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A note on conventions
This thesis uses online forums as its primary source material. To avoid unnecessary website cluttering
| have created a shorthand to directly reference websites and webpages. A forum post is referenced
by the first letter of the hosting website coupled with the number | have added them in. The first post
referenced on Baidu thus becomes B1, and the fifth post referenced on SG gamer become S5. The
detailed references are located below the academic literature references at the end of this thesis. For
quotations longer than two sentence | have chosen to separate them from the body of the main text
for clarity.

| use simplified Chinese characters as | have in all cases simply copied transcripts from
interviews or cited straight from the source material. | follow the Chinese naming convention of
surname-first name. In most cases | have copied the Romanization of Chines names used by the

authors themselves. When this was unavailable | followed the Pinyin Romanization system.
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Chapter One: Introduction
The internet today is everywhere and people are constantly exposed to bits of information, from small

blogs to long-form news articles. In this thesis, | will argue that these (often) bite-sized information bits
have had and are having a profound effect on the way certain discourses are normalized. With the
recent elections in the United States and its subsequent rise of a post fact discourse, this normalization
has suddenly become more politicized and perhaps more relevant than it was before. To explore this
issue, | will analyse a subsection of an internet community surrounding the online videogame Defense
of the Ancients 2 (Dota 2) in particular the usage of nationalistic frameworks and language.

The concept of normalization lets me focus on the process of a discourse. It allows me to show
that this discourse within the Dota 2 community is part of a larger web of connections that make up
Chinese society at a specific time. | especially focus on ‘normal’ language and discourse within this
community. An example of this normalizing of language is found in the negotiation of a team’s
nationality in chapter four. These nationalities are often contested (a team can be European and North
American at the same time) and allow for the creation of clash of nations type narratives. The Chinese
community is especially productive when it comes to creating narratives in which the home country
must be ‘protected’ from foreign teams. The Chinese community is largely closed in comparison to the
English and Russian speaking one which raises the question to whom they were speaking when they
were cheering for Chinese teams and lambasting foreign teams

This thesis research grew from my own interest in the Dota 2 competitive scene. While
watching tournaments, and reading posts, | often noticed an interplay between North American and
European viewers, mocking each other and using ‘national’ and regional stereotypes. This led to my
interest in what the Chinese Dota 2 scene looked like: did they also use national archetypes to discuss
Dota? In February 2016, | was watching the Shanghai major, a tournament in which teams compete in
Dota 2 for prize money. As | was watching the games, | opened several Chinese forums to see the
Chinese perspective on the games being played. What | found was that amidst many expected
discussions about specific games, tactics, and players, there were also many nationalistic posts. Each
forum | visited had several topics discussing Chinese teams and how they were performing. These
discussions were filled with nationalistic rhetoric in which teams gain honour for the nation or were
deemed unworthy of representing the home country China. This piqued my curiosity. Researching this
topic through fieldwork in China greatly influenced my thinking and assisted me in (re)formulating the
research question which has guided this thesis. In short, how is the nation re-imagined through Dota
2?

In this thesis, | will analyse how discussions on the Chinese Dota forums are channelled through
a nationalistic ‘lens’, framing this competitive videogame in terms of clashing nations. | will use the

Chinese (or Mandarin-speaking) Dota 2 community as an example and show how this has implications
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outside this narrow field. To do this | will use offline and online primary sources based on the fieldwork
| did in China, from September 2016 to January 2017.

With the rise of Trump and the mainstreaming of alternative facts and media | believe the
framework and argumentation proposed in this thesis can also be applied outside its relatively narrow
case-study. The normalization of a (text-based) discourse (which is my focus here) is a process which
is constantly ongoing. An interesting example of this is the pickup of the word “Cuck” by the North
American alt-right (McDermott, 2016) to insult people perceived to be lacking in masculinity. Cuck,
short for cuckold, refers to someone whose wife has sex with another man. This word has been
transformed by its frequent usage by the alt right community, turning it into a swear word and even
normalizing its usage outside of these communities. It shows the power of the internet and its echo
chambers in regulating discursive flows and what constitutes normal word usage. As | will show, our
increasingly digital world has accelerated our ‘cultural evolution’ in a way that makes what is normal
today abnormal tomorrow and vice versa.

To understand these multiple processes at work | have created the following Research
question: How do Chinese web users utilize the online game community of Dota 2 as a platform of
discussion, and what do these activities suggest about national representations and discourses in
Digital China?

This main research question is supported by the following two sub-questions:

e How do large narratives such as nationalism fit in a world where people feel empowered by
having the potential to be both producer and consumer of content at the same time, and
where everyone can create their own reality or their own facts?

e How is nationalistic representation and discourse normalized in the Chinese Dota community?
This thesis is divided into seven chapters. In chapter two and three | will lay down my

theoretical background and discuss fieldwork methodology. After this follows my case study on the
Chinese Dota 2 community in the fourth chapter. In the fifth chapter | will answer my research
questions. It will be a synthesis of the thesis so far in which | critically engage with the theory and apply
it to the case study at hand. After answering these questions in chapter five | explore some wider
implications of this study in chapter six to finally conclude in chapter seven.

For the sake of clarity, | will refer to a team’s nationality as they are commonly viewed by the
community or the teams themselves. Invictus gaming in this case is considered Chinese as the team
itself markets itself as Chinese and is accepted by the community as Chinese. Sometimes a team’s

supposed nationality is conflicted, in this case | have given multiple interpretations.



Chapter Two: Laying the groundwork

“So used are we already to the rudeness, the unconstitutionality, the uncut
racism, hate, and mudslinging that we only take note after a foreign journalist
makes note about the shifting boundaries in the Dutch debate.”?

The quote above from Sheila Sitalsing in the newspaper de Volkskrant is from a column on 2017 Dutch
elections and the widened range of acceptable language politicians use in public debate. | believe this
perfectly exemplifies what | call the normalization of discourse. In Dutch, it is called the ‘hardening of
the debate’, in which opinions that would have resulted in a shocked response before might now be
commonplace. Normalization is a neutral concept describing a process that happens constantly in our
lives. It helps us frame the world around us. While my focus is on normalization through language (e.g.
nationalistic discourse through digital text), the influence extends beyond this textual expanding of
vocabulary as the internet reaches many and has a profound effect on how our daily world is created.

Throughout this thesis, | will argue that the digital messages left on social media (forum posts,
blogs etc.) of this subsection in the Dota 2 community can be considered a new example of banal
flagging and the recitation of stories. Posts are never made in a vacuum but are part of a larger
narrative from which they are created and through which they are reinforced. The internet today plays
a major role in how narratives large and small get created, recreated, and reinforced.

This chapter will lay down the theoretical framework on media, representation and the nation.
| start the chapter with some clarification on E-sports and Dota 2: what are they and why do they
matter? After this | will discuss digital (new) media and their effects, normalization and representation,
and finally nationalism.

| take a social-constructivist view of technology: while technology has certain inherent
properties, in the end it is the human who constructs and creates its meaning in society. However,
after a certain cut-off point it is no longer viable for the individual to ignore a certain technology as
society has dictated its use as normal (try living without a mobile phone, for example). Social media
has already reached this tipping point in most countries (Van Dijck 2013), as its use is considered
normal and non-users are regarded as non-functional in modern society.

My initial thinking process when analysing society stems from cultural studies. | use the idea
of a conjuncture, which describes how various forces in society (technological, political, economic,

social, etc.) interact with each other to form (or ‘articulate’) a ‘settlement’ around existing power

1 Zo gewend zijn wij al aan de onbeschoftheid, de ongrondwettelijkheid, het onversneden racisme, de haat, de
vuilspuiterij, dat we pas weer opveren als een buitenlandse verslaggever zich verwondert over de verlegde
grenzen in het Nederlandse debat. (Sheila Sitalsing, Volkskrant. 10 maart 2017)



relations; these power relations formulate and make up a society at a specific time and place. John

Clarke, one of the founding cultural studies scholars conceptualizes conjuncture as follows:

“The concept of conjuncture highlights the ways in which moments of
transformation, break, and the possibility of new ‘settlements’ come into being.
Conjunctures have no necessary duration (...) their time is determined by the
capacity of political forces the leading bloc to shape new alignments or to
overcome (or at least stabilize) existing antagonisms and contradictions” (Clarke
2014).

The concept of a conjuncture allows me to discuss society and how its many aspects relate to
each other and articulate each other. It allows me to use the case study of the China Dota 2 community
as a stepping stone to analyse how the whole (e.g. political, technological and social forces) articulates
the local and how the local in turn articulates and transforms the whole. In chapter six | will showcase
how different facets of the Chinese Dota community are reflections of patterns and changes in current
society.

To supplement and fill in this broad conception of society | will use a variety of theories ranging
from areas such as sociology and psychology to media studies and political studies to construct a
framework that delineates processes of normalization of a discourse within a community. While most
of the sources | discuss in this chapter have a focus on Anglo-Saxon, English speaking ‘western’ society,
| believe the inherent properties of the internet makes them perfectly applicable to China; we are all
humans after all. | use the term ‘western’ to refer to a specific set of countries that to a high degree
share the same media-scape (Appadurai 1996) and use the same digital media. This includes Europe,
North America, and Oceania. While technologies such as Twitter and Facebook are also used outside
these areas, the cultural flows within these areas make them distinct from each other. | acknowledge
and agree that these geographical categorizations are problematical (for a discussion, see Dirlik 2005;
Miyoshi & Harootunian 2002) and only highlight them here to point out the lack of attention in these
digital media sources given to the Chinese internet. This disclaimer is important since China does not
use many of the social media services discussed in this literature due to the closed-off status of the

Chinese internet.

2.1 Digital (new) media and its effects
In 2016, China had more than 710 million internet users, a majority of who also used social media

(CNNIC report 2016). The proliferation of the digital has led to profound but silent changes in society
(See Yang 2009 and Marolt and Herold 2015 for examples). The increasing digitalization has had wide
ranging effects from increasing digital communications and relations to shopping and consuming

online (CNNIC report 2016).



While many have hailed the internet as a tool for democratization and increasing freedom, the
past years have seen a more critical examination of the digital realm (Ying 2012). This thesis does not
concern itself with this debate but can be placed into an ongoing trend that looks more critically at the
consumption of digital or new media. An extreme example of this is the 2012 book Digital Demenz
(Digital dementia) by Manfred Spitzer, who argues that our cognitive functions are being damaged by
overreliance on digital technologies. Another example is the polemical article ‘is Google making us
stupid?’ (Carr 2008) which | will discuss later. In this subchapter, | will highlight several features of
digital media (by which | mean internet media such as forums, blog posts, comments) and their effect
on our way of viewing and framing the world. | will focus on the effects such media have on reading
and perceiving, but | will not dwell on well-established aspects such as increased connectivity,
internationalization, and the like (see Briggs and Burke 2005 for an overview).

One of the buzzwords at the advent of the internet was convergence. Convergence in this case
refers to the merging of inherent properties of the medium. A book? can be read but not much more.
A tablet on the other hand has many more functions such as playing games, browsing the internet,
watching videos, and a multitude of other things (Van der Weel 2011). Compared to a book, distraction
is seemingly built into the device, as there are almost endless possibilities at our fingertips. Important
here is to acknowledge that we are both subject and object, we both create content and are the goal
of the content we create (Chadwick 2013), meaning that passively viewing sports or other forms of
modern entertainment is rarity.3

Through the digital, we are more engaged than before in the consumption of media, by posting
online during or after events. This short and constant consumption of media has influenced our reading
habits, as well as other things which we are only now becoming aware of (see Van der Weel 2011 for
an overview). Marshall Mcluhan’s famous phrase ‘the medium is the message’ becomes relevant once
more as reading is rapidly becoming fully digital. The concept of meaning and truths are constantly
negotiated and constructed in society through communicative action (Castells 2009).

Rather than falling into a postmodern stance of absolute relativity, | take the view offered by
Highmore, who discusses Certeau’s work. He gives the example of climate change and the dangers of
businesses creating their own reality to counteract any climate change legislation. Rather than an
absolute relativity there is a relative relativity “which finds a method for making value judgements by
relating one account to another” (Highmore 2006: 11). Castells calls this the creative audience which

leads to the ‘interactive production of meaning’. He states that we have moved from mass

2 Taken for its intended meaning, while a book can also be used to start a fire or hammer nails | refer to the
intended usage-properties of the substrate.

3 The notion of active engagement with media has been theorized before the advent of the internet. Stuart Hall
(1980), for example, has theorized how televisions viewers engage and process (encode and decode) messages
from television.



communication directed at a certain audience to mass communication directed at the same audience,
that now can actively engage with this information, using one-directional informational flows (e.g. the
individual social media stream) and talking back to this medium as well as reinterpret and remix the
meaning (Castells 2009:55-60).

Due to the drastic reduction of the time between receiving and sending a message, digital
communication changes the way audiences perceive time and space. By posting a message in a
tournament live-thread, for example, it can be seen by people all over the world instantly and the
audience in turn can respond instantly. This despatialized simultaneity has helped re-articulate the
private and public space, the political and the unpolitical. Digital communication has invaded the
private sphere of the house transforming it into a public forum as one is always online no matter where
one finds oneself. It further has turned virtual realms into semi-spaces in which communities can
gather in real time (Couldry and McCarthy 2004: 64-65). The speed with which these meanings are
(re)negotiated has increased due to the rapid communication technologies available to us (Van der
Weel 2009).

As Van Dijck (2013: 134) argues, consensus has become a socio-technological construct. Using
the example of Wikipedia, in which meaning and truth of an article are created through consensus,
Van Dijck on page 142 cites the comedian Stephen Colbert: “if you claim something to be true and
enough people agree with you, it becomes true”. In psychology, this phenomenon is called the illusory
truth effect, which stipulates that we are more likely to believe repeated instances of a fact we are not
entirely sure about rather than considering the source of knowledge. It has been theorized that this is
the way urban myths propagate (Fazio et al. 2015). Expertise as a concept is renegotiated on the
internet from the authority of book knowledge to networked expertise. As the lines blur between
producers and consumers of knowledge (anyone can post anything) there is a dwindling trust in the
opinion of experts (Pariser 2014).

