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Abstract:  

Esports are increasingly popular and are becoming more similar to conventional sports. 

This is due to the social interaction and community-building aspects, as well as the 

sporting elements embedded in the virtual environments of the video games they 

include. Esports are a topic of interest for the interdisciplinary field of Philosophy of 

Sport, which examines the various dimensions of sport in relation to human values. The 

aim of this paper is to illuminate the existing philosophical debate on the relationship 

between esports and the Philosophy of Sport. The paper is a philosophical work that aims 

to highlight the arguments of sports philosophers on esports over the last twenty years. 

The argument of this paper is that the focus of philosophical interest is not located in 

matters of ethics but also not in the human being itself. The majority of philosophical 

papers on esports focus on whether they can be considered real sports or Olympic sports. 

Other topics include their definition or institutionalisation, physicality, skill 

requirements, cheating, and corruption. Rules and the identity of esports players are also 

of concern to philosophers in the field of Philosophy of Sport. This research is significant 

due to its relevance and timeliness in the field of esports, as well as its contribution to 

philosophical discussions surrounding the topic. By advancing both philosophical and 

empirical research and providing ample material for reflection and debate, the paper is a 

valuable resource for researchers interested in studying and reflecting on esports. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Digital technology has changed modern sports culture, leading to new forms of 

competition based on video game players (Edgar, 2019). These are known as esports, 

which are organized competitive video games where players compete against each other 

online or through a local area network (LAN). Esports are a significant topic of interest 
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within the academic field of study. As indicated by Brock (2023), meta-analyses indicate 

that the field has evolved from a state of near absence in 2002 to encompass numerous 

research disciplines by 2018, including Business Administration, Sports Science, 

Psychology, Computer Science, Law, Education, Sociology, and others (Reitman et al., 

2020). The Philosophy of Sport has, also, identified concerns surrounding esports. They 

present both a challenge and an opportunity for the discipline. While their existence 

challenges the traditional boundaries between sports and leisure, esports also offer an 

avenue for philosophical inquiry. This paper aims to illuminate the existing philosophical 

debate on the relationship between esports and the Philosophy of Sport. 

 The paper is a philosophical work that aims to highlight the arguments of sports 

philosophers on esports over the last twenty years. The thesis supported by this 

philosophical paper is that the focus of philosophical interest is not located in matters of 

ethics but also not in the human being itself. For this reason, the theses and reflections 

published in the two leading journals between 2005 and 2024 on the philosophy of 

sport—namely The Journal of the Philosophy of Sport and Sport, Ethics, and Philosophy—will 

be presented. Additionally, selected publications from related fields of sport with a 

philosophical approach will be included. It should be noted that this paper will also 

include arguments concerning digital games (or virtual games or video games), as these 

are the basis for the existence of esports.  

 The significance of this research lies in the relevance and timeliness of the topic of 

esports, as well as the emergence of concerns expressed by philosophers of sport. This is 

valuable for researchers interested in studying and reflecting on esports, promoting both 

philosophical and empirical research, and stimulating debate. Esports is a human activity 

that is likely to be here to stay. 

 

2. Esports and Philosophy of Sport 

 

The term esports is distinct from gaming, which refers to interactive entertainment with 

video games without organized competitive processes and often without competition 

against other players, but only against the computer machine. Esports are organized into 

tournaments and/or championships in which players compete for a specific prize (Adams 

et al., 2019; Llorens, 2017).  

 Esports refer to a wide variety of video games, which can be categorized as 

fighting games, strategy games, sports video games, and metagames (Carlson, 2013; 

Farquhar, 2019; Funk et al., 2018; Hemmingsen, 2021; Jonasson and Thiborg, 2010; 

Llorens, 2017; Mirabito and Kucek, 2019; Sturm, 2019; Young and Strait, 2019). Also, 

besides single-player video games, esports also include Massive Multiplayer Online 

Games (MMOGs) or Massive Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMOGs) (Jenny 

et al., 2017; Koo, 2009). Esports constitute an ecosystem of interacting and interdependent 

factors and parameters, such as players, coaches, spectators, video games, game 

designers, video game publishers, tournament organizers, sponsors, and generally 

economic, administrative, social, technological, and athletic factors (Kanellopoulos and 

Giossos, 2024). Within this ecosystem, esports are characterized by social interaction, 
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competition, economic and cultural elements, entertainment, popularity, and 

professionalism (Kanellopoulos and Giossos, 2024).  

 Esports are attempting to be associated with modern traditional sports due to their 

categorization and organization of major events and championships, similar to 

conventional sports. Esports are becoming increasingly similar to conventional sports, 

due to the social interaction and community-building aspects for players and spectators, 

as well as the sporting elements embedded in the virtual environments of esports with 

sport-based video games (Miah, 2017). The attempt to link esports to contemporary sport 

is evident from the various announcements and discussions regarding their inclusion in 

the Olympics as a demonstration and medal event (Billings and Hou, 2019; IOC, 2023; 

Palar, 2021).  

 Regarding the discipline of Philosophy of Sport in particular, this is an 

interdisciplinary field that was formally organized in the 1970s. It explores the 

metaphysical dimensions, ethical complexities, social and political functions, and other 

dimensions of sport related to human values, leading to a change in the scope and focus 

of the problems it studies from ancient Greek concepts (Lunt and Dyreson, 2014). In terms 

of esports, their popularity has led to a broader discussion within the field of Philosophy 

of Sport regarding its relationship with contemporary sport.  

 It is evident that, regarding other issues pertaining to the Philosophy of Sport, 

esports have not been extensively discussed in academic philosophical literature. This is 

perhaps due to the relatively recent emergence of esports as a phenomenon that has only 

taken significant proportions in the last two decades. Nevertheless, the main topic of 

philosophical discussion appears to be the relationship between esports and conventional 

sports. Discussions in the literature are based on theories of sport and play articulated 

within the philosophy and sociology of sport, with prominent scholars in this area 

including Suits (2007, 2014), Guttmann (2004), Caillois (2001) and Huizinga (2016). 

However, sports philosophers have also proposed theses on esports, drawing on the 

ideas of Heidegger (1977), Deleuze (1990), and Goffmann (1956), among others.  

