Having to repeatedly state in the live stream text chat what I am up to 

every time a new participant joins the discussion would quickly become tiring for all parties involved—

and flooding the chat with what would essentially become spam in the long run could alienate me from 

the rest of the community members, thus jeopardising valuable results. Secondly, the materials used 

throughout this study are all publicly available through Reddit, Twitter and Twitch respectively. 

Therefore, I have not crossed any lines by presenting commentary and discussion from private forums. 

Thirdly, it is one thing to interactively study chatrooms dedicated to drug abuse and other stigmatic or 

sensitive topics—which netnography is often used for (Costello et al 2017)—and it is quite another to 

observe people discussing chess. Studies that observe everyday behaviour and engage with non-risk or 

low-risk data—meaning data that cannot easily be tied to the identity of poster and which cannot cause 

any harm to respondents—can thus be given some leeway in debates on ethics. Of course, this does not 

mean that efforts should not be made to protect the identities of respondents. When conducting research, 

online pseudonyms should be treated the same way as any other names. This is why it is still wise to 

anonymise respondents, and to potentially make minor alterations to their contributions so as to throw 

off any software that might be able to connect the two (Kozinets 2010, pp. 195-197). Both of these 
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efforts were taken into account when working with both the online forum posts and the data generated 

from the live stream observations. 

The points presented in this section hopefully clarify why the decision was made to not disclose to 

any of the live stream participants that they were part of the study. 

7.0. Results and analysis 

Possessing sufficient knowledge about previous research, relevant theoretical concepts and 

methodologies, it is time we moved on to the analysis section where all of these things come together to 

be discussed in relation to the gathered live stream and online forum materials. However, as this is a 

long section of the essay, a brief roadmap is necessary so as to guide readers through the discussions to 

come. 

The first section outlines the central conflict that has arisen as a result of the converging chess 

and Twitch fields, and how this phenomenon can be better understood by through the lens of 

convergence culture and platform affordances. 

The second section more directly engages with the concept of capital—how different capitals 

emerge within this context, and how the affordances of the Twitch platform allow for a both 

accumulation and conversion of capital for streamers and participants. 

The third and final section continues the discussion on capital, focusing on subcultural capital 

and how this concept can be used to examine the effects of Twitch upon the larger chess community; 

how it influences are at the centre of what can be seen as a rewrite of chess community standards. 

7.1. "Real" chess and PogChamps 

At this stage, it should be clear that we view the meeting between chess and Twitch as a form of cultural 

convergence wherein two distinct cultures become together, which has resulted in the expanded, or 

converged field, becoming a contested space. This type of convergence can be better understood by 

turning to Jenkins (2008), whose aptly named book Convergence Culture unsurprisingly has some 

valuable insights into how media industries and cultures can converge with others with the goal of 

extending one’s flow of media content across multiple media channels. This can be immediately applied 

to leading agents within the media chess field, where central platforms such as chess.com are expanding 

onto new platforms like Twitch—and in the process, finding new markets—by collaborating with the 

platform through negotiations of broadcasting rights to events (chess.com 2017). This, as we will see in 

later sections of the analysis, is a move that is backed by influential figures within the chess field itself. 

Yet this kind of migration of platforms, if you will, can come with a variety of changes to the field; most 
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relevant in this case are cultural changes that, according to critical community members, have come to 

change or have the potential to alter the game of chess—how it is played as well as talked about. 

It is possible to point to how Twitch has paved the way for making online chess a more 

collaborative and collective experience. It is true, of course, that this is not something Twitch can be 

given full credit for—as offline chess clubs certainly embody these qualities (Tarbutton 2010). 

However, certain affordances of the Twitch platform elevate and introduce new ways in which one can 

engage with the game. Having participated in several live session within a chess channel on Twitch, I 

took note of ways streamers made use of the features at their disposal. 

The observed live stream channel most often consisted of participants that were on a similar skill 

level to the streamer. For these users, the stream could serve as a space for learning the game on their 

own terms, by asking questions which might have come across as stupid in other settings. Indeed, even I 

who lack any knowledge of the game would join in these strings of inquires—asking about certain 

moves and wondering why one way was better than the other. The streamer, I found, often complied to 

all of these questions and game discussions by offering commentary and analytical insights while 

playing. While much of this went over my head, other participants found this engaging, and would join 

in through the chat by offering counters to what the streamer was doing and suggesting. When this was 

applied to puzzle solving, where the player is faced with various game situations that they must deal 

with, a collaborative spirit could be felt within the channel, as participants tried to solve and learn from 

these puzzles together. Much like Jayaranthna et al (2020) point out in regards to the affordances of 

social media platforms that can aid in student learning, several affordances of the Twitch platform made 

this experience possible. The chat was a crucible for all of this. Polls would be linked through the chat, 

where viewers could vote on what ought to be the next move; bets were placed using free ”channel 

points” that viewers accrue as they spend time within the channel—and while some gambled their points 

away, betting on whether the streamer would succeed or fail, I watched from the sidelines due to being 

blocked from participating in the activities due to region restrictions. More of these platform affordances 

will be discussed in an upcoming section, yet with the examples given it becomes clear how Twitch can 

offer fans and players a new way to engage with the game—whether it be for educational or 

entertainment purposes. Yet this alternative way of engaging with chess is not embraced by all. Voices 

within the chess community are hesitant to call what has emerged through Twitch ”real” chess. Moving 

forward, we will turn to the PogChamps Twitch amateur chess tournament in order to examine where 

these voices are coming from, and what consequences the type of field convergence witnessed through 

the event can have. Central to this discussion are the following series of tweets from chess professional 

Yan Nepomniachtchi, as well as the responses from fans that they garnered: 
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The initial tweet captures what is at the heart of this conflict: the fear that PogChamps and chess on 

Twitch would somehow negatively affect "real" chess content—real referring to the professional scene. 