Chadwick, in his book The Hybrid Media System, analyses the changing journalistic landscape
in Britain. The rise of the internet has led to a renegotiating of journalistic norms and what it means to
be a journalist. News has taken on a new meaning as it has turned from a daily flow (e.g. newspapers,
the evening news) to a constant barrage of new information. As a journalist in the book puts it: “You
click real-time results. The first things you’re getting are going to be the last things put out there. and
it’s all in real time. That looks like news. It looks like news.” (Chadwick 2013: 186)

Social media often has no context or nuance, as digital platforms allow anyone to quickly,
perhaps thoughtlessly, throw a comment out there and subsequently never bother with it again. For
example, a short, seemingly patriotic message posted by an anonymous user without tone of voice or
context is at face value believable. In popular discussions, this is referred to as Poe’s law, which

originally states that it is impossible in some cases to differentiate between someone being ironically
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or sarcastically patriotic/racist/ and being a real racist, nationalist or what have you. The original
meaning applied to internet users mocking creationists: “Without a winking smiley or other blatant
display of humour, it is utterly impossible to parody a Creationist in such a way that someone won’t
mistake (it) for the genuine article” (Aikin 2009: 2).

Another aspect of this new digital reading is the prevalence of shorter texts. Perhaps coinciding
with this is a shorter attention span as the substrate from which we read is also home to videogames,
music, and other distractions. An obvious feature is the massive increase in information (texts)
available, which leads to a heavier responsibility of the reader to read critically while being in an
environment laden with distractions (Van der Veen 2011). There are even arguments that the
substrate of digital reading leads to less critical engagement with text and a decrease in the retention
of information (Naomi Baron 2016). The antagonizing article ‘Is Google making us stupid’, published
in 2008 in the Atlantic, drew attention to these issues, arguing that we are losing the ability to
concentrate on long texts (Carr 2008). While this thesis does not wish to delve too deeply into
psychology, it is interesting to keep in mind that the internet might potentially impact our (critical)
thinking patterns and making us more susceptible to, for example, influencing by third parties. These
and other inherent properties and consequences of the internet are the source of ongoing heated
debates in the past years, with topics ranging from the death of expertise, filter bubbles (Pariser 2011),
or the cognitive impact of the internet (Dean Burnett 2013) to the idea that we are now post truth or
fact (Pomerantsev 2016).

I mentioned the illusory truth effect to highlight a human phenomenon of being susceptible to
repeated false information. Filter bubbles, a buzzword of the past years, have gained more and more
attention after the Trump election (Van der Velden 2016). Filter bubbles stem from a combination of
technological and personal causes that turn a user’s internet into a personalized echo chamber,
allowing little room for dissenting voices or ideas (Pariser 2011). This corroborates earlier research that
stipulates that people look for information to confirm their own biases and beliefs (Castells 2009:149-
150). In an extreme example, a flat earth believer can now share his or her convictions and ‘facts’ with
hundreds if not thousands of other round-world critics. This ‘democratization’ of reality has led to
claims that we are now living in a post-fact world. | disagree with this assessment and would argue
that all meaning is socially constructed. Reality has always been to a certain extent democratized,;
Foucault for example discusses how truth is constructed by society. He coined the term regimes of
truth® which is a premonition of discussions taking place with regards to the internet and our truth-

concept today.

4 “that which determines the obligations of individuals with regard to procedures of manifestation of truth."
(Lorenzini 2013: 1)



To conclude, new media forms have had a profound effect on our societies. They allow us to
find communities discussing anything and anyone. Through these communities and social media
engagements, meaning constantly gets constructed and deconstructed. Mainstream narratives are
appropriated and subverted or adopted and renegotiated. The rise of the screen as a reading substrate
has led to multiple effects on the way we read. We read shorter texts and are prone to less critical
engagement when reading digitally, as distraction is built into the system itself (Van Der Weel 2010).
As everyone has the potential to be both a consumer and producer this has led a democratization of
knowledge through the usage of the internet both top down and bottom up: the line between expert
and amateur has blurred as both can have their say in the digital realm. The advent of the digital has
also led to the blurring of private and public space, as we are now constantly engaged with information
that streams through our devices.

In the middle of the twentieth century, Lyotard (Storey 2009: 185) pronounced the death of
the grand meta-narrative. Digital media have led to an ever-increasing fragmentation of narratives as
every individual can construct their own. Paradoxically however, as | will argue later, some older
narratives, in particular that of nationalism, thrive even better in this diffused environment. In today’s
digital world, in which media (information) streams have become increasingly accelerated, these
stories disseminate and dissipate faster and through a wider population and variety of cultures than
ever before. The potential of digital acceleration allows the average media user (who is both consumer
and producer) to participate and create alternative narratives to the mainstream ones (McGillivray

2014: 100).

2.2 Nationalism and narratives
When reading literature about the internet and nationalism in early scholarship, there is a decisive

slant (at least in western literature) to regard the internet as being a liberating tool which will enhance
democracy and weaken nation-states (see Ferdinand (2000) for an overview). Contrary to this are
findings that internet use strengthens national ties, especially in diasporas, as it is easier to maintain
close cultural ties through instant communication technology (Eriksen 2007). Recently there has even
been something of a counter-movement, especially in the light of Brexit and the Trump election,
arguing that the internet might be harmful to democracy (for example Persily 2017). As mentioned in,
| take a social-constructivist view of technology. From this viewpoint, the internet can function as a
tool suited to its users. It can therefore, somewhat contradictorily, be both used in creating
cosmopolitan identities while also at the same time emphasize locality and nation-states, thus
reinforcing pre-existing narratives and supplementing these with (cosmopolitan or global) digital ones.

The nation is, as Anderson famously called it, an imagined community that is constructed daily

by its inhabitants. There is no primordial nation from which one stems, but rather the nation is
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something that is constantly imagined and reimagined through daily life and its encounters (Anderson
1983). The constant (re)imagination of the nation happens through national ‘flagging’, by which people
are constantly reminded of ‘banal’ utterances of living in a nation (Billig 1995). Flags, sports, language,
etc., anything can become an artefact that carries with it some inherent distilled discourse of the
nation. | define nationalism as “the yearning, and acceptance of, the norm of the nation” (D. Anthony
1998: 28). Nationalism, to Gellner, “preaches and defends continuity” (Gellner 1983:125) while in fact
the nation owes its existence to a break with history after which the nation came into being. For this
thesis, | regard the nation as a territorial political construction created by both the elite and its citizens.
As Billig (1995: 37-43) puts it, there is both hot and cold nationalism, the former is emphasized
nationalism while the latter is duly neglected (forgotten, as he calls it). Hot nationalism is the
nationalism which gains the most attention. Things such as nationalistic rallies (often Xenophobic and
far right), and independence movements are examples of this. Cold nationalism on the other hand
consists of daily rituals, patterns of life, ingrained thought, and behaviour patterns (like standing up
during national anthems) that are engrained through social routines. It is through this banal flagging
that we form our national identity, situating ourselves within this framework of ‘us’ and the nation.
To channel the French schools of thought, nationalism is a social fact. A social fact is external
to the consciousness of individuals and has (potential) coercive influence over them. It is a collective
way of functioning and way of being (Durkheim 1982:50). To rephrase the same idea: today we live in
what De Certeu calls a recited society, a society defined by stories, by citations of stories, and by the
ever-ongoing recitation of stories (De Certeu 1984: 185-190). These stories can take any shape or form,
from national myths to sporting narratives. These narratives often refer back to a country’s history or
shared cultural past and background. To quote Wang Hui, who discussed the formation of Chinese

identity and nation around the turn of the 20% century:

“Feelings of historical continuity and community are all products of imagining,
but they are not merely fictional stories, for they contain the conditions by which
this imagining may be produced. They are found, for example, in the continuity
between modes of daily life that persist through the change from one dynasty to
another” (Wang 2014: 104).

Narratives are continuously reworked and reshaped in order to fit the present society at that
time. A modern-day example of reshaping is the Chinese government’s ‘the century of humiliation’
narrative, which starts with the defeat of the Qing dynasty by the English in the opium wars in the
middle of the nineteenth century. This is a narrative in Chinese society which Gries (2004: 43-53)
argues has shaped Chinese identities by being continuously reshaped, first as heroic resistance against

imperialism under Mao and today by blaming ‘the west’ and Japan for its suffering.
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Today, these narratives are channelled through a variety of ways. Sports for example can play
an important role in representing regional and national identities (Crawford 2004). The 2008 Beijing
Olympics serve as an example of the interplay of multiple stories. The event drew from the grand
narrative of China’s first ever Olympics, through which the government could prove China’s capabilities
to the world. Beside these larger state-led narratives (Lau, Lam and Leung 2011), there were also
localized expressions of nationalism as web-users attacked CNN for its depiction of Tibet in its Olympic
coverage (Ying 2012: 11-12). As discussed in the media subchapter above, the internet allows
communities to grasp larger narratives and appropriate them, resisting stories imposed on them by
those in power. The CNN case shows how social media has shifted our values of public and private, as
many users probably posted public messages of their own volition from the privacy of their home. Our
constant engagement with social media has led, even more so than before, to the constant

proliferation of these narratives and stories in our daily lives.

2.3 E-Sports
This thesis deals with Dota 2 and a specific subsection of its community. In this subchapter, | provide

some context to these and other terms that might be unfamiliar to the reader.

Defense of the Ancients two, or Dota 2, is an online videogame published and distributed by
the American videogame company Valve. It is a multiplayer videogame in which two teams of five
players compete against each other. Since the acquisition of the Dota 2 property by Valve, the company
has focused heavily on marketing it as an electronic sport or E-sport. E-sports refers to the competitive
aspect, but also to discussions on user forums and media. Dal Yong lJin, in Korea’s gaming empire,
describes electronic-sports (E-sports) as a convergence of electronic games, sports, and media (Jin
2010: 59). In the popular tongue, E-sports refers to any videogame played competitively. In 2016, the
most popular games were League of Legends, Counter Strike, and Dota 2 (Erzberger 2016). Jin further
states that E-sports is a gaming, computing, media, and sports event all at once. For Dota 2, Valve
organizes an annual tournament called the International, which has been held annually since 2011.
The most recent International at the time of writing holds the record for highest prize pool in a
videogame tournament, with a total prize pool of over 20 million USD (Dota2.com).

When | discuss a tournament, it entails the game itself, the broadcast (and the chatroom of
the broadcast), media representation and online debate in the form of live threads discussing the
games, and post-match discussions. A Dota 2 tournament might have an offline component if there is
an offline tournament site with spectators and commentators. This is then broadcasted to various
streaming sites such as Douyu (3} fA) or Huomao (‘kJ) for Chinese audiences and Twitch.tv for
foreign audiences. These streaming sites also have a chat room, which | consider to be a digital

audience or crowd in the same way as a live audience adds to the atmosphere in a stadium. Aside from
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this, a game in a (major) tournament is usually accompanied by various live-threads® that enable users
to discuss or react to events happening live.

Sporting events provide a “space for representation to take place (...) between sender and
receiver” (McGillivray 2014: 99-100). While E-Sports is not dominated by media narratives to the same
degree as the Olympics (as discussed by McGillivray), he does outline the potential of this digital
acceleration and the current media environment. They allow the average user to participate and create
alternative narratives to the mainstream ones. As E-sports is still in its infancy, much of the ‘story’
around a tournament is created by the audience. There are only a few tournaments which explicitly
create a narrative such as the clash of nations in the Olympics. The most common narrative created by
the media and professional casters is that of the underdog, e.g. a lower, lesser known team suddenly
beating the stronger teams and perhaps even winning the tournament entirely.

The increasing popularity and profit from the Dota scene has led to increasing ‘mainstream’
attention. Examples of this include the city of Washington DC sponsoring a Dota 2 team (Zorine 2017)
and several German football teams exploring Dota 2 sponsorship options (Wood 2016). E-sports is a
rapidly growing industry that has seen increasing attention and sponsorships from companies normally
considered outside of the tech-sphere. A growing number of mostly young adult males spend their
time watching and discussing E-sports (Casselman 2015), which makes it an interesting case study in
how a discourse in a small subsection of a certain community can affect larger narratives such as
nationalism.

As discussed in the previous subchapter, sporting events can make an excellent vehicle for
nationalism. In E-sports, however, there is no ‘inherent’ nationalism present in teams, since most E-
sport teams do not have a team-house and certainly no home stadium to play in. Team names and
player names in Dota 2 always use roman characters. A comparison between an article from two
English-language websites polygon.com and ubergizmo about the winner of the 2016 International
tournament provides an interesting example. Polygon classifies teams based on regions as the
following headline shows: “Chinese team Wings beat North American team DC three games to one.”
(Gies 2016). Ubergizmo does not mention Wings’ nationality at all, and only mentions that DCis ‘North
American’ (Lee 2016). DC, at the time had three players from Europe and two from North America
which led to discussions on whether to consider it a European or North American team (Reagan 2016).

Tournaments of every size occur weekly, accompanied by vibrant discussions on various social
media sites. Due to the cost and size, smaller tournaments take place exclusively online, which means

the audience only ever sees the teams inside the game itself. A typical match between teams consists

5 For example, on forums such as Liquiddota.com, Somethingawful.com, Joindota.com for Western scenes or
Baidu and SGgamer for the Chinese ones.
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of bests-of-three, in which the breaks between games are filled up by a studio space in which viewers
can see the casters commentating on the game and providing an analysis of the previous match.

A typical offline tournament is usually held in a conference space or stadium and is arranged
like a musical performance. There is a stage with two soundproofs booths standing next to each other
in which the teams sit and play the game inside. In front of this stage are spectator seats for the
audience. The game is always commentated on by professional commentators. In large tournaments,
such as the International, each community has their own commentators and analysts, so that Chinese,
Russian, and English speaking fans have professional commentary and analysis during and after the
game (these three languages cover the majority of the player base). During a game, spectators might
post online through social media such as Twitter or QQ. ‘Live-threads’ are also popular: these are
organized forum threads posted before a match, in which fans can discuss the game as it is happening.

The Dota 2 community is broadly organized into four regions that in general share or use a
common language. These are Europe and North America, South America, China, the ‘CIS’ regions which
refers to mainly Russian-speaking countries in Eastern Europa and Russia, and finally Southeast Asia
which includes South Korea and the Oceanic region. This thesis focusses on the Chinese community
and its subsequent discourse.

The internet allows users to create ‘local’ communities surrounding teams, tournaments,
topics, etc. Communities are formed by (re)creating the local through threads and discussions. These
neo-tribes as Crawford (2004: 40-41) calls them, refer to the grouping of individuals who participate in
a community on a daily, on-and-off basis. One can drop into a forum and post a message and leave it
for the rest of the day. These communities can thrive through the sharing of a pastime and the
despatialized simultaneity concept discussed earlier. Neo-tribes are usually based around the
consumption of consumer goods (ibid). A group is delineated through a shared set of symbols and
rituals. This can have a gatekeeping function for non-users.