 The following paragraphs will discuss the main philosophical concerns related to 

esports. These include the definition of esports, whether esports meet the criteria to be 

considered a sport, or even an Olympic sport. Additionally, the place of esports in 

modern sport will be considered. Finally, a philosophical debate will be held on the 

criteria for their institutionalisation, physicality and skills, as well as on issues of cheating 

and corruption in e-sports. The rules and identity of players in eSports are also of concern 

to researchers in the field of the philosophy of sport. 

 The plurality of the aforementioned themes is in accordance with Brock (2023), 

who highlights the fragmentation of research on esports across various disciplines, 

including the Philosophy of Sport, which itself is an interdisciplinary field of thought. 

This, according to Brock (2023), gives rise to the formation of disparate ontological and 

epistemological commitments, which are susceptible to challenge. Brock (2023) proposes 

an interdisciplinary approach based on the Philosophy of Science and critical realism that 

combines realism and critical theory as a solution to this problem. The study of the 

structural properties of the competitive environment of esports, its cultural and cognitive 
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factors, its institutional framework and the adaptability of those involved with it to the 

above elements creates an integrated critical realist framework that leads to a 

comprehensive understanding and appreciation of esports (Brock, 2023). 

 

2.1 Defining Esports 

The effort to define esports is a common occurrence in the literature. While the definition 

of a concept may be considered to be predominantly an object of thought and debate in 

philosophy, the attempt to define esports is not limited to the field of Philosophy of Sport. 

As will be reflected at the end of this section, perhaps the most appropriate definition 

that could be attributed to them is the organised competitive mode of engaging in video 

games. The term “esports” was first used in 2017 by the Associated Press (Adams et al., 

2019), although it was also used unofficially several years before when esports began to 

develop to a large extent (Söderin, 2017; Wagner, 2007). 

 It is evident that there is no universally accepted definition of esports in the 

literature. Attempting to define esports is a challenging task, given that the term 

encompasses a multitude of elements, including cultural aspects, technology, sport, 

entrepreneurship, video games, entertainment, and communication media (Jenny et al., 

2017). In order to define esports, it is necessary to employ both theoretical and empirical 

approaches in order to highlight both the role of interactivity and the general 

characteristics of the culture of engagement with video games, i.e. gaming (Adams et al., 

2019). In the following, some of the attempts made to assign a definition to them will be 

presented. 

 The contribution of research to the study and analysis of esports is limited, 

resulting in research gaps related to their organisational structure and the experiences of 

the players themselves. The existing (mostly empirical) research on esports is largely 

descriptive and relates to past events. It mainly explores the reasons why spectators 

watch them, their consumer nature, competition, and the challenges they pose (Adams et 

al., 2019).  

 From a philosophical perspective, the endeavour to define esports was initiated 

by Wagner (2006), who initially extended Tiedemann's (2004) definition of conventional 

sports to encompass esports. For Tiedemann (2004), sports are a set of activities where 

people develop and train their mental and physical abilities in order to compete with 

each other or to participate simply for recreational purposes. Wagner (2006) further 

expanded this definition to include the specific technologies employed by esports 

players, namely Information and Communication Technologies (ICT). In particular, 

Wagner (2006) conceptualised esports as a domain of sporting activities where 

individuals engage in the training of mental or physical abilities through the utilisation 

of ICT (Jenny et al., 2017). For Wagner (2006), esports represents the competitive, 

professional form of gaming.  

 However, this definition of esports is not entirely satisfactory, as it separates 

cognitive from physical skills, ignores the competitive events that form the basis of 

esports, and fails to acknowledge the online aspect. This has led to considerable debate 

about the extent to which physical skills are involved in esports (Jenny et al., 2017). In 
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light of these considerations, Jenny et al. (2017) propose that organised video game 

competitions should be defined as esports. 

 In addition to Jenny et al. (2017), Witkowski (2012) also criticized Wagner's (2006) 

definition because the mere inclusion of ICT use in sports may include ICT-related 

activities that are not part of esports. Esports are a category of so-called “Sport 2.0”, in 

which ICTs are linked to sport in various ways (Miah, 2017). Certainly, however, esports 

are based on the mediated use of computers via the internet or local area network (LAN), 

with players playing either individually or in teams in order to compete with each other 

(Adams et al., 2019).  

 It is debatable whether esports can be defined solely on the basis of technology. 

Adams et al. (2019) argue that they are more than this, as they are characterised by a 

unique combination of language, terminology, behaviours, and shared passion that 

involves the participants. It would be more appropriate to link the term “esports” to the 

term “gaming”, as defined by Wagner (2006). 

 In their 2019 analysis, Adams et al. sought to gain a deeper understanding of the 

concepts involved in Wagner's (2006) definition of esports. They defined esports as a form 

of “gaming”, which they defined as a modern term for electronic-style interactive 

entertainment through video games. A video game must possess a competitive element 

that is made increasingly challenging, either by the game itself (i.e., by the video game 

designers) or by the gaming community, which is created on the basis of the particular 

video game. To comprehend this phenomenon, it is essential to acknowledge that it is 

frequently the video game communities, which are constituted by the players and all 

those associated with a specific video game, that determine the terms and regulations of 

a competition, or even the modification of the rules of the video game itself.  

 Returning to the analysis of Adams et al. (2019), it is evident that electronic 

interactive entertainment through video games should be organised. This would entail 

the video game industry creating tournaments and/or leagues in which players would 

take part. However, in addition to the players and the video game industry organising 

the competitions, there should be something else, according to Adams et al. (2019). This 

is a prize for the winner, regardless of its nature. It can be as simple as the cheers and 

approval of the viewers. The prize differentiates esports from mere entertainment 

through video games, which can exist among friends with a competitive nature but only 

as entertainment and fun (Adams et al., 2019). 

 Another attempt to define esports was made by Segal (2014), who defined esports 

as electronic video games played online. Segal (2014) argued that although esports can be 

likened to conventional sports, since they have several similarities, they differ in that their 

players do not move from the place where they play. It is important to note that this is 

not always the case. Professional esports players are frequently required to relocate for 

the various tournaments or leagues that are held. Furthermore, due to the transfers that 

occur in esports teams, players may even change their places of residence (Adams et al., 

2019). 

