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The Name of the Game Is 
Jocktronics: Sport and Masculinity 

in Early Video Games

A lthough it m ay never be settled which video ga me 
deserves to be called the first, it’s notable that two games based on rac-
quet sports always come up in talk of the medium’s origins. Tennis for 
Two, a demonstration using an analog computer and an oscilloscope 
at Brookhaven National Laboratory (1958), and Pong, the first hit coin-
operated game from Atari (1972), are in some ways quite similar.1 Both 
are competitions between two players given the ability to direct the 
movement of a ball, which bounces back and forth between them. Both 
are examples of sports games, a genre that would prove to be among the 
most enduring, enjoyable, and lucrative in the history of electronic play. 
And both can be placed within a tradition of masculine amusements 
adapted from professional athletics, which had already been popular in 
American society in penny arcades and around gaming tables for more 
than a half century when electronic games were new. We can regard 
Pong not just as an early and influential video game, but as part of a his-
tory of sports simulations and adaptations and as an electronic version 
of tavern and rec room amusements such as pool and Ping-Pong, from 
which it gets its name.

According to some historical accounts, the triumph of the Pong pro-
totype at Andy Capp’s tavern in Sunnyvale, California, launched a new 
medium in popular culture, marking the emergence of a new format of 
electronic amusement and a break from the past.2 By offering an inter-
active experience of play controlling a small square of light on a video 
screen, Pong and many similar games in public and in the home did come 
across as novel and exciting, so much so that according to legend, the 
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24 Michael Z. Newman

original game stopped working when it became overstuffed with coins. 
Games like Pong were a new use for the familiar cathode-ray tube TV 
set and a step forward in consumer electronics and high-tech leisure. 
To see Pong as a first, in retrospect, is to regard its difference from what 
came before it.

But the introduction of electronic games marked continuity as well 
as change. There is a tendency in popular media histories to see firsts 
as wholly original creative outbursts on the order of the Big Bang – at 
one moment there is nothing, and at the next we have the telephone or 
cinema or video games, as we would later understand these media. The 
reality is usually more messy and less teleological, as technologies and 
formats develop under the influence of available and familiar models. 
The fact that Pong was first offered to the public at a bar puts it into a 
context of coin-operated amusements such as jukeboxes, pinball games, 
and pool tables. As a racquet game it was instantly familiar, just as sports 
games based on baseball, football, horse racing, and boxing had been 
to thrill seekers at the penny arcade. In the same way that early cin-
ema emerged out of nineteenth-century shows integrating imagery on 
screens, early video games drew upon forms of amusement and popular 
culture of their time.3

As video games emerged in the 1970s in the United States, many 
experiences of this new kind of electronic, mediated play involved some 
element of sports and relied on the player’s familiarity with the most 
popular types of competitive play. Early games like Pong often had sport-
ing themes. The first several years of home video game history are domi-
nated by “ball-and-paddle” games, which expanded the basic racquet-
sport concept to include versions of hockey, soccer, and handball and to 
add more sound and color.4 The first home video game, the Magnavox 
Odyssey, included not only tennis but also hockey and football (as well 
as several other games). Other popular genres in these years included 
racing and shooting. With the introduction of programmable consoles 
such as Atari and Intellivision, which accepted game cartridges sold 
separately, many of the titles on offer were versions of professional team 
sports such as soccer, baseball, football, basketball, and hockey, and a 
number of auto racing games became popular. As competitive amuse-
ments calling on the skill and strategy of players using their bodies in 
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The Name of the Game Is Jocktronics 25

pursuit of high achievement, video games themselves were quite sport-
like independent of their content and were often discussed as a form 
of competition not so different from barroom sports such as darts and 
billiards or country club sports such as tennis. This distinguished them 
as a more active and masculine use of video technology than watch-
ing television, which by contrast was represented as passive. In some 
ways, video games drew on a heterogeneous array of influences for their 
content, from pro sports to science fiction as well as pinball and other 
coin-operated amusements. But despite this heterogeneity, competitive 
sports were of central importance to the development of their identity.

The affinity between sport and video games can help us understand 
the development of the cultural status of the emerging medium. We can 
use this correspondence in putting together a picture of the developing 
place of video games in popular imagination.5 Video games developed 
in these early years into a form of boy culture, drawing on a tradition of 
masculine play and leisure-time amusement. Despite a tendency to see a 
new medium as a rupture from the past, as a revolutionary technological 
advance, video games can also be regarded as a way of playing some of 
the same sports and games as had been played in American society for 
decades, mediated through new instruments. The centrality of sports to 
early video games was one of the reasons the new medium was under-
stood to be active, competitive, and masculine.

