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Abstract

Digital and electronic learning portfolios (e-portfolios) are playing a growing role in
supporting admission to tertiary study and employment by visual creatives. Despite the
growing importance of digital portfolios, we know very little about how professionals or
students use theirs. This thesis contributes to knowledge by describing how South
African high school students curated varied e-portfolio styles while developing
disciplinary personas as visual artists. The study documents the technological and
material inequalities between these students at two schools in Cape Town. By contrast to
many celebratory accounts of contemporary new media literacies, it provides cautionary
case studies of how young people’s privileged or marginalized circumstances shape their
digital portfolios as well.

A four-year longitudinal action research project (2009-2013) enabled the recording and
analysis of students’ development as visual artists via e-portfolios at an independent
(2009-2012) and a government school (2012-2013). Each school represented one of the
two types of secondary schooling recognised by the South African government. All
student e-portfolios were analysed along with producers’ dissimilar contexts. Teachers
often promoted highbrow cultural norms entrenched by white, English medium
schooling. The predominance of such norms could disadvantage socially marginalized
youths and those developing repertoires in creative industry, crafts or fan art.

Furthermore, major technological inequalities caused further exclusion. Differences in
connectivity and infrastructure between the two research sites and individuals’ home
environments were apparent. While the project supported the development of new
literacies, the intervention nonetheless inadvertently reproduced the symbolic
advantages of privileged youths.

Important distinctions existed between participants’ use of media technologies.
Resource-intensive communications proved gatekeepers to under-resourced students
and stopped them fully articulating their abilities in their e-portfolios. Non-connected
students had the most limited exposure to developing a digital hexis while remediating
artworks, presenting personas and benefiting from online affinity spaces.

By contrast, well-connected students created comprehensive showcases curating links to
their productions in varied affinity groups. Male teens from affluent homes were better
positioned to negotiate their classroom identities, as well as their entrepreneurial and
other personas. Cultural capital acquired in their homes, such as media production skills,
needed to resonate with the broader ethos of the school in its class and cultural
dimensions. By contrast, certain creative industry, fan art and craft productions seemed
precluded by assimilationist assumptions. At the same time, young women grappled
with the risks and benefits of online visibility.

An important side effect of validating media produced outside school is that privileged
teens may amplify their symbolic advantages by easily adding distinctive personas.
Under-resourced students must contend with the dual challenges of media ecologies as
gatekeepers and an exclusionary cultural environment. Black teens from working class
homes were faced with many hidden infrastructural and cultural challenges that
contributed to their individual achievements falling short of similarly motivated peers.
Equitable digital portfolio education must address both infrastructural inequality and
decolonisation.
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Website location
https://www.adobe.com
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* The term suite is an umbrella term, since the website address provided users with more than one software
service. For example, Adobe’s website covered Adobe Photoshop and Illustrator. Where a different trademark
was used, this site was listed separately, as in Behance. While this site became owned by Adobe, it was still

available as a stand-alone software service.

** The acronym OS refers to operating system software. Both Apple’s and Microsoft’s were also linked to
software suites. Where a different trademark to the suite is used, it was listed separately.
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Table 2 Search terms and relevant abbreviations used in final recent literature review search*

Keyword Abbreviation in thesis

Macro-level
new media literacies

cultural reproduction; assimilation

academic cultural capital; institutional cultural capital
distinction; cultural omnivorousness; dissonance
emerging cultural capital

habitus; lifestyles; differentiating practices

cultural repertoires: creative industry; fan art; craft; music

leisure repertoires: sport; travel
social origin: class; race; gender
inequality; capability approach

academic achievement; achievement shortfalls

Micro-level

traditional analogue portfolio
digital portfolio; online portfolio

electronic learning portfolio e-portfolio
creative appropriation

social semiotic spaces; affinity spaces

digital hexis; dimensions of infrastructure

digital curation

multimodal design

visual arts showcase e-portfolio

online content creation; remediation ocCcC

prosumption; produsage

templated self

online identities; digital personas
digital disciplined identity

informal identities; “unofficial” identities

* My thesis’ spelling is mostly in UK English, which is commonly used in South Africa.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Despite the growing importance of digital portfolios for justifying creative work and
study opportunities, little is known about their creative appropriation by arts students in
secondary schools. Portfolios play an important role in the vocational aspirations of
visual creatives (Baron, 2009) and have traditionally used by creatives to promote
themselves and demonstrate their level of experience, skills and creativity using
showcase examples (Pibernik, Dolic & Kanizaj, 2014). Physical portfolios have typically
been used in job interviews, with the prospective employee providing verbal
explanations of the portfolio pieces (Myers, 2013). For students wanting to study at Cape
Town universities, physical portfolios have typically been used to justify access. However,
digital portfolios are increasingly being used for evaluation. The submission of a digital
portfolio is now mandatory for applying to some faculties. For example, the Michaelis
School of Fine Arts (University of Cape Town, 2014) required prospective students to
submit a CD containing ten copies of original artworks. Local tertiary education
institutions have also increasingly prescribed e-portfolio curation as part of professional
degree course work (Pallitt, Strydom & Ivala, 2015).

Anecdotal evidence in Cape Town’s secondary schools suggests that visual arts students!
are seldom taught to prepare digital portfolios. In response, my action research project
(2009-2013) was a practical pathfinder that supported the creative appropriation (Sharpe
& Beetham, 2010) of Carbonmade online portfolio software for e-portfolio curation by
students. I conducted fieldwork at two secondary schools in Cape Town. Twenty nine
students were taught to use Carbonmade for showcasing their best artworks and
presenting their visual arts student identities.

The first research site is an independent secondary school for boys, where a class of 17
students created e-portfolios between 2010 and 2012. This élite school attracts students
from affluent homes. It is one of the more exclusive (and expensive) institutions of its
kind in the country, charging fees of R600o ($552) per month in 2012. By contrast, the
government school was situated in an area demarcated ‘coloured’ under apartheid’s
Group Areas Act. Only a minority of students lived in the immediate neighbourhood.
Most students were from working class families who struggled to afford the school’s
monthly Ri2oo ($110) fees in 2013 and the transport costs from poorer areas, such as
Gugulethu and Mitchells Plain. This Arts and Culture Focus school was unusual in
offering both visual arts and visual design as subjects.