 A concern that exists and that also relates to the content of the concept of esports 

is the extent to which human participates in them. Does the use of technology override 
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human activity? Adams et al. (2019) argue that electronic systems (i.e. computers) are 

simply an initial facilitation for the activity of esports. Esports require human activity; 

therefore, they are defined as competitive video games (both professional and amateur) 

that are organised through tournaments and leagues, sponsored by business 

organisations, and where people can gather to watch them. Similarly, Whalen (2013) 

argues that esports is a term used to describe organised and sanctioned video game 

competitions that take place within a video game tournament.  

 The actions of players in the real world have an impact on the virtual world of 

video games. Consequently, Hamari and Sjöblom (2017) define esports as those sports in 

which competitive games are played and facilitated by electronic systems that connect 

players and teams to each other through a human-computer interface. This definition 

emphasises the mediating nature of esports, which is facilitated by the internet and the 

virtual worlds in which they take place (Adams et al., 2019). Indeed, Hemphill (2005) 

posits that esports involving video game simulations of sporting activities are embodied 

sporting practices with specific skills. They constitute a form of cybersport (Holt, 2016), 

which may be defined as an alternative sporting reality where athletes engage with 

sporting worlds represented digitally. 

 The preceding discussion indicates the difficulty in providing a clear definition of 

esports. However, the majority of views expressed in the existing literature converge on 

the idea that they are organised competitive video games, where players compete against 

each other over the internet or local area network (LAN). This activity, which resembles 

that of conventional sport, raises the question of whether it can be considered a sport for 

sports philosophers. 

 

2.2 Esports as a Real Sport 

The relationship between esports and conventional sports assumes that both are real 

sports. The concept of esports was first explored by Hemphill (2005), who investigated 

the potential of video game simulations of sports such as motorsports, football, and 

basketball. Drawing on the theory of Suits (2007, 2014) and the views of Meier (1981, 

1988), he used a phenomenological approach to assess the physicality of video games: for 

him, an activity can only be considered a sport if it involves physical skills. Hemphill 

(2005) considers video games to be cybersports and sports that create alternative sporting 

realities: athletes 'expand' into digitally represented worlds, possessing the 

characteristics of immersion, interactivity, and cybersport intelligence, in line with 

Kretchmar's (2005) sport intelligence. 

 Jonasson and Thiborg (2010) explore the question of whether esports can be 

considered real sports, using Guttmann's (2004) definition of sport as an organized, 

competitive, and physical game. Esports are considered to possess the 'sporting qualities' 

of conventional sports. According to Guttmann (2004), sport is a social construct defined 

by the sporting 'world', which includes athletes, journalists, spectators, and others 

(Jonasson and Thiborg, 2010). 

 However, Holt (2016) argues that Hemphill's (2005) cyber sports cannot be 

classified as real sports because the physical skills of the players are not demonstrated in 
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the same venue as their performance. Additionally, esports video games lack prelusory 

goals and constitutive rules, which are necessary for a sport to exist according to Suits' 

theory (2007, 2014). Hemphill (2005) argues that there is no distinction between fine and 

gross motor skills, suggesting that esports involve physical skills and should be 

considered sports. Holt (2016) believes that the issue lies in esports that do not simulate 

real sports, based on the physicality criterion of a sport. According to Holt (2016), esports’ 

simulations using devices such as Wii Sports can be more readily accepted as real sports 

due to their incorporation of physical activity that engages the entire body. The use of 

simulators also aids in the performance and application of motor skills in a unified space 

that integrates both the real and virtual environments. 

 The characteristics of virtuality and simulation are also discussed by Parry (2021) 

and Parry and Giesbrecht (2023) in the context of their reflections on the 2021 Olympic 

Virtual Series and 2023 Olympic Esports Series organised by the International Olympic 

Committee (IOC) and the categories of esports included in them. Parry (2021) and Parry 

and Giesbrecht (2023) argue that only sports which are based upon specific, conventional 

sports with a specific mode of performance can be considered real sports. In a more 

specific analysis, they conclude that only two types of esports, namely virtual static 

rowing, and virtual static cycling, possess the requisite physical skills to be considered 

real sports. These two virtual sports belong to the category of esports with motion-based 

sports video games. 

 It is clear that there is a discrepancy of opinion with regard to the classification of 

virtual sports. Those in favour of a different approach believe that the only element of 

virtuality they have is the recording of the players' performance on a digital platform; 

they consider this to be digital measurement of the players' performance (Parry and 

Giesbrecht, 2023). In their 2023 paper, Parry and Giesbrecht argue that there can be no 

virtual sport, as in the virtual worlds of video games, virtuality refers to the players' 

experience rather than their physical effort. In any esports that are considered virtual, the 

physical effort of the players is real, occurring in the real world. Similarly, the events and 

avatars of video games are also real, as they are determined and created by the software 

and technology in question. (Parry and Giesbrecht, 2023) 

 Real sports, however, require real experience involving the body, not virtual. For 

this very reason, according to Parry and Giesbrecht (2023), simulations in this category 

are real sports, even constituting a sport category of their own (for example, cycling or 

indoor rowing). These simulations should not be classified as virtual or esports. The 

physical effort in these sports is real, just as the sporting experience experienced by the 

players is real since the virtual environments in which the digital performance 

measurement is displayed and the representation of the players through avatars do not 

affect it. 

 Returning to Holt (2016), he argues that the constitutive rules of esports, according 

to Suits' theory (2007, 2014), are embedded in the game software and cannot be broken 

by players. Therefore, these are not rules that make up the game, but regularities that are 

more akin to the laws of nature. In addition, certain esports do not have prelusory goals 
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that aim to achieve a particular virtual state of affairs, but instead these goals depend on 

the rules that define the virtual space in which they apply (Holt, 2016). 