In this chapter I will consider three ways in which video games came 
into this identity during their early years, roughly 1972–1982. First, taking 
the example of the Odyssey, a game console released in 1972, I place video 
games into a history of masculinized sports simulations, games played 
both in public and in private. Second, looking at 1970s popular press dis-
courses, I identify a recurring theme in these discussions of sports games 
representing a redefinition of television as an active, participatory me-
dium, marking its transition from passive commercial broadcasting to 
active competition. And third, I analyze two TV advertising campaigns 
of the late 1970s and early 1980s for Atari and Intellivision. In these com-
mercials, sports games figure prominently and cement the appeal of the 
new medium as a way of simulating professional athletics. In all three 
examples, video games are understood as a way of combining traditions 
of masculine amusement with electronic media technology.
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26 Michael Z. Newman

Odysse y bet w e e n Ol d a n d N e w Sports Si m u l at ions

The Magnavox Odyssey has a special place in video game history, func-
tioning as another first – first game for use with a consumer’s TV set – and 
also as a bridge between two kinds of play. Odyssey is the clearest ex-
ample of the debt early games owe to the amusements of the pre–video 
game years. Odyssey came on the market in the same year as Pong, and 
the two have a common origin point in Ralph Baer’s Brown Box, now in 
the collection of the Smithsonian. Baer created this TV game prototype 
for the electronics firm Sanders Associates in 1967 and 1968; Magnavox 
later acquired the rights to market the technology.6 But before it was 
released it had been demonstrated publicly, and Nolan Bushnell and 
Al Alcorn created Pong in imitation of Baer’s invention, which they had 
seen. Odyssey functions historically as a point of connection between 
two technological eras, incorporating elements of both board or cabinet 
games and video or electronic games. By contrast, Pong is self-contained 
as an electronic game.

Bushnell and Alcorn had previously failed to arouse significant in-
terest in an earlier coin-op cabinet game called Computer Space, modeled 
after the mainframe game Spacewar, which Bushnell played as a student 
in Utah during the 1960s. Computer Space was thought to have failed 
because it was too challenging or confusing, and Pong was famously 
simple: its only instruction was “avoid missing ball for high score.” By 
basing the game on the familiar concept of racquet sports, the player was 
oriented instantly and understood the objective and operations. Odys-
sey and Pong both worked in more or less the same way, giving the player 
operation of a paddle to use in directing the ball against an opponent’s 
paddle. Unlike Pong, however, Odyssey came packaged with an array 
of other games. Odyssey Tennis was equivalent to Pong and required no 
elaborate instructions or paraphernalia. The rest of the games one could 
play on the Odyssey by inserting game cards into the console did require 
these accouterments, sometimes requiring elaborate ensembles of paper 
and plastic game components of the kind found in board game boxes.

In a number of ways, early video games picked up on traditions and 
ideals of play that already existed and were well established in the 1970s, 
particularly those associated with the suburban recreation room. Base-
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The Name of the Game Is Jocktronics 27

ment sports such as Ping-Pong and pool and table games like cards and 
Monopoly were supposed to bring the middle-class family together in 
companionate leisure. Advertisements for early games including Odys-
sey and Atari often pictured family members together in the family or 
living room, united in electronic play, much as earlier ads for televisions 
and radios had pictured a family circle integrating all members of the 
household together in the pleasure of each other’s company. Images of 
video games in department store catalogs of the 1970s placed the elec-
tronic amusements alongside other rec room products such as bumper 
pool and Ping-Pong tables. Sometimes the video games were pictured 
alongside other tabletop games like chess (or electronic chess). Imagery 
in magazines and catalogs pictured players in sociable settings, combin-
ing participants of mixed age or gender. Similar images were often seen 
in television commercials, including one Atari ad from the later 1970s 
in which a mother repeatedly rejects inquiries from babysitters, prefer-
ring to stay at home with her husband, son, and daughter playing video 
games.

At the same time as home play was represented integrating the fam-
ily, throughout the postwar years some games popular for home play 
were addressed particularly to boys and men. These games often have 
professional sports themes. Numerous versions of baseball, football, 
basketball, horse racing, auto racing, boxing, and bowling were released 
in these years as board games. These might use the traditional board 
game materials of cards, dice, and tokens, but some were also similar to 
penny arcade cabinet games and integrated mechanical, electrical, and 
electronic components.7 Penny arcade sports games go back at least to 
the 1880s, when automatic machines for shooting and horse racing were 
introduced. These games, like many similar coin-operated machines, 
proved popular with gamblers. Numerous penny- or nickel-in-the-slot 
sports games were fixtures in arcades beginning in the 1920s, when free-
standing cabinet football games were particularly popular alongside box-
ing, racing, and other types of mechanical amusement.8

Compared with the physical skills demanded of penny arcade ver-
sions, some board games were considerably more cerebral and strategy 
oriented, such as APBA Baseball, a predecessor of Strat-o-Matic, Rotis-
serie, and fantasy sports leagues. APBA, first sold in 1951, claimed to be 
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28 Michael Z. Newman

“scientific” and employed real Major League player statistics to allow 
for simulated games, series, and even seasons.9 But sports games for the 
home could also be physically oriented, such as those using balls, levers, 
figures, buttons, lights, and other moving objects. Jim Prentice Electric 
Baseball (1953) combined buttons and lights with tokens moved by the 
players around a metal baseball diamond board. Tru Action Electric 
Baseball Game (1958) employed a magnetic ball and a spring-loaded 
bat, and play involved aluminum ballplayer tokens. ABC Monday Night 
Football, a board game released in the same year as Odyssey, boasted 
“computerized” play and employed a combination of cards, buttons, 
lights, and a plastic green football “arena” field. The board in these games 
represented a field (or track), and the rules and processes of the real sport 
were reproduced and simulated using paper, plastic, and metal objects, 
sometimes including electrical components. Whether focused more on 
reproducing the physical performance or intellectual strategy of profes-
sional athletics, games based on sports offered players a simulation of 
the real thing and a taste of the thrill of high-level athletic competition.