'In South African English, a youth at secondary school is called a ‘learner’ (Oxford South African Concise
Dictionary, 2010). A young adult at university is described as a ‘student’, while an older student is a ‘mature
student’. However, I use the common international term for secondary school ‘students’ to accommodate
global readers.

2 Under apartheid South Africa, the Population Registration Act (1950) specified that each South African
should be issued an identity document based on his or her race, as either a ‘White’, ‘Coloured’ or ‘Native’,
according to the act’s specifications (Posel, 2001). The architects of apartheid recognized that such racial
classifications were constructs, rather than scientific descriptions of real essences, and relied on “common
sense” notions of racial difference. The term ‘Coloured’ refers to a phenotypically varied social group of highly
diverse cultural and geographic origins (Adhikari, 2005). This group comprised descendants from slaves
bought to the Cape from Malaysia and Indonesia, the indigenous Khoi and San populations and other black
people who had been assimilated to Cape Colonial society by the late nineteenth century. Since they are also
partly descended from European settlers, coloureds are popularly regarded as being of “mixed race”. They
were allocated an intermediate status, under “Whites” but above “Natives”, within the racial hierarchy of
apartheid.
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In South Africa, each school represented one of the two types of secondary schooling
(public [government] and private [independent]) that are recognised by the government
under the South African Schools Act (SASA) of 1996 (Hofmeyr, 2008). Public schools are
state-aided: the government covers the running costs of the school, and parents
contribute to basics and extras in the form of school fees. Parents may vote on the level
of school fees and poor parents are given exemption or reductions. There are many no-
fee schools in low-income areas. In public schools which may charge fees, the fees vary
considerably based on a combination of factors that range from class size to the quality
of teaching offered. Private schools may be established independent of the state in terms
of the constitution. State subsidies to independent schools are permitted, but not
guaranteed. Consequently, independent school fees are generally much higher than
public schools.

Research questions
My research contributes to the research literature on e-portfolios by exploring these
teenagers’ e-portfolio styles and how these drew on different resources. Two questions
drove the study:
e What digital self-presentation and organisation choices do visual arts students
make in their e-portfolios?
e How do visual arts e-portfolios and visual culture repertoires relate to individual
habitus and spaces of production?

Originality and value of the research

Digital portfolios are increasingly being used in formal assessment, to justify access to
tertiary education and for securing work opportunities. Portfolios are also increasingly
used in the pervasive individual branding associated with platforms such as Instagram,
Twitter and Facebook. There is little research that has contextualised teenagers’
remediation of digital personas via e-portfolio styles. My study helps close research gaps
concerning Cape Town students’ visual arts e-portfolio curations and teenagers’
disciplinary versus informal personas.

Most of the research supporting e-portfolio use has taken place in the tertiary or
professional education environments of the Global North. Research in well-resourced
contexts shows many benefits of e-portfolio use (Owen, 2009). For students, benefits
may include: improved focus, creativity, design, planning, self-direction, communication,
motivation and organisation skills (Brown, 2002; Bull, Montgomery, Overton & Kimball,
1999; Campbell and Hauge, 2006; Cignetti, Melenyzer, Nettles & Wyman, 2001). The
opportunity to develop reflective skills through the use of e-portfolios (Meisels & Steele,
1991; Barrett & Gibson, 2002; Fahey, Lawrence & Paratore, 2007; Hicks, Russo, Autrey,
Gardner, Kabodian & Edington, 2007) may afford an enhanced sense of empowerment
and awareness of personal attributes (Darling, 2001; Young, 2002). Encouraging
reflection may also help job-seeking students to better plan for the future (British Higher
Education Authority, 2008). Visual arts students may benefit from reflecting on the
opportunities that their e-portfolio curations as socially networked identities might
support. This may help young people to explore, critique and challenge normative roles
in self-representation (Sweeny, 2009). These can include students’ performance of
gender stereotypes (Kapidzic & Herring, 2011) and the legal identities that social
networks are geared for advertising to (Castro, 2014). E-portfolios may also be beneficial
in offering aspirant visual artists the opportunity to be recognised as embodying the
values of a singular artist in an art world (Hansson, 2015), to seek a better fit in others
(Hansson, 2010) or to become increasingly engaged with other social and academic
communities (Lalonde & Castro, 2015).
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By contrast, my research took place in two very different local schools and involved
students from wealthy to poor households. The study made a valuable contribution in
documenting the practices by students from a broader range of economic backgrounds
than those typically described in e-portfolio (Owen, 2009), multimodal (Jewitt, 2008) or
new media research studies (Buckingham, 2009. Ito et al. 2010).

My research combined insights from the different, but complementary, lenses of
symbolic interactionism, social semiotics, sociology and digital materialism to describe
the inter-relationships between discipline, identities and infrastructure in young visual
artists’ e-portfolio styles. This combination may serve as a useful framework for future e-
portfolio research.

This thesis also makes theoretical contributions to the lenses it used: It added to media
studies by describing the creative appropriation of online portfolio software and young
people’s use of infrastructure spanning different medias. My exploration added to
symbolic interactionism by describing students’ contrasting digital self-presentation
management over time. My study added to social semiotics via an original content
analysis method for young people’s e-portfolio styles. Describing how adolescent’s digital
personas mirrored social inequality contributed to cultural sociology, as did insights into
how different forms of online content creation marked affluent teens’ privileges.

An analysis of 29 teenagers’ longitudinal choices enabled a theoretical contribution to
closing a gap in the literature concerning the choices that visual arts students made in e-
portfolio curation. Their varied e-portfolio styles drew on different creative repertoires,
digital infrastructures and inspiration that reflected different dimensions of inequality.
Such research is also consequential in highlighting the numerous challenges that
marginalized students faced in curating e-portfolios and for suggesting ways that
aspirant creatives might better be supported in e-portfolio syllabi and the creative
appropriation of online software.