 Şentuna and Kanbur (2016) also discuss the question of whether virtual games 

should be considered real sports. They note that virtual games lack the physical activity 

present in conventional sports, as argued by Sunay and Saracaloglu (2003) and Tanriverdi 

(2012). However, there are several similarities that can be found in that element of Suits’ 

theory (2007, 2014) between conventional sports and esports, such as the widespread 

attendance of fans and the emotions they experience while watching. The players share 

similarities in their daily and intense training, discipline, commitment, dedication, 

concentration, and decision-making abilities (Şentuna and Kanbur, 2016). The team 

members also have a unified identity, wearing their own uniforms and undergoing 

physical training. High salaries and expensive transfers between teams are also common 

(Şentuna and Kanbur, 2016). 

 According to Şentuna and Kanbur (2016), both players and spectators based on 

subjective perception rather than objective evidence consider esports as real sports. This 

perspective is not entirely unfounded, as individuals often seek novel forms of 

entertainment and may resort to unconventional methods, even if they have no practical 

application. This concept is reminiscent of Deleuze's (1990) notion of the ghost, which 

Şentuna and Kanbur (2016) explore. However, for institutional recognition as a sport, a 

wider global acceptance is necessary. This process may take time, but it is not necessarily 

far away (Şentuna and Kanbur, 2016). 

 In addition to the previously mentioned researchers, Jenny et al. (2017) provide a 

concise history of esports and a definition of esports to discuss whether they should be 

considered real sports. They also refer to the definitions of Suits (2007, 2014) and 

Guttmann (2004). According to them, esports are organized video game competitions 

that involve competitive play and are governed by rules. They require skills and have a 

wide audience. However, some may consider this particular competition inadequate, as 

it does not involve physical contact with opponents. Additionally, esports lack 

physicality, except for those based on motion-based video games, and 

institutionalization. According to Jenny et al. (2017), motion-based video game esports 

can be considered real sports, but more time is needed to establish their stability and 

resolve any institutionalization issues. It can be concluded that the emergence of esports 

necessitates the revision and development of current definitions of sports, as noted by 

Jenny et al. (2017) and Jonasson and Thiborg (2010). 

 However, Llorens (2017) examines whether esports can be considered sports and 

the characteristics they must possess to be classified as such. She also explores the 

challenges that this new sport practice faces. Based on Suits' (2007, 2014) and Guttmann's 

(2004) definitions, Llorens (2017) distinguishes between mere engagement with video 

games (gaming) and esports. Esports are based on real competitive games with team 

competition and the aim of winning. Matches are played online or in local area network 

(LAN) competitions, with fixed time and game sets. Esports require personal interaction, 

concentration, skill, precision, body control, strategy, stamina, fast movements, and team 

strategy. Due to these elements, esports are considered a real sport (Llorens, 2017). 
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 However, a potential issue with this perspective is the question of whether esports 

players should be recognised as athletes. This has implications for both public policy on 

sport and labour law for professional players (Llorens, 2017). Additionally, the 

recognition of esports as a legitimate sport by relevant authorities in each state would 

result in the provision of infrastructure, training, and support for players. 

 Pato and Remilllard (2018) argue that esports video games should be considered 

a real sport. They suggest that while physical sports result from the simplification of their 

context, virtual sports result from the elimination of physical reality. According to the 

authors, sports are a human activity that is independent of the environment in which it 

is conducted, whether it is real or virtual (Pato and Remilllard, 2018). Virtual sports can 

be considered sports if they retain their recreational and competitive elements. The 

distinction between a game and a sport is not based on the content, but rather on the 

meaning attributed to it and the way it is experienced by players and/or spectators. 

Therefore, any activity in life can become a sport or a virtual sport (Pato and Remilllard, 

2018). Şentuna and Kanbur (2016) also made a similar argument. 

 Pato and Remilllard (2018) do not include physical abilities as a necessary 

component in the definition of sports, contrary to the argument made by Van Hilvoorde 

and Pot (2016) and others. The use of digital platforms and technology to transform the 

physical experience into a different one does not eliminate the sporting dimension of the 

activity. It is likely to preserve the emotional, social, and intellectual experience of sport 

and may even enhance it, creating new forms of reality. The aim is to establish the point 

at which a game becomes a sport and is no longer just a game (Pato and Remilllard, 2018). 

The distinction between virtual games and virtual sports is determined by the outcomes 

of the actions that occur in each. 

 Pato and Remillard (2018) use Heidegger's analysis of the nature of technology 

(Heidegger, 1977) to distinguish between the virtual and the real. Their hermeneutic 

approach to sports examines the changes in meaning that occur when engaging with 

them in physical space or a virtual environment. To address this issue, the authors draw 

on Pierre Levy's (1998) work on the perception of the virtual as a powerful mode of being 

that emphasises processes of creation. In their study, Pato and Remillard (2018) describe 

the process that led individuals from work to recreational play, then to games, and finally 

to sports through the repeated application of a kind of “virtualization”. Thus, it is 

concluded that esports represent the ultimate goal of a utopian process of humanisation 

developed through play. Technology is developed to facilitate everything, but ultimately, 

there is always a return to sport, and so effort, both physical and mental, returns with it. 

This is precisely what prevents human activity from becoming lost in technology.  

 Carlson (2013) studied esports and specifically fantasy sports, an important sector 

of the sports industry in the USA. Fantasy sports are based on activities in which players 

simulate the ownership, management, and certain aspects of coaching a selected group 

of real players in a particular conventional sport. Carlson (2013) addressed the 

metaphysics and ethics of fantasy sports, discussing them in relation to other competitive 

games, sporting games or games of cards, and in relation to the viewing of sports. 

Carlson's argument draws on the theories of Huizinga (2016), Caillois (2001) and Suits 

about:blank


Athanasios Kanellopoulos, Yiannis Giossos 

ESPORTS: PHILOSOPHICAL PERSPECTIVES

 

European Journal of Physical Education and Sport Science - Volume 11 │ Issue 1 │ 2024                                                       134 

(2014). According to Carlson (2013), competitive games that are not the real sports 

themselves, but rather rely on the real sports and alter viewers' perceptions of them, are 

considered 'parasitic'. These games contribute to the collective cultural views of the real 

sports. They also promote the viewing of sports, but direct viewers engaged in fantasy 

sports to focus on specific aspects of the sports that are relevant to their fantasy teams 

(Carlson, 2013). 