A staple in identity theory is that the identity of an individual or group is defined by what one
is not (Stets and Burke 2000). The Chinese Dota community, for example, demarcates itself using
language and its ties to a Chinese identity. To use Crawford’s (2004: 120-125) rephrasing of the
imagined community concept, this is “not an imagined community but a community of imagination”.
Such restating puts the emphasis on active participation of the community members in creating a
shared set of meanings that constitute a community, as well as the linking ability of the internet that

allows for specific groups to form for specific interests.
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2.4 Normalization and representation
In this subchapter | will build upon the previous three subchapters and construct a framework of

normalization and the everyday. What do we consider normal? How is the idea of normal created and
changed? As discussed, social media form a platform where meaning is constantly reworked.
Normative language and rules are also objects that are constantly contested in the digital. Van Dijck,
who discusses Foucault, focuses on the power of norms in society in regards to private information

and monetization:

“Norms, as Michel Foucault (1980) has theorized, constitute the social and cultural
cement for grounding laws (...). The power of norms, in the area of sociality, is
much more influential than the power of law and order. Contemporary methods of
power are methods whose ‘operation is not ensured by right but by technique, not
by law but by normalization, not by punishment but by control” (Van Dijck 2013:
19 quoting Foucault 1980:89).

This quotation illustrates the power norms and normativity have as an important piece in the fabric
of society. An example of changing norms discussed earlier is the always-online and always-available
mentality present today; someone who is not available through cell phone or other (digital) means will
probably be considered as strange in today’s ‘modern’ society. The pressure of societal norms has
meant that the private space is no longer private as one is deemed (by friends, family or work and
such) to be always connected. Being unavailable is considered as not being social (Van Dijk 2013). As
this thesis deals with media | have focussed on how media creates narratives and how these in turn
are internalized and reworked by the receiver. How is the normal created by the media and received
and negotiated by its audience?

Practice creates the everyday through which society is developed. In relation to practices, De
Certeau (1984) notes that we should look for practices that have a ‘double characteristic’ (he builds on
Foucault here) to organize both spaces (such as cities) and languages. Society, according to De Certeu
is “composed of certain foregrounded practices organizing its normative institutions and of
innumerable other practices that remain minor” (Ibid:47-50). De Certeu analyses consumer usage of
products within the context of power struggles, and how consumers appropriate and subvert them.
He theorizes these actions as strategies and tactics. Strategies, on one hand, constitute the
manipulation of power relationships by a subject (e.g. a nation, city, a laboratory), which delineates a
place (e.g. what constitutes the nation, the borders of the city, proper conduct in a laboratory?) and
demarcates this place by using ‘targets and threats’ (national threats, research targets, etc.); these
targets and threats define boundaries and knowledge, through which the world (or a specific place) is
constituted. De Certeau conceptualizes the creation of meaning as an act of co-production (termed
silent production), which, while favouring those in power (e.g. the producers), gives room for the

consumer - the individual - to take in products/narratives/symbols, etc. and create new, possibly
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subversive meanings within the framework (discursive, cultural, etc.) created by elites. This is similar
to Stuart Hall’s coding and encoding of messages briefly mentioned on page seven. Tactics, on the
other hand, are the allowed actions of the individual within the operating field of strategy (Ibid).
Bringing this theory back to the topic at hand, | consider strategy to be the representation of the larger
national stories told by a state; it is acting out power and (re)creating a framework of knowledge
through (the media), from which the citizen regards society. Tactics are the local, individual internet
users that reshape this narrative in their own way. And in the case of this study re-articulate it in the
space of a Dota 2 community. While De Certeau proposes that tactics are by and large subversive, |
posit them as also potentially reinforcing the ‘strategy’ in which they operate.

| took the idea of looking at media as a practice from Couldry’s Media, Society, World, which
analyses media’s role in how we perceive the world (its “social organization”). He lists four advantages
of looking at media as a practice. Firstly, practice is regular, secondly it is social, thirdly practice relates
to things that we do and fulfils human needs (as defined by society), and lastly practice relates to
action, which allows us to actively engage with media not as a passive but active object (Couldry 2012:
40-54). Orientating media as practice allows us to ask questions about who and why people are using
media and how this affects individuals and the world around them. It shifts the focus of media from
an object that does something to people, to something that people do. Shove et al. (2012) argue that
practices “emerge, shift and disappear” when disconnected from three elements from which practices
are combined. These elements are materials (things, technologies, etc.), competences (skills,
techniques, know-how) and meanings.

Castells argues that “the framing of the public mind is largely performed through processes
that take place in the media” (pp. 154). He discusses framing, through which media outlets link certain
issues to certain articles to prime the audience towards a certain reaction and promote a certain view.
According to Robert Entman, one of framing theory’s creators, framing involves selection and salience.
To quote: “To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a
communicating text” (Entman 1993: 52). Frames select pieces of information and make them more
visible (salient) to the reader/viewer, thus guiding the audience towards a certain manner of thinking
about anissue. Frames work upon pre-existing knowledge in the consumer to allow them to, as it were,
to ‘fill in the blanks’ themselves (Castells 2009: 150-165). It is through media that we form our
understanding of the world. Through media we create a representation of the world which is already
manipulated by framing devices and (pre)-disposed narratives. Couldry states in his analysis of media
society that our sense of ‘what there is’, is a result of the contention between various power struggles
(social, political) in society. The difficulty with analysing these struggles is that our sense of ‘what there
is’ stems from our (normalized) conception and representation of the world, which in turn was created

by the media we consume (Couldry 2012:89-91).
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To entangle ourselves from this web, | will use the idea of the daily, the everyday, as considered
in media practice theory. As discussed, meaning is constantly contested. Large scale narratives such as
nationalism are created through the media by way of framing and normalizing narratives. It is through
the everyday that these normalizing discourses get (re)articulated through the individual. The
individual takes in messages and articulates them in their own way, negotiating meaning and truths. It
is a two-way stream in which the narrative influences and strengthens the individual, who in turn
internalizes this narrative and recreates it through active (posting on social media for example) or

passive engagement (being witness to media streams).
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Chapter Three: Methodology and Fieldwork

From September 2016 to January 2017, | conducted fieldwork for my thesis in Xiamen, China. The main
objective was to find out if the online discourse surrounding Dota 2 (and nationalism) differed from
the offline one and if so, in which way? When reading (Chinese) forum posts | often gained the
impression that there is very much a ‘China vs the rest’ sentiment, but was the same apparent when
observing and engaging with fans face to face? The fieldwork in China has had a great effect on the
thesis. | found that online discourse led to a one-sided view of a certain type of (nationalistic) fan from
which it is very easy to fall into generalizations and reproduce stereotypes of nationalistic Chinese
(Johnston 2017).

This chapter discusses my fieldwork in China both offline and online. It provides an overview
of my methodology, fieldwork in and outside China, and the insights | gained, and it discusses how all
of this has affected my thesis. | start this chapter with a short reflection on my fieldwork in which |
argue for the importance of supplementing the digital with the non-digital. After this | discuss the key
findings of my six months’ period in China. | conclude with an outline of my methodology and source

selection for the online component of this study.

3.1 The relevance of fiel[dwork: Why doing offline fieldwork matters
Why do fieldwork in China on a topic that almost entirely takes place online? Even tournaments that

have an offline presence are easily followed through streaming sites. Why then leave home at all? As
| noted in the first chapter, media and digital reading provide us with a certain (slanted) view of the
world. | argue that it is very easy to fall into generalizations and stereotypes when one only deals with
the online. Purely for this reason alone fieldwork in China has been greatly beneficial to the overall
thesis. It has greatly altered how | look at my research, provided me with context, experience and many
different perspectives. It has also made me realize that at least for the humanities, fieldwork can mean
many things. Chance encounters with people or locations can spark a line of thought which one would

never have had from the comfort of one’s own home or office.

3.2. Offline and online methodology
In this subchapter, | will discuss the methods | used in my thesis. | have used a combination of online

and offline methods, which is why this subchapter is divided into those two respective categories.
Offline methods include participant observation and interviews, while by online | mean internet
‘fieldwork’: browsing forums, social media, etc.

By digital fieldwork | refer to anything that is done online (e.g. through digital media). This
includes browsing web-forums, following online discussions and keeping up to do date with social

media, but also online conversations with (Chinese) people. There is some intersection between the
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offline and online as | talked to the contacts | made while in China and they, in turn, referred me to
other people who might be of help. A contact made offline can be followed up online and vice versa.
One important factor in doing digital fieldwork is the fact that it can be done anywhere in the world
and is not restricted to a physical locality. This means that even in the Netherlands | can still discuss

Dota 2 (and other topics) with the people | met while in China.

3.2.1 Offline: Interviews and observations
During my fieldwork in China | visited one Dota 2 tournament as well as sites such as internet cafes

where Dota 2 was being played. This allowed me to observe the offline circumstance surrounding Dota
2 and compare offline and online discourse and representations. My source of interviews consisted of
tournament attendees, encounters with people in China on the university grounds, in cafés, bars, etc.,
and a weekly gathering | went to where foreigners and Chinese could meet. Most of my interviews
were with young men, mainly students.® Apart from Dota 2 tournaments the easiest way to find Dota
enthusiasts is online. Aside from this there is no easy way of meeting Dota players. Thus, when | had
the chance, | would always ask if people played videogames to break the ice, and if they did, | would
follow up by asking which ones. Through this | have met several Dota players on the university campus
| was staying.

When major tournaments were ongoing | wanted to know how these were being watched by
the community, i.e. as a group or as individuals? Who do the viewers cheer for and why? Is the
environment of watching and posting conducive to creating nationalist discourse? When observing the
environment from which posts are made, as well as attending a Dota 2 tournament, | paid attention
to any banal flagging both in the environment (posters, flags etc.) as well as by the people | spoke with
(nation losing honour, winning games).

| conducted Interviews in and outside of tournaments. Outside of the tournament, these
interviews reflected on the normal circumstances around playing the game and community
participation. In the tournament, the interview was more strictly about the game being played at hand,
and how this was perceived by the interviewee. | used a semi-structured interview format, leaving the
discussion as open as possible, with certain questions prepared to frame that discussion. By letting
people speak naturally about their passions, | believe that interesting perspectives and narratives can
be gained as opposed to using a more controlled method of interviewing.

As noted in my theory chapter, | take a constructivist approach regarding the processing of the

interviews, as multiple contradictory statements made in interviews can live alongside each other

& Mainly students from Xiamen University (J& [ ]1K2%) but also from Shanghai Jiaotong University (33 K 2%)

and others in China.

19



(Frels and Onwegbuzie 2013). There is no single ‘truth’ but rather the recreation of a narrative through
various individuals. A large part of the offline experience was that of gaining an experience of China;
being in China and being provided with some context from which posts are made has been invaluable
in writing this thesis. While my impressions in China were fleeting, they served to create a structure of

context for the research.

3.2.2 Online: Selecting digital materials
One major issue any researcher is bound to face when discussing the internet is the endlessly

generating streams of data. As long as Dota is played (competitively) there will be people discussing

it, which means that in effect there is no easy way to create a cut-off point to stop gathering

information.

One way of coping with the large amount of data is to look at social media on dates of tournaments.

This has several advantages:

- Tournaments provide a comparison, since during each single tournament all commentators are
engaged in discussing the same events at the same time;

- Tournaments create a storyline, e.g. which teams do better than others, or how the tournament
was mismanaged;

- Tournaments are moments in which discussion is much more active than normal: the bigger the
tournament the more reaction threads and live threads it will have.

| monitored several tournaments in the time-period from May 2016 to April 2017. Below is an overview

of the tournaments, including location and dates on which they were held. A final note of clarification:

almost all tournaments include both an offline and an online component. Many tournaments operate

by inviting teams directly and leaving 2-4 tournament slots for qualifying matches, which are almost

exclusively played online.

Table 1 Tournaments researched for this thesis

Tournament Name Date of (offline) play-offs Location of tournament
Epicenter May 9-15, 2016 Moscow, Russia

Manila Major 2016 June 3-12 2016 Manila, Philippines

The International 2016 August 2-13 2016 Seattle, United States
Mars Dota 2 League September 28 — October 3 Xiamen, China

Boston Major 2016 December 3-10 2016 Boston, United States
Dota Asia Championship 2017 | March 27 - April 4 2017 Shanghai, China
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From May 2016 to April 2017 | have monitored several Chinese Dota 2 forums. This period
starts with the Epicenter tournament, held in Moscow, and ends with the Dota 2 Asian championships
in Shanghai. During my period of fieldwork several major tournaments were held, during which |
monitored Chinese (and western) forums. My online coverage consisted of several forums and social
media sites SGgamer, the Baidu Dota 2 forum, NGacn and uuu9. | chose these forums as they include
some of the largest Dota 2 forums used by Chinese (Mandarin speaking) users. All these forums have
live report threads on tournaments and competitive games. For western forums, | mainly used Reddit
and TeamlLiquid, two of the major Dota 2 communities for the English-speaking world. Aside from
forums | also used other forms of social media such as Weibo, Weixin and QQ. | believe a wider choice
of forums would not add anything to my thesis as the current selection already included (tens of)
thousands of users generating numerous posts, comments, blogs, etc.

When selecting forum threads, | always first searched for tournament live threads, aside from
these | selected further topics based on the title. | chose the topic: “feelings: NB (a Chinese Dota team),
makes me think of post-TI 2(second international which I1G won) 1G”7 (B18), for example because it
because it compared two strong Chinese teams specifically and talked about the feelings that they
might have about this.

Live-threads are focussed topics especially made for certain tournaments® or even matches in
tournaments between opponents in which users can post while the game is being played. They
function as a means for people to come together and discuss or even ‘yell’ support or derision at their
team and also allow for post-game discussion. Live-threads are an excellent source of information as
there is an immediacy of emotions to the posts since they are written ‘in the moment’. | especially paid
attention to the way web-users frame the loss or victory of ‘their’ team as being a win/loss for China
as a whole or as representing the Chinese nation. To give an example: the ‘Chinese’’ team NewBee in
a tournament held in Russia in May 2016 won a match against a team considered American
(Complexity) after which a user posted a cheer on a live-thread forum “keep it up NB (newbee) and

clean up those fucking foreign fish.”1112(S8). The title of this thesis is inspired from this post.

