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New technologies foster emerging ways of interaction that never existed before. 

Consequently, we as researchers should also find a way to adapt and give account of them. Yet, 

it is not as simple as it sounds: the coming into existence of a virtual reality demands that we 

find ways to go into this new kind of field, which might be as exotic and distant to us, as the 

basin of the Amazon River was to early 20th century European anthropologists. In other words, 

we cannot just pretend to sit in a room with people working on their computers, because they 

connect to it and make it an extension of their own bodies in order to access this virtual 

reality; we, therefore, must do the same. However, when it comes to granting 

representativeness and reliability for our studies, it suddenly becomes much harder than just 

claiming to spend some time looking at Facebook posts and watching videos in YouTube: it is 

our duty to device ways to access this new field just as we have always done with “new” 

physical spaces. 

It might seem that this theoretical approach is nothing but mere speculation, so we 

will now present a specific case in order to better understand the mythological implications in 

question. The case we will present consists of a mass played videogame experience that 

involved users from all around the world. It its development, Twitch Plays Pokemon (TPP) 

surpassed the creative limits and meanings intended for the original Pokemon Red game – 

which it was based on – and created a whole new universe of signifiers interpretable only to 

those who participated in the game. More details on this game will come in the next section, 

but for now we will jump into introducing the scope of the discussion we will share; namely, 

that in order to study this phenomenon, we need to go into a virtual field and interact with the 

subjects involved in it there.  

Hence, A few questions arise: who are these people? How can we access them? How 

can we know anything about their interaction in the TPP game? And, ultimately, how can we 

know that we know? This last question is the cherry on top of the ice cream, the last detail to 

question the existentiality of our own knowledge; but we do not want to go into the dubious 

terrain of extreme postmodernism and claim that it is just virtually impossible to be sure 

about any piece of knowledge in the world and discredit academic enterprises from any merit 

whatsoever. Rather, we would like to propose a way to grant that, at least, we are entering the 

same field where allegedly we can find these “natives”, to use the anthropological jargon. 

The method we are proposing, alas, is to use the same platform that was used for the 

original phenomenon to take place. As we will detail soon enough, a webpage called “Twitch” 

allowed the game to be embedded into an online program that used chat input algorithms to 

control the main character. A chat window, naturally, implies a whole arena for interaction 



and discussion that is, in consummation, the foundation of the whole mechanism that allowed 

what we will call a cybernetic folklore to emerge. This is nothing but the very same new 

system of meanings that we introduced some lines above, the one that emerged out of the 

original and unique experience of playing this game in this specific manner, and which can be 

understood as metagame. 

In short, then, we allege that TPP, a crowdsourced way of playing Pokemon Red that 

took place in a finite time and within a particular online platform, gave rise to a metagame or 

original system of meanings that is shared only by those playing together, which can be 

conceived as a modern day equivalent of folklore; and can be studied at its most by using the 

same platform that allowed it to exist in the first place. How exactly? By using a live streaming 

interface embedded within the Twitch web page, with the very same chat mechanism that 

gave birth to the phenomenon we want to study. The method, thus, would consist of 

streaming ourselves into a video session – what Twitch calls a “talk show” – where our 

informants, the viewers, can give us feedback by means of typing their answers, thoughts, 

opinions and questions into the chat window. In such a way, we merge into the same 

environment as them, and approach them from the inside as an ethnographer would do with a 

community within a physical space.  

TPP AND ITS METAGAME: WHY SHOULD WE CONSIDER IT AS FOLKLORE? 

 “Metagame” is a tricky word, it might be misleading in the scope of a sociological 

research. Within a formal, academic context, perhaps the first thing that might come to the 

reader’s mind is the interpolation of game theory into a non-quantitative field made by Nigel 

Howard by the second half of the 20th century (Howard 1971) – and to an extent it is related. 

This method, in short, basically draws on information from without the scenario of the 

problem itself in order to solve it, and has its appliances par excellence in military strategies 

where situations and conditions external to the conflict itself might influence it in a way that 

could be taken advantage of by one faction. Here, the “game” would be the armed conflict, the 

battle; however we could interpret it more literally and analyse an actual game, a videogame 

in this case.  