The Odyssey is a device very clearly looking both back and forth in 
time, integrating elements of rec room games of the 1950s and ’60s with 
those of an increasingly electronic age. The original Odyssey console re-
leased in 1972 was primitive by comparison even to later ball-and-paddle 
consoles, and Ralph Baer evidently thought that the way it straddled the 
board game and TV game forms was a failing.10 Historically, however, 
this ambiguity in form demonstrates how video games drew upon a con-
text of pre-electronic games in establishing their identity, and it reveals 
continuity as well as disruption in the history of leisure and amusement.

The electronic component of gameplay in Odyssey games was often 
rather slight, and the games required additional nonelectronic materi-
als to be played at all. In most of the original Odyssey games, each of 
two players could control a square of light by moving it vertically and 
horizontally, and sometimes the player could put “English” on a ball that 
bounced between the rectangles, causing it to curve rather than travel 
straight. Odyssey had neither sound nor color. In some games, the im-
age on screen could be made to move somewhat at random to come to 
a stop at a point on the display, an effect similar to spinning a wheel or 
rolling dice. To complete its representation of game spaces, the Odyssey 
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The Name of the Game Is Jocktronics 29

came packaged with translucent plastic overlay sheets that adhered to 
the glass of the CRT screen by its static electricity charge. Odyssey Ten-
nis had a green court overlay, Hockey was a white rink, Football a green 
field, Roulette a red and black wheel, and so on. These overlays remedi-
ated the tabletop sports games like Electric Baseball, adapting them for 
play with a television set. Odyssey also came packaged with a variety of 
paraphernalia, including game chips, cards, dice, paper money, and game 
boards. In Football, the electronics functioned as one component of a 
wider ensemble of devices and materials, including a cardboard football 
field similar to the fields in sports-themed board games. Football players 
would sit across from each other with this field between them on the 
table. Playing Odyssey Football also required a paper scoreboard, a roll of 
frosted tape, a football token, a yardage marker, and six separate decks of 
cards for different kinds of plays, including passing, running, and kicking 
off. The manual spent six pages describing the process of gameplay, and 
players would have needed to keep it open while playing at least at first. 
Odyssey Football bears a strong resemblance to the football games for 
home play sold over several decades before electronic TV games came 
along.

As its game titles suggest, Odyssey, like many early consoles, was 
aimed at families. Haunted House, Cat and Mouse, and Simon Says are 
juvenile in their cartoonish representations and in their cultural associa-
tions. States and Analogic were meant to be educational. Shooting Gal-
lery, a popular title using a rifle controller, was similar to the basement 
Daisy BB Gun ranges marketed to fathers and sons in 1960s issues of Life. 
Sports games might appeal to boys seeking indoor diversion on rainy 
days, perhaps in the company of parents, siblings, and friends. That most 
of these games were designed for two players rather than one indicates 
the sociable intentions of the producers and advertisers. Like later video 
game consoles and titles, the original Odyssey appealed to the suburban, 
middle-class family as a means of bringing them together. But in its con-
tinuation of traditions of masculine sports-themed play, Odyssey was 
also a way of further mediating and simulating the competitive amuse-
ments of boy culture, integrating the television set into the ensemble of 
technologies used for sporting leisure. From the start, home video games 
were helping children to fashion “virtual play spaces” where they would 
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30 Michael Z. Newman

continue the modes of gendered fantasy and interaction that date at least 
to the nineteenth century. For boy culture these would include competi-
tive feats of physical achievement modeled on adult roles (professional 
athletics in this case) and performed for the recognition of peers.11 In 
maintaining this tradition, Odyssey was not so different from the sports 
games that preceded and influenced it.

V i deo G a m e s, Sports, a n d T e l e v ision: 
M a scu li n i zi ng a Pa ssi v e M e di u m

Early video games had not yet established a well-defined identity as a 
medium, and efforts to understand them often struggled to relate video 
games to more familiar artifacts and experiences. New media frequently 
remediate old media, incorporating their contents and formats.12 Video 
games built on older forms of play from arcades and family rooms; they 
also remediated television, their technological component most familiar 
to early users. Their very name incorporates the word video, often used as 
a synonym for television itself. Other names used in the 1970s included 
tele-games and TV games. The remediation of television by electronic 
games was understood not merely as a new use for the TV set, but as its 
transformation into something radically improved.