70 E NBALE R T TI2 Z 51167

8 Letter + Number is a shorthand for the detailed references given in the reference section of this thesis. | used
it avoid clutter when reading

° Often created by moderators of the site to filter discussion into one topic and prevent spam.

10 At the time of the tournament NewBee consisted of 5 ‘Chinese’ players. One is Malaysian-Chinese while the
other four are from the mainland (a Dota team consists of 5 players and possible substitutes). While ethnicity is
a complicated issue, there are only a few cases where non-Chinese citizen Chinese players play in Chinese teams
which is why | have decided to focus on mainland players.

11 TMD stands for fifL{5 /) which can be translated to “fucking’. #E £ literally means foreign fish and is
considered a derogatory term for foreigners.

12 NB 4SRN T TMD B4 E &
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To understand the community’s many inside jokes and references | used the Baidu search
engine to search for explanations behind specific terms. For example, as the meaning behind memes
(defined in chapter four) is not always clear | would simply search in Baidu or forums the meme name
+ meaning (e. g {4 & ) which would often lead me to other confused mandarin speakers asking
the same question which were then answered by those better situated within the community’s
discourse.

Lastly, | searched forums and Weibo through hashtags and key terms based on tournaments
(for example Mars Dota 2 league is also knows as MDL, Dota Asia Championship as DAC, and so forth),
but also other terms such as ‘China’ (F7[H) , and ‘foreigner’ (4} A ). However, searching the
forums makes up only a small part in the overall data gathering process. | found that it is too easy to
find topics with only one or two replies; | was more interested in threads that garnered at least two
pages of discussion, as | believe this to be more representative of an overall discourse than singular
outlier topics which garnered little to none discussion.

Using WeChat (f#{f&) and QQ |, asked people | met online and offline if they knew anyone
who played or watched Dota 2. This led to eight interviews in which | used a more structured format
than offline interviews by asking the following questions:

1. Which team do you support — why do you like/support this team? (/R SZ FEHSANEBA - AEA =Xk
[SCHFRANEBN? )

2.Does a country’s team have any bearing on whether you support them or not -- why? (/i A J& T
MR B 2 22 5 SRR SCHF AR AN BN -- A7 )

3. Do you visit/participate in Dota 2 forums / online discussions?

(IREBLKT dota2 MiLtsg? )

4.Do you read English forums such as reddit or teamliquid? (/RFE JEiB L IZMS LU reddit B /&
teamliquid? )

5. How did you feel when wings won the International? At that time, there were a lot of people writing
online (on SGgamer and Bbs) that Chinese keep it up. What do you think of the slogan ‘wings wins,
China wins?) (% (wings) TINEZEMBHERAH A ?  UIEIRZ AEM EE (SGgamer,
Bbs) 5 i BN, R0 7 E R XA S B ABE?)

These questions were then used as a stepping stone for further discussion. The reason | used
a different format for online interviews is because initial contact online can be considerably more

awkward than offline ones. As it was the first time | talked to most of the interviewees online these

13Tl stands for the international, the biggest Dota 2 tournament, which Wings (a ‘Chinese’ team) won in 2016.
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questions served as a way to lead us into the conversation. | will come back to these questions in the
next chapter as | analyse my case study.

Fieldwork has been an essential part of this thesis. As | discussed earlier: even when doing
research online (about communities or people), offline engagements are crucial as they add nuance
and depth to the story being told. It is easy to fall prey to cherry picking on the internet. There are
voices that argue that the internet should be seen as an independent entity which requires another
perspective than that of the offline world, studying it in its own context e.g. Herold and Marold (2011).
| partly agree with this assessment as there is much merit in researching communities on their own
terms, but in the context of this thesis | argue that we should look at both sides of the mirror as both
influence each other.

Lastly, a quick note on ethics: all my interviews have been anonymized. The interviews held at
the tournament for example were asked only minor personal details (profession, where did they come
from, age. All the posts | will discuss in the analysis chapter were publicly available at the time of writing.
The nature of the internet is that things are both instantly retrievable as well as easily deleted, which
means that posts might be unavailable for viewing in the future. | saved backups of the forum posts |
use in the thesis, but this did not always work, as | had to find out when some posts | saved were met
by an error message when | tried to use them at a later stage. At the time of writing however all forum

posts are still accessible.
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Chapter Four: The Dota 2 Community in China: A Case Study

This chapter is divided into five subchapters. The first contextualizes China, discussing the
Chinese internet and the context in and from which people post. | try to construct the conjuncture of
present China, a term introduced in the first chapter that serves to delineate the specific power
relations at a time and place in (a) society. | especially focus on (internet) youth culture and modern
nationalism in China. While no official surveys have taken place, various polls run by the community
itself consistently show a vast majority of Dota 2 viewers and players to be (young) males. After this
subchapter, | move to the nation as an object, arguing that the nation has almost become a tangible
object one can interact with. | cover various Dota 2 tournaments and how they are emblematic of a
certain discourse. Next, | discuss how the nationalist narrative is handled by the community in various
ways. After this, | discuss the oft circulated idea of China vs the world and how China’s supposed
position culturally and historically makes it unique and incomparable to the rest of the world. In the
fourth subchapter, | discuss jokes and how political/nationally-focused parodies and jokes can serve to

make light of larger narratives (recall the strategies and tactics discussed in chapter 2.4).

4.1 China in context
In what context are the internet posts made in the Chinese Dota community written? Comments are

never posted in a vacuum. In this subchapter, | formulate the background in which posts are produced
and consumed. | further provide an overview of the recent economic and social developments in China.

The China Internet Network Information Centre report found that China, in July 2016, held
around 710 million internet users; 67.2% were urban and 50.5% between the age of 10 and 35. Of
these, 55.1% of users played online games, 15.2% used forums, and 45.8% watched online streams
(CNNIC report 2016). In an analysis of the Chinese blogging community, Jiang (2012: 8-10) states that
‘consumerist behaviour’ dominates the Chinese internet. ‘Uneven liberalization’ since the 90s has led
to a larger degree of freedom for Chinese people to express themselves while still being subject to

varying degrees of state control (Jiang 2012; cf. Herold 2011). To quote Ying:

“The consequent personal freedom has enabled Chinese bloggers to become self-
managing consumers who experience a degree of independence which, at the
same time, legitimates and stabilizes the existing political framework.” (Ibid: 22).

The state encourages consumerism as an individual choice and uses it to foster nationalist sentiment.
Whether this encouragement of nationalism is effective, however, is a topic of debate, as some
scholars argue the opposite. Johnston (2017), in an analysis of several surveys held in Beijing, argues
that nationalist sentiments have been on the decline for many years despite (Chinese) media

proclaiming otherwise.
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With regards to the internet as a potential catalyst for nationalist sentiment, Herold (2015: 20-
24) further states that, for the Chinese youth, the internet is, more than anything a playground in which
entertainment is cheap and one can feel freer to discuss any topics if it is allowed within the (often
invisible) discursive space curated by both state control as well as self-censorship. In this regard,
discussion about Tibet is allowed so long as it is framed within a nationalistic discourse. The
government in turn stimulates this by praising consumers for patriotically embracing consumerism and
helping the Chinese economy (a kind of ‘buy local’ idea; Jiang 2012). However, scholars also argue that
the integration of the internet into daily life has allowed people to create new meanings and stories
pushing back against generalizations about the ‘authoritarian’ state versus its oppressed citizens (Yu
2007).

An example relevant to this is (online) gaming in China, which has been framed by the
government as being harmful to the development of youths and a danger to a ‘harmonious Chinese
society’ (Lindtner and Szablewics 2011). For the newer generations, however, gaming has become a
form of collective identity, a shared connection between members of society. Videogames, whether
played at home or elsewhere, provide a new way of creating an identity (ibid). This is something that
came up frequently when | talked to people at the MDL. Fans often framed themselves as ‘gamers’,
and all people who like Dota 2 were described as belonging to the same group, no matter country or
borders. This mismatch between the government’s view of games and the players themselves has
resulted in protests. However, these protests align more with the intention of protecting a gamer
(consuming) identity than with a wish to upend the social /political order (lbid.). Social protests in China
are in general focussed on single issues surrounding public incidents or construction plans and are not
necessarily concerned with large scale political change (Wong 2014:14-19).

Interestingly, many internet users consider online media to be more ‘real’, more factual than
offline media, while also distrusting many sources of information. Cockain, in China Online (2015: 49-
67), presents alternatives to discourses of liberation and citizen activism in China. He discusses how
the explosion of information available to Chinese people has made people more aware of news and
how it is mediated, leading to insecurity and uncertainty. Confronted with the ‘harsh’ reality through
various internet videos, Cockain argues that people turn inward, and that the internet “might be, in
fact a catalyst for control” as people long for the safety and certainty of mediated narratives.

Chu and Cheng discuss the Chinese internet in relation to civil society. They argue that Chinese
culture strives for an equilibrium, a social harmony in which “the individual sacrifices self-interest for
the ‘common good’ which legitimizes the government’s role in maintaining a ‘harmonious society’”
(Herold and Marolt 2011: 36). The internet provides citizens with a way to express things which could
not be said before. It provides a space for the creation of new stories within or outside the framework

imposed by the state.
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For Dota 2 the Chinese community is largely isolated from the other regions. It has its own
forums, its own streaming websites, social media etc. Due to the language barrier on both sides, there
is not much interaction between the Chinese and other communities. While | was not able to find
statistics specific to the Chinese community, earlier consumer surveys put the average age of Dota
users at below 25 as well as attesting to these consumers being overwhelmingly male (Walker 2015).
As we can see from this short literature review there are many, often contradicting stances with
regards to the Chinese internet. This falls is line with the earlier reading of the internet as tool which
is shaped by its users. Now that | have sketched an overview of internet users in China today, | will turn

to my case study of the Dota 2 community which, naturally, also operates within this larger backdrop.

4.2 The nation as a thing: Divine Wings protecting the country

- ~

s

Figure 1: Wings hold up Chinese flags and Wings flag after winning the sixth International (Screen capture from Dota.2.com)

In our current episteme, the nation seems to be the easiest categorization to make when meeting new
people, and when watching sports or other events in which we need some pre-existing knowledge to
contextualize things happening around us. In modern sports, this is nothing new, as national
identification through sports has been happening since its advent (Crown and Mayall 1998). Even
though E-sports was created in the age of the internet, globalization, and ‘the weakening of the nation-
state’, national identification is still going strong in E-Sports. How do E-sports differ from earlier
constructions of nationalism and sports? If we compare Dota 2 and football teams, for example, we
can argue that, in either case, there is no ‘nation’. The football team Ajax or the Dota teams Natus

Vincere (Na’vi), and Invictus Gaming (IG) all have Greek or roman names betraying no hint of location.
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There are, however, a few fundamental differences between a ‘regular’ sports team and an E-
sports team. The first difference is how we view the players: in traditional sports, it is the physical body
of the player that people cheer for, while in E-sports the athlete is embodied within a videogame. It is
perfectly possible for someone to be a big fan of a professional Dota team or player without ever
knowing what they look like, instead only seeing them through the videogame itself which makes them
look like any other player in the game. This confusion is something which came up in my interviews in
which one interviewee states: “actually when | first started (watching), | didn’t know Wings, after |
watched a game they played amazingly; only after the commentator said they were a Chinese team
did | find this out”.'

The perception of teams is also affected by this digital — physical dichotomy. Teams are
organized by nationality by the community which can seem very random. Na'vi, for example, was for
a long time considered a team from the CIS region. After they changed its roster however adding
several non-Russian speaking players, people in the community questioned if Na'vi should still be
considered a CIS team instead of a more general European team (R7). Other examples include Digital
Chaos which, although three players were from Europe was labelled as a North American team. Its
organization, however, was American, which was enough for most fans. | mention these examples to
show how a team’s nationality is not a given but is constantly renegotiated between different fans and
organizations. To come back to my earlier comparison with Ajax, its home stadium is in Amsterdam so
itis considered a team from Amsterdam when playing in the national competition and in broader terms
a Dutch team when playing in international tournaments. On 12 April 2017, only 12 of the 24 players
in Ajax had the Dutch nationality (and even fewer were from Amsterdam), with team members hailing
from countries ranging from Cameroon to Brazil; this, however, seems to have had no bearing on the
perceived identity of the club.

China, however, is an exception to this confusing nation-branding of E-sports teams. Chinese
teams, with the rare exception of the occasional Malaysian or Singaporean player, have so far always

had five mainland Chinese players and a mainland organization. As explained by a fan:

“I do not know to which nation this team belongs, just as you say, a team’s players
can come from many countries, | usually just understand a team’s competitive
region. However, if all five players of a team come from the same country then

you can say that they are that countries team.”**
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The simplest explanation of why this is the case for China is that of language and location. Most
Chinese players barely speak English, which precludes any cooperation with players from other
language regions.

A consistent theme | found throughout all forums and interviews was that the nation (be it
China or any other nation) is an entity which can lose and gain honour and face, and that needs to be
in some sense defended against hostilities. During tournaments that feature Chinese teams, this
translates to China itself being at stake. If a Chinese team does well, it is all of China that ‘gains honour’,
and if it loses (and especially if it loses in a big way) this reflects poorly on the nation. As one of my
interviewees pointed out when discussing the victory of a Chinese team: “This team not only gives
itself honour but also brings honour to its country”.® Fighting for the country is a popular theme as
topics such as “strengthen Wings and let Chinese dota improve!”?” or “l am Chinese, | support LGD”*®
(B8; S6) are a common sight on all mandarin language forums used in this research.

Companies (and undoubtedly the state) also play a role in reinforcing teams and nationalities
as they help induce narratives into and through tournaments, media coverage, and other manners.
The 2016 International win by the Chinese Wings exemplifies this. At the time, Wings Gaming was one
of the few Chinese teams that could compete with the non-Chinese teams. It was therefore given the
title of “the divine wings protecting the country” (#7'[E ## ) (B5, B11). An explanation post explaining
their name on the Baidu forums described the title poetically, with phrases such as Wings “ushering in
a new daybreak for Chinese Dota”, ¥ and praising their working spirit: “after becoming champions,
they did not rest but rather first attended competitions. Afterwards they only ate some bountiful
Chinese food, that’s all.”?° Chinese Companies also used the title of divine wings to promote their
products. The picture on the next page shows a promotional topic for a (phone) application with which
you can bet on tournaments, teams to win prizes and is filled with nationalistic discourse. When
discussing Chinese teams battling others, the common discourse is exceedingly nationalistic. This
commercial is promoting the application with sentences such as “(Wings) has become China’s rongest
force to withstand the strength of the world’s Dota”.?! When showing the app in action, it is

accompanied by the slogan “the strength of the east helps divine wings protect the country!”?2
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Figure 2: Advert for Divine wings protecting the country Application (Tieba.com)

Other community members responded by copying the phrases (a common way to support or cheer
that is used on these forums) and by posting their own screenshots of the app. In the Chinese
community support for the Chinese nation is a given, support for Chinese teams is not, as bad results
can result in derision. Even Wings can fall in prestige, after winning the international in august 2016
they had a string of bad results which earned the team nicknames such as ‘trashteam’ or ‘vegetable
team’ (S2, 23BN, SEPA).