 Summarising, then, metagame consists of taking information from outside of the realm 

of the actual game in order to affect the way it is played and the decisions that are made. 

However, on a more colloquial sense, we would also like to propose a second definition; 

namely, that which is beyond the game. In other words, we want to make this relation 

dialectical and reciprocal: not only will “outside knowledge” influence decisions made in the 

game, but also modified decisions made in the game will affect “outside knowledge” by 

reshaping and reproducing it. This feedback is of utmost importance for the thesis we defend 

in this paper: that metagame can be interpreted as a folkloric process. 

 This, thus, remits us to analyse what it means for something to be folk. According to 

the Turkish folklorist Dan Ben Amos (1971), this seems to be quite an elusive concept in as 

much as scholars tend to define it always as an ambiguous corpus that is part of a different 

discipline; anthropologists pose it as literature while scholars of literature claim that it is 



culture. The following quote from Stith Thompson (in: Leach (ed.) 1996 [1959]) that first 

appeared as part of an entry in “Funk and Wagnalls standard dictionary of folklore, mythology 

and legend” might help shed light on the dubious nature of this term: 

Although the word folklore is more than a century old, no exact agreement has ever been 

reached as to its meaning. The common idea present in all folklore is that of tradition, 

something handed down from one person to another and preserved either by memory or 

practice rather than written record. It involves the dances, songs, tales, legends, and 

traditions, the beliefs and superstitions, and the proverbial sayings of people everywhere. 

 (p. 263) 

 A lack of archives seems to be inherent to the definition; yet something like that is 

difficult to imagine in a modern day, urban context: especially online. As we said, technology 

has changed contemporary interactions in many ways, and one very important implication of 

communicating online is its pseudo-literacy, so to speak. Text is used to convey the messages, 

but the discourse is colloquial, even ungrammatical sometimes. New words are created as a 

result of summarising long phrases into acronyms; for instance, “LOL” stands for “laugh out 

loud”: an often repeated phrase that compensates for the impossibility of making a laughing 

sound in a chat interface. But does it stand for “laugh out loud”, “laughs out loud” or “laughing 

out loud”? If three people were asked this question, there would probably be four answers, as 

it is also possible to claim that it means “lots of laughs”. However, in the end it becomes 

irrelevant what the acronym stands for, because what matters is that it conveys the feeling of 

laughter.  

 This emerging language is what the flagship spokesman of Internet Linguistics, David 

Crystal (2001), calls Netspeak. The author claims that it results from putting together 

messages sent through different platforms (chat windows, e-mails, webpages, forums, etc.), 

and gives rise to a new species of interaction. Such interaction is proposed to be a “third 

medium”, different from written and oral forms of communication. Thus, we see how written 

accounts albeit existent become irrelevant, as the main goal is not to use text to create a 

compendium of knowledge that can be accessed afterwards (at least not always and not 

exclusively), but rather to use it to satisfy the immediate necessity of talking with someone 

else globally within set temporal parameters: as the colloquial term suggests it, to “chat”.  

 Having said this, what about the “dances, songs, tales, legends, and traditions, the 

beliefs and superstitions, and the proverbial sayings” that Thompson (Ibid) mentioned? In 

order to answer this question, we need to move to the case of the metagame of TPP in 

particular; first, however, we should introduce the game of TPP. In 1996, “Game Freak” 

published two twin games created by Nintendo, called Poketto Monsutā Aka and Poketto 

Monsutā Midori. In English, “Poketto Monsutā” (which is a japanisation of “pocket monsters”) 

was shortened into “pokémon” (or “pokemon”); and although “aka” means “red” and “midori” 

means “green”, the English counterparts are “Pokemon Red” and “Pokemon Blue”. Both are 

role-playing games that consist of exploring a map, collecting creatures called “pokemon” 

(carrying a maximum of six at a time, although more can be stored), and making them fight 

with those that belong to other “trainers” throughout a given storyline. The only difference 



between both is that out of the 150 original pokemon, some can only be captured in the Red 

version, and some can only be captured in the Blue version. 