Early video games were often discussed, as new media technolo-
gies often are, in techno-utopian terms. They were thought to promise 
a solution to some of the problems with television. American television 
in the 1970s was occasionally admired for some of its evening program-
ming such as the socially “relevant” hits All in the Family and The Mary 
Tyler Moore Show, aimed at elite audiences. The medium’s reputation was 
nevertheless indisputably low. These were years when books appeared 
with titles such as Four Arguments for the Elimination of Television and The 
Plug-in Drug. Following Federal Communications Commission chair-
man Newton Minow’s “Vast Wasteland” speech in 1961, the cultural 
status of television was more that of a social problem than an art form. 
It was widely seen as a debased commercial mass medium devoted to 
profit and little else, a lowest-common-denominator “chewing gum for 
the eyes” to serve up audiences to advertisers, and a way for children, 
housewives, and shut-ins to pass their time. Rather than engaging au-
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The Name of the Game Is Jocktronics 31

diences intellectually, in the manner of literature and other legitimate 
arts, television was believed to lull audiences into a kind of complacent, 
distracted passivity.13

In remediating television, early video games were often seen to be 
transforming and redeeming TV and marking its transition out of pas-
sivity and into activity. For many, this put video games in the same place 
culturally as other media innovations of the time, such as video art, 
cable television, and home videotape machines, all of which were seen 
to be making similar interventions into television as a mass medium.14 
Characterizing media technology and culture in these value-laden terms 
has strong undertones of gendered distinction, as the feminized passive 
medium was to be improved by being made more active, that is, by being 
masculinized.15 The sports element of early games was central to this 
emerging discourse of video games improving TV by making it active. 
Sports was both literally the content of early games, but also a figure 
for understanding what the experience of games would be: rather than 
merely watching passively, the audience for TV would be transformed by 
games into athletes in active competition.

Frequently, when journalistic discussions tried to explain this new 
form of electronic amusement to readers, the sports themes of many 
early games helped make a distinction between television as a broad-
casting medium and television as one component of the new games. In 
a New York Times story about the release of the Odyssey in May 1972, 
for example, the president of Magnavox (a longtime manufacturer of 
television sets) claims his company’s product “is an educational and 
entertainment tool that transfers television from passive to an active 
medium.” A New York Times Magazine feature two years later included 
quite similar language: “Odyssey costs $99.95 and is simple enough for 
the average consumer to attach to the back of his TV set, transforming 
the otherwise passive box in his living room into a game screen with two 
‘player’ blips and a ‘ball’ blip moving across it.” The article first describing 
TV games for readers of Time in 1972 paints the following contrast: “The 
average American spends six hours a day gazing passively at television. 
Soon he will have an opportunity to play a more active role in what ap-
pears on the screen of his set. Last week the Magnavox Co. demonstrated 
a device that will give set owners a chance to engage in electronic table 
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32 Michael Z. Newman

tennis, hockey, target shooting and other competitive games on their TV 
screens.”16 Although many of the Odyssey games included with the con-
sole had no sports theme at all – some were educational, such as States, 
and some were typical children’s games, such as Simon Says – the em-
phasis here was on the most competitive and familiar sports games that 
might appeal to the male breadwinner making major purchases for the 
middle-class suburban family.

Publications aimed at male electronics hobbyists were especially in-
vested in this kind of remediation of television. Radio-Electronics placed 
games into a standard before-and-after scenario, representing a trans-
formation of television from meager entertainment to a more elaborate 
fantasy world of immersive sporting simulation: “For a considerable 
number of years, we sat in front of our TV sets and let them entertain us 
with moving pictures on that little screen. . . . Yet there is a new kind of 
entertainment on that home TV screen – it’s a Ping-Pong game, a soccer 
field, a shooting gallery and others and you, who until now have been a 
passive viewer get to control the action.”17

In all of these accounts of the new technology, we find not merely 
that the television is used in a new way, but that the user’s experience is 
understood to have a value diametrically opposed to the typical tele-
vision audience’s. Another hobbyist publication, Mechanix Illustrated, 
captures this totally different idea of the television audience, a fresh 
identity in contrast to the lazy spectator of the past: “TV screens used 
to be just for watching whatever the network or the local station felt like 
putting on the air. Now the home set has become the center of family 
sportsmanship. . . . It appears that the bouncing blip could change the 
habits of American TV gluttons. It will surely get them more involved.”18 
By expressing or implying a contempt for television’s passive, implicitly 
feminized audience, these discourses articulate video games with a num-
ber of related conceptual terms, from the more specific, such as sports 
and competitive games, to the more abstract, such as active, engaged, 
involved. The viewer is in control.

A 1976 trend piece on the video games craze in Time drew upon a 
familiar trope of writing about video games at this time, treating the new 
medium not so much as its own thing and more as a thing to do with a 
TV set. The headline is “TV’s New Superhit: Jocktronics.” The idea that a 
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The Name of the Game Is Jocktronics 33

video game is a hit TV show confuses games, which you play, with shows, 
which you watch. And by calling this TV program “Jocktronics,” the ar-
ticle makes clear that sports would be central to the remediation of tele-
vision by gaming. The article offers this description of video game play: 
“Television’s new superhit is Yourself, the Athlete (or Racing Driver, 
or Op Artist, or Blackjack High Roller). The name of the game – which 
is provided by a wide and wildly competitive assortment of electronic 
contests that can be simply hooked into any TV set – is Jocktronics.”19 By 
becoming the protagonist of the program, the viewer becomes an active 
agent, racing down a track or calling “Hit” at the card table. Television, 
so long understood to be a source of inane entertainment and diversion, 
was newly able to include the viewer not as a recipient of programming 
but as a part of the action. In presenting the confusion between sports 
play and television spectatorship, writers and illustrators would call upon 
familiar logics of television as passive and sports as active, suggesting 
that making TV a technology for play means renewal through greater 
activity. Jocktronics in particular masculinizes television, as the image of 
the jock is ever an essentially male one. But more generally by rejecting 
passivity, the discourse of video games as a form of sporting competition 
on television worked to distance the older medium from its traditional 
identity.