Background to my research project

My original motivation for conducting action research was informed by an educational
technology discourse (Selwyn, 2010. Watters, 2014) supportive of increased technology
use in classrooms (Kay & Goldberg, 1977. Papert, 1980, 1993) for equity. My research
project was initially conceptualised to help address the digital disenfranchisement of
visual arts students (Noakes, 2018b). Young people who develop new media literacies
(Jenkins and Ito, 2015. Coiro, Knobel, Lankshear, and Leu, 2014. Gauntlett, 2011) arguably
enjoy a form of digital enfranchisement through developing a level of visibility via
personal presences in digital environments through which they exercise their voices. I
was keen to support such literacies and whilst exploring research topics for this thesis, I
volunteered to organise a digital exhibition of alumnae artworks at the high school I
matriculated from in 1991. I worked with my former arts teacher, “Mr. Proudfoot™, to
find software services that might facilitate a group exhibition. Our online searches
revealed many free services that could be used for digital curation and portfolio sharing.
Such a wide range of services reflects how young people are growing up in a world in
which the media they collect and make can be organised, displayed and re-presented
time and again in ways that were not possible before (Potter, 2012, p. 181). In the visual
arts, teaching the creative appropriation of e-portfolios provided an opportunity for

3 “Mr. Proudfoot”, “Mrs. Zahra” and “Mr. Alec” are the respective pseudonyms for the independent school
educator and the government school visual arts educator and visual design teacher. Pseudonyms are used to
protect their privacy and that of their students and school.
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enfranchising teens, who could use their own digital media for learning curatorship.
Without such lessons, students might miss out on the contemporary opportunities that
creative hobbyists and professionals take advantage of. These include using online
portfolios for collating their images, distributing these in online exhibitions and
connecting with online audiences.

By contrast to visual arts students’ minimal opportunities to curate e-portfolios at
school, South African educational policies provide a clear rationale for their teaching.
This is aligned with the outcomes listed in the ‘Curriculum and Assessment Policy
Statement, Grades 10-12, visual arts’ (2011). Teaching e-portfolio use also accords with
DOE aims for educators to promote aspects of ICT proficiency: e-portfolio curation
provides a rare opportunity for visual arts students to use ICT in class. This potentially
improves their ICT proficiency, defined as the integration and application of cognitive
and technical skills, which enable individuals to maximise the capabilities of technology
(ICTL Panel, 2007, p. 18). The DOE has set the aim for all students to be ICT proficient in
its White Paper on e-Education (2004). This goal is part of an ongoing strategic aim of
proficiency in the use of technology (Department of Education South Africa, 2004) for
educators and students. E-portfolio curation can assist visual arts students to develop
aspects of ICT proficiency, which include accessing, managing, integrating, evaluating
and creating information (ICT Literacy Panel, 2007). Such aspects were integral to the
design of e-portfolio curricula.

Mr. Proudfoot agreed to teach these practices in a new e-portfolio syllabus that we would
develop as part of my action research project. He identified that there was scope in the
Department of Education’s (DOE) visual arts syllabus to teach an e-portfolio curriculum.
Its ‘Guidelines For Practical Assessment Tasks’ (2010b) offered scope for e-portfolios to
be taught for helping students to better prepare for end-of-year exhibitions. Mr
Proudfoot’s e-portfolio curriculum taught his students to curate a digital disciplined
identity that would be easy for online audiences of arts educators, invigilators and
parents to accept and appreciate. Students were expected to create ‘About’ page profiles,
which presented classroom identities as practitioners (and consumers) of the visual arts.
Young people were taught to curate classroom projects and inspirations. In contrast to
conformist students who matched such expectations, other pupils could choose to
foreground informal personas. This reflected the reality of young people viewing
themselves as authors of the knowledge that they want and need. They create the kinds
of texts that meet their social, personal and affective needs (Kress, 2010). Young people
could contest the digital disciplined identity by making as few of its choices as possible
and foregrounding their interests outside visual culture. Teenagers could also hide being
students and foreground informal visual creative repertoires.

Following the e-portfolio curriculum’s successful launch at the independent school, I was
given permission to launch a similar, but revised, curriculum at the government school.
Mrs. Zahra, its visual arts teacher, chose not to teach e-portfolio curation, which
necessitated that the e-portfolio curriculum was a shorter intervention limited to
volunteers and taught by myself. Mrs. Zahra usually teaches up to 25 students in a studio
with no computers. It took two years to teach e-portfolio lessons at the government
school due to infrastructural issues. Mrs. Zahra booked her school’s Khanya computer
lab, where I taught ten lessons between 2011 and 2012. The delay proved a sobering lesson
in the large inequalities that exist between an élite independent school and a relatively
“well-resourced” government school.
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ICT infrastructure as a marker of distinction in independent schools

South Africa’s two officially recognised secondary schooling types belie the vast
differences in infrastructure available to the seven types of schools*in its educational
system. The very different infrastructures available to the independent school’s
participants included its sophisticated Information Communication Technologies (ICT)
facilities. ICTS, like specialised subjects, mark class distinction in schooling. Class
distinction is a model of social stratification in which people are divided into hierarchical
groups; typically upper, middle and low class. Independent schools were the first in
South Africa to include the use of laptops by students. All the independent school’s
students had laptops and Wi-Fi was accessible throughout the school’s grounds.
Scanning equipment and digital cameras were readily available. The e-portfolio
curriculum was compulsory and integrated into both its syllabus and visual arts
department policy.

In the minority of government schools that have computer labs, available information
technology (IT) resources are channelled to support literacy and numeracy drills in
primary schools. In state schools, labs are often reserved for the use of the relatively
small number of students who take IT courses (Prinsloo & Walton 2008; Walton 2007).
At the government school, only IT students had regular use of the general computing
labs, and consequently few pupils were proficient at using desktop computers. Although
the government school had dedicated computer labs, problems with internet access led
to a two-year delay before the e-portfolio project could be introduced. Its lessons were
presented during visual arts class times, and continued during lunch break. E-portfolio
curation was not compulsory, because the teacher believed that certain students would
not do any of the extra work that my research project and lessons necessitated. Twelve
students volunteered for optional classes in which they created e-portfolios under my
guidance. They could use a loaned scanner, two cameras and the general computer lab’s
equipment during lessons.