When asked how Chinese teams represented the Chinese nation and their thoughts on the
slogan “Wings wins, China wins”? | received the following answer which | believe is worth quoting in

full:

“Even though today there are a lot of teams that do not have national boundaries,
Wings definitely represents China no? There is a certain rationality behind this. If
we regard E-sports as (regular/physical) sports, | think that regionalism is not a
topic that is inevitable, therefore | think using Wings to represent China is a
rational thing, isn’t it?”%*

2B T PER T
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What this answer says is that when discussing sports and sport teams, it is inevitable that
nations and nationality are discussed as well. Continuing this train of thought, the underlying
assumption is also that when nations are ‘identified’ in sports, one naturally supports one’s own nation.

Compared to earlier Internationals, the 2016 International victory by Wings gained a
comparatively large amount of mainstream attention as media outlets such as Xinhua and CCTV
(picture below) reported on the event. As we can see from the CCTV caption the team name is not

even mentioned, rather it is a ‘Chinese team’ (H[E fitF\ ) that has become champion (Liu 2016).

Figure 3: CCTV screen capture of news report covering Wings Gaming's International 2016 Victory, the title card does not
mention the name of the team, only that a Chinese team has won the competition.

When | asked face to face why the forums seemed very nationalistic, | received various
answers. Three students from the Guangdong region told me that, while China is not that patriotic, in
fact because the nation itself is very large and has a large population, a lot of people post things online.
Many seemed almost apologetic when asked why they supported their favourite team. While in the
initial conversation | was often told that nationality had little or no influence on their support of a
team, they would later say that it does have a bearing. Pride is mentioned most often; fans were proud
that China had won three Internationals, and they were proud that the most recent one was won by
Wings. The contradiction of not wanting to support Chinese teams just because they are Chinese, but
also wanting to supporting Chinese teams precisely because they are Chinese, is well encapsulated by
the following response on QQ: “(video)games are really without borders, but I still support Wings and

Newbee. They just happen to be Chinese teams. | surely do not support them just because they are
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Chinese teams.”? | argue that it is the insular character of the Chinese community which creates this
duality of feeling with regards to supporting Chinese teams because they are Chinese on one hand but
also believing in a global borderless gamer community on the other. Chinese teams rarely interact with
media outside of China and, vice versa, non-Chinese teams rarely interact with Chinese media. The
only real contact zones between the two are post-match tournament interviews in major tournaments.
This means that Chinese people simply do not know other teams well enough to form any connection
to them outside of seeing their games. Other reasons for this also include the new-ness of E-sports,
and lack of place and history of teams, which has led to people finding different reasons to support
teams. One constant in my interviews, for example, is that people most of all want to see good games
being played at a high competitive level regardless of where the team hails from.

Another oft cited way to find common ground with teams is by supporting specific players
instead of the teams themselves. | believe this is due to the malleability of Dota teams, as most teams
change several of their players several times a year. This means that they follow one or several players’
careers and support whichever team they find themselves in. A popular player in the Chinese
community is the American ‘old man’ Fear, a member of the team Evil Geniuses who many fans like
due to his personal story. In a mini-documentary made by Valve for the International, we are shown
that he sacrificed a stable home and job to become a Dota professional, culminating in him winning
the International in 2015. This story of overcoming hardship to achieve glory is something many people
| interviewed identified with. However, nationality is still the easiest link to make when considering
which team to support, and it still functions as the common denominator that binds the Chinese

community together.

4.3 A Closer Look at the Dota Asian Championships: Symbolism during the finale

ceremony
When China plays, it is the nation itself that is at stake. The Dota Asian Championships (DAC), a

tournament held at the end of march 2017 in Shanghai, shows the power of this idea. This was the
second iteration of the DAC, the first one, held in 2015, was won by Evil Geniuses, an ‘American’ team.
The finales of the DAC were a best-of-five between OG (European) and Invictus Gaming (IG, Chinese).
For most posters in the Chinese community, this was less about the teams themselves but rather about
the chance to reclaim China’s ‘face’ and once again win a major international tournament on ‘home
ground’. IG trumped OG in a 3-0 victory, to the delights of the community. This victory prompted many

posters to congratulate IG (and China) online. A congratulatory chat on the Baidu forums is titled

25 IR SETE A, (BRI FERIEI R wings Al newbee. At TS WILF 2 R B BALL. FRIFAIE FINABATT
[ BAE A SCRAAEATT .
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“congratulations IG 3-0’d OG and obtained the first DAC championship”?® (B2). In this thread the
opening poster congratulated IG on winning in front of the eyes of the world and stated that we were
witnessing another rise of Chinese Dota, ending with the slogan “CN Dota Best Dota” %’

The prize ceremony had IG holding up a Chinese flag (picture below), even though waving flags
is not usually part of a Dota ceremony. There have been instances of non-Chinese teams doing this,
but due to the conflicting nationalities discussed earlier this almost never happens. The only other
instance of flag usage | could find was of the team Alliance, which at the time had five Swedish players
winning the third International; the team then also had a Swedish flag present. | have looked at all
grand final ceremonies of major tournaments of the past two years and found few flags overall. While
Chinese teams overall hold up more flags, this can be explained due to China being the only region
with a large number of single-nationality teams. In the tournaments in which flags were present they
were in most cases handed out by someone from the crowd, probably a manager of the team. In some
cases, flags were present in the player booths themselves, functioning as a banner for the team. While
teams do have their own logos and the more professional teams do have merchandizing in the form

of team flags, national flags do take preference. Once again this is especially true for the Chinese fans

and teams as the Chinese flag can be spotted regularly during the larger tournament’s audience shots.

Figure 4: 1G wings the Dota Asian Championship 2017 in Shanghai (photo from QQ.com)

This was also the case in the picture above. Aside from the flag, the DAC ceremony also had
the host asking the team to hold hands to form a heart which he then referred to as China’s heart (-
[E.0») to the joy of the crowd. This is a reference to a 1980s-nationalistic song by Zhang Minming K&

B called ‘My Chinese Heart’ (Y # [E .L»). This phrase was originally used jokingly in reference to the

635 163 006G AR DAC /ZE.
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F# A7 #i! CNdota, best dota!
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Chinese Canadian player Eternal Envy?® as he would (or so the story goes) ‘intentionally’ lose games
against Chinese teams because of his ‘Chinese heart’, but it has over time transformed into a catch-all
phrase to either express patriotic sentiment or mock it. A forum thread supporting Wings Gaming
during the International 2016 exemplifies this. Someone posted a topic in which they stated that they
betted all their gambling funds (using a similar application discussed earlier) on Wings because of his
Chinese heart (S4). 2° This topic shows how the meaning of Chinese heart has shifted to become
common parlance for patriotic sentiment. Even though the number of Chinese teams is higher than
that of any other nation (or rather: the number of teams labelled as Chinese), when we situate this
expression of patriotic sentiment into the greater context of the Chinese community’s nationalist
rhetoric (e.g. the usage of flags and symbols) it does corroborate the greater pattern of nationalistic
rhetoric within the community. The adoption (appropriation?) of ‘my Chinese heart’ by the DAC
organization shows how these symbols can be taken and transformed to create unabashed
nationalistic symbolism within the community.

In the previous subchapter, | discussed Ying Jiang’s cyber nationalism in China and how Jiang
described the state’s role in creating a ‘self-managing consumer’ through which nationalistic sentiment
can be channelled. To be a Dota 2 fan in China is to on the one hand love Dota, engaging in a
transnational community in which ‘we are all gamers’ who all belong to the same tribe, and on the
other hand cheering for one’s country. Identity is never singular (Burke and Stets 2000); most of the
people | interviewed were both students, citizens of a global gaming community, proud Xiamen
residents, and proud Chinese.

Due to the insular character of the Chinese internet, it very quickly becomes an echo chamber.
While censorship and hired commentators might possibly have an influence on the forum discussions,
it does not make much difference, instead, it is the culture in which things are being posted that
matters. The current Chinese government emphasizes national rhetoric (Johnston 2017). Even sitting
in the bus in Xiamen | was subject to patriotic songs played on the televisions screens, not to mention
the newspapers and commercials which continuously flag the nation and make up the greater echo-
chamber of society in which one lives. This trickles down to the forums where things are discussed
within a framework of national encounters, as this is how the ideological framework operates when

viewing the engagements of Dota tournaments.

28 Eternal Envy would later embrace the meme singing it on his internet streams for example
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As | have shown, banal nationalist flagging happens in multiple ways. There is the identification
by the community of a team’s nationalism. If the nationalism of a team is unclear, then a general region
is assigned. Only after a country or region has ‘claimed’ a team can nationalist properties be assigned
to it. A team is then not only responsible for its own success but also for its country’s ‘honour’ or ‘face’.
The earlier discussion focused in large parts on victory, i.e. Chinese teams succeeding in Dota. On the
other side, however, support which is so easily given in victory quickly turns into vitriol in defeat. When
a team loses and especially when the entirety of ‘Chinese’ Dota fails to perform, as happened during
the infamous Shanghai major, support quickly dwindles. Below is a picture a disappointed fan made
and posted on the Chinese forums after all the Chinese teams had been eliminated on the second day
of the Shanghai Major. The title of this post is : “Go fuck yourself Chinese Dota, professional players
who do not want face” (53).%° This opening post consisted of a heartbroken fan who raved about how
the Chinese teams disappointed everyone, accusing each team of training too little or being distracted.

He ended the post by noting that he saw countless (Chinese Dota fans) with local accents all sighing.
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Figure 5: Disappointed Chiese Dota fans at the Shanghai Major 2016. Photo credit Sggamer.

| singled out this post for multiple reasons. First of all, it garnered hundreds of reactions all
supporting the initial poster, deriding Chinese Dota for losing face and being garbage (J5%7); secondly,
this post is emblematic of the dual nature of Chinese Dota supporters: in victory teams are praised as
gods and in defeat they are scorned as lechers. Support quickly turns into derision. This derision is
unlike anything seen in the English communities. Emotions run higher on the Chinese forums due to
the close ties teams have with their nationality, lowering the emotional distance between fans and
players as the fans channel their support through this national sentiment.

To conclude, | offer the following encounter on Zhihu, a forum where people can ask questions.
Someone asked which game was worth playing®!, Dota 2 or CS. The top-rated answer first listed pros

and cons of both games and then included a passage on why Dota might be the game to choose:
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“China is Dota 2’s greatest team, and it controls the world’s Dota. Even more so it

is a game that stirs up your patriotic feelings. The (Dota) teams are pulled forward

by perfect cooperation, both [patriotism and cooperation] make men’s blood burn
with passion” (Z21).%?

This passage also shows the male dominated nature of Dota. In all the major tournaments of
the past five years there have been no female competitive team members. Furthermore, as stated
earlier, the majority of the audience is male and this fan also seems to imply that patriotism is mostly
a male emotion.

Patriotism is the normative discourse on Chinese fan forums. Even when teams do badly,
criticism is contextualized in regards to failing the nation and its people (e.g. the Dota fans). This
criticism gives people an outlet for venting their frustration. It often stems from the failure of Chinese
teams or organizations to represent the nation properly. If ateam does badly or a tournament in China
is organized poorly it reflects on all Chinese. To use Certeu’s phrasings, we can identify the narrative
of patriotism as a strategy constructed by the government and elites. The Chinese Dota community
operates within this strategical framework and forms tactics (such as criticism and parodies, which |
will discuss later) to renegotiate these larger frameworks within their own space. Criticism is
embedded in the system and reinforces patriotism; it governs standards that ‘China’ should set for
itself, and if any representative of China fails, then it is not only they who lose face, but the entire
nation.

Typically, embedded in the comments to these posts, some people were contradicting the

).33 While posts criticizing,

answer, saying that the poster had gone too far in praising China’s ability (22
the prevalent nationalist ethos can be found, they steer clear from criticizing the country. Rather it is
the organizers of tournaments and the teams themselves that are subject to heavy criticism when
results are poor and tournaments go wrong. Another controlling mechanism is checking other people’s
nationalism, implicitly agreeing but also saying that maybe they are being a bit too nationalistic. As far
as | have seen, there is no counter narrative but rather, as shown in the example above, criticism is
phrased as ‘l wouldn’t go as far’. This statement suggests that while | disagree with you in regards to
China being the greatest Dota country (or in regards to any other large claim that is being made), | do
of course support the team and the country. These answers further strengthen the strategical position

of the narrative of nationalism. They also further solidify the (social) fact that these teams do represent

countries and that countries are important in the context of E-sports and Dota fandom.
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4.4 China versus the world, China as the world
In the previous subchapter, | discussed how the Chinese community uses the concept of the nation to

create narratives of losing and gaining honour, face, and representation. This subchapter will analyse
one of the most prevalent ideas that is almost always inherently included when China is discussed:
China versus the rest of the world. The prevalent framing device for teams (and nationalities) is the
Chinese, or the domestic([E ), versus those outside of China (| 4}). As far as the Chinese Dota 2
community and the people | interviewed are concerned, there are Chinese teams, and then there are
teams that are not Chinese.

The Chinese community is aware of its own ‘patriotism’ and mocks it or makes jokes about it,
but on the other hand community members are also proud of it. When asked why they supported a
certain team, my interviewees were often very apologetic. They made sure to mention that they did
not support a team merely because it was Chinese but also because of other factors. When asked
further, the Chineseness of a team was an important factor named by many. There seemed to be a
duality in the sense that fans were proud of China’s accomplishment, but also aware of the stereotypes
revolving around Chinese fandom as overly patriotic. Proudly stating that one supported a Chinese
team to a foreigner was thus a negotiation between local and international norms where overt
nationalism might be frowned upon, and it shows a growing awareness of international relations. On
the Chinese forums, however, there is no foreign observer, which removes any filters one might
otherwise have when discussing fandom with a foreigner.