 Hemmingsen (2021) argues that metagames, an esport category in which players 

exploit bugs in software code, cannot be considered a real sport or esport. This is because, 

according to Suits' (2007, 2014) definition, metagames does not rely on the player's skills, 

despite the presence of competition. Instead, the competition is based on the 'physics' of 

the game, which includes the software and the player's actions in the real world. 

Hemmingsen (2021) argues that in metagames, subjective evaluations should be 

excluded unless clearly marked as such. Metagames are not virtual sports, as they do not 

rely on a specific number of attempts for competition. Instead, the competition is based 

on the 'physics' of the game, which includes the software and the player's actions in the 

real world. This highlights the importance of a player's perseverance and mental 

resilience. Thus, metagames emphasise the development of collaborative knowledge 

within the community, rather than competition aimed solely at pushing the game to its 

limits (Hemmingsen, 2021). 

 

2.3 Esports and Olympic Sports 

In the philosophy of sport, there is debate not only about whether esports qualify as a 

sport, but also about their potential inclusion in the Olympic Games. Hallmann and Giel 

(2017) evaluate whether esports meet the five criteria for Olympic sports: physicality, 

recreation, competition, organizational structures, and widespread acceptance.  

Hallmann and Giel (2017) argue that esports meet the above criteria, except for 

physicality, and have organizational structures that the International Olympic 

Committee considers valuable and rule-governed, making them eligible for inclusion in 

the Olympic Games. They argue that esports could be considered a real sport and 

included in the Olympic Games if appropriate organizational structures are put in place, 

including a strong umbrella organization. However, their highly commercial nature is 

seen as a disadvantage for the sporting community. 

 In contrast, Parry (2019) disagrees that esports should be considered Olympic 

sports. The author defines an Olympic sport as a competition of human physical abilities 

subject to specific rules. The definition is based on conceptual analysis and excludes 

subjective evaluations. The author disagrees with existing definitions of sport, such as 

those proposed by Llorens (2017) and Jenny et al. (2017) and argues that similarities 

between esports and conventional sports are irrelevant.  

 Parry (2019) identifies the following characteristics of Olympic sports: they involve 

human activity, require gross physical participation and high-level skills, include 

competition, and operate within a regulatory and institutionalised framework. 

According to Parry (2019), esports involve indirect human activity through the computer, 

require indirect physicality, and involve subtle motor skills rather than gross motor skills 
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typically required in sports. Esports lack stable organisational structures with legal status 

and are not overseen by national or international institutions. Instead, they are organised 

and managed by private companies, resulting in executive ownership. The rapid and 

commercialised development of video games, coupled with the intense competition in 

the industry, has created a context that is challenging for the creation of stable 

organisational structures that are typical of sport (Parry, 2019). 

 As previously stated, Parry (2021) and Parry and Giesbrecht (2023) maintain that 

esports must be defined as real sports only when they can be considered to simulate 

conventional sports in a specific manner. If these conditions are met, as set out by Parry 

(2019), they argue that these could be considered as Olympic sports. In particular, they 

refer to virtual static cycling and virtual static rowing, which, for them, are not virtual 

sports but constitute a specific category of real sports in their own right (Parry and 

Giesbrecht, 2023). With regard to the simulations of other conventional sports, such as 

Taekwondo, included in the IOC's 2023 Olympic Esports Series, Parry and Giesbrecht 

(2023) argue that they cannot be considered real sports. This is because they are not serial 

competitive processes, with opponents competing simultaneously through avatars and 

not one after the other. This inability to support technological requirements renders them 

unsuitable for inclusion in the Olympic Games. 

 Conversely, esports that involve sedentary video games, such as FIFA, cannot be 

considered real sports because they do not require the appropriate physical exertion of 

the players to represent the sport in question (Parry and Giesbrecht, 2023). Video games 

based on representations of conventional sports are not themselves sports (Parry and 

Giesbrecht, 2023). The outcome of the virtual representation of the sport is the 

determining factor in players' performance, rather than their physical effort, which is not 

the same as that required in the video game sport. This category of esports does not differ 

from war strategy esports, except in terms of their content, which is of a sports type (Parry 

and Giesbrecht, 2023). For Parry (2021), the arguments put forth in favour of including 

esports in the Olympic Games programme, namely that they are similar to conventional 

sports, that they have been accepted by the sporting world (players, spectators and sports 

media) and that they have been recognised by certain institutions, are not sufficient to 

argue that they can and should be included in the Olympic Games programme. 

Consequently, the content of video games in esports is not the sole factor that precludes 

esports from being considered an Olympic sport. In light of the aforementioned 

considerations, Parry (2019) argues that esports, along with other "alternative" mind-

related sports, may be considered sports. However, they are not yet included in the 

Olympic Games. 

 Mareš and Novotný (2023) critique Parry's (2019) argument, stating that the 

criteria he presents do not adequately represent all sports, particularly their competitive 

element.  They argue that Parry's (2019) focus on performance, comparison, competition, 

results, records, and the bureaucratic organization of sports leads to a narrow definition 

of sports, as there are other individual and cooperative forms of sport that are also 

considered sports. Mareš and Novotný (2023) argue that sports should prioritize both 

recreational and structured competitive play, even in Olympic sports where these 
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elements are often overshadowed by their elite nature. The authors contend that esports 

should be considered sports due to their competitive and playful nature, as well as the 

structured format of the games, all of which are inherent components of conventional 

sports (Mareš and Novotný, 2023). 

 Mareš and Novotný (2023) critiqued Parry's (2019) definition on two main points. 

Firstly, they argued that the definition implies that all sports must have the necessary 

conditions of Olympic sports. Secondly, they noted that the definition does not reference 

the structure of a competitive game or its recreational characteristics. In response to this 

criticism, Parry (2023) provided a specific response. He argued that his definition only 

applies to Olympic sports because he was trying to determine whether esports meet the 

necessary criteria to be classified as such. This does not mean that all existing sports must 

follow this definition. He believes that each candidate sport should be analysed 

individually to determine whether it is a true sport. In a broader context, esports can be 

considered sports because there are sports that are not Olympic sports. Parry (2023) 

explains that not all competitive games and playful activities can be considered sports, 

based on Suits' (2014) theory regarding the necessary characteristics of sports.  