Offering e-portfolio lessons to visual arts students can be seen as a new marker of
privilege since few schools that offer visual arts can meet the requirements necessary for
launching such curricula. Requirements include: lessons need to be given by visual arts
educators with sufficient IT experience and interest. School management must buy-in.
Students must receive appropriate technological-, contextual- and content resourcing
support (Czerniewicz & Brown, 2005). Such requirements are readily supported by the
high fees that private schools can charge, for example the nationwide schools of the JSE-
listed Curro group (Fourie, 2017).

The persistence of racialised inequality in South Africa and its schools
Racial inequality remains a major concern in South Africa, more than two decades after
the end of white minority rule. Huge levels of inequality persist in access to quality

4 South African schools are divided into five quintiles; the poorest are included in Quintile one and the least
poor in Quintile five. Independent schools (receiving government funding) and fully private (without
government funding) are excluded. The South African Treasury uses a national poverty table to first classify
schools according to the poverty ranking of areas. A province then ranks its schools from Quintile one to five
according to each’s catchment area. Each national quintile contains 20% of students, with Quintile one
representing the poorest and Quintile five the wealthiest 20% in government schools. However, provincial
inequalities meant that these quintiles are unevenly distributed across provinces (Czerniewicz & Brown,
2014). Quintiles 1 to 3 pay no fees, 4 and 5 are fee paying, 6 are independent schools which may receive
government funding and 7 are fully private (without government funding). While the introduction of no-fee
paying schools has broadened access to education for 95% of children aged six to 15, it has had an unintended
side effect of making poorer schools unable to compete with others that have an advantage in being able to
raise their fees and provide better pay for attracting teachers (Financial Mail, 2013).
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education (Spaull, 2015), types of economic participation and income (Statistics South
Africa, 2012. UNDP, 2014). Such inequalities are structurally linked, since a dualistic
education system feeds into and perpetuates an unequal labour market. There are still
two clearly differentiable education systems that are attended by the rich or the poor
(Spaull, 2015). One part of this system consists of well-functioning schools. These served
white students under apartheid, but are now racially mixed. By comparison, the vast
majority of schools serving black learners are dysfunctional and often do not impart the
necessary numeracy (Spaul & Kotze, 2015) and literacy skills (Bloch, 2009). Very few
white or Indian students attend these schools, to use the apartheid racial categories5
which formerly organised its racist education system.

In Cape Town, the class position of households are closely related to students’ home
suburbs, reflecting the legacy of spatial apartheid in this colonial megacity. Cape Town’s
demographic geography was re-sculpted and thoroughly racialized after the Group Areas
Act (1995) from about 1960 to 1990. Before 1948, Cape Town was one of the more
integrated areas of South Africa (Reed, 2016).

Legend:
Triangles indicate mountains.
Dots indicate the distribution of the
population in the mid-twentieth
century (left) and at its end (right).
The black bars indicate the areas
demarcated for “white” occupancy
under apartheid.

s+ “A” and “C” refers to areas

N demarcated for ‘African’ and
'1 “Coloured” people respectively.

Figure 1. Spatial apartheid in Cape Town. Sourced from “Race, class, and inequality in the South
African City,” by Jeremy Seekings, 2011, in The New Blackwell Companion to the City, edited by G.
Bridge & S. Watson), p. 534. Copyright 2011 by Wiley Online Library.

After taking power in 1948, the National Party implemented urban social engineering
under apartheid (an Afrikaans word for ‘separateness’), which defined statutory “racial”
classifications to demarcate separate areas for “Bantu”, “Coloured”, “European” and
“Indian” families to live (Seekings, 2011). Over 60 local communities were violently torn
apart and over 150,000 black people were displaced from the city centre to peripheral
townships. Cape Town has been described as a tale of three cities (Mertens, 1999),
because of the huge differences in access to housing in affluent white areas, flat blocks in
the sandy wastes of Mitchell’s Plain and metal shacks in the townships. The suburbs
where students lived remain strongly indicative of their parents’ or guardians’ class and
still reflect a history of racial segregation (see Figure 1), albeit now class based.

Racial segregation was legally abolished in South Africa in 1996 through a new
constitution and democratic political establishment. Nevertheless, major class-based

5 Given the history of racial classification under apartheid, participants in this study were not asked to racially
label themselves. I felt similarly cautious about questioning students about their household income.
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inequalities and income disparities have remained that are still strongly linked to race.
The differences between the country’s rich and poor have remained the highest in the
world (Higgs, 2007). Objective poverty rates have endured at the highest amongst ‘black
Africans’, who are very much poorer than ‘Indians/Asians’, who are poorer than ‘Whites’
(Leibbrandt, Woolard, Finn & Argent, 2010). Census 20u data revealed that black
citizens, who make up about 8o percent of the population of 55 million, earn on average
a sixth of whites (Statistics South Africa, 2012).

Over the entire period of the study, low-quality education has continued to result in a
poverty trap: Economic inequalities have strongly shaped students’ formal educational
opportunities. The systematic crisis in South African education (Bloch, 2009) is a
persistent constraint on historically disadvantaged peoples (Badet & Sayed, 2014).
Despite government devoting a large share of its budget to the public education system
(National Treasury, 2016) it remains still largely racially divided. While access for many
black students has improved, the quality of their education is poor (National Planning
Commission, 2011). Access to quality education remains strongly linked to class and is
elusive for the vast majority of black students. It is unaffordable to parents with low
socio-economic status.

The education system has not been an engine of social mobility, but a two-tiered
structure through which an unequal society is replicated (Spaull, 2015). Low-quality
education has resulted in a poverty trap for most black students (Van Der Berg, Burger,
Burger, Vos, du Rand, Gustaffson, Moses, Shephard, Spaull, & Taylor, 2011). Students that
have attended well-functioning schools have tended to attain higher qualifications and
dominate the highly-skilled, managerial end of the labour market. In stark contrast,
poor education has contributed to unemployment or low- or semi-skilled jobs at best.

Participation in visual arts as a scarce privilege

To be enrolled in the visual arts subject is a privilege that few South African students
currently enjoy. Less than one percent of them do it for matric (Department of Basic
Education, 2013). Visual art and design subjects are seen as relative luxuries, requiring
specialised staff and expensive infrastructure. In government schools, only 6,755 of 562,
12 Grade 12s studied visual art in 2013.