While Nepomniachtchi quickly returns to elaborate on his initial points of criticism, suggesting that he 

can indeed see the potential a platform like Twitch can have in expanding the reach of chess, many of 

the comments—both in the twitter feed and in subreddit threads discussing PogChamps—holding fast to 

their opinions in regards to what is welcomed within the chess field and what is not. It would be easy to 

simply contrast these voices with those who support the expansion of the field through Twitch, yet I 

believe this would paint a picture that is too black and white with two distinguished camps. In reality, 

there is room for some nuanced discussion in relation to this, as the following excerpts from a string of 

Twitter responses exemplify: 

User 1: He [Yan] is making the assumption that viewers of PogChamps are the same 

viewers of high-level chess. Do you seriously think that is the case? 

User 2: I don’t think [Yan] is making that assumption. The PogChamps stuff is simply 

getting more exposure than elite chess which makes him worried, understandably so. 

Image 6: Initial tweet criticising the PogChamps tournament.

Image 5: Follow-up tweet offering further clarification.

Figure removed from digital version due to copyright.

Figure removed from digital version due to copyright.
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User 3: Why worried? It’s not going to take away anything from ”real chess” and if it 

does, isn’t that saying something about the popularity of watching GM chess matches? 

User 2: I’m simply trying to guess his reasoning. If people find this more enjoyable than 

elite chess then it simply means they value the spectacle of it with famous people making 

silly blunders over the game itself, which is pretty sad. 

User 4: You missed the point. PogChamps isn’t more entertaining because of streamers. 

It’s more entertaining because it’s more relatable chess. Most people are just bad at 

chess. 

There is plenty to unravel in this exchange. The first comment alludes to a way of thinking about 

communities that I, too, have tried to avoid throughout this project. Speaking of the chess community in 

holistic terms, as a single entity, is in no way instructive since, as this comment points out, there are 

various subcultures and divisions within any form of large community. Yet this is not so much a 

discussion about which of these groups (PogChamps viewers and professional chess viewers) is the 

largest or which is more valid than the other. Rather, these comments reveal how the traditional chess 

format associated with elite chess is falling behind due to its failure to capture the interest of audiences. 

This is a sentiment echoed elsewhere as well: 

Subreddit post 1 with 31 upvotes 

It’s hard to admit, but professional chess is horrible for spectators. Most games are very 

similar and the average person can’t appreciate the tiny variations that will decide a 

match. Although I have much more respect for super GMs, PogChamps is definitely 

more entertaining. 

If this were a study focusing on gratifications, a comment such as this one might be used to show 

how chess fans seek out PogChamps to satisfy a need for entertainment that is less common in GM-level 

matches—at least for the average player, which makes up a majority of the player and viewer base. 

Further, it is possible to use this material to illustrate the points Jenkins (2008, p. 18) and Deuze (2007, 

p. 258) make about cultural convergence and its potentials to create closer relationships between

different parties and actors at the same time as convergence culture can facilitate new forms of creative 

organisation that result in potentially more diverse and new cultures. Essential to note, however, is that 
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when both Jenkins and Deuze speak of convergence culture they do so with a wider, media industry 

perspective—discussing producers and consumers as well as cultural products in a macro sense. 

However, their thinking can be adapted to a micro discussion about something like the converging chess 

and Twitch fields as there are parallels when considering some of the goals and motives of organisations 

like chess.com when it comes to growing chess’ online presence. 

Deuze (2007, p. 257) writes that consumer empowerment often goes hand in hand with quests for 

profits. In the context of the study—equating empowerment to the decentralisation of chess through live 

stream platforms—this can relate to how the expansion of chess, by companies like chess.com, is an 

effort to capitalise on new markets through live stream audiences. Of course, this is neither an inherently 

bad thing nor is it surprising. A result of this, however, is that the chess community enters a form of 

branding—or rather, rebranding—process. Jenkins (2014, p. 277) explains how this can be a paradoxical 

process due to how the commodification of a group’s tastes leads to the expansion of that group’s 

cultural visibility—yet this can turn into a form of exploitation, introducing ambivalence among 

community members due to a sense of having lost control of one’s own culture. With this in mind, it is 

possible to understand the concerns voiced by PogChamp critics such as Nepomniachtchi or any of the 

twitter posts talking about the displacement of ”real” chess. An upcoming section will touch on this idea 

from another direction, by examining how Twitch plays a role in revitalising chess by constructing a 

new fan culture around it. Yet this is closely related to Jenkin’s thoughts on the branding process. While 

none of the material explicitly talked about branding or any processes involved in this, similar thoughts 

emerged through posts that used pop-culture analogies to express their stance on recent changes within 

the community: 

 

Subreddit post 2 with 56 downvotes 

You know the show Shark Tank? It’s a reality show where people pitch an idea, and a 

group of celebrity investors pretend to evaluate the idea. The purpose is to entertain 

people. That’s how a so-called reality show works: you suspend disbelief. PogChamps is 

the ”biggest thing in chess” the way Shark Tank is the biggest thing in venture 

capitalism: it’s internet celebrities (and one actual celebrity) pretending to play 

competitive chess. Shark Tank isn’t a real investment firm, and PogChamps isn’t a real 

chess competition. 

 

Subreddit post 3 (response to previous comment) with 71 upvotes 
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Dancing with the Stars is a much better analogy. 1, the participants are already well-

known. 2, they’re paired with established experts in the field. 3, the process of growth for 

the celebrity newcomers is as much of interest as the actual competition. 4, there’s 

nothing fake about the competition—the best competitor wins. 

From these excerpts we can see how users are making associations between PogChamps and 

reality TV formats—again, emphasising how chess might be moving towards this more entertainment-

focused way of presentation. This is done in an attempt to invalidate PogChamps when compared to 

similarly organised events for professionals. Further still, though, the comparison serves as a potent 

example of how PogChamps critics see themselves displaced—not perhaps from the game or broadcasts 

of it, but from dictating how chess is consumed and interacted with, where the Twitch format stands as a 

threat to a community culture that they are now losing control over as it is changing into something that 

they do not agree with. 

This is a topic that we will return to in the final section of the analysis, which discusses subcultural 

capital within the chess community, and what the terms for what it means to ”be in the know” is shifting 

within the expanding community. Before then, however, the following section examines how cultural 

capital is expressed within a chess and live stream context. The discussion on affordances is also picked 

up yet again, to offer further insights into how Twitch offers a new toolset for success to chess fans. 