An especially important term in these discussions is participation, 
understood as a virtue then and now. We might think today that these 
ideas about media and play call to mind interactive media, but that term 
was not used to describe video games in the 1970s, and it would be anach-
ronistic to apply that concept here; interactive in this usage comes from 
the field of computers, which entered Americans’ everyday lives – at least 
as users – several years later than video games. To interact means that the 
machine communicates with you by giving output in instant response to 
your input, but to participate puts all of the agency onto the human user, 
whose involvement is a notable, fresh contrast against a previous lack of 
action. To call video games participatory and to say that their players 
were participants through technology associated the games with other 
practices and discourses of the 1970s, such as the craze for two-way CB 
radio and the rising popularity of physical fitness leisure such as jogging. 
To participate is to be involved and to contribute, rather than merely to 
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34 Michael Z. Newman

receive. One of the main criticisms of television broadcasting was that 
it had been a one-way medium, and efforts to transform it typically in-
volved ideas that would point toward audiences giving feedback rather 
than merely receiving a signal.20 When an article in Sales and Marketing 
Management in 1976 promised, “With the video games, it’s strictly a par-
ticipation sport,” it was tapping into a wider discourse of media technol-
ogy, in which participation was a value deemed to be missing from the 
institutions and practices of mass culture. Atari’s Nolan Bushnell told 
a magazine interviewer in 1974 that he wanted to make amusements be 
“not just spectator-oriented but participatory.” Reporting on the popu-
larity of electronic games as Christmas presents in 1975, the New York 
Times quoted a retail analyst asserting, “We may be leaving the spectator 
era for the participation era.”21 The analyst quoted in the Times claimed 
that thanks to participation replacing spectatorship, that year he was 
even planning to skip watching the Super Bowl!

The popular press can be breathless in its techno-utopianism, but it 
often also signals uncertainty and anxiety about new technology. Some-
times, popular press representations referenced a sense of confusion 
around the status of the new games. Were they really active forms of play 
like sports or passive forms of mass culture like TV? A Newsweek story on 
video games published in 1972 begins with a description meant to trigger 
this category confusion and probe the status of this new use for TV tech-
nology: “‘Let’s play football,’ one kid suggests. ‘Tennis!’ insists the other. 
They compromise on hockey. But instead of gearing up and heading for 
the front door, they troop into the living room and flip on the television 
set.” This description is meant to defamiliarize sports and put the new 
games into a recognizable scenario, but it is also a bit unsettling in its 
replacement of indoors for outdoors and electronics gear for fields and 
courts. In a similar vein, a cartoon by Ed Arno illustrating a 1978 article 
on video games in Changing Times, a mass circulation magazine, pokes 
fun at the idea of these games as a more active use of the TV set. Seven 
years into the history of home video games, perhaps the idea of transfor-
mation had become familiar. Arno pictures an adult couple dressed for 
tennis, wearing visors on their heads and with racquets by their sides, 
sitting on a sofa in front of a TV set playing Pong. The mismatch between 
their sports apparel and equipment and their activity speaks to the sta-
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The Name of the Game Is Jocktronics 35

tus of video games as a technology caught between authentic athletic 
competition and simulating sports through electronics.22 Despite efforts 
to paint video games as participatory and active, their association with 
television would continue to influence their cultural status. But sports 
were central to their emerging identity, and the positive values often as-
sociated with video games in their early years were a product of the high 
regard for active participation and the usefulness of sports as an example 
of highly valued recreation.

I n t e l li v ision, Ata r i,  a n d Boy Cu lt u r e Fa n ta s y

By the beginning of the 1980s, video games had become familiar objects 
in public places, not just arcades but also bars, truck stops, bus depots, 
and any place where coin-operated amusements might be found. They 
were also a booming home entertainment business. Atari was acquired 
by Warner Communications in 1976 and quickly began to spend huge 
sums on advertising and promotion, particularly television commercials. 
Atari was the leader by far in this field, spending $18 million in 1981 to its 
nearest competitor’s $5.5 million.23 That competitor, the toymaker Mat-
tel, had significant success in the later 1970s with its handheld electronic 
Football game, with its long rectangular field, red LEDs, and plastic but-
tons. This was at the same time that handheld electronics, from games 
such as Simon and Computer Perfection to educational toys such as 
Speak & Spell, were selling so briskly their manufacturers could not keep 
up with microchip supplies.24 Mattel entered the programmable game 
market in 1979 and positioned itself as the most threatening rival to Atari 
in a lively field. While many other companies, including RCA, Fairchild, 
Bally, Magnavox, and Coleco, got into the programmable video game 
console business, it was two rival products, Atari’s Video Computer Sys-
tem (later called 2600) and Mattel’s Intellivision, that had the highest 
profile and most often represented home video games in popular imagi-
nation. The identities of both consoles were very much shaped by their 
use for playing sports games. Atari’s controls and graphics were simple 
and even primitive by comparison to Intellivision’s, which had not only a 
directional control but also a number pad and buttons on the sides. Atari 
had certain advantages, though: it boasted more titles (a selling point 
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36 Michael Z. Newman