 On February 12th, 2014 the webpage www.twitch.tv (Twitch) decided to stream an 

online version of Pokemon Red that lasted for approximately 16 days, with the particularity 

that it could be played by all users at the same time. Twitch is a site focused on videogaming, 

allowing users to stream and watch videos of people playing, along with a chat interface that 

can be used to communicate. Streams include not only the videogame screen, but usually also 

a video of the players’ reactions as they play. So called “talk shows” are also streamed, 

consisting of discussions related to videogaming rather than playing the games. In every case, 

all streams are broadcasted live, resulting in a virtually immediate communication that is only 

limited by a latency period (also called “lag”) of a few seconds.  This immediateness of the 

gaming experience is crucial for the understanding of TPP, as Twitch displayed the virtual 

console’s screen next to the chat, which was used by users to input the commands they 

wanted to give the character. 

 This crowdsourced gameplay was intended to be a “social experiment” that drew on 

the infinite monkey theorem; namely, that if a monkey were given an infinite amount of time to 

randomly hit keys in a typewriter, it would eventually end up writing the complete works of 

William Shakespeare. In this case, the premise was that if thousands of users input mostly 

contradictory commands simultaneously, they would by and by end up beating the game 

anyway. The result was, naturally, chaotic. If, for instance, the character had to go from point 

A to point B just a few spaces to the right in a straight line, the imaginary line of its trajectory 

would end up drawing a Celtic knot in between, as the combined effect of this tiny lag and 

people typing useless commands on purpose (known as “trolls” in the internet culture). While 

this may sound as a trivial, minor delay, its effect was augmented exponentially when exact 

timing and precise movements were required to go through certain puzzles and mazes within 

the map. Moreover, during moments in which it was necessary to interact with other 

characters or objects in the game, important decisions that could only be made once and 

impacted the rest of the game became virtually random and unpredictable.  

 However, far from demotivating players from continuing with the game, these 

peculiarities fostered the emergence of creative interpretations of such unpredictable and 

random events, creating a whole mythology to explain them. The spiritual extent of these 

narratives is questionable, as it did not appear to answer to a quest for ultimate meanings in 

life. Nevertheless, as the game progressed, ideological issues started to arise regarding a 

“debate” between “anarchy” and “democracy”: when the players reached a seemingly never-

ending puzzle, the programmers decided to incorporate an option for constantly voting for 

either continuing with the same chaotic input, or rather performing the mode command out of 

ten consecutive inputs. Interestingly enough, as we will now see, the myth correlated to this 

new debate. 

 Let us now give a brief account of the events that took place in TPP. After receiving his 

first pokemon, the character (named “RED”) acquired some more, usually renaming them 

after capturing them. Two names are important so far: “JLVWNNOOOO” and “ABBBBBBK(” 



(the starter pokkemon); or “Jay Leno” and “Abby”, respectively. These names are just a 

random sequence of characters because of the lack of capacity to coordinate planned 

commands in this game; at the same time, the community re-renamed the creatures outside 

the tight parameters of the program, based on the letters that were chaotically chosen. Abby 

became the most powerful and most important pokemon of the team (from a total of six at a 

time), and helped RED go through all the important battles in the first part of the game. 

During this part, the first important decision was the choice between two items called the 

HELIX FOSSIL and the DOME FOSSIL, from which the former was selected. From then on, the 

HELIX FOSSIL was selected without any purpose constantly throughout the game as a result 

of the uncoordinated commands, slowly starting to be interpreted as the god that led RED 

throughout the chaos. 

 Another important decision was a choice between two pokemon that RED got as a 

present at one point during the game. Summarising the unnecessary details, the outcome of 

this choice was obtaining a pokemon called “Flareon”, which resulted to be useless and had to 

be changed for another one in storage, in the process releasing Jay Leno and Abby for the 

remaining part of the game. Flareon was immediately equated with the DOME FOSSIL, the 

counterpart of “Lord Helix” (the god the users created), and began to be known as a “false 

prophet”. During the rest of the game, the next most powerful pokemon became the star, and 

was renamed as “AAABAAAJSS” or “Abba Jesus”, later changed to “Bird Jesus”. 