During the Dota Asian Championships in Shanghai, several posters (B3, 4) created threads in
which they discussed screenshots of Reddit users discussing (in English) the bias of the Chinese crowd
during the DAC and reactions to the DAC itself. These topics led to discussions among Chinese fans.
While some tried to argue that it is similar to football teams cheering for their countries, the tone of
the thread is jingoistic. Terms such as white pig (F JZ &) for westerners and monkey (1) for
southeast Asians were casually used. Derogatory terms for non-Chinese are part and parcel on the
forums. While in many instances such terms can be used tongue in cheek, there is still a prevalence of
terms such as foreign fish (#I[E ff) that are taken at face value, and many posters also derided
American fans for being hypocritical as they had chanted ‘USA’ during previous Dota tournaments,
which also led to a discussion about the alleged low quality (2X)5i) of American people.

This thread about how different audiences cheer for their teams serves as an example of
identity making, an us-versus-them sentiment, reinforcing the narrative of the domestic (& )
versus the foreign ([E #}). While it is an extreme example, it is emblematic of the underlying discourse
of Chinese exceptionalism prevalent on the forums. Furthermore, this thread also serves as a marker

for China’s growing confidence on the world stage. The concept of raising the quality of people, used
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by the Chinese government as population control rhetoric (Anagnost 1997), is here adapted to deride
other nations. In fact, this narrative is turned upside down by implying that it is not China’s quality that
is low, but rather that of other countries, who fail to understand the proper context of why Chinese
people are cheering and do not properly cheer for their own team. The following quote exemplifies
this: “Us Chinese gamers are very good at being reasonable. | have never seen us using our home
advantage to criticise, these white pigs are of low quality.”3* Many reactions in this thread reproduce
the ‘century of humiliation’ and victim narrative discussed earlier in subchapter 2.2: “In the eyes of
foreigners, Chinese Dota is simply like the existence of a demon king” (D2).% These types of threads
showcase how feelings of anger can be channelled at (mainly) the west for being slanted as
stereotypical nationalistic Chinese.

As Chinese fans are aggravating themselves against supposed threats, the business side of
things is in fact trying to build bridges from China to the rest of the world. The Chinese tournament
called the Dota Asian Championship markets itself as being the Asian championship, while its entire
organization as well as design (tournament logo, waiting screens, etc.) is derived from Chinese idioms.
Chinese Dota tournaments supposedly representing the larger Asian region or even World are much
more prevalent in China than in any of the other Dota regions. A major tournament held in the
beginning of 2017 was the ‘World Electronic Sports Games 2016’ (WSG), organized by a partnership
between companies and the local municipal government in Yinchuan (Leah 2016). It featured a host of
different E-sports games and was held in Changzhou, China. While outside of the scope of this thesis,
| believe an interesting comparison could be made with American traditional sports tournaments such
as the baseball World Series or Super Bowl, the winner of which is declared ‘world champion’. These
local and growing Chinese events seem to be a | sign of China’s growing confidence and assertion on a
global level.

There are two contradicting narratives at play here. First, there is China’s growing assertion on
the world stage, with gaming and tech companies such as Tencent becoming more active outside
China.®® This confidence is seen in events such as the DAC and WSG, where Chinese organizers hold
events representing the ‘world’ or ‘Asia’ in China, sometimes with local government support
(sports.gov.cn). Supporters themselves also play a role as they more often than not reproduce
nationalist discourse themselves, framing encounters in tournaments as us vs them, China and the
rest. | argue that this is part of a larger notion of China’s exceptionalism in which factors such as China’s

‘long’ history, writing system, and ‘unique’ culture play a role in creating this us vs them mentality.
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36 Tencent for example recently made public plans to create a gaming platform called WeGame (Hall 2017)
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The second narrative concerns the idea of a gamer culture propagated by young Chinese. As
discussed in the previous subchapter, there is an associated culture of gamers which ‘knows no
borders’. There is no geography in online gaming, as anyone can play with anyone using the internet.
A major difference is the way in which we watch E-sports. As E-Sport’s functioning requires the
internet, the normal way to watch it is through streaming websites (Pannekeet 2017). While there has
been an increase in televised E-sports tournaments, for example through ESPN in the United States,
the vast majority of events is still watched through the internet. From small local tournaments to the
International, all are available to watch online for free on streaming websites, or through Dota 2 itself
(which does require digital ‘tickets’).

When asked if a team’s country affected his support, one of my interviewees noted: “it has no
effect, (video)games are without borders”?’; when asked if this statement did not contradict his earlier
statement of supporting Wings for bringing ‘honour to China’, he stated: “there’s no contradiction, just
like sports they have no border”.3® An interviewee stated (quite poetically) “all Dota players under
heaven are kinsmen.”3 Contrary to this he went on to say that he supported two Chinese teams, since
they are Chinese and played well while also stating that a team’s country has no bearing on him being
afan or not: “because they are Chinese teams and play absolutely outstanding.”*° This anecdote shows
the different considerations fans make. When discussing fan-ship with me directly, people made sure
to de-emphasize the effect of nationalism and nations on whether they supported a team. | argue that
this is due to the way they placed themselves in a more globalized framework in which they are aware
of stereotypical depictions of overly patriotic Chinese and do not wish to reproduce these stereotypes
when discussing E-sports with me, a foreigner. Inside the Chinese community, however, these

considerations do not apply.
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4.5 Parody and the Joke: Joining the party (A )
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Figure 6: Diaosi stereotypes (image from baike.baidu.com)

The Dota community has a long history of using memes. These memes are often used in tournaments,
by commentators, players, and even the tournament organizers themselves. In the creation of digital
tribes on the internet reference points become important to delineate insider and outsiders and create
identities. When one is familiar with a community one is also familiar with its memes, which makes
one a member of the community versed in the lingo of that digital tribe (Yang et al. 2014). The Diaosi
picture in figure six is an example of a meme. It can be easily reproduced by adding text suited to the
meme creator’s particular background and circumstance. Furthermore, this meme resonated with a
specific subset of a community (jobless/low income young disillusioned males) on the internet which
can create a community of sentiment around this feeling. The Diaosi meme on top for example states
that Diaosi have no future, money, or credentials. They love Dota and are unable to talk to (beautiful)
girls. This meme like all other memes start with a certain template, in this case the Diaosi internet loser
stereotype after which endless variations can be produced.

To quote Dawkins, who originated the term: “a hijacking of the original idea (...) internet
memes are altered deliberately by human creativity” (Wiggins and Bowers 2015: 1889). The same is
true for the Diaosi meme. While the meaning might be different in the original picture it has been
taken over by the Diaosi meme. Wiggin and Bowers state that memes exist as artefacts of the digital
culture, which enjoys low barriers of entry, ease of sharing, and encouragement. They cite three
features of memes, these are the virtual physicality of memes. This means that a meme exists online
and in the minds of people. Secondly memes highlight the social and cultural makeup of the community
in which it appears, they are specific to a time and place. Thirdly and lastly memes are both consumed
and produced by the same audience (lbid). Memes are easily reproducible cultural artefacts and can
take many forms, sometimes as simple as a set of numbers, but also video memes which have a higher

barrier of entry to (re)produce. Due to the nature of text based forums | will exclusively discuss textual
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and visual memes in this subchapter. | will first discuss some common Chinese internet memes and
then talk about specific Dota related memes, their usage in the community, and how they relate to the
greater discourse of nationalism discussed in this thesis.

The Chinese internet has a long history of using memes, of which the most famous one is
probably the ‘grass mud horse’ (5-7€ 1), a meme which has the same pronunciation as the slur ‘fuck
your mother’ and which was created to pass by censorship on the internet (Li Hongmei in Herold and
Marolt 2011). Much has been written on the political potential of memes in China. Chen (2014) and
Szablewics (2014) for example write about Baozou manhua (%2 ) and Diaosi (F 22), two memes
which serve as a way for the primarily young internet population in China to vent and discuss themes
such as the ‘backwardness’ of Chinese society (Chen 2014) or channel the feelings of a disillusioned
youth frustrated by the lack of upwards mobility (Szablewics 2014). On the Chinese internet memes
are tolerated to an extent, as the government knows that it is impossible to regulate the internet
entirely. This does not mean, however, that there have been no efforts to regulate or remove certain
memes if they are deemed too political (Chen 2014). The Diaosi meaning is also relevant to Dota as
the image above shows. A Diaosi is a kind of internet loser who only sits in his basement, “loves Dota
“and “has no money and no future”. It is a self-aware parody that creates a feeling of community.
Understanding of certain memes becomes part of a gatekeeping process in which outsiders and
insiders are delineated. They create a shared feeling among those who understand them and keep
those out who don’t.

| have to note that not all memes are political in nature. When a team plays poorly for example,
the Chinese character of ‘vegetable’ (3%) is often typed to indicate the bad quality of play. On the other
side of the coin, when a player plays exceptionally well, fans add the appending -god (##) to the name
as an honorific for ‘great’ players or plays made during games. Typing 6 to mean smooth (six (73)and
slick/smooth (J#) are both pronounced as liu) indicate good play, is another example of a chatroom
meme.

For the analysis of irony, | have adapted a framework used by Yurchak (2005) who, in an
analysis of popular uses of irony in the Soviet Union right before its collapse, delineates many similar
types of uses of irony and sarcasm to mock or complain about daily existence. Particularly pertinent to
this thesis is Yurchak’s use of Peter Sloterdijks distinction between ‘Kynicism’ and ‘humour that has

ceased to struggle’. The first term, Kynicism*!, holds up a mirror to the daily norms, showing, for

1 The difference between Cynicism and Kynicism is best explained in two quotes from Zizek (1989: 25-30), first
on Cynicism:” The Cynical subject is quite aware of the distance between the ideological mask and the social
reality, but he nonetheless still insists upon the mask”. And Kynicism: “Kynicism represents the popular,
plebeian rejection of the official culture by means of irony and sarcasm: the classical kynical procedure is to
confront the pathetic phrases of the ruling official ideology — its solemn, grave tonality — with everyday banality
and to hold them up to ridicule.”
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example, their ridiculousness when viewed from another perspective. It makes the ridiculous normal,
making the audience reflect on the arbitrary norms and values that make up society. ‘Humour that has
ceased to struggle’ on the other hand is more subservient in nature. While it can still make fun of
authority and society, it also holds them in high regard. This ‘humour that has ceased to struggle’
reinforces existing paradigms as “we identify with them, support them, believe in them (...) or simply
recognize them as immutable and therefore not worth struggling with” (Yurchak 2005).

The Chinese Dota community has many memes belonging to either categories. The distinction
between these two however is not always clear, and it can also happen that, over time, a meme that
was created as a form of ‘resisting’ the hegemonic discourse gains a reworked meaning and becomes
unresisting humour. An example of this is the Chinese heart meme, which as discussed earlier was first
mockingly used to refer to a Canadian Chinese player as well people ‘lamenting’ on forums about the
Chinese heart of a Chinese team whenever they lost. As discussed in the previous chapter, the Chinese
heart meme has become less ironic and more a serious statement of patriotism. The usage of this
meme during the prize ceremony of the DAC exemplifies this. The host of the tournament requested
the audience to make a heart shape with their hands which was labelled the ‘Chinese heart’. They did
this in union with the winning team with the winning team making the victory not only that of Invictus
Gaming but rather a victory for all of China. Instances such as this pushes the meaning of the meme
more unabashedly in the direction of nationalism.

It is worth noting that Chinese memes are also of great interest in the western community (R3,
R4). This is evident from the many posts after tournaments on sites such as Reddit, for example, in
which people translate Chinese memes and comics and discuss them. The consensus is often that
Chinese memes are superior to western ones in their complexity and historical depth. This in turnis a
source of pride for the Chinese community who see this as an affirmation of China’s unique cultural
and historical statues (R3). The meme 3154, for example, was so popular that it was also adopted by
the western audiences who would spam 3154 in chats when the match timer would reach 31 minutes
and 54 seconds. This meme stems from a Chinese player accidently typing 3154 in-chat to everyone
instead of in private to his team (R6). The 3154 meme however was decontextualized by the western
community. The Chinese community invented a whole backstory to the accidental in-chat typing of
3154. The story is that Jacky Mao (the Chinese Canadian player known for ‘my Chinese heart’) is a
secret undercover agent hired by China and 3154 refers to his activation code (activate at 31 minutes,
5 players in the team, kill 4) after which he will purposely lose the game (S1, R5, R6). This meme links
several things together: the ethnicity of Jacky Mao and that Jacky Mao, due to his Chinese ancestry,
will always remain Chinese and be loyal to China. It also refers to popular imaginations of secret agents

popularized by series, especially in the context of the Second Sino-Japanese War.
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The final meme | want to discuss, is ‘joining the party’ (A %). This meme is similar to the 3154 meme
in the sense that it refers to espionage. It is used when a foreign team loses to a Chinese team (B6). It
means that one of the players on the foreign team has been enticed by the communist party to go over
to the other side. While it can be argued that it mocks the communist party, it also gives it an aura of
power as it is even able to affect the outcome of Dota 2 competitions (B6,7). Joining the party is a
popular meme and has become a common expression in the Chinese community. A cursory forum
search shows a multitude of teams and players labelled as joining the party. | argue that this meme
falls squarely in the second category of ‘humour that has ceased to struggle’. It is a parroting of the
perceived power of the communist party to influence everything. While it in a sense mocks this
process, it is also a reinforcement of the current government and the seemingly immovable and
unchangeable political circumstances in which this community operates.

Some of the memes in the Chinese community reflect the concept of hyper normalization
mentioned in the first chapter, in which the state in a sense creates a discursive reality. Authors such
as Yang et al. (2014) and Szablewicz (2014) argue that memes such as Diaosi are a direct reaction
against these forms of discourse-making by the government. The line between mockery and the
reinforcement of this discourse is thin, however, as episodes such as the Chinese heart meme have
shown. Memes are an integral part of the Dota community. They serve as quick reference points for
members of the community to delineate themselves as such. Memes can serve to both challenge and
reinforce hegemonic discourses, even within the lifespan of the same meme. To conclude, while
memes such as ‘3154’ or ‘joining the communist party’ could be meant by the initial poster as mocking
the establishment, the intent of the author does not guarantee that the meme is read as such
parodying power structures but instead fall into a larger pattern of other memes which in fact reinforce

rather than criticize existing power structures.
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Chapter Five: Synthesis

In the introduction of this thesis | posed two questions. Firstly, how is nationalistic representation and
discourse normalized in the Chinese online game community of Dota 2, and how do large narratives
such as nationalism fit in a world where people feel empowered by having the potential to be both
producer and consumer of content at the same time, and in which everyone can create their own
reality, their own facts? | used the second and third chapter to discuss my theoretical and conceptual
framework as well as fieldwork in China. The fourth chapter contained a case study of the Chinese Dota
community from 2016 to 2017. The present chapter serves as a bridge between the two, picking up
any loose threads and explicitly answering the questions posed in the introduction. While the two
guestions have many overlapping themes, | have, for sake of clarity, divided this chapter into two

subchapters dedicated to each respective question.