in ads), more hit arcade game ports (Space Invaders, Asteroids, Missile 
Command, Pac-Man), and a stronger video game brand identity. Intel-
livision’s advertisements prompted comparisons to Atari, while Atari’s 
power position meant they might ignore the competition.

These two consoles were fairly typical of the period in terms of their 
sports games offerings. The first programmable console for purchase in 
American retail stores was Fairchild’s Channel F, which appeared in 
1976 with Hockey and Tennis built in. Other games available for Channel 
F as cartridges included Shooting Gallery, Drag Strip, Baseball, Bowling, 
and Pro Football. Consoles of similar vintage had similar titles. Baseball 
video games, to choose one popular sport, could be played on numer-
ous programmable consoles of the 1970s and ’80s, including the APF 
MP1000, Arcadia 2001, Bally Astrocade, Odyssey, and RCA Studio II, 
in addition to Atari and Intellivision.25 Atari’s baseball game Home Run 
was released earlier, in 1978, and Intellivision appealed on the basis of 
its Major League Baseball, released in 1980, boasting superior graphics 
and gameplay. Atari’s game allowed for a variety of pitches, including 
fastballs, curveballs, screwballs, and changeups, but players often found 
many other aspects of the game wanting, particularly the defensive as-
pects of the game and the absence of certain key elements of play such as 
fly balls and throwing runners out at a base. Intellivision’s baseball game 
improved on this by including base stealing and bunting, among other 
details. Using synthesized speech, an umpire’s voice would be heard 
calling players out. More than a million cartridges sold, making Major 
League Baseball Mattel’s top seller.

As in this comparison between two baseball simulations, one of 
the criteria for evaluating and appreciating sports video games in these 
formative years was their ability to represent the details of a professional 
spectator sport and to render the experience with a sense of realism. 
The rhetoric of authenticity is everywhere in discussions of these sports 
games, positioning the new medium as a mimetic technology for the 
faithful reproduction of experience electronically. One way in which 
Intellivision sought an edge in this regard was by licensing the identi-
ties of the major league sports organizations, so that in comparison to 
cartridges merely called Golf or Football, Mattel offered official-sounding 
versions complete with familiar logos on the cartridge and in catalog art. 
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Atari’s sports games included Basketball, Bowling, Boxing, Championship 
Soccer, Football, Golf, Ice Hockey, Racquetball, and Tennis. Intellivision’s 
were Major League Baseball, NFL Football, NHL Hockey, NBA Basket-
ball, NASL Soccer, PBA Bowling, PGA Golf, U.S. Ski Team Skiing, as well 
as variations on these such as World Series Major League Baseball and 
World Cup Soccer. Intellivision’s appeal was as the version closer than 
rival products to the game as played professionally. Both companies, 
however, were eager to associate their games with the highest levels of 
competition.

Atari’s print and TV campaigns in the later 1970s had a number of 
related agendas. Some TV spots and display ads marketed the game con-
sole, while others hawked the game titles for sale separately. One particu-
larly relevant campaign for this discussion had the tagline “Don’t watch 
television tonight. Play it!” In both magazine and television advertise-
ments, this promotion aligned the transformation of electronic media 
from passive to active with another change, from watching television to 
playing sports on television. This drew upon the rhetoric of participation 
familiar from the initial considerations of video games as a brand-new 
technology.

In the Atari TV spots, video games would invite players to act out 
fantasies of masculine empowerment as they compete at virtual sports 
against the most famous seasoned professionals they have watched on 
television. In appealing to children, these scenarios sold a pair of com-
petitive, if comical, fantasies: playing in the big leagues and besting your 
heroes. “Don’t watch television tonight” functioned as an entreaty to the 
masculine sports fan to enter the era of participation through electronic 
play, while leaving behind the debased mass culture of broadcast TV.