7.2. Is rating still king? 

As voices highlighted in the previous section noted, Twitch has emerged as a serious contender in terms 

of opening up chess to the masses. Yet, as we have seen, this expansion of the field has stirred up 

conflict. This will be discussed at further length in a future section that examines the reinvention of the 

chess community with attention to shifting notions of what constitutes subcultural capital. Before then, 

however, it is worth to briefly examine what role cultural capital plays in this debate—as it is such a 

central component of within the chess community—and how a platform like Twitch can either reinforce 

or transform cultural capital within this field. 

Duffett (2013, pp. 130-131) explains how cultural capital as a concept can be of use when 

examining how fans fall into their roles and positions within the hierarchy of their community. To use 

the concept for these very purposes, however, it is essential to come to terms with what counts as 

cultural capital within a field—and this is always specific to the field or community in question. Time 

and again when the chess community has been discussed throughout this essay, emphasis has been 

placed on player rating. We can use player rating as a measure of cultural capital within this field 

because of what Bourdieu (1986, p. 242) says in relation to how the scarcity of a quality or cultural 
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product within a field imbues that same thing with a function that allows people to use it as a way to 

distinguish themselves from the rest. A 2000+ player rating is rare, which speaks for the 

accomplishments and skills of the person holding such a rating. Thus, a rating can serve as a badge that 

indicates a person’s standing within a community. This idea of a badge appeared in a literal sense 

through subreddit forum discussions, where some users would flaunt their ratings next to their names. 

The word flaunt is key here, as this was a tendency more or less exclusive to community members with 

high ratings. 

An interesting observation to point out when turning to the Twitch field with these same considerations 

about cultural capital is that cultural capital can be identified through badges and metrics here as well—

only in this context these things are related to viewership and chat participant identity markers. 

While conducting my observation within a chess live stream channel, I was able to experience 

first-hand how fans of chess, with various levels of rating, and Twitch users came together under a 

single roof—and how their distinct cultures started to overlap. 

In regards to the streamer around which the channel revolved, it is important to note that they 

considered themselves a newcomer to both live streaming and to chess—having played and streamed for 

less than six months, and possessing a rating that generally stayed around the 1000-mark. This is key to 

keep in mind going forward, as it shows us how the streamer entered both fields with little to no 

experience with either. What, then, had brought the streamer to start their own chess channel? Once 

asked about this, the streamer clarified that they approached chess as a means to meet and talk to new 

people—and the Twitch platform greatly served to achieve this. Much has been said already about the 

potential for building friendships and fulfilling social needs through engaging with live streaming 

(Sjöblom et al 2019; Bruce-Hilvert et al 2018; Hu et al 2017; Wulf et al 2020), yet this chess micro-

community did, indeed, reveal how live streaming is much more than the game being played; personal 

anecdotes, random and unrelated discussions between viewers: these make up the experience, and is 

undoubtedly the reason why many viewers kept returning to the channel. 

For fans of the game, the stream often involved a lot of give and take. This mainly materialised 

through back and forths between the streamer and viewers, where one would give advice and the other 

would counter. Often, these exchanges could be read as a form of one-upmanship, where neither party 

Image 7: Example of rating badges users would display next to their usernames.

Figure removed from digital version due to copyright.
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was willing to admit that the other had the better strategy. The frequency of these discussions, though, 

can be explained by many viewers’ motivations for visiting the stream. When asked about their own 

ratings, these viewers would often rank somewhere alongside the streamer—and, for these players, the 

channel acted as a place to learn in collaboration in a safe environment with player of equal skill. It was 

during moments like these that I became an outlier, proving to be essentially useless in discussions 

about board movement and other game-related topics. Yet while my lack of chess knowledge did 

exclude me from participating in certain debates, it did not alienate me from the community—and this 

was most likely because I was clear about my position from the start. Others, however, could not get 

away so easily. During one of the live sessions, a veteran with over 30 years of chess experience joined 

the chatroom, yet the player quickly became a peculiarity when their rating was revealed to be no higher 

than 1330. The streamer, surprised by the discrepancy between rating and years of experience and not 

much lower rated themselves, responded to this by asking, ”Oh, is it like a hobby, or do you take it 

seriously?” In this instance, the veteran player did not offer any further explanation about their rating, 

yet they accepted an offered challenge to play the streamer themselves—organising the game using the 

chat feature. Two games were played, and the veteran player came out as victor in both. While this was 

a satisfying conclusion to the streamer’s somewhat smug, albeit confident, attempt to show-up a player 

that outranked the, it is also a clear illustration of how central of a role player rating was to most 

everything that occurred within the channel. In fact, a reoccurring event tied to comparisons of rating 

was that many players often felt a need to justify their rating just after having revealed it; that is, if it 

were low. However, while it should be sufficiently evident how player rating relates to cultural capital 

within the chess field, we have yet to examine how Twitch disturbs this balance by offering up its own 

form of capital that can facilitate a favourable position or perception within the community. 

Taking a step back, the streamer channel and the micro-community that has blossomed around it 

can be used as an argument to demonstrate how a high rating does not have to be a necessity for success 

within the transforming chess field, as Twitch has broadened the idea of what constitutes good cultural 

capital following the platforms increased integration with the chess field. As mentioned, the streamer’s 

1000 rating did not call for much celebration, yet this shows how cultural capital within the broadened 

chess field can thus be something that is not exclusive to previous status, or game proficiency. Instead, 

Twitch offers an alternative capital that can still grant similar benefits that a professional player with a 

Grandmaster title might see. Status and respect certainly count towards these benefits, which is 

something that is visible—if to a limited extent—within the studied streamer channel, whose modest 

following still granted the streamer a voice of authority as well as some power and influence, and—

more importantly still—allowed their stream to serve as a social hub for coordination of fan events such 

as the viewer tournament that the streamer organised. Another alternative benefit is, of course, 
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monetisation. This will be discussed shortly in an extended segment about how cultural capital can be 

converted into economic capital in the context of Twitch and chess. For now, however, it is important to 

simply point to how Twitch affordances—such as the possibilities for streamers to make an income 

through donations and subscriptions—have the potential to undermine the value of cultural capital in the 

form of player rating within the chess field. A player with a 1000 rating cannot participate in 

professional tournaments, competing for prize pools with some of the best players of the game. 