5.1 Question one: How is nationalistic representation and discourse normalized in the

Chinese community of Dota?
In chapter two | discussed digital acceleration and the creative audience. These two terms are best

suited when describing the Chinese Dota 2 community. The speed of digital communication and the
creative potential of the community allows it to rapidly create, adopt, and renegotiate meaning.
Memes and the construction of nationality are examples of this. A team’s nationalism is a community-
wide agreement which, as this thesis has shown, needs to be reinforced and narrated in order to be
kept alive. If nobody mentions a team is Chinese, then nobody will know. After a team is identified as
Chinese by the community, and this is accepted as truth, then the team gains a responsibility towards
the nation. The team is no longer responsible only for its own success but rather for the success of the
entire nation. The same is true for tournaments held in China: a badly organized tournament in
Shanghai will, in the eyes of the community, reflect badly on all Chinese everywhere. The nation is
constantly ‘imagined’ through the discourse surrounding team fandom. Furthermore, through memes
such as ‘3154’ and ‘joining the party’, the community also (re)creates narratives of a dominating state
power. This ‘humour that has ceased to struggle’ is especially insidious on the digital platform as its
reach is unparalleled in history. The properties of social media also lend themselves to a shorter
discussion where nuance is in short supply. | discussed Poe’s law, according to which serious and ironic
extremist comments are undistinguishable without proper context. This also holds true for this case
study; | am sure that many posts | read doing this study were meant ironically, however the cumulative
effect is that the normative discourse of the forums turns them into an echo chamber where truth and

jokes are indistinguishable from each other.
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The party, almost synonymous with all-encompassing power, also holds a remarkable position
in the discourse of the community. On the one hand, it is absent, as it is never discussed nor mentioned
outright. Rather it is present through memes and phrases that directly or indirectly reference the
supposed power of the communist party without ever actually making this supposition explicit.

The meme 3154 is an example of this, jokingly referring to an opposing team’s mistake in fact
being caused by a Chinese double agent. This meme attributes a great deal of state power to the
Chinese nation which is constantly ‘made real’ by referring to this meme. The supposed power of the
state discourse is internalized through these memes. To rephrase Castells: we are witnessing a self-
framing of the mind, not by the media, but by the community itself. These memes also work a bit like
the illusory truth effect discussed earlier. Why would one critically think of a meme like this if it is also
parroted by most of the other media users one is surrounded by? Why doubt what is considered
normal by all those who surround us?

It is the parroting of these larger narratives (the earlier mentioned recited society) that gives
the meme its power by creating or reinforcing what makes up ‘common sense’ and common
knowledge. Knowledge such as that everyone ‘knows’ that China is powerful, and influential, but also
other common sense perspectives such as the concept of ‘the west’ being something which can be
spoken of as a single entity.

Another way in which the community functions as an echo chamber of normativity is in its
restating of China’s supposedly unique position, both culturally and historically. The ‘regime of truth’
created by Chinese society and heavily dominated by state-directed media (Lee Chin Chuan 2003) is
constantly reinforced by the community itself by creating Chinese and non-Chinese teams, but also by
community members translating English, for example Reddit posts that are in turn discussing Chinese’s
memes.

To return to De Certeau, | discussed various practices in this subchapter by which the Dota
Community both distances itself from non-Chinese and reinforces its own cohesion towards the
nation-state. | stated earlier that practices have a double characteristic, organizing space and language.
In this case study, | have shown how language is organized through memes and normal discussion.
supporting China is the status quo in the Chinese community, which forms an unspoken and
unquestioned backdrop for all discussion. | argue that the place that these practices organize is that of
the mind. Banal mentions of state power through memes and supportive cheers have a normative
effect on those reading them. From the outside, they might appear as factitious, but to those on the
inside (e.g. the other fans and supporters who yell the same thing) they constitute a normal rhetoric
and practice.

These practices are not resisting the hegemonic, however, but are instead reinforcing it. In the

theories discussed there is a prevalent, perhaps romanticized view in which individuals are consciously
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or unconsciously resisting strategies (i.e. dominant frames and narratives) imposed on them. This case
study has shown that, while individual agents could construe themselves as undermining or pushing
back against dominant discourses through posts and memes, they contribute to a slowly increasingly
nationalistic discourse as the format does not lend itself to nuanced and critical viewpoints. Thus, the
potentially subversive tactics of the individual users become supportive to the larger strategies
disseminated by the state (e.g. Chinese dream, consumer nationalism). These tactics are disseminated
into the community where they become part of a larger discourse or narrative structure of the
community itself, transforming these ironic messages into banal repetitions of state power and state
loyalty.

Nationalist sentiment is not unique to China but present in every nation-state, as the creation
of a national history, ethos, etc. is necessary to have a functioning nation-state. Every country needs
to have it, otherwise it would not be a country. In fact, all the people | spoke with, and the mood of
the forums when discussing Chinese Dota, is that of pride: pride in the sense that China is such a strong
force on the Dota scene and pride of the community for being a large part of Dota. | would further
argue that many Chinese do not even necessarily consider themselves as being patriotic. Many
interviewees often implicitly stated that they did not regard themselves as patriotic. There is however
a distinct lack of an opposing discourse space in which people can state that they are not being
supportive of Chinese teams or China. Another worrying aspect is the invasion of the private space by
digital media. In the digital age one is never offline or unreachable. People are surrounded by banal
utterings of nationhood and propaganda of the state. It only seems ‘natural’ that they should
reproduce these messages when discussing Dota tournaments as this is the natural course of reasoning
when living in a nation.

As discussed, English forums also have people posting e.g. pro-American or pro-Swedish
comments, but these practices are much more susceptible to being derided by other commentators
due to the use of the English language. For the Chinese community, there is a decisive lack in mocking
nationalist sentiment; instead, the representatives of the Chinese nation become lightning rods for
criticism and derision. The nation itself, with all its narratives and frames is never questioned as all
criticism is directed at players, tournaments and so on sparing the nation from being critically reflected
upon. In this fandom, the nation has been internalized and has been granted personhood. It can gain
and lose honour and face, be insulted and praised, is everywhere but also nowhere. For this fandom,
a citizen is the living embodiment of the nation-state, thus to criticize it would be to criticize oneself.
Therefore, when Chinese teams do badly it reflects on them personally as they themselves channel the

feelings of the Chinese nation.
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5.2 Question two: How do large narratives such as nationalism fit in a world where
people feel empowered by having the potential to be both producer and consumer at
the same time, and in which everyone can create their own reality, their own facts?

Why is there such a thing as nationalism in Dota 2 at all?

. The Dota 2 E-sports scene is less than ten years old. The

1 =3 game was made public in 2011 and was officially

EHOME

released in 2013. The professional Dota scene started in
a global age of the internet that seemingly knows no

borders. Why then does the community constantly place
SNG W

# PENTA vs. i ; and contest teams’ various nationalities? Some teams

¥ Liquid

- , embrace their nationality, for example the Chinese
teams in general take pride in representing the nation.
Another example is the team Alliance that | cited earlier,

¥ ProDots VS, Mou=

which purposely boasts five Swedish players and

Alliance WS, Empire

HF vs. #M Mongolz - identifies as a Swedish team. Comparing two popular
Meawd vs. CDEC

— = Dota English websites Teamliquid and JoinDota shows

EH.K

how nations are placed with each team. Some teams are

categorized as ‘World’ or ‘Europe’ if players in a team

WG Unity

hail from different continents or countries. This is not
Flgure 7: Screencapture 15 May of Jeinbote.com always logically consistent. Team Secret, for example,*
is categorized as ‘Europe’ while only having two European players, and Mineski is classified as
Philippines while only having two Philippine players. For the English community, the nationalism of the
‘western’ teams can be a constant negotiation between fans from different countries. As discussed, a
team’s nationality is usually dependant on the background of the players and needs constant
reinforcing to continue to exist. As it is possible to only watch competitive matches through the in-
game client, it is possible for a viewer to never actually see the players or the physical environment
within which they are playing. To see all things outside of the game in an offline tournament
(interviews, the audience, etc.), one must watch the tournament through a third-party streaming
website.

When cheering for a team, many interviewees cited that they support a team because it

performed well. This however does lend itself to a dilemma: when a team does not play well, one

cannot support it anymore. Another often cited way in which people supported teams was through its

42 At time of writing (10 may 2017)
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players. Like in other sports, fans connect to certain players and will follow their career. These methods
however require a large amount of knowledge from the fans. They need to be familiar with the players,
their stories, and playstyle, as well as being able to discern what constitutes good play, something not
easily apparent in Dota. | argue that for many casual or cursory fans it is much easier to simply use the
nation as a category for support. As we live in an age of nation-states they are one of the primary
categorizations we share with other people and these categories allow us to make the impersonal
personal. Five players hailing from Denmark, Finland, Sweden, Australia and Israel become known as
European, allowing a whole continent to take their achievements and make them their own.

| discussed the democratization of knowledge that has gained speed on the internet. This
diversification of meaning and truth does not mean, however, that everyone can harbour their own
realities. Humans are social creatures and truths need to be confirmed and reinforced through
communities of likeminded thinkers or, to portray them more negatively, through echo chambers. In
the English communities, there is a constant tug and pull between fans from different countries or
continents (mostly North American versus Europe), claiming and contesting different teams and thus
also contesting the victories that these regions claim through certain teams. These contestations
represent different truths (echo chambers) contesting each other, each claiming its reality (e.g. this
team is European/American) and trying to supersede the other.

With regards to the question of empowerment of the individual, | would argue that regardless
of whether individuals create the stories themselves or dogmatically repeat existing narratives (such
as nationalism), they can still feel a sense of empowerment. The popularity of memes revolving around
a strong communist party signify this. Feelings of Pride are especially apparent when foreign reactions
to Chinese memes are discussed. The emotions can range from pride in the supposed complexity and
cultural background needed to understand these memes to anger at being misunderstood. These
topics in which non-Chinese discuss Chinese Dota are often discussed as a confirmation of existing
Chinese narratives such as its unique cultural identity and history. The ‘consumer nationalism’
framework discussed earlier exemplifies this. People feel empowered as they create their own
nationalism through memes and messages posted online. Nationalism is internalized and becomes
part of the personal narrative, both imposed from the top by the party as well as being circulated by
individuals and their peers. In a truly banal style of nationalism, we do need not need to be reminded

of the nation anymore as the truth from which we consider all other things.
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Chapter Six: Articulating Society: Macro Perspectives
In the previous chapter | answered my research question and structured my case study within my

theoretical apparatus. This chapter is reserved for a broader analysis, taking a step back from the Dota
community and conceptualizing how this local field has wider implications. In today’s world of short
mediated memes and messages it is easier to reproduce and reinforce existing (dominating) narratives
than challenge them. This is due to the way our thought processes are already framed from within the
hegemony itself. Subtle context is easily lost in the fast world of internet communications which, as
discussed, means that statements challenging this hegemony can simultaneously be construed to be
supportive towards this very same hegemony.

This thesis asked the question of how nationalism was articulated in the Chinese Dota
community, and now | will broaden this question and ask how the Chinese Dota community articulates
the rest of society. This chapter is divided into two subchapters. The first discusses key aspects of the
Dota Community and how its members link into Chinese society. The second is titled ‘big country
syndrome’; it compares the Chinese online discourses | have analyzed with the American social media
forum Reddit and its discourse of nationalism. The third discusses the internalization of a nationalistic

ideology and historical distancing.

6.1 Internalized nationalism: We know better now: Now is now and then was then
After | visited the Shanghai propaganda poster art museum with my Chinese friend | asked him what
he thought about the museum. He was quiet and then said: “Now it is different, we know better now”.
When | asked him about the propaganda posters still visible everywhere in China he said that while
they are there, people are aware of them and they are not as overt as the anti-imperialism posters of
the Mao era.

This subchapter discusses ideology and how in the digital age there is a prevalent tendency of
thinking oneself above it. | further link to China’s growing confidence on the world stage. ‘We know
better now’ refers to the notion that we live in an age of so much available information that we can
see ‘beyond’ the mediated narrative proposed to us. By consciously being aware of operating within
an ideology, or being able to see how narratives are mediated, one opens oneself to a different kind
of manipulation. A parallel can be drawn with conspiracy theorists who often consider themselves as
seeing beyond the narratives proposed by certain parties and seeing things for what they really are.
The fact that they believe this opens these conspiracy theorists up for other narratives that might even
contradict each other (Bessi et al 2015).

Reddit is one of the largest social media sites on the internet (Alexa.com 2017). It is a site that

communities can use to create a ‘subreddit’ and discuss their topic of interest, which functions as a
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localized community within Reddit. One such subreddit is called ‘ShitAmericansSay’ (SAS), which allows
users to link to Reddit comments of (supposedly) United States citizens posting ‘typically American’
comments. | mention this community as it highlights a feature that many non-U.S. users find annoying,
namely the proliferation of a supposedly unique American point of view on many issues. While,
comparative to China, there might not be a state-organized propaganda machine, mass media and
other channels still create an ideological belief world. The difference between the United States and
China® is in the overtness of the propaganda. | would argue that the Chinese government, as opposed
to the United States, is actively developing and creating narratives for its people (the Chinese dream is
an example of this although it also builds upon pre-existing narratives). The United States seems to
rely more on election cycles from which new narratives are created and attached to a certain
government. Obama’s message of ‘yes we can’ and Trump’s ‘make America great again’ are two
examples of new ideological messages that build upon pre-existing themes of ‘American greatness.’
These pre-existing narratives have already been internalized in the United States as they are
proliferated constantly through mass media and politics, leading a life of its own.