Historically, most township schools have not offered specialised arts or design-related
subjects, while wealthier schools may offer both. In the Cape Town metropolis, as few as
26% of secondary schools offered art- or design- related subjects at a Senior Certificate
level (Graan, 2005. Joffe & Newton, 2008). This included an attempt to broaden access to
the visual arts by the Western Cape Educational Department (WCED), which established
ten Arts and Culture Focus schools in 2007. They were intended to support cultural
mobility by expanding access to students likely to have been excluded in the past
(Walton & Donner, 2012).

The WCED’s involvement reflected a resourcing challenge to schools in offering visual
arts and/or visual design as a subject choice. Both require high levels of economic and
institutional cultural capital: to offer either subject necessitates a history of resourcing
support (including a suitably skilled educator and art equipment), plus infrastructural
provision (such as studio space and drawing and display surfaces). Both are scarce
(Noakes, Walton, Venter & Cronjé, 2014) and therefore serve to mark academic
distinction (Bourdieu, 1984).
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Although state and provincial initiatives have broadened access to art and design
education to a small degree, harsh levels of inequality mean that students from lower
income groups (typically blacks) often carry the extra burden of securing things others
take for granted, like; food, lighting, paper and stationery, all being prerequisites for
artistic participation (Pritchard & Vines, 2013). Amongst other groups, major inequities
still divide even those relatively privileged youth who are able to attend those schools
offering visual art and/or design. In particular, access to ICT infrastructures for digital
and online media production are key markers of inequality. These serve as gatekeepers
to participation (Hargittai & Walejko, 2008) in richly resourced, visually creative fields®.

In this educational context of cultural and financial exclusion, my thesis reports on an
action research project (Lewin, 1946. Hearn, Tacchi, Foth & Lennie, 2009) which
supported the teaching of e-portfolio curation at two very different Cape Town schools.
These students were relatively privileged to have access to the visual arts and
information technology as subjects (Noakes, Walton, Venter & Cronjé, 2013). Schools
that offer these two subjects are typically located in the geographic centres of economic
privilege, where in many ways they quietly continue the modus operandi of apartheid
(Venter, 2016). One site of this study was an exclusive independent secondary school
catering for young men, serving the economically privileged. In the South African
context of marked economic and social inequalities, access to independent schooling is
often an important marker of class privilege (Burawoy & von Holdt, 2012). By contrast,
the other site of my study was a government-funded public school, which provided
education that some working-class families could afford.

In South Africa’s creative economy, low black participation in arts and design education
has been linked to the under-representation of black professionals in the creative
industry. Blacks have faced historic exclusion from visual creative subjects in secondary
school, where until the 1980’s arts education was provided for in previously ‘whites-only’
schools (Joffe & Newton 2008). Where arts programs were offered by segregated
departments, such as the Department of Education and Training, the subject was under-
resourced and curricula imitated white schools in promoting Western arts forms. The
visual arts have since become part of the ‘Arts and Culture’ learning area, a compulsory
component of formative education up to grade nine (HSRC AMERU et al. 2010, p.9).
However, the majority of schools do not have trained teachers and facilities for providing
quality visual arts education. Curriculum policy may include this subject as an elective
specialism for grades ten to twelve, but visual arts education’s provision at this level has
continued to be largely confined to well-resourced, top-end schools. In 2014 relatively
few government secondary school students studied visual arts for their school-leaving
examinations (Noakes, Walton, Venter, Cronjé, 2014). In 2009 only fifty percent of
enrolments accounted for black students (HSRC AMERU et al. 2010).

6 Each field can be understood as a structured space of positions, whose inter-relations are determined by the
distribution of different kind of resources or capital (Bourdieu and Thompson, 1991). As part of Bourdieu’s
theories of cultural production and consumption, he developed field analysis to highlight the importance of
understanding a field’s logic, how this compares to other fields and how capital is exchanged between inter-
penetrating fields. In curating e-portfolios, visual arts students’ participation is influenced by the four key
fields of power, education, commerce and prosumption.
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Figure 2. Inequalities in academic and vocational trajectories related to visual culture

As suggested by the diagram in Figure 2, unequal access to visual arts and design
education in secondary schooling has contributed to blacks’ lower levels of access and
enrolment in tertiary art education. Young working class people who attended township
schools without specialized teachers or the equipment needed for visual art continue to
be under-represented in tertiary education and design industry alike (Sutherland 2004;
Sauthoff & van Eeden 2010; Joffe & Newton 2008). As a result, working class students
have had little chance of being accepted to pursue art and design courses, let alone to
entry-level jobs in the creative industries (Booyens 2012; Joffe & Newton 2008). By
contrast, the tiny minority of independent school students were far more likely to be
taught visual art or graphic design. The much higher fees that independent school
parents pay enabled specialized teachers to be employed for such subjects. Visually
creative students at independent schools have been able to develop artistic portfolios at
school that can be used for justifying access to tertiary studies in architecture, fine arts or
design. By contrast, government school students would far more likely have used their
portfolios for justifying access to technical degree training or applying for internships.

A decolonial critique of financial and cultural exclusion

The obstacles that many young people face in pursuing visual creative schooling resonate
with the decolonial critique of financial and cultural exclusion in university education.
From 2015, the decolonisation of universities became a common demand in South
African student protests. These demonstrations were unprecedented in their scale and
violence (Jansen, 2017). Protestors criticized public universities and the ruling African
National Congress government’s failure to address two major fault lines in education
more than twenty years after apartheid. The first concerned the rising costs of tertiary
education. Many prospective students from working class, unemployed and lower
middle class households” faced financial exclusion. The second related to black?® students
and staff’s sense of cultural alienation at historically white universities.