 

2.4 The Physicality and Skills of Esports 

As discussed in the literature, two key criteria for classifying a sporting activity as a sport 

are the body's participation and the required skills. Van Hilvoorde and Pot (2016) discuss 

the physicality and motor skills involved in esports. The authors argue that esports 

involve the learning and performance of specific motor skills, and that in some cases, they 

can even be considered a sport. They support their argument using the 

phenomenological approach of virtual embodiment, focusing on esports that simulate 

traditional sports.  

 Van Hilvoorde and Pot (2016) argue that esports can be used to cultivate digital 

literacy but cannot be integrated into physical education due to the lack of required direct 

and visible interaction between participants. They suggest that esports should be 

excluded from physical education as it is not a valuable pedagogical tool for this purpose. 

The pedagogical value of group sports depends largely on the direct juxtaposition of the 

athletes' actions, which is visible to all (Van Hilvoorde and Pot, 2016).  

 However, Ekdahl and Ravn (2019) also reflect on the participation of the body in 

esports, focusing on the embodied senses of professional esports players through which 

they perceive and experience the virtual worlds of video games. Esports may involve 

both physical and mental aspects. However, to understand the relationship between a 

professional esports’ player and the virtual world of the respective video game, it is 

important to consider the physical and mental dimensions of the player together rather 

than separately. According to Ekdahl and Ravn (2019), players in esports engage both 

perceptually and sensorially, resulting in embodied engagement. 

 They argue that there is no objective spatiality in esports. The perception of an 

individual is influenced by the way their body is attuned and integrated with the 

surrounding space, resulting in a subjective sense of space. Ekdahl and Ravn (2019) argue 

that Merleau-Ponty's (2005) concept of praktegnosia, which refers to the way our practical 
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abilities shape our perception of the world, is relevant here. Merleau-Ponty also 

discussed the virtual body. The term 'virtual body' refers to the physical or kinetic 

relationship between the subject's body and the surrounding world, viewed as a field of 

possibility rather than a specific given. This definition emphasizes the subject's potential 

for interaction with their environment. 

 Professional esports players are capable of perceiving what is possible and 

achievable in the virtual worlds they operate in (Ekdahl and Ravn, 2019). Similar to 

traditional athletes, players immerse themselves in the virtual worlds to outdo 

themselves, requiring physical attunement to the virtual environment and the 

development of kinesthesia (Ekdahl and Ravn, 2019). In esports, new sensory motor 

systems are created, leading to an understanding of the somatization of professional 

esports players from a phenomenological perspective (Ekdahl and Ravn, 2019). 

 Additionally, Larsen (2020) developed a theory encompassing all the skills 

required in esports. The theory is based on the observation of over 100 hours of esports 

broadcasts on Twitch.tv, YouTube, and AfreecaTV. It is supported by discussions, 

reflections, and evaluations with esports players. The theory of skills in esports addresses 

seven specific domains (Larsen, 2020). It is based on game ontology, player epistemology, 

and socialization. Game ontology deals with the inner workings of the game, including 

objects and the game system. Player epistemology deals with player knowledge and 

emotions, metagame, reading the opponent, and emotional discipline. Socialization deals 

with player relationships, team cohesion, and player social skills. 

 Larsen's theory (2020) identifies seven skill areas: (1) knowledge of the properties, 

behaviors, and relationships of objects (weapons, tools, characters, etc. ) of the game and 

their values, which can and do change in any game upgrade, (2) insight into the game 

systems, (3) understanding the metagameii, (4) "reading" the opponent (known as yomi) 

by assessing their next move and intentions, (5) executing the game, (6) maintaining 

emotional discipline to avoid reacting impulsively, and (7) promoting team cohesion are 

all important factors in esports. Team-based esports involve dynamics between team 

members both in and out of the game, and require social skills, communication, and a 

willingness to learn. 

 

2.5 The Institutionalization and Governance of Esports 

According to Suits (2007, 2014), sport is characterised by institutionalization. Abanazir 

(2019) reflects on the institutionalization of esports, which encompasses the creation of 

institutions, organization and administration, regulation, and management of sport 

(Abanazir, 2019). Esports share similarities with conventional sports, as they both have 

organized tournaments and require administration.  

 
ii  Metagame understanding may be defined as a player's awareness of and ability to navigate their 

performance in the context of the video game itself (Donaldson, 2017). In the view of Donaldson (2017), 

this may entail the formulation of new strategies, the utilisation of mathematical techniques to ascertain 

the efficacy of a specific video game object (e.g. a tool of considerable avatar) or a combination of skills, or 

the analysis of data with a view to enhancing the player's effectiveness in the game. 
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However, in esports, the rules of the game are determined by the software code created 

by the developer and/or publisher of the video game, giving them direct control over the 

rules (Abanazir, 2019). The organizational structures in esports are based on video game 

publishers, franchisors, or third parties. This correlation between the interests of the 

organizers and the practice of esports is a problem (Abanazir, 2019). Many video game 

publishers have their own views, plans, and financial interests, which can lead to 

frequent withdrawal of video games from the market due to their unpopularity. 

Additional issues arise from changes to the virtual environment of video games through 

patches or upgrades made by the publishing company, which can be confusing for both 

players and viewers. Furthermore, the level of institutionalization of esports varies 

greatly from country to country. 

 All the characteristics listed above have an impact on both the normative and 

institutional framework of esports. According to Abanazir (2019), the institutionalization 

of esports cannot be compared to that of conventional sports as it is still in its early stages. 

Therefore, it cannot be used as a criterion for considering esports as a true sport. A 

uniform level of institutionalization should be established for esports management and 

organization, despite the potential antitrust law violations that may arise due to the 

private context of esports institutions (Abanazir, 2019).  