However, as personality and the ability to cultivate followings and communities of one’s own become 

increasingly viable ways of growing cultural capital within this transforming field, streamers of every 

skill level are able to climb the rungs of the hierarchy. Indeed, in regards to Twitch some forum posts 

even pointed to how a high player rating does not guarantee success in this new sub-section of the field. 

In fact, a high rating might even become an obstacle in some cases: 

 

Subreddit post 4 with 25 upvotes 

If you are a charismatic streamer you can start playing chess and get some money from it. 

The thing is: no one has Hikaru [Nakamura] levels of charisma and can be successful 

with that. I have 2000+ FIDE, but when I stream I cannot focus on my (non-existent) 

audience AND play chess at the same time. So my chess skills drop unless I am silent 

and focused, which is VERY entertaining for my audience. Have you watched GMs 

stream? They face the same problem, as they lack charisma and the ”showmaster” talent 

that the popular chess streamers possess. 

 

Subreddit post 5 with 15 upvotes 

[Speaking] as a person who was a club member (offline, real one). People of a certain 

level looked down on player of inferior level and then they became fans of people with a 

FIDE title and above. Some of the worst assholes in my life I met at that club. 

  

Similar to how some examples from the previous section featured voices that associated Twitch with 

negative attitudes, these examples offer the exact opposite take. These users equate high player rating 

with uncharismatic people, or even with undesirable personality traits, that cannot leverage this new 

chess arena on Twitch—which may result in them being left out of them completely, whether by choice 

or not. It is therefore possible to use these discussions to illustrate a key quality of the field and capital 

concepts: how these are dynamic—even so in regards to fields such as chess, with its long history and 

seemingly set traditions. Nakamura, then, is presented as someone who goes against this, as an example 
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of someone who has been able to successfully adapt to recent developments relating to the field 

convergence, and has benefited greatly from it in the process. 

Much like Jenkin’s Convergence Culture is built on case studies that visualise how certain 

groups of people can take advantage of the affordances of new media technologies and participatory 

culture (Jenkins 2014, p. 273), the growth of chess through Twitch allows for a similar discussion—not 

only by focusing on high-profile figures like Nakamura, but on everyday fans and practitioners as well. 

In this Twitch context, monetary gains are key to this discussion as so much of what may be seen as 

offering an advantage in some way relates to an exchange of money. An obvious connection to make 

here—which has already been touched on through the subreddit post 4 excerpt is that someone like 

Nakamura can convert their cultural capital within the chess field into equally valuable capital within 

the Twitch field by cultivating an audience through his renown, skills, and personality. If we pick up the 

notion that cultural capital is a resource with market value—one that can be accumulated and converted 

into other capital (Prieur & Savage 2011, pp. 569-570)—this is immediately translated into how 

Nakamura can turn cultural into economic capital through Twitch platform affordances like 

subscriptions and donations. What is interesting in this context, however, is that during these processes 

of crowd-funding there occurs another exchange of sorts—one where the very act of support turns into a 

form of capital in itself for the viewer. We can turn to the observed live stream to find out how this is. 

Using archived VOD materials, I returned to witness a defining moment of the streamer’s career 

when the channel community grew considerably after another popular streamer on the platform ”hosted” 

the channel3. This sudden growth of audience came as a shock to the streamer—but a pleasant one to be 

sure. Not only did this event set the foundations for what the streamer’s micro-community would 

become, but donations from charitable viewers—as well as a corporate donation from company 

CashApp—netted the streamer over $2000 in a single live stream session. Engaging directly with the 

channel and its community following this event, I took note of a variety of ways that these financially-

supporting members distinguished themselves from the rest. 

 
3 To "host" or "raid" a live stream channel means to bring one's audience over to another channel, thus transferring viewers 

from one channel to another. 
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Perhaps most notable was the addition of a ”subgoal” and a prompter that displayed the names of the 

people who had most recently donated or subscribed to the channel. In a literal sense, this feature places 

these community member above the rest of the participants in the chat, elevating their status. This might 

sound exaggerated—and, to an extent, it might well be—yet there were signs of how these aspects 

changed the way other viewers and even the streamer communicated with these ”featured” community 

members. The badges, or visual markers that identified certain participants as financial backers, are 

interesting in this regard. When asked about their patronage, one participant explained that they had 

subscribed to the channel because it would allow them to add one of these badges next to their 

username—thus, making their messages more noticeable. Based on the observations, this is a strategy 

that often proved successful. In general, directed messages or responses—using ”@” commands to tag 

specific chat members—would often be sent to viewers that possessed these distinguishing markers. 

This was especially the case with moderators, whose bespoke badge sets them apart and is supposed to 

signal a voice of authority within the community. Observations suggesting heightened engagement with 

these moderators are in line with Wohn’s (2019) position that Twitch moderators can serve the function 

of stimulating discussion within chatrooms. This is the type of volunteerism Ginsburg and Weisband 

(2002) write about in relation to the creation of social capital—where social contributions like these can 

build community spirit and promote participation. In certain cases, as in the example where a specific 

moderator explained how Twitch’s social aspects drew them to the stream rather than the actual game of 

chess, these users can become integral for growing a Twitch community. This, again, bolsters the 

Image 8: Screenshot from a live session that features distinguishing chat badges as well as a prompter 

highlighting certain community members by name.

Figure removed from digital version due to copyright.



49 

streamer’s position within the expanded and convergence chess fields—as evident from chat participant 

who, following the viewership boom after the channel ”host”, commented that some of the big streamers 

most definitively knew about the streamer because of their recent success. With Twitch developing as a 

sub-field within a growing chess field, the platform constitutes a means to advance one’s position within 

this converging community that is bound more to personality rather than game knowledge. 