 One more important moment of the game would be another release, only a massive 

one this time; the event was named “Bloody Sunday” because of the great amount of pokemon 

that were lost, almost including Bird Jesus itself. Finally, the defeat of the final boss of the 

game could be considered the last major happening worth mentioning, as it brought the whole 

experience to an end. To sum up, we have 1) obtaining Abby (and Jay Leno); 2) Obtaining the 

HELIX FOSSIL; 3) obtaining Flareon and losing Abby (and Jay Leno); 4) creating the 

“democracy” mode after struggling through the “Team Rocket maze” puzzle; 5) renaming Bird 

Jesus; 6) “Bloody Sunday”; and 7) beating the game. Special roles were assigned to other 

pokemon as well, but for the sake of limiting the extension of this article we will not mention 

them.  

 Based on this information, we see that a history was created and not only a story. In 

other words, while the original storyline was complemented with additional elements, special 

moments were also registered in the memories of the players because they became 

meaningful to them. In addition, other virtual platforms (such as YouTube, Facebook, Reddit, 

Deviantart and 4Chan) were used to create images and texts that reproduced this metagame. 

Eventually, even concrete, tangible cultural products such as graffiti on physical spaces were 

created. The phrase “praise Helix” became recurrent among gamers, even among some that 

were not following TPP or that did so only partially. Hence, not only do we see that there is 

reciprocity in the making of metagame (gaming decisions creating “outside knowledge”, just 

as the latter modifies the former), but – leaving the spiritual dimension aside – here is where 

we find these “songs, tales, legends, traditions, beliefs and superstitions, and proverbial 

sayings”. 



 This is our theoretical claim, although it should be further discussed in future articles. 

For now, these provisional conclusions beg the question: how do we know this? Why should 

the reader believe what we just said? Shouldn’t they assume we are making all this up? This is 

where the methodological issue should be discussed. 

THE METHOD AND ITS IMPLICATIONS 

 To answer the first question raised in the previous paragraph, we know this because 

we followed TPP when it took place, also participating from time to time in the input of 

commands. We were there when the phenomenon was happening; we were there in Geertzian 

terms1. However, what would happen if a researcher decided to start an investigation about 

this phenomenon now that is has been over for several months? How could they access the 

field now? This is not a new question, as in the past it has obviously also been so that not all 

researchers have been lucky enough to conveniently have been passing by some distant 

location when an important event was taking place. However, it is somewhat different in the 

way that “the realm of TPP”, so to speak, was specific not only to “the (virtual) space of TPP”, 

but also to “the time of TPP”. In other words, while we can still go to the Trobriand Islands and 

explore “the realm of kula” – even though it would naturally be different from the kula that 

Malinowski observed2 –, because although “the time of (classic) kula” has ended, “the space of 

kula” remains. However, if we turn to the same channel in Twitch where TPP was streamed, 

we will see that even though it was followed with crowdsourced versions of the sequels of 

Pokemon Red, now they are streaming a whole different kind of game, consisting of gambling 

“pokedollars” over pokemon battles.  

 Let us imagine that no trace of kula was left nowadays, or that we were only interested 

in its “classic” version, for that matter. We would be constrained to a historiographical study 

of these people that Malinowski interacted with so many years ago, mostly drawing on the 

existing archives regarding this topic. Their voices, thus, could only be accessed from the 

present by means of appealing to a discourse that has already interpreted the original data. 

Nevertheless, the players of TPP are still alive and most probably still gaming. Thus, even 

though it was a community that only existed within a very specific realm in a virtual space 

timed in the past, it is also a community that can be reintegrated, at least partially, in order to 

recreate a sample of what existed a few months ago. Ethnography (or “netnography”), in other 

words, is still plausible.  

                                                             
1 Clifford Geertz in his book “Works and lives: the anthropologist as author” (1988) discusses “being 
there” as a fundamental premise for ethnography; “there”, being the field. He claims that for an 
anthropologist, most of his researches’s reliability is built by competently showing that he or she went 
to the field and communicated first hand with its inhabitants.  
2 Bronislaw Malinowski is a famous anthropologist, best known for his work “Argonauts of the western 
Pacific” (2014 [1922]), where he describes and analyses a particular way of exchange named “kula”. 
The process consist of a systematised trade between people from the different Trobriand Islands, 
where necklaces (soulava) are given in order to receive bracelets (mwali) and vice versa. Many scholars 
after Malinowski – for instance, Marcel Mauss (2005 [1950]) – have studied this phenomenon based on 
his ethnographic account, turning it into the epitome of classic ethnography par excellence. 