In response to these issues, #rhodesmustfall (RMF) protestors (Nyamjoh, 2016. Bosch,
2017) demanded symbolic reparation. In particular, they demanded that colonial and
apartheid era symbols be removed and that transformation at universities be accelerated.
Only modest gains in the four pillars of transformation; equity, democracy, efficiency
and responsiveness had been made post-apartheid (Cloete et al. 2002). #feesmustfall

7 Students of the lower middle class, or ‘missing middle’, are from families that do not qualify for the
government’s National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS). Although their parents earn above R 120,000
a year, this is not enough to cover a household and student’s fees. A university education typically costs on

average between R 80,000 and R 100,000 a year (Jansen, 2017).
8
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(FMF) activists demanded that free education be prioritised (Ndlovu, 2017). RMF and
FMF merged into the most powerful student movement since anti-apartheid protests in
the 1970’s (Jansen, 2017). The movement’s demands resonated with a broader decolonial
turn in Africa (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013) and foregrounds how decolonisation is key for
tackling the negative legacies of colonialism (Maldonado-Torres, 2011). Long after
administrative apartheid and direct colonialism ended, the colonial legacies linked to
power, knowledge and being still strongly affect postcolonial citizens (Ndlovu-Gatsheni,
2013. Mulcahy, 2017).

For example, the knowledge system in South African education remains strongly shaped
by Western, racially hierarchized, hetero-normative and Christian values (Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2013). These inform what is considered “legitimate” cultural capital (Bourdieu
& Passeron, 1977:2013), specifically highbrow European and American culture versus
“illegitimate” forms of knowledge and practice. Such a distinction marginalizes and often
excludes indigenous, black cultural repertoires (Soudien, 2007), such as local languages
and crafts. By contrast, an inclusive conception of visual culture could address crafts and
other forms of aesthetic culture in Cape Town. These could potentially accommodate
Cape Town’s working class, “township”, migrant and gang cultures.

Up to the end of apartheid, arts-related education in South Africa developed along racial
and ethnically separatist lines (Coombes, 2003, 2006. Mcgee, 2007). Post-apartheid, such
education is not racially exclusive. Nevertheless, cultural exclusion remains a persistent
problem as very few black students enter creative industries. In 2013, 99 percent of young
South Africans received no secondary school training in the visual arts or design
(Noakes, Walton, Venter & Cronjé, 2014). Consequently, very few black students have the
opportunity to formally develop the arts portfolios typically required for justifying
tertiary education in artistic domains. Keen students who lack access to these subjects at
school leverage chance encounters and varied family, peer and other relationships to
develop portfolios informally (Venter & Walton, 2015). Even with a portfolio, tertiary
places to study visual creativity are highly competitive. Many students from middle class
homes do not secure places despite privileged access to the necessary literacies (such as
observational drawing).

Financially, students from poor households face the greatest obstacles when trying to
develop their visual creative talents via the traditional academic route. These students
depend on bursaries (such as NFAS, the National Student Financial Aid Scheme) or
financial aid to access tertiary education. Such NSFAS support is particularly scarce for
students in creative fields. After securing funds, access to university does not necessarily
translate into such students pursuing the creative field they desired or simply
graduating. There are high costs for students to practice in the creative industries, such
as film, and these serve as a barrier to under-resourced students. Furthermore, of the 12
percent of black South Africans who entered public higher education, only seven percent
completed their degrees (Scott, 2017) and formal certification thus remains a barrier in
some areas.

The local talent pool available to visual creative industries reflects cultural reproduction.
Middle-class students, who are mostly white, are over-represented. In particular,
metropolitan male professionals from affluent backgrounds are over-represented in
cultural domains that require formal, technical qualifications (Hadisi & Snowball, 2017),
such as advertising, architecture and software systems. Black visual creatives from
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working class? backgrounds already face daunting obstacles to their education and
employment in creative industry.

Involvement in the visual arts as a marker of middle class distinction

The involvement of young people in visually creative repertoires links to the broader
social tastes and cultural preferences that Cape Town families, schools and media
support. A recent research project into broad distinctions in Cape Town youths’ cultural
preferences (Schenk, 2015) confirmed that there is an inherent hierarchy in the
perception of racialized forms of youth culture. These span consumption patterns,
fandom, clothing styles, music tastes and even ways of talking and walking. For example,
better-off respondents regardless of race to the survey in Cape Town generally had a
preference for foreign (mostly American) idols and music than the other respondents
who preferred South African starts and music. Such distinctions are largely in line with
the class-centred analyses of taste and cultural preferences inspired by Bourdieu (1984).
This inherent hierarchy in Cape Town teenagers’ cultural preferences suggests that
Bourdieu’s theoretical framework remains helpful even in the contemporary South
African context.

Relatively few people have personal connections with the field of visual arts, which
makes it the most exclusive area of cultural practice (Bennett et al. 2009, p. 30). Visual
art remains a strong field of classification of social position since core participation by
better-off groups remains resilient. Despite fissures and cleavages across group
boundaries, the highly-educated middle class and social élite are far more likely to visit
art galleries and have views about the quality of art. These groups and their children are
disproportionally likely to develop a knowledge and appreciation that serves to increase
institutional cultural capital in the visual arts. Their command of “higher” forms of
consecrated visual culture remains a token of distinction, which continues to function as
an effective form of cultural capital.

The role of élite and educated middle classes as taste makers has implications for what is
regarded as legitimate cultural capital. Their tastes shaped what educators taught in
“their” visual arts syllabus and the informal cultural capital that students were expected
to curate. The national syllabus is a culturally conservative space which mostly focused
on modern development of Western fine arts movements and the drawing and painting
practices of their Western ‘masters’. Studio practice foregrounded the development of
hand-rendered drawing and painting skills. A shared focus on this culturally exclusive
visual culture was evidenced in the arts history and studio practices taught at both
schools. Both foregrounded tastes for art gallery objects.