7.3. Being "in the know": Reinventing the chess online community 

Related to the more direct expressions of cultural capital that were explored in the previous section are 

the numerous instances when fans display their competence of the game in relation and contrast to the 

PogChamps tournament. This occurred in reference to critique of the tournament format, as in the 

following example: 

Subreddit post 6 with 67 upvotes 

I really sympathise with what Ludwig and Rainn said about Armageddon, unbelievably 

bad format for this kind of tournament. Draws made on purpose are nearly non-existent 

at sub-1200 ratings. White has an advantage anyway and a draw is honestly so unlikely 

that I think White's first-move advantage outweighs giving Black the draw odds. On top 

of that you add a time deficit for Black and it's pretty crazy how unfair that matchup 

is.The sweetspot for Armageddon is around 2000 (hence why Alexandra, around ~1900 

FIDE, prefers White and Nemo around ~2100 prefers Black). And then for 2700s it's 

unfair the other way around, needs to be a bigger time deficit to be equal chances 

otherwise Black will secure the draw and the W. In short, you really can't just apply this 

5 min White vs 4 min Black thing as if draws are universally the same likelihood at every 

level. 

Comments like these that highlight a user’s personal proficiency are about what one would expect 

from a forum that attracts fans of the game. The jargon at work here is to be expected, and it is a clear 

visualisation of how subcultural capital can surface in this context. Not only does this comment 

exemplify the notion of ”being in the know” that is central to subcultural capital, but it also takes it a 

step further by suggesting that the user, indeed, knows better. In a similar way to how a grasp of the 

meaning of local symbols or slang can legitimise membership within communities (Duffett 2013, p. 

131); Thornton 2003/1995, p. 238), understanding why Armageddon endgames are bad for this level of 

play becomes a way to signal and affirm the user’s community membership. Yet it is in reference to 

these signals—knowing references to chess history and strategy—that Twitch’s influence blurs 
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previously clear lines. Jensen (2006) recognises subcultural capital as something that grows out of 

differences of opinion and attitude among members of a community. What this means is that the 

subcultural capital of a community is subject to evolve as, for instance, the community grows. This 

materialised in forum discussions through posts that either inquired about Twitch-specific references or 

which humorously pointed out the disconnect between Twitch and chess discourse: 

Subreddit post 7 with 26 upvotes 

Why is it called Pogchamps? What’s a pog have to do with chess? 

Subreddit post 8 (response) with 133 upvotes 

Nothing, but it has everything to do with Twitch. 

Subreddit post 9 with 11 upvotes 

Imagine being a parent and thinking oh my kid likes [insert videogame] and there’s this 

tournament with all these gamers, we can watch and bond together. Imagine how terrible 

a mistake that would have been up til now. Imagine a kid asking you what a throbbing 

juicer was.

These forum examples tie into this central notion of subcultural capital as, in this context, Twitch 

culture reconfigures and challenges what subcultural capital within the field is, and what being in the 

know within this community means. The confusion around the Twitch-specific term ”pog”—which is a 

shortening of ”pogchamps” that can be used in  a multitude of contexts, but is broadly used as an 

exclamation of excitement similar to ”great” or ”nice”—clearly indicates that the user is not fluent in 

Twitch speech. The response to this comment, meanwhile, is interesting in this regard despite its 

apparent simplicity. The high number of upvotes (133) is a clue to this. The response can be read as an 

inside joke that Twitch users will understand, and react to, because pogchamps is, indeed, at the core of 

the emote language inherent to the platform—and especially during the time period the comment was 

posted, since there was plenty of controversy surrounding the use of the emote in the wake of the violent 

takeover of Capitol Hill in January 2021, which was an incident encouraged by the creator that the 

emote originally depicted (Hernandez 2021). With this background knowledge, the simple statement 

that ”pog” has everything to do with Twitch becomes more significant considering how debates about 

the state of the emote was a staple of platform discussion at the time. Yet this is something that is so far 

removed from the discussion of chess—which, in turn, demonstrates the spread of Twitch culture within 

a forum that centres around chess in general. Similarly, the second excerpt emphasises a shift in what 
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the community is turning into—where the poster remarks on the absurdity of some interactions that 

occurred during the tournament, and how this might come as a culture shock to parents—but also, I 

would argue, to fans of chess without previous experience of Twitch. The point here is not about 

whether someone understands the meaning of phrases like ”a throbbing juicer”, but rather that the 

phrase is present in the discussion in the first place—and how it, and similar phrases of its kind, signal 

the faction divisions within the larger community that Jensen (2006) describe, where a sub-group—in 

this case, Twitch fans—differentiate themselves from the mainstream through displays of subcultural 

capital that question the prerequisites for being in the know and in touch with the community. 

In a forum thread that specifically sought opinions on the recent developments tied to chess and 

Twitch, a pre-boom player of the game offered an insightful view of why these inter-community 

transformations may be problematic to so many long-time community members: 

 

Subreddit post 10 with 19 upvotes 

What I think bothers many of the older players are certain elements of Twitch culture and 

the childishness and behaviour of the individuals that belong to these Twitch 

communities. I got into chess 2 year before it started picking up traction after xQc and 

Hikaru started collaborating, but I was already watching Twitch back then so I’ve always 

been part of both communities. That said, I found many things annoying after a lot of the 

Twitch users flooded various chess sites and forums. I can understand how someone not 

familiar with Twitch would feel trying to have a proper discussion and being met with 

Pepega, KEKW and OmegaLUL in the comments. 

 

This excerpt alone embodies several of the themes that emerged from the gathered material. It has 

been evident from the start of this essay that there is a rift between these two varying factions within the 

chess field—between newcomers and long-time practitioners of the game—yet what has been discussed 

throughout this section, and vividly highlighted through this excerpt, specifies how the differences of 

cultures are at the roots of this conflict. Again, the user points directly to language and specific phrases 

as instruments that further deepen this divide. Pepega, KEKW and OmegaLUL are all words that mean 

nothing to the uninitiated. Yet this issue of potential misunderstandings and miscommunication are 

merely surface details compared to underlying differences between these two parties. As a follow-up 

response to the previous post explains: 

 

Subreddit post 11 with 3 upvotes 
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There are a lot of new players who think they know what they’re talking about and give 

horrible advice to other new players. 

This is said in reference to the chess sub-reddit, which—much like Twitch live streams—can serve 

as a resource for improving one’s game knowledge. These two users—one of which a self-professed 

Twitch user—both seem to have identified a specific attitude common among the Twitch-wave of chess 

players that have rocked the community—especially in regards to its online presence. Both posts 

reference online chess forums, and one refers to the sub-reddit from which the quote itself was taken. 