 In short, we can do this by making use of the same platform that made TPP possible: 

Twitch. As we mentioned before, it allows users to live stream themselves discussing matters 

related to videogames (what they call talk shows), having the chat interface as a means to 

obtain virtually immediate feedback. In theory, with the proper hardware and equipment, it 

would even be possible to receive voice calls live. The proposal, then, is to ask for permission 

from Twitch in order to conduct what we will from now on call a “live streamed inquiry”; 

consisting of an elicitation of images and videos presented in the streaming, along with 

questions proposed by the researcher and eventually answers to the questions and comments 

raised by the informants. Ideally, then, it could be possible to have some of the former 

participants of TPP to engage in our experiment. 

 This raises methodological issues. First of all: how can we be sure that it would indeed 

be the former players of TPP that fall within our sample and not just any other Twitch user? 

This could be solved by asking for help from the webpage managers, in order to have the 

participation restricted only to those users who ever input a command in the game. This has 

at least two flaws: one, that it would increase participation of a third party in our research and 

with it the amount of resources we would need to use; and two, that even if it were possible to 

make it so statistically there is a possibility that we could end with a sample composed only of 

users that input one sole command in their own lives, and excluding all the users who actually 

engaged actively in the game. This leads to the issue of representativeness: in a random 

sample, all the members of the population “whose names are taken from the hat” have to 

accept participating in the research or else we would have to discard the whole sample and 

start again. While the size of the population could be accessed with the help of Twitch’s staff in 

order to calculate a representative sample size, and a list of the users could also be consulted 

in order to randomly select those that will integrate our group, the odds of such a herculean 

enterprise to take place are virtually none, for which quantitative representativeness is 

probably out of the question. 

 Therefore, we would have to work with whoever shows the good will of helping us 

with our quest for knowledge, and start with an exploratory study that could be put together 

with future works in order to construct qualitative representativeness by contrasting 

conclusions over time. Still, even then we would have to deal with trolls, or users that could 

deliberately give us flawed information. As we see, this means that we cannot rely solely on 

the live streamed inquiry, and that this method needs to be triangulated; however, it supposes 

a powerful tool to access important first-hand information about the players of TPP and their 

experiences. 

CONCLUSIONS 

We have presented a new tool for online research called the “live streamed inquiry”. 

For this case study in particular, we have suggested using the Twitch platform for it since the 

phenomenon we want to approach used the same website to host the program. Nonetheless, it 

is of course possible to stream live videos in other webpages for other investigations. One 

problem that we encountered while making the experiment was that Twitch informed us that 

they could not allow our streaming to take place, as it was not directly about gaming. This 



could probably be solved if the request came from a more solid institution such a university or 

a research centre. The influence that such an institution might have would eventually become 

even more necessary, since we would need the help of Twitch’s managers to access vital 

information such as the size of the population and the list of users. All of these extra “favours” 

make it more unlikely to perform the task effectively, for which the most probable outcome 

would be to use another website to stream the live video.  

However, videos themselves become relevant, and perhaps making use of YouTube 

videos and using the comment interface to gain feedback could also prove to be helpful over a 

longer time span. It could help, at least, to make diffusion of the streaming beforehand in 

order to make sure more users will be online and watching the video. On that same line, it is 

important to remember that we should plan a time that would make it possible for most users 

to be online at the same time, which becomes difficult when we keep in mind we have a 

worldwide population in different time zones separated by up to 14 hours from each other. It 

might be so that we would have to stream the same questionnaire a few times in order to 

access a better distributed sample.  

Summing up, then, our method is not perfect, but it allows us to access ethnographic – 

or netnographic – data that would not be possible to know otherwise. Also, when triangulated 

with other instruments it could grant quite a solid ground for our analyses and 

interpretations, building a corpus of knowledge over time that would gradually become more 

and more exact. Principally, then, the main advantage of the live streamed inquiry would be to 

grant us the possibility of entering a virtual realm that we could possibly not reach otherwise, 

a realm that in essence constitutes the field for this case study. 
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