9 Despite the long history of Marxist analysis of (and in) South Africa, its local study of class remains in its
infancy (Seekings, 2003). The density of the nation’s social structure is very different from more developed,
Northern economies where extensive stratification research has been done {such as Rose and Harrison (2014)
on Europe, Savage et al. (2013) for the UK, Beeghley (2015) regarding the USA}. The key difference is the high
levels of unemployment at SA’s base, which result in the majority of working class households actually being
in the richer half of the population. The poorer half comprised households that are dependent on; very-low
paid workers, the country’s social security grants system, remittances and/or pension payments. For
simplicity, my research used a binary distinction; between students from ‘working class” homes (the majority
attending the government school) versus ‘middle class’ ones (combining the élite and established middle
classes that mainly attend the independent school). The use of several categories (i.e. the seven main classes
developed in the UK’s Nuffield schema during the 1970s and redefined in Savage et al.’s new model (2013))
seemed to offer little benefit to my research analysis versus the complexity and effort needed to
operationalize additional categories.
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Teenagers negotiate emergent cultural capital

Teenagers tend to be engaged with emerging cultural capital (Savage et al. 2013. Prieur &
Savage, 2013) outside school, rather than the highbrow culture foregrounded in the visual
arts subject syllabus. The status markers of emergent cultural capital connect to
practices in; information technology (internet and social networks), video games, sport,
popular music and socializing. My research explores how such capital overlaps with the
informal personas that teenagers shared. Rather than such emergent practices being
“lllegitimate”, as Bourdieu’s approach could suggest, such roles can comprise a new form
of cultural boundary. For example, affluent students may mark their privileged status by
sharing resource-intensive practices in visual creative domains not taught in the visual
arts (such as animation and videography), as well as exclusive subject matter (for
example, water sports) and inspirations (yachting).

Methodological implications

As described in Chapter Three, it was necessary to pool the strengths of select academic
lenses to link students’ e-portfolio styles to their circumstances. The distinct, but
interrelated, theoretical frameworks of cultural sociology (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986, 1996),
symbolic interactionism (Goffman, 1959, 1963, 1974), social semiotics (Kress, 2010), media
studies [(Ito et al. 2009, 2010), boyd (2007, 2014), Gauntlett (2007, 20m)], digital
materialism (Manovich (1999, 2001, 2008) and infrastructure studies (Star & Ruhleder,
1996) were used to support a holistic and detailed research approach. This combination
was necessary to avoid a common failing in the literature regarding new media’s
appropriation and repurposing. Few existing studies in education have adequate
theoretical frameworks guiding their discussion (Hamid, Waycott, Kurnia & Chang,
2010).

Why my research connects insights from cultural sociology to symbolic interactionism
Cultural sociology provided an overarching framework for a relational description of
agents’ dispositions, practices and the social spaces they inhabit. Bourdieu’s theories of
practice (1977, 1990, 1998) address the broad elements of social structure, focusing on
how these relate to power and are inadvertently reproduced through everyday practices.
His key concepts enable researchers to conceive of young people as individuals with
unique histories who act in relation to a social environment that incentivizes, affords or
limits certain practices (Davies, 2015). Bourdieusian theory provides a useful way of
linking societal concerns, ideas and institutions with detailed examinations of everyday
negotiations (Alanen, Brooker & Mayall, 2015).

My research project used this theory’s conceptual vocabulary to explore enablers and
constraints in young people’s negotiation of disciplined and informal personas, relating
both to specific and wider social arrangements. Each teenager’s practices as a socially
and culturally situated agent were linked to their attendant capitals for participating in
varied social semiotic spaces. These spanned four key spaces; school, home, digital
information and the vocational. By remediating practices from these spaces, teenagers
evidenced academic or emerging cultural capital.

Symbolic interactionism proved helpful for explaining young people’s digital self-
presentations, which could negotiate the prescribed disciplinary and informal personas.
Goffman’s work concerning identity performances and impression management
strategies (1959, 1963) was used for describing such negotiations. Combining Goffman’s
insights into identity performance with Bourdieu’s theories of practice supported an
exploration into how student identities, the spaces they inhabit and their varied roles
intersect at the nexus of structure and agency. Connecting these two lenses facilitated an
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holistic view in my research, reducing the danger of one half of the structure/agency
dualism being exercised over the other (Huot & Rudman, 2010).

Why my research sources ideas from social semiotics and digital materialism

Young people could also have conflicting orientations towards publishing e-portfolios
and the meanings of presenting themselves to be visual artists. Students’ different social
backgrounds were likely to contribute to divergent views on the e-portfolio medium’s
value and the appropriate content to share in it. My research followed a social semiotic
approach for exploring the meanings adolescents associated with their e-portfolio styles
and how these related to each author’s interests.

A multimodal approach (Jewitt & Kress, 2003. Jewitt, 2005) was used in my research to
describe how the modal inter-relationships and density in young people’s e-portfolio
styles expressed their interests as sign-makers. The modal density of each student’s e-
portfolio style was closely tied to their motivation and access to digital infrastructure for
e-portfolio curation. Students’ multimodal texts can be dense in meaning, given that
each mode adds its particular layer of complexity. According to a Multimodal
(inter)action analysis approach (Norris, 2004, 2014), each students’ e-portfolio had a
particular level of modal complexity. The more intricately intertwined a webpage’s
multiple disembodied modes (such as image, text and layout), the higher the density.
Dense modal combinations can afford a more complete expression of a student’s habitus
(Buchholz, 2014) and my research explored how low densities were linked to teenagers’
dis-interest or difficulties in accessing appropriate infrastructure and digital cultural
capital (Selwyn, 2004; Seale, 2013).

Students’ e-portfolio styles as software users were also shaped by a software’s options.
Insights from digital materialism (Manovich, 1999, 2001, 2008) proved helpful for
framing how online portfolio software enabled these choices as a semiotic resource. E-
portfolio styles are also shaped by the degree of design and customization that software
afforded and did not enable (van Leeuwen, 2008). Combining insights from social
semiotics and digital materialism supported descriptions of how students’ expression of
varying interests were mediated by software.

The contextual insights which media studies and infrastructure studies add

Local media studies research provided the background to young Cape Town students’
access and use of digital medias and the importance of teens’ differential access to
infrastructures in online content production. Local research ranges from mobile phone
stories (Botha, Vosloo, Kuner & van den Berg, 2011. Vosloo, Walton & Deumert, 2009) to
smartphone videos (Hassreiter, Walton & Marsden, 2009). It flags that digital divides
remain closely linked to racial and class markers of economic disadvantage, plus gender
inequality. American and British research (Ito et al. 2009, 2010. Buckingham, 2013.
Jenkins et al. 2008. Gauntlett, 2007) provided examples of young people’s creative
productions with digital media. These resonated with my research participants’
explorations of creative industry, crafts and fandom.