This is particularly interesting since, on more of a meta-level, the subreddit can be used to outline what 

has been previously said about subcultural capital and its role in reordering the norms and values of the 

chess community. As mentioned in the thesis introduction, the chess subreddit has been a popular forum 

for players since 2008–long before the game’s recent exposure through Twitch. The live streaming 

service has, however, marked its influence through the introduction of a ”Twitch” flair to an already 

extensive list of flairs that are used to categorise posts. This should be seen as a sign of the influence 

Twitch has had on the community, yet an examination of the top posts from the last year drive this point 

home further still. Out of the 12 most-upvoted posts from the last year, 3 carry the Twitch flair and 

relate to stories featuring prominent streamers or the platform in general. The remaining posts are made 

up of posts dedicated to high-profile players, championship news, as well as memes and drama. This 

becomes more significant when taking into account what flairs are not represented. There is a lack of 

posts relating to more game-centred categories—such as game analysis/study, strategy, puzzle/tactic—

where the first post of that kind appears at rank 39. 
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This glance at top-rated posts may not be a definitive way to accurately measure the extent of the chess 

subreddit and Twitch overlap. However, these posts provide some insight into the impact Twitch has 

had in terms of what kind of content and stories chess reddit users are now most frequently engaging 

with. Nor does this glimpse at the top posts fully convey what could be seen as a significant shift in 

content—especially in relation to threads that discuss controversies and drama, many of which appear 

alongside references to Twitch or streamer personalities. The subreddit, then—a space within which 

practitioners and fans meet and discuss—has evolved as a result of what some may see as disturbances 

within the field. Fan practices now involve discussing the latest cheater scandal from a Twitch streamer 

as much as it involves discussions about the best opening moves of a game. Writing about digital 

fandom, and referencing Benedict Anderson’s ideas about imagined communities, Hitchcock Morimoto 

and Chin (2017, p. 182) highlight digital fan spaces as contact zones where cultures meet and clash with 

each other—and where power relations are often uneven. The subreddit example—as well as the 

Image 9: screenshot from the chess subreddit featuring the top posts of the last year.

Figure removed from digital version due to copyright.
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excerpts commenting on the blending of Twitch and chess culture—hint that these power relations 

within the field are being redistributed. It is shifts like these that instil uncertainty in the community at 

large, causing potential disbandment within communities that can cause member migration to other 

spaces or the creation of sub-communities. Duffett (2013, pp. 247-249) speaks about this in relation to 

the Star Trek fandom and its subdivision ”The Federation”, pointing to how this idea of fragmentation is 

essential to keep in mind when considering how fan communities organise themselves. A monolithic 

chess community can therefore, in a sense, not be spoken about—as groupings within the group itself 

have different ideas of what the community should be. Similarly, the excerpt from the poster who 

claimed membership of both the chess and the Twitch community tells us that these divisions are far 

more complex than two camps with defined and shared visions. The notion of the contact zone—or even 

the conflict zone—is therefore useful for conceptualising the turmoil born from these two different 

cultures converging. Still, throughout this text I have used phrases like the chess community and the 

Twitch community as solid entities—which seems highly contradictory, considering what was just said 

about the fluidity and different forces at play within these types of communities. However, speaking 

about these communities in sweeping, generalising terms invites us to reflect on how something like the 

chess community is most commonly perceived—and how this perception is established and maintained. 

Fan communities have much in common with folk culture in the sense that both tend to construct a 

group identity (which, as we have seen, can be challenged), and this becomes an articulation of ideals 

that is met by the rest of the outside world (Duffett 2013, p 251). Similarly, Fiske (1992, p. 30) argues 

that the creation and circulation of fan productions play a key role in defining a fan community—both 

for insiders and outsiders. If we then extend the idea of fan production to include forum posts like the 

ones highlighted—which Chin (2018, p. 249) suggest we ought to in a contemporary digital fan 

context—it is possible to view these top subreddit posts as a window into the zeitgeist of the 

community. This approach offers a different view of chess culture than common perceptions of the 

chess community as ”stuffy” and elitist. Nevertheless, this perception comes from somewhere—and it is 

a view that is reinforced when high-profile insiders voice their concerns about giving Twitch space to 

grow within their field. Yet, when examining the actual discussions tied to this debate, gatekeeping is 

not as prevalent in discussion threads as one might be led to believe. It is certainly present to an extent—

as in the following examples from the chess subreddit discussion about PogChamps’ place within the 

subreddit itself: 

Subreddit post 12 with 19 downvotes 

The inflation of interest is temporary and once everyone sees how difficult the game is to 

improve at, they’ll bounce and go back to watching Netflix or video games. 
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Subreddit post 13 with 25 downvotes 

Isn’t there already chessbeginners for these kind of tournaments? I’ll assume most who 

are interested in PogChamps to be beginners. Maybe I’m wrong. 

 

Subreddit post 14 with 89 downvotes 

Just because [PogChamps] has a lot of Twitch doesn’t mean it’s the biggest thing in 

chess. 

 

To varying degrees, these excerpts reveal long-time players’ opinions and attitudes towards Twitch 

users. The first and second quotes echo previous examples from this section as they touch on similar 

Twitch connotations that involve low levels of commitment and skill. The third example is most 

interesting because it is very much correct in its assessment that PogChamps is not the biggest thing in 

the chess world, as there are professional tournaments that reach far higher viewer figures and price 

pools than the Twitch amateur tournament. Yet, with 89 downvotes, this post is the most downvoted out 

of the three. Posts criticising Twitch and PogChamps being downvoted is, in fact, a repeating trend 

across every examined forum thread. The first posts is quite explicit in its animosity towards Twitch 

players, but the other two posts are less damning while still receiving more negative responses from the 

rest of the forum users. This can be seen as an indication of how Twitch audiences are asserting their 

newfound dominance within the forum space—and, in doing so, setting new guidelines for participation 

within this community. With this in mind, it is possible to circle back to the discussion about subcultural 

capital that this section opened with, where this rewriting of what makes a good post, with numerous 

upvotes rather than downvotes, is shifting to reflect a new user base arriving from Twitch. Situations 

like this can clearly demonstrate how vital it is to emphasise the idea of motion when speaking about 

fields and their associated capitals (Prieur & Savage 2011, p. 570). 