 Funk et al. (2018) suggest that esports and their associated sporting events should 

be managed within the framework of contemporary conventional sports. They argue that 

esports meet the criteria outlined by Suits (2007, 2014) to be classified as a sport, or are at 

least evolving in that direction (Funk et al., 2018). They share many characteristics with 

conventional sports, including professionalism, uniforms, coaches, managers, agents, 

championships, major events, contracts, transfer fees, commentators, broadcasts, college 

scholarships, match-fixing, doping, gender exclusions, popularity, corporate sponsors, 

financial gains, and work and residence permits. 

 Both esports and conventional sports serve primarily as entertainment, fulfilling 

similar motivations for their spectators, such as socialization, appreciation of athlete 

performance, and admiration of iconic achievements (Funk et al., 2018). As a result, both 

categories of sports satisfy similar consumer needs and require administration to meet 

them. However, they also face similar challenges that need to be addressed. Esports face 

several issues that require attention, such as the potential health impacts, the gendered 

and sexist culture of video games, the underrepresentation of women in esports, legal 

issues related to betting and the recognition of players as athletes, and labour concerns 

(Funk et al., 2018). It is also important to address gender discrimination and homophobia 

in esports to promote an inclusive and abuse-free environment (Funk et al., 2018). Esports 

management should utilize existing knowledge from traditional sports management 

(Funk et al., 2018). 

 

2.6 Rules and Cheating in Esports 

One challenge that needs to be addressed in esports, both institutionally and 

managerially is cheating. Holden et al. (2019) discuss the use of performance-enhancing 

drugs, such as those legally prescribed for specific diseases like Attention Deficit 
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Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), as one way of cheating in esports. The authors reflect 

on the ethical implications of using such legal drugs, as well as the inadequacies of the 

anti-doping policy that currently exists in esports. 

 The World Anti-Doping Code (WADA) is flexible, allowing countries to adapt it 

to their own needs, even for esports. Therefore, there is no universal ban on drugs for 

esports players. However, it is important to note that some players claim to require 

certain drugs for their personal health (Holden et al., 2019). Psychological pressure for 

high performance, competition, and long hours of training and competitions, combined 

with the young age of players, often leads them to seek supplementary preparations to 

cope with these pressures. This is also true in conventional sports. 

 Holden et al. (2019) build on MacIntyre's (2007) aretological moral theory, which 

is based on the value of internal and external goods, to argue for the promotion of virtue 

in the specific practice of esports. They suggest that the various organizations involved 

in the governance of esports should balance external goods, such as profit and external 

legitimacy, with internal goods, as these are not incompatible with each other (Holden et 

al., 2019). They recommend revising the doping policy for conventional sports (WADA) 

and esports. 

 The issue of cheating is also discussed by Hemmingsen (2021), but from a different 

perspective. Specifically, Hemmingsen (2021) examines the ethos of a metagame. In this 

study, Hemmingsen examines rule breaking in a specific type of video game where 

players redefine the game's goals by circumventing the intended rules set by the designer 

(Hemmingsen, 2021). 

 Hemmingsen (2021) argues that a distinction should be made between the rules 

and ethos of a game. Ethos justifies, creates, and explains the rules established by the 

game community. According to Hemmingsen (2021), the ethos of metagames is based on 

three components: player skills, collective game knowledge, and the desire to subvert the 

intentions of the video game developer. 

 

2.7 Εsports and Contemporary Sport 

How are esports connected to modern sport? Jonasson and Thiborg (2010) identified 

three scenarios: esports can be an alternative approach to sport, be part of it, or be the 

main form of sport in the future. Currently, the first scenario prevails, but esports are 

constantly evolving and may acquire new characteristics in the future, such as 

commercialization, globalization, and virtuality (Jonasson and Thiborg, 2010). Esports 

will need to improve its image in society to be accepted as a modern sport (Jonasson and 

Thiborg, 2010). 

 Jonasson (2016) argued that esports should be considered part of the history of 

sport and even a precursor to a hybrid phase of sport. The critique of esports, according 

to Jonasson (2016), revolves around their conformity to formalistic definitions of sports 

and their physicality. However, the debate should focus on whether esports should be 

considered a part of the history of sport, not only in the virtual space but also in the 

physical space. To support this argument, two traditions of sport history are drawn upon. 

One tradition links modern sport to the Olympic Games in ancient Greece, while the 
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other links it to the Roman games and spectacles in antiquity (Jonasson, 2016). The article 

discusses the relationship between conventional sports and esports, drawing a 

comparison between the Roman games and ancient Greek sport. The author argues that 

as the human element becomes increasingly limited in modern sports, the defining values 

of conventional sports must be examined to determine the potential threat that esports 

pose. The article raises the question of whether the defining values of traditional sports 

are standardization and competition, as seen in e-sports, or physicality and the human 

element.  

 Molina et al. (2024) concur with Jonasson (2016) in their assertion that the advent 

of the hybrid phase of modern sport is an unavoidable consequence of the modern digital 

era, which has shaped contemporary culture in such a way as to create new interests, 

needs and values. Accordingly, they argue that the debate should not focus on whether 

esports are real sports, but rather on revising the concept of sport. It is argued that 

modern sport should embrace esports as sports, subject to constraints, and utilise their 

sportifization with specific purposes (Molina et al., 2024). According to Molina et al. (2024), 

esports can contribute to the expansion and development of sporting competition and 

contribute to environmental sustainability, as they do not require the construction of 

sporting facilities and the associated environmental costs. They ensure the safety and 

physical integrity of athletes/players and can more easily provide social justice and equal 

opportunities in sports competitions (Molina et al., 2024). In esports, the physical 

attributes required for success in some conventional sports are less significant, and 

participation in sports is encouraged regardless of an individual's geographical origin or 

place of residence (Molina et al., 2024). Consequently, the number of participants in sports 

is also on the rise, in accordance with the Olympic ideal of participation. 

 The rethinking of the nature and values of modern sport, due to esports, is also 

discussed by Xu (2023), in the context of the hybrid nature of the latter. His research 

focuses on esports, particularly virtual sports, in the context of the global pandemic, 

where they provided an opportunity for physical exercise for those who were isolated. 