When two confliction narratives meet, truth loses its meaning. In a conversation about the
South China Sea, | was told that | would probably think that Chinese are all brainwashed (my
interlocutor used the phrase (¥:fiXi) as they believe the Chinese claim is valid. This was curious to me
as | had not made any statements regarding the ownership status of the sea. In fact, it seemed that
my interviewee was proud to catch me off-guard by mentioning this apparent brain-washing to show
that he could see beyond the propaganda and know how things were. After | expressed doubt about
the claim, he accused me of believing too much western propaganda myself. This instance, while
anecdotal, shows the power of narratives in creating separate realities and how believing oneself to
see beyond nationalism and its ideological power (be it Chinese, American, Dutch etc.) in shaping
reality makes us unaware we are operating from within yet another one.

Internalization of national narratives creates new truths from which ‘facts’ existing outside of
these can be refuted. Defending these truths is therefore not seen as nationalistic in any meaningful
way but is merely a defence of truth or a defence of the facts as they are. This person did not consider
himself nationalistic; for him, it was about fighting against falsehoods and old stereotypes about China.

The internalization of national stories/ideology (created by the government) creates new
truths and may be regarded as extreme nationalistic signalling to outsiders, however, for the speaker,
such statements are a defence of the true (factual) side of the story. Earlier | mentioned Billig’s two

concepts of hot and cold nationalism. While for Billig cold nationalism mainly refers to physical objects

43 A comparison can be made with many countries and regions but for clarities sake | have chosen to focus on
the United States
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(flags) | would like to expand this concept to include the truths that the nation creates. Billig
conceptualizes the restating of the nation through banal nationalism; what | wish to confer is that once
the nation is accepted as fact, it also brings with it a truth which is in turn internalized. This cold
nationalism is unthinking and natural as it involves a person’s daily truths and identity. Furthermore,
as the example of the age of humiliation discussed earlier in this thesis show, national truths are

constantly reshaped to fit the needs of the state.

6.2 Articulating society: Offline and online?

A major point of friction in this thesis is the difference between online and offline depictions of ‘reality’.
As discussed in the first chapter, online media lends itself to quick, short messages lacking in nuance.
This favours the reinforcement of pre-existing structures such as nationalism through for example the
memes described earlier. One explanation that was given to me was that these forums are only meant
to show to others that you are cheering for your team, and to show to both foreigners and other
Chinese that people support China and Chinese teams. This explanation falls in line with China’s
growing desire to assert itself on a global level.

In the 2017 Davos world economic forum meeting, PRC President Xi Jinping (=J12F) gave a
speech promoting (economic) globalization. This speech is regarded to be a counterweight against
United States President Trump’s anti-globalisation rhetoric (Bing 2017). It falls in line with an upwards
trend of increasing interest from China towards the world and the world towards China. (Wasserstrom
2014). Films such as the Great Wall (2016), and the popular cartoon franchise Kung Fu Panda, as well
as the popularity of games such as World of Warcraft in China (BBC 2016), show increasing cultural
flows and interest.

The Chinese Dota community reflects this trend, on the one hand being hyper aware of Dota
events outside of China and their implication for the Chinese community, while on the other hand also
being extremely insular. Examples of these are the reactions to translated Reddit posts criticizing
Chinese audiences only cheering for Chinese fans. These reactions show a need to push back against
frameworks put upon Chinese commentators by the English communities. A further example of this is
are the multiple instances in which Reddit users identify themselves as (mainland) Chinese and try to
set the record straight by talking back to these stereotypical depictions of China, asserting their own
identity and narrative on the non-Chinese internet.

While Dota is still very much a niche topic, it still provides many ways in which society is
articulated within this sub-culture. One of the most apparent hallmarks of the Dota community is its

confidence and assertion on a larger stage. While the language barrier is still apparent, | have shown
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various examples in which English posts are translated and discussed. There is a confidence in China’s
place in the competitive Dota landscape.

Modern China since the founding of the communist party has witnessed the party push ideas
with regards to the quality of the people (£ Jii) and the discourse of civilization or a civilized people (
L AH). An average cityscape in China is rife with posters and slogans perpetuating a state of civilization:
drive civilized, go to the toilet civilized, etc. This state-invented vocabulary and narrative (strategies)
has been adopted by the general populace (Anagnost 1997). This discourse of civilization and quality
has often been centered on China lacking ‘human quality’ compared to the rest of the world and
needing to increase this to become more prosperous (ibid). In this case study, however, | found
instances where the community flipped this discourse on its head, instead accusing other countries of
having a low quality and being without civilization. | gave the example in the previous subchapter of
discussions on the perceived lack of perspective (and quality) of American fans and the bad quality of
non-Chinese audiences, who were unable to cheer their team into victory.

Earlier in the thesis | also gave examples of how China’s supposedly unique cultural and
historical position was reinforced by the community. Translating English posts about the perceived
difficulty and historical context of Chinese memes gave rise to patriotic sentiment and pride. It seems
that instead of chasing after a certain western type of modernity, the Chinese Dota community has
asserted itself on a global level taking pride in their otherness. This is in line with media narratives of
China’s economic, political and cultural rise as well as the state’s promotion of a Chinese state of being
in a globalized world. (e.g. the China Dream and the creation of Confucius Institutes). It also shows how
even local communities have a gatekeeping function by delineating nationhood. As shown in this thesis
China’s position as China versus the rest of the world is continuously reinforced through language and
discourse. Mediated narratives from outside are brought into the home and proliferated by the user’s
themselves, creating stories drawn from the society in which they function and operate.

In this chapter | have used a cultural analysis approach to look at some of the societal
implications imbedded in this case study. | drew comparisons with the United States and argued that
nationalism constitutes the creation of a normal state of being, one that is arranged with its own facts
and truths, history and myths and so on. The Chinese government is actively engaged in myth making
creating a shared ideological space for its citizens. | further discussed how the Dota’s community global
aspirations use language and discourse propagated by the communist party. While the Chinese Dota
community is very much a skewed sample of contemporary Chinese society (mostly young, male and

educated) | have argued that there are greater patterns present which are articulated in society.
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion and Discussion
Nationalism is nothing new. Digital nationalism, is something which has only been possible in the last

twenty to thirty years. When discussing nationalism, people in general often only think of the so called
‘hot’ nationalisms, as Billig calls them. In this thesis my aim was to sketch an overview of the Chinese
Dota community which shows how both ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ nationalism proliferate. Especially when doing
internet research, it is all too easy to cherry pick quotes and phrases which allow one to make one’s
story. The same is true for this thesis, | came across numerous posts that were phrased in the most
jingoistic terms (one, for example, talked about torturing foreigners). Much more interesting to me,
and as | have argued in this thesis, is how a normal discourse of nationalism is created in this
community.

After my fieldwork in China | realized that | needed to first conceptualize the digital before |
could sufficiently answer this question. The internet is all around us, we take it with us on the bus, use
it during work and browse it in our free time and at home. The clear majority of the Dota community
is always connected through smart-phones and other devices. This has the effect that being a member
of the community means that one is constantly subjected to nationalist flagging both through state
efforts as well as the way in which the Dota community delineates itself. In the first chapter of this
thesis | discussed how digital media are affecting the ways in which we read. We read shorter posts,
are prone to quick judgements and opinions, and expertise and knowledge are no longer held in as
high a regard as may have been the case before.

This thesis has been written from the perspective of social constructivism, arguing from the
standpoint that all meaning is socially constructed. The internet greatly increases the speed at which
meanings are produced and contested. This digital acceleration has also affected the way in which
narratives such as nationalism are (re)produced in our daily lives, and it has affected how we
conceptualize and frame the world around us.

The Chinese Dota community is very much a Chinese community. It prides itself on the fact
that the Chinese are good at Dota, that they have such a big community, and that they can ‘stand up’
to ‘the rest of the world’. The linkage of nationalism and community is unlike anything seen on the
English side of the Dota communities.* | discussed this in my thesis, stating that the nature of the
Chinese internet as well as the issue of language (both low number of English speakers as well as use
of characters) create an extremely isolated community in comparison to, for example, the Russian and
English ones.

This means that nationalism is also a natural way of framing things, as it is something a large

majority Chinese share when discussing international tournaments. Not everyone supports the same

4 | cannot speak for the other communities due to language barriers.
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team or players but at least the fans can agree that they all support Chinese teams and Chinese players.
These Dota teams did not need to have a nationality. New stories could have been created around
them and new ways to identify with teams could have been found. Nonetheless, it is through the
nation that the majority of the Dota community (both Chinese and non-Chinese) seems to discuss and
identify with teams. The same is true for me, for example. | feel more comfortable in supporting
European teams than Chinese or American ones. This (digital) tribalism is something which seems to
come all too naturally when making these kinds of judgements.

Like money, the nation is something real, a social fact existing at once inside and outside those
who have internalized it. While the truth of money is simple (it has value as a bargaining item), the
story of nationalism is more complex and is constantly changing. National truths are also constantly
contested by other nationalities. | gave some examples of how the various Chinese forum members
relished in the fact that their national truths were corroborated when they saw English speaking posts
about the complexity and cultural depth of Chinese memes. On the other hand, we also saw a
confrontation of national truths when Chinese fans discussed Reddit commentators’ perception of the
Chinese audience in Shanghai as being ‘too’ nationalistic. This challenged the truth from which many
Chinese fans operated, which is why it led to such heavy reactions. It was not only a criticism of the
Chinese audience but rather a criticism of the very identity of China and the way in which the audience
conceptualizes itself as well as others.

Once again, this is nothing unique to China. The same holds true for any nation as they all have
their own historical truths and myths. | provided a short comparison with the United States to show
how the frequent comments proclaiming American truths were mocked in various sub-communities.
While these statements are mocked far more often than those made on Chinese forums (Reddit is a
site used by many worldwide), they still serve as a way to think about the future shape of Chinese
nationalism in a possible post-authoritarian China. Instead of rejecting these truths, for example, many
American Reddit users defend them, showcasing the power of the internet as an Echo Chamber. It is
much easier to believe one’s own familiar circle of friends and family as well as (anonymous) internet
users one aligns with than to rethink the foundations of one’s beliefs and truths.

Beyond the connections of individuals, we also must consider society in its entirety and how
different aspects (technological, social, governmental, media, etc.) articulate® national thinking,
national stories etc. The nation, as | have argued, serves as a conceptual framework (a regime of truth)
from which meanings are produced. The case study in this thesis exemplifies this. Mundane issues of

whom to support and identify with during tournaments are considered through a nationalist filter.

45 | consider all articulation to be done by humans. Humans firstly produce a certain book/media product etc.
articulating it with the societal zeitgeist at that time. This is then interpreted (articulated a second time) by the
receiver of this work, another human being.
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The nation is a kind of ideological sieve through which ideas and thoughts are filtered. It creates a
sense of the normal, a way of being by which the world, in all its complexity, is cut into simpler and
more understandable frameworks. A post made on the internet is never made in a vacuum, rather
there is a vast range of factors all influencing the words appearing on the screen that are interpreted
by the reader. While it is easy to think that singular forum posts might have no effect on the way we
think, |1 have argued throughout this thesis that these posts formulate and constitute a normal
(nationalistic and sometimes even a jingoistic) way of being and a way of framing the world around us.

Nationalism is itself necessary for having a nation in the first place. A nation without
nationalism is like money without trade. This thesis however has shown some of the more problematic
factors of nationalism. The first of these factors is the role of the state and its creation of truth. Truth
is power and the manipulation of truths can and has been harnessed to create sentiments that
legitimize any number of things. The second factor is the lack of reflection present on the forums. This
is in large parts due to the inherent properties of Chinese society in the present conjuncture. As
discussed, Chinese internet users have become experts of self-censorship, which means that
nationalism is not easily criticized. This, combined with the isolated aspect of the Chinese internet,
means that this relatively isolated community is prone to fall into echo-chamber-like behaviour. Finally,
building on the second point, there is no ‘other’ in the Chinese community; no counter voice, no
kynicism, to borrow an earlier term, to show the arbitrary nature of nations and the way in which
people support them.

One noted problem in this research is that of representability. As stated, the Dota 2 community
consists largely of young, middle class males which form only a subset of the general population. Two
other improvement points are the length of the case (one year) and the focus on qualitative methods.
This study focused on one year’s worth of discourse using qualitative methods. Further research could
focus on quantitative data sets, plotting usage of different words and phrases within the community
over a period of several years and combining this with selective qualitative analyses. Every day (banal)
encounters with topics such as nationalism, globalization and other mediated topics are especially
interesting. Investigating the influence of these encounters on those outside of the majority discourse
(minorities, immigrants etc.), and the effect this has on their daily thought processes might be a good
path to take in further research.

In the background of the interviews in this thesis there was an undercurrent of the idea of
brotherhood: the notion that we aside from belonging to a nation we are also all gamers and/or Dota
players. Nationalism could paradoxically lead to more understanding as it provides a history and
cultural makeup which can be more easily grasped by outsiders. The interaction between the English
and the Mandarin speaking communities saw a downplaying of negative stereotypes (of overt

nationalism for example) combined with an affirmation of positive ones. We also saw the formation of
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European and North-American nationalism in the Dota community. These interactions and the effect
they have on global community formation should be further developed using ideas from anthropology,
sociology and media studies, to name a few.

This thesis might paint a bleak picture of the internet and of Chinese Dota fans. In all my talks
and interviews with the community, however, | found that community members were very open and
curious about how | thought about things. If anything, this thesis shows the reality we are confronted
with today with regards to the digital realm and the non-digital. The mediated world is not a new
concept, but on the internet ‘everyone’ has a voice, or rather everyone thinks that they (should) have
a voice. This idea makes truths more relatable as we can select who we listen to and interact with. The
digital shows the reality one wants to see, making it easier than ever to corroborate online whatever
one has in mind. However, our very conceptual notion of ‘what we want to see’ is by itself already pre-
defined through larger conceptions such as nationalism, which means that these bigger, larger
narratives and the stories they tell become truths which are seemingly indestructible and undoubtable.

In a land without water, swimming is inconceivable.
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Dota teams mentioned in this thesis
EG — Evil geniuses, a prominent American organization and in general regarded as a North American

team

Newbee — Chinese team created in 2014 compete in the fourth international which it eventually
won.

IG — Invictus gaming, a Chinese team with a long history, winner of the second International.

Na’vi — Natis Vincere — extremely popular in the CIS regions and winner of the first International
Team Liquid — Prominent E-sports organization who hosts on of the largest English discussion forums
as well as a popular E-sports Wikipedia (liquipedia.com)

Wings gaming — Chinese team which quickly rose to prominence culminating in its victory at the sixth
international, does not exist anymore.

Digital Chaos — North American organization whose nationality during the past year was contested as

3/5 players were European. At time of writing however has 5 North American players.
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