Yet what tips the scales in one direction rather than the other? How is it that a new wave of 

relatively small scale can have such an impact on the online chess community at large? Duffett (2013, 

pp. 248-249) writes that divisions and conflicts within communities like these often happen between 

new and established members—often in combination with a new generation entering the community. 

The outcomes of such clashes come down to two factors: the size of the different parties and, most 

importantly, seizing of control through media outlets. Duffett’s case example of this involves the Doctor 

Who fan following during the 2004-era when the series was effectively in the process of being rebooted. 

This meant that new and younger fans found interest in both the series and its fan community, and these 
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newcomers were able to spread their influence and help shape the community through narratives on 

modern blogging platforms. 

There are clear parallels with what has been discussed here in reference to the developments 

within the chess community, and how these can be identified through online platforms. Blogging may 

not be as relevant to the discussion as it might have been in the past, but we can apply similar thinking 

to the content on the chess subreddit—where popular threads tell us what kind of discussions are most 

prominent in the community—and, of course, the Twitch platform, which is both the genesis of these 

conflicts and a tool that chess fans themselves can use to shape their community. In this particular case, 

both of these platforms essentially work in tandem to establish what can be seen as a fandom akin to 

something that might grow out of a football club or television series like Doctor Who. The glimpse at 

the top subreddit posts, again, are one way to gleam this. However, it becomes more evident when 

examining the discussions surrounding the PogChamps event and its participants: 

 

Subreddit post 15 with 14 upvotes 

MoistCr1tical said that he he encountered Hikaru Nakamura in Nakamura’s speedrun, 

and that is was ’like God himself can down to play chess’ … I know that Nakamura is 

extraordinarily good. He deliberately plays shit openings against Grandmasters and wins 

them. Pretty much every other chess streamer talks of him in hushed tones because they 

know he’s far above their level. 

 

Subreddit post 16 with 36 upvotes 

I think Botez was great but Nemo still felt a bit too inexperienced commentating. She 

was clearly struggling to come up with things to say most of the time. 

 

Subreddit post 17 with 9 upvotes 

Nice play by Ludwig in the second game, but I’m amazed that Charlie hasn’t learned the 

basics of playing while behind—that is, playing fast, looking extra hard for tactics, not 

trading pieces, keeping the game complicated, etc. Also, him blundering the fork was 

incredible. One has to assume that Ludwig has an idea of he’s going to sacrifice a piece. 

The good thing is that Danya will probably rip him apart for this stuff. God, I wish I had 

a teacher like Danya. 

 

These three excerpts highlight the kind of fannish activities that were commonly found within the forum 

threads. The play-by-play analysis of the Ludwig and Charlie matchup, as well as the reverence towards 
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key figures like Nakamura and Danya, speak for how Twitch-related events are being treated as central 

topics of discussion in this transformed chess fan culture that has bloomed online. Returning to the 

question of why Twitch has had such an impact on the community, then, we need look no further than 

the names that continuously appear through these posts. Nakamura, Danya, Nemo and Botez are all 

high-tier players within the community that have adapted and led the way for Twitch becoming an staple 

of chess. These names will reappear yet again in an upcoming section about Twitch allowing chess 

professionals a way of converting cultural capital into economic capital, yet in the context of this 

discussion it is important to consider how the embracing of streaming by players like Nakamura or 

Botez has given Twitch a certain validity as a new home for chess.  

Circling back somewhat to the section that discussed the division between ”real” chess and Twitch 

chess, it is possible to point to figures like Nakamura—and his influence within both the Twitch and 

chess community—as a driving factor for opening the gates to the kind of cultural convergence the 

meeting of Twitch and chess has resulted in. Not only have players like Nakamura embraced the Twitch 

platform, but also its personalities and distinct culture. If we think of the Twitch users who found chess 

through events like PogChamps that featured their favourite creators as a new wave of chess fans, then 

Nakamura could be identified as the key player that bridged these communities.  

By extension, then, personalities like those that featured in the PogChamps Twitch tournament become 

the agents, if you will, that are able to define and set the parameters of valuable subcultural capital 

within the chess community—and thus reshaping its identity from within. As a result of this, the 

examples presented in this section demonstrate how the very idea of the chess fan has come under 

challenge—which has unearthed issues of inclusion and exclusion that are especially central in the 

context of the chess community because of its elitist tendencies. Nakamura’s mission, so to put it, to 

Image 10: Tweet from GM Nakamura expressing gratitude towards Twitch streamers who have 

found an interest in chess, thus generating interest for the game to new audiences.

Figure removed from digital version due to copyright.
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make chess more accessible to the masses through Twitch—which allows the game to reach new 

audiences—may be opening some doors while closing others; meaning that older fans of the game may 

experience exclusion as a result of shifting community norms and values. The Twitch-centric language 

that has become prevalent in certain chess discussions has already been raised as an example of this. Yet 

the collected material revealed other instances when one’s fan identity could become questioned, and 

essentially denied. This exchange between two fans, appearing in a Twitter comment thread that 

criticised Twitch and PogChamps for displacing real chess, is an example of how one might expect fan 

identity to be challenged in the context of chess: 

 

User 1: I have played chess for years. PogChamps turned me on to the online chess 

community and I wouldn’t even know who [Yan] is without the exposure that 

PogChamps brought. 

 

User 2: Which is sad. You played for years but didn’t know one of the best players in 

Russia and the world? He’s literally been top 5 for over a year now. 

 

Groene and Hettinger (2016) point to instances like this, when fans show insufficient knowledge about 

the entity, activity or property around which fans gather, as common occurrences when fan identity and 

membership come under scrutiny. Yet, to contrast this, similar instances can be found where fan 

references originating from Twitch had similar effects. This occurred during one of the observation 

sessions, when a chat participant suggested that the streamer ought to play a Botez gambit opening 

move—in reference to a blunder named after the Botez sisters, who are both high-ranked players and 

popular Twitch chess streamers. The Botez gambit is an expression that derives from the sisters’ Twitch 

channel, used when a queen is mistakenly lost, yet when another chat participant expressed confusion 

about this term, their knowledge about both chess and its community was questioned in a similar way as 

in the Twitter example. We can therefore see how this convergence complicates the question of what 

constitutes a real chess fan as a result of the fandom space becoming contested. 