Commercials for this TV campaign featured the most famous male 
athletes whose skills on the field would comically fail to translate into 
video games. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, star center of the Los Angeles Lak-
ers, stands facing the camera under a basketball net, hands raised in 
defense. He says incredulously, “You gonna slam dunk me, Atari?” Af-
ter picturing the gameplay in Atari’s Basketball, Kareem sits, dejectedly 
cradling his head in his hand, while a little boy gloats over his victory. A 
baseball hero of the Cincinnati Reds stands at the plate with bat raised. 
Looking in the camera’s direction he says, “Okay, Atari, let’s see your best 

Playing to Win : Sports, Video Games, and the Culture of Play, edited by Brookey, Robert Alan, et al., Indiana University Press,
         2015. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/pensu/detail.action?docID=1865436.
Created from pensu on 2018-02-12 18:16:46.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 In

di
an

a 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



38 Michael Z. Newman

pitch!” Cut to the umpire: “You’re out, Rose!” These humorous scenarios 
reinforced the activity of video game play by association with athletics 
and also empowered youthful players to defeat the pros in video simula-
tions of real-life contests. The Brazilian superstar of the New York Cos-
mos confesses, “I quit soccer to play Atari,” but in the next shot a little 
girl, perhaps his daughter, waves a finger at him, delivering her line in a 
sing-song voice, “You need more practice, Pelé!” The consumer is invited 
to develop a skill by playing games, just as one would with a serious sport 
like soccer or baseball. At the end of the thirty-second spot, a voice-over 
reminds consumers that the action in Atari would be “on your own TV 
set.” The tagline is spoken: “Don’t watch television tonight. Play it!” In 
such messages, the public image of video games was of something you 
do on your own TV set, but also of a means of making television do new 
and exciting and particularly active and competitive things. To “play TV” 
is to redress the failure of mass media and substitute a new sporting par-
ticipation, with its promising dimensions of purposive engagement and 
user control, for the old experience of television as a one-way medium.

Intellivision’s TV campaigns addressed similar concerns and fan-
tasies. In every possible way, however, Intellivision sought distinction 
from its more powerful competitor. Rather than hiring the most famous 
pro sports heroes of the day, Intellivision cultivated a sophisticated and 
adult brand identity by choosing as a spokesman George Plimpton, the 
popular writer whose transatlantic accent announced his high social 
position. Plimpton had some sports bona fides, having written a first-
person account of playing for the Detroit NFL team, Paper Lion, as well 
as essays on golfing and boxing and playing hockey and baseball against 
pro athletes (he had also performed with the New York Philharmonic 
and the Ringling Bros. Circus). The name Intellivision was a portman-
teau of intelligent and television, and its tagline and slogan printed on 
product packaging was “This is intelligent television.”26 This promoted 
playing video games as something better than ordinary uses of TV, part 
of the effort at transformation of the feminized passive medium. The 
suggestion in the name Intellivision was that previously, TV had been an 
“idiot box,” brainless mass culture. The premise of the TV ad campaign 
was to compare Atari and Intellivision products and show discerning 
consumers the obvious advantages of Mattel’s alternative, especially in 
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visible qualities of graphics and in the extent of the simulation’s accuracy 
and detail. Some of these ads compared the most popular genre of ar-
cade games of the late 1970s, which helped sell consoles: science-fiction 
space battles. But Mattel’s television campaign also highlighted quite 
centrally a comparison of Atari’s baseball cartridge and Intellivision’s 
Major League Baseball.

Two commercials in particular, both of which appeared on T V 
around 1980, aimed to establish and reinforce sports games as key de-
sirable elements of the home console. Both of them made the graphical 
display on the television screen into a main selling point, showing the 
clear contrast between Atari’s sports simulation and Intellivision’s. The 
rhetoric of these ads appeals to the authenticity and fidelity of representa-
tion. The intelligent consumer is naturally expected to prefer the choice 
that is closest to the real thing. The better game is the one that most faith-
fully re-creates the sport of baseball as played in the major leagues. This 
is hardly a new discourse, as the same logic of realism informed earlier 
games such as APBA and Strat-o-Matic, which were distinguished from 
rivals by statistical and scientific claims to fidelity. An investment in this 
quality was also familiar from the discourses of audio reproduction and 
home stereo electronics.

Both Intellivision TV spots feature comparisons of baseball games, 
while one also includes a comparison of the two brands’ football titles. In 
both instances, the side-by-side, back-and-forth form recalls the classic 
comparative advertising strategy familiar, for instance, from cleaning 
products campaigns. In this instance, however, the point is not to show 
the superiority of one product over another in efficiency or power, but 
to illustrate the ability of an electronic simulation to re-create a profes-
sional sporting event as one would watch it on television or play it as a 
competitor. In the more simple and direct commercial, Plimpton faces 
the camera dressed in a jacket and tie, smiling at the audience. His class 
and intellect are the basis for Mattel’s appeal to authority, inviting the 
audience’s trust. “Here’s an easy question for you,” he begins. “Which 
of these things is closest to the real thing? A. Intellivision Major League 
Baseball. B. Atari baseball. Here they are again close up. A. Intellivision. 
B. Atari.” The tone here is generously professorial, even Socratic; the 
question is so readily answered. It concludes, “If you thought A. Intel-
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40 Michael Z. Newman

livision, you’re absolutely correct. You see, I told you this question was 
easy.” All the while, the image alternates shots of the games, in which the 
primitive qualities of the representation of Atari’s version are contrasted 
against the greater detail in Intellivision’s.