In the context of the modern information age, Xu (2023) posits that virtual sports reinforce 

the moral values of sport and its socio-cultural benefits, such as social connectivity and 

mental health. Xu (2023) argues that esports will occupy a distinct position in the 

organisation of sporting events in the present and future, and will be regarded as 

valuable instruments in the domain of education and training. The integration of artificial 

intelligence and esports has resulted in the emergence of a novel form of physical activity 

that addresses the shortcomings of previous iterations of digital games (Xu, 2023). The 

economic benefits of esports are considerable, to the extent that they have the potential 

to serve as a means of diplomatic engagement between different countries. Nevertheless, 

as he notes, further consideration is required with regard to the values of sport and issues 

of digital ethics, such as cybersecurity and data protection. 

 However, Conway (2016) raises concerns about the significance of digital sports 

games for their players. In his analysis of contemporary sport, he examines its digital 

imitation and its potential as a work of art. Heidegger's phenomenology refers to 

enframing (Ge-Stell), which suggests that the essence of modern technology lies solely in 
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its availability for consumption (Heidegger, 1977). Conway (2016) argues that the player 

becomes a mere piece of machinery that enables the evolution of the 'performance' of the 

digital game. He further argues that digital sports games are 'neurotic' (vorhanden) in 

many ways, which hinders their potential as a game and as a work of art. For Conway 

(2016), it is important to design sports technology with real sport in mind, rather than 

solely focusing on digital representation. The technology should provide a space for the 

user to engage with. 

 

2.8 Identity Issues of Esports Players 

Edgar (2016) discusses the concept of personality in relation to the experience of a virtual 

game. He argues that video games challenge the player to reflect on the nature of the 

personality constructed within the game in relation to the out-of-game self. The argument 

bridges Goffman's (1956) role theory with Descartes' (1998) and Locke's (1996) 

philosophical accounts of personality and personal identity, and with theses from Mead 

(1972) and Merleau-Ponty (2005).  

 In virtual worlds, players can adopt different approaches to their use of characters 

(avatars). Mimetic players project their real-world social roles onto their virtual 

characters, while role-players create characters with consciously adopted personalities to 

enhance gameplay. The augmenters control the game character as an extension of 

themselves, while the immersers pretends to be living in the virtual world rather than 

playing. According to Edgar (2016), players should treat game characters as individuals 

who are fundamentally distinct from themselves.  

 Patsantaras (2019, 2020), drawing upon the theoretical frameworks of Badiou 

(2006) and Merleau-Ponty (2005) as well as those of Patsantaras and Kamberidou (2017), 

conducted research on the relationship between the physical (or biological) body and the 

virtual body (avatar) in the context of virtual Fitness Clubs. Although these studies are 

not directly related to esports, but more generally to exercise through an avatar 

technique, they can be indirectly related to it. The studies highlight the dynamics that 

develop between players of esports and the avatars that represent them in virtual worlds 

of video games, regarding the crucial issue of physicality, which is a necessary criterion 

for the existence of sports. Patsantaras (2019, 2020) and Patsantaras and Kamberidou 

(2017) conclude that the virtual athletic body is a novel and dynamic agent that 

transforms the ways in which individuals engage in athletic activities and the ways in 

which their bodily identity is constructed. In virtual Fitness Clubs, individuals have the 

opportunity to rethink their relationship with their physical (or biological) bodies and 

create a version of themselves that, previously, had not been realised (Patsantaras, 2019, 

2020; Patsantaras & Kamberidou, 2017).  

 It is evident that this phenomenon can have a profound impact on the mental and 

social life of the practitioner, both positively and negatively. On the one hand, it can lead 

to engagement in exercise. However, on the other hand, it can lead to the differentiation 

of the individual's self-perception, due to a possible conflict between the real and virtual 

self of the athlete (Patsantaras, 2019, 2020; Patsantaras & Kamberidou, 2017). According 

to Patsantaras (2019, 2020), such a phenomenon affects social cognition, resulting in 
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alterations to social behaviour. Consequently, as he notes, in such cases, the issue of 

balancing the differences between different selves, identities and bodies, both online and 

offline, arises. 

 

3. Conclusion 

 

The literature indicates that the rise and popularity of esports, and the attempt to link 

them with conventional sports, has prompted discussion within the field of Philosophy 

of Sport. This discussion has covered a diverse range of topics related to conventional 

sports. The philosophical aspects of electronic sports have been explored in relation to 

their definition, the history of sport, technology, competitive games, conventional and 

Olympic sports, the concept of the player-athlete, their physicality and skills, virtual 

worlds, their institutionalisation, their rules and cheating and the identity of the players. 

In these thematic fields, philosophers of sport formulate specific arguments concerning 

esports, as discussed in this literature review. Some researchers agree that esports are real 

sports, while others disagree. The same applies to the inclusion of esports in the Olympic 

Games. Regarding the criterion of physicality, it is widely argued that esports that 

simulate real sports meet this requirement. Esports demand specific skills and face issues 

such as cheating and corruption, similar to conventional sports. It is worth noting that 

esports are still in the early stages of institutionalization, making it a crucial factor in 

determining their classification as a legitimate sport. These are expressed that state the 

need for further development of the human element in them, their greater connection 

with real sport (in terms of their design) and the need to distinguish the identity of the 

players from the identity of the avatars in the game. Indeed, esports players can be 

considered athletes, under certain circumstances.   

 Esports have not been extensively discussed in the literature on the Philosophy of 

Sport, likely due to its recent emergence. This lack of discussion may be attributed to the 

relatively short time frame in which esports has gained popularity. The relationship 

between esports and conventional sports is a topic of debate, with no clear consensus. 

The current ontological approach to esports is overly formalistic and fails to consider the 

physical space in which esports occurs. Furthermore, the ethical aspects of sports, as 

fundamental aspects, have not been addressed in relation to them. Additionally, the 

preservation of the human condition of players, which is a crucial criterion for their 

ontology and ethics, has not been considered. 

 While the debate on whether esports should be considered a legitimate sport 

should continue, it is important to also explore other issues related to esports like their 

role in society, the digital transformation of the sporting experience, ethics and the human 

element in esports. Additionally, it highlights the need to investigate the value of esports 

in physical education and education in general, particularly given the high involvement 

of young people with video games. 
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