This section started by considering subcultural capital in reference to the chess community, and 

how Twitch has transformed the notion of what constitutes subcultural capital and ”being in the know” 

in the community. This is a thread that can then be used to better understand how chess is changing from 

a fan standpoint, as well as how the popularity and growth of chess through Twitch has challenged the 

idea of what it means to be a fan of the game today. Central to all of this are streamers themselves, 

who—along with their followings, of course—are the main contributors to these developments. The 

following section will delve deeper into the topic of streamers by further examining how Twitch as a 
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platform can facilitate this new digital home for chess, and how community members stand to benefit 

from it. 

 

8.0. Conclusions 

To conclude this thesis, we return to the analysis section we just left in order to offer final discussions 

and answers to the research questions. Some of these tend to overlap. This is especially the case in 

discussions about capital, as different forms of capital are often interesting in combination. Still, what 

follows is a concluding section where each research question is discussed separately in order to attempt 

to offer clear answers to a complex topic. 

Working our way up from the third question: What conflicts emerge from online discussions 

about the “PogChamps” chess tournament, and who are the actors of these conflicts? It is possible to 

identify several conflicts and voices of criticism related to the expansion of the chess community 

through efforts like the PogChamps Twitch tournament. Chess professionals and fans alike offer their 

opinions about why PogChamps could potentially displace what they know as ”real” chess. At the core 

of these concerns are notions that the recent influences of Twitch on the community could potentially 

alter the way chess is experienced by its most faithful fans. It is here that subcultural capital becomes a 

key concept to understand, as it demonstrates the dynamic nature of fields such as the chess community 

when it comes to what it means to be ”in the know” in the community itself. When things like Twitch 

expressions and phrases bleed into discussions about chess, exclusion emerges among older fans and 

players as a result of the inclusion of newcomers. For the former group, then, recent community 

developments are examples of how cultural convergence and strides towards participatory culture do not 

always lead to favourable or progressive outcomes (Jenkins 2014, 285). While a platform like Twitch is 

unlikely to fundamentally alter the face of the game—as in its rules—its marks on the online chess 

community are undeniable. Much of the material presented and analysed can be used to highlight 

Hesmondhalgh’s (2006, pp. 215-216) thoughts on fields as spaces of struggle between the established 

and the new; where, in this case, the latter have been able to rise up as a new elite faction, if you will, 

with a dominant position that allows this group a certain power to enforce changes to at least the face of 

the community. 

Turning to the second research question: What forms of capital can be found within the online 

chess community and Twitch, and how do these relate to one another? As section 7.2 argued, player 

rating is what one might most immediately equate to valuable cultural capital within the chess field. Yet, 

again, this is where the crossover with Twitch reveals how the notion of what counts as valuable cultural 

capital is undergoing transformations due to how streamers are finding ways to use valuable capital 
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from their own field—such as high viewer figures—to further their own standing within the expanded 

chess field. This shift undermines the previous value of a high rating as an indicator of one’s status. The 

observed live stream is perhaps the best example of this, as it is an example of how a beginner player 

can still find success in the field despite a lack of experience—and this is most relevant in regards to the 

convertibility of capital. It comes as no surprise that GM players such as Nakamura can turn cultural 

capital in the form of a high rating, and skill, into economic capital through professional tournaments. 

However, this possibility is no longer exclusive to the former elite. Live streaming facilitates new means 

for fans of the game—seasoned as well as newcomers—to build micro communities that can become 

sources of economic gain for some. Some is a keyword here, as it is evident how certain qualities that 

have little to do with player rating have become more valuable for players to succeed in this new chess 

arena—such as an entertaining personality that turns chess spectating into a show. As a result, a new 

sub-group of chess fans can grow out of this convergence, creating what Hills (2015, p. 366) might dub 

an industry-driven fan community that is less in touch with traditionally established fan practices. These 

are the non-experts—the more casual fans—who nevertheless make up a vast majority of the fandom, 

and a platform such as Twitch has allowed this group to accrue valuable field capital by changing the 

very parameters of what value means. 

Finally, this thesis asks: How does Twitch and its affordances enable the restructuring of the 

online chess fan community? This is a question that has already been touched upon in some ways, by 

suggesting that Twitch enables new fans to build a presence within the larger chess community through 

their live stream enterprises. The affordances of these live streams are, of course, central to this. 

Donations and subscriptions are features that can benefit streamers, yet it is the features that afford 

interaction that perhaps play a more important role in the transformation of the chess fan community 

online. This is where it is possible to see how the language of Twitch serves a major role—with 

expressions like ”POG” or ”KEKW”, originating from Twitch channel chats, are beginning to circulate 

outside of the platform itself. We might also take a feature of Twitch that did not surface within the 

analysis—the ”clipping” feature—to suggest how the platforms affordances for circulating content in a 

wider digital landscape have paved the way for the changes the chess community has experienced. In 

short, the clipping feature allows live stream viewers to generate highlight clips from streams that can 

then be directly distributed to other social platforms. These are, as the name suggests, in short-form, 

comparable to a snapchat or a TikTok clip—which also speaks to how affordances like the ”clipping” 

feature expand the community not only by bringing chess to a more diverse audience through their 

devices, but also by adapting chess to a modern short-form format which emphasises spectacle, and 

which might have equally excluding and including effects. This, in some regards, confirms the concerns 

expressed by certain gatekeepers who perceive Twitch as a threat to how chess content is consumed. 
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What readers can hopefully take away from this study is how a fan perspective and concepts 

such as field and capital can be useful tools for understanding online community culture—how these 

intricate constructions that are never safe from undergoing change—and how affordances of digital 

platforms can facilitate these changes. The chess and Twitch convergence can thus be seen as an 

example of a case study that demonstrate how online communities can organise, be modernised through 

digital platforms, how their norms can be rewritten, and how power dynamics change when distinctly 

different cultures attempt to reside under a single roof. While much of the discussions within the text 

have focused on the specific case of chess on Twitch, this study could perhaps be used as an aid or 

guideline for others who are seeking ways to approach the study of cultural meetings or the ever-

evolving nature of online communities. 
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