Another spot shows Plimpton sitting in a wing chair in what initially 
appears to be a den or club, though as the camera moves we see that it 
is more like a family room. He is in a jacket but with his shirt open at 
the neck, a well-off man at leisure. A graphic identifies him as a “famous 
author & gamesman.” Children beside him are playing games on a pair 
of television sets, one Atari and the other Intellivision. “I’ll try almost 
anything,” he begins, calling on the audience’s memory of his journal-
istic exploits. “So when Mattel Electronics asked me to compare their 
television games with Atari, I gave it a try. I compared Atari baseball with 
Intellivision and found Intellivision played much more like real baseball. 
Then I compared Atari football with Intellivision. Again Intellivision 
played more like the real game. In my opinion if you try them both, 
there’s only one conclusion you can come to. Intellivision from Mattel 
Electronics.” In the case of the football comparison, we are shown two 
representations of the game that are substantially different. Atari’s ver-
sion shows the field oriented vertically, with end zones at top and bottom 
and no marked yard lines. Intellivision’s field is oriented horizontally, 
and numbered yard lines and player figures add more detail. The Mattel 
image looks a bit more like the image of televised football, though like 
Atari’s it is rather abstract, particularly in comparison with the Madden 
game imagery of several decades later. The Mattel versions also differ in 
sound effects, offering synthesized bits of noise mimicking a ball sailing 
through the air and crowds cheering in comparison to Atari’s generic 
beeps and blips.

Many early video game advertisements, for various types of games, 
addressed male players in particular. While the term gamer was not yet 
used as it would be in subsequent years, some of the gendered associa-
tions of that classification were falling into place.27 The masculine gen-
dering of video games had many causes. It is, moreover, an ongoing and 
complex dynamic that includes technologies, representations, and social 
practices and ways of understanding and that overlaps with other vectors 
of identity.28 In the early period of console games when Intellivision and 
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Atari competed for the consumer’s attention and money, the presumed 
masculinity of video games extended not only to typically male interests 
such as team sports, but also to the practices and values of boy culture 
that were not specific to sports per se, but would include any kind of 
competitive play. The idea that through new technology, one could play 
at a high level against great competitors, and that this experience would 
be like real sports, appealed to boy culture fantasies of physical achieve-
ment and mastery, recognition for these accomplishments, and role-
playing adult identities.29 Both the Atari and the Intellivision campaigns 
made video games into surrogates for athletic exploits outside of the rec 
rooms and basements where these amusements would be found, tapping 
into a long-standing practice of American boys (and boys in many other 
cultures) pretending to be their heroes on the playing fields and courts. 
Even as the newest high-tech gadgets, home video games were still sell-
ing old-fashioned fantasies of masculine self-actualization and achieve-
ment. The realism promised in ads for sports games was one important 
way in which the new medium developed as a form of boy culture.

Conclusion: Sports a n d t h e Cu lt u r a l 
Stat us of a N e w M e di u m

Between the time when video games were introduced to the public in 
the early 1970s and the moment by which they had become a pop culture 
craze in the early 1980s, making the cover of Time, an identity was devel-
oping for the new medium.30 A medium’s identity, its cultural status and 
place in popular imagination, is a product of many factors and influences. 
It can be shifting and contradictory. Technologies are not destined to 
have particular uses or meanings, but arise to meet social needs and de-
velop according to these, often in ways unforeseen by those who invent 
and produce them. In the early periods of any medium’s emergence, we 
often find a certain flexibility in its identity. Video games were positioned 
through many competing and complementary discourses, including ad-
vertising and promotion, popular press coverage, product packaging, 
and the games themselves. They emerged into particular social contexts 
of amusement and leisure. As electronics, they had the cachet of the lat-
est high-tech gadgetry. When they were new, it was not predestined that 
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42 Michael Z. Newman

they would become so closely associated with youth and masculinity. 
Their first players were adults. Computer games emerged in institutional 
settings, in places like MIT and Stanford, and Pong had its debut in a 
bar. Early game advertising appealed to adults more than children and 
offered video games as family amusement to bring together players of 
various ages, both male and female.

Sports games were one important part of the story of video games’ 
development toward the cultural status they would arrive at. The cen-
trality of sports to the genres of early games, and to the conception of 
the video game console as a way of remaking the TV into a participatory 
cultural form, shaped the medium’s identity. Early games remediated 
types of amusement and recreation that were already well established 
as masculine, such as simulation of professional sporting competition. 
They also made over the television set to integrate it into this tradition 
of gendered play. In doing so they renewed its identity, and it was recon-
ceived as a playing field, a fresh conception for a familiar appliance.

This was part of a wider phenomenon in the 1970s and 1980s of the 
mediation of leisure and of the indoorsification of American childhood 
in particular and American life more generally, as suburban sprawl and 
fears about unsupervised children transformed the geography of Ameri-
can childhood.31 Video games might have seemed like something new, 
and as technology they introduced previously unknown experiences of 
electronically mediated recreation. They also were a novel way of con-
tinuing established practices and the values and ideals associated with 
them. Sports video games, from Pong to Major League Baseball and be-
yond, presented new ways of doing old things. Jocktronics was not the 
only way of thinking about video games, but even if the name didn’t 
stick, the connotations it expressed of high-tech, masculine, competi-
tive amusement were powerful forces in shaping the medium as a cul-
tural form, enduring long after Atari’s and Intellivision’s 8-bit sports 
cartridges had passed from the scene.
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