The emergent discipline of Infrastructure Studies (Bowker, Baker, Millerband & Ribes,
2010) was used to frame how young people’s digital curations were influenced by
particular dimensions of infrastructural resourcing in their schools. Differences at the
government and independent schools were linked to patterns in their students’ e-
portfolio styles (see Chapter Four).
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Constraints in templated identities and digitally disciplined personas

In my research, student’s e-portfolio styles were likely to be strongly shaped by the
creative appropriation of Carbonmade and the options for a templated self that its
software afforded. The templated self (Case, 20m) is a self or identity that is produced
through various participation architectures. A virtual or digital representation of self is
developed by filling out a graphic user interface (GUI) with personal information. This
may set identity constraints and the user’s style of influence on other profiles. The
template identity ranges from fixed spaces, such as Facebook and Carbonmade, to hand
built sites’ flexibility in which users can design a digital self in any conceivable way.

Students were taught to use Carbonmade to complete templated selves as visual artists
and for curating related artworks. The combination of the Carbonmade templated self
and classroom identities proved to be strong influences, which led my research to
propose the concept of the digital disciplined identity (Noakes, 2019). This notion extends
the strong shaping influence of the templated self into the identity templates that
educational institutions afford their students. This reflects the education system’s
incredible interest in templating students as well as templating knowledge (Watters,
2014), as evidenced in graduation courses, disciplinary and other academic requirements.

In my research, students used Carbonmade software as a virtual-curator (Beardon &
Worden, 1997) to design digital disciplined identities. They uploaded their descriptions,
self-imagery and remediated artworks before re-organizing them. These choices are
captured by Carbonmade’s database and used when making rendering decisions to show
each portfolio page in their viewer's web browser. Students’ e-portfolio styles are
constrained by the online portfolio choices afforded by Carbonmade’s GUI being
common to all users. This reflected Manovich’s insight (2001) that multimedia objects
are created from a database.

Research strategies

This research directly supported two educators with responding to the challenges of an
increasingly mediated world (Buckingham, 2003, 2007) by teaching e-portfolio curation.
Carbonmade software was first introduced at a site where its creative appropriation for e-
portfolio curation was most likely to succeed. The visual arts head at this élite
independent school was keen to learn about social media. After producing his own
online portfolio and using social bookmarking, he successfully taught both to my
research participants. Following this success, I modified the introductory curriculum and
taught it to volunteers at a less well-resourced, government school. Being better
resourced than many other state schools, it seemed more likely to successfully support e-
portfolio teaching. This project overcame challenges in delivering curricula at both sites
and to answer its enquiries collected evidence using 11 research instruments, ranging
from screenshots of Carbonmade’s GUI to interviews with students and educators (see
Chapter Three).

Several authors (Jenkins, 2006. Leadbeater, 2007, Tapscott, 2009) from well-resourced
contexts have suggested that young people’s OCC gives them valuable opportunities for
self-expression. According to their shared view (Schwarz, 2010), self-presentation and
expression on digital platforms can help young people to rise above their circumstances
as they develop disciplinary interests. By contrast, my aggregated content analysis
revealed worrying patterns in students’ achievements in e-portfolio styles for each site.
Such patterns would be troubling if e-portfolios were used in competition for work or
educational opportunities. I shifted my approach to Critical Action Research (Carr &
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Kemmis, 2003), which validates and extends action research processes by combining
critical theory with the action research paradigm (Given, 2008). My research
contribution shifted to identifying how young people’s digital identities manifested
social power and assimilation.

Outline

This chapter presents my research questions and argues for the originality and value of
this project. The background to the problem statement and the broader socio-economic
context of the research are described. The methodological aspects are defined before the
research strategies are addressed.

Chapter Two describes the rationale for combining the theoretical lenses of cultural
theory, symbolic interactionism and social semiotics. It also describes why insights from
digital materialism, media studies, infrastructure studies and Sen’s capability approach
proved helpful for contextualising young people’s contrasting opportunities and
achievements.

The CAR, observational and case study research methods are described in Chapter Three
and are discussed in relation to their strengths and weaknesses. Three research
innovations are introduced; a CAR project unique for its context (1), a longitudinal
educational research project that spanned four years (2) and studying pupils from a
wider range of economic backgrounds than those described in similar research studies
(3). The background to the differences between the two research sites and Cape Town
teenagers’ circumstances are then described.

Chapter Four presents a content analysis, which identifies different patterns of students’
e-portfolio achievements for the two sites. The wide variety of distinctive styles that
young people developed at either site are explored through 12 students’ case studies.

Chapter Five explores the different visual arts student personas that five student curated.
It begins with a touchstone digital disciplined identity from the independent school.
Case studies for two other private and two government school students follow to
provide an overview of their contrasting styles, contexts and aims in the two sites. None
of these five students foregrounded any informal visual creative personas.

Chapter Six features seven young people whose e-portfolios spotlighted their out-of-
school identities. Case studies of three independent school students described how they
foregrounded repertoires linked to concerted cultivation. By contrast, many of the five
government school students negotiated identities in relation to the creative industries.

Chapter Seven addresses the four key dimensions of inequality my research identified
and describes a few novel benefits of the e-portfolio syllabus. The research contributions
to sociology, symbolic interactionism, social semiotics and digital materialism are then
summarized. As a pathfinder project, several recommendations are made for future
research.

University of Cape Town, South Africa 30



Inequality in digital personas Travis Noakes
Chapter 2: Literature Review

Chapter 2: Literature Review

Introduction

This research project explores how young people curate legitimate and informal tastes in
their e-portfolios and how the repertoires they shared draw on diverse resources. The
research project’s theoretical goal was to contextualise youth agency in relation to the
structural inequalities that young people experience in Cape Town. This requires both
attention to the micro-level as teens developed distinctive e-portfolio styles and to
macro-level descriptions of the structural inequalities that influenced teenagers’ lives.
Class, race and gender could prove highly influential in the remediation of distinctive
cultural repertoires and consumer lifestyles. It was thus necessary to look beyond the
classroom and take a sociological view concerning how young Cape Town students’ e-
portfolio styles related to broader inequalities within the city and society in general. The
concept of social space allowed my research to situate young people as belonging to
specific families and schools, while also locating my participants in a wider South African
society where more general struggles are taking place.

Chapter Two introduces the literature review process and research framework after
providing a high-level overview of the project’s focus. The similarities in visual arts
education at two very different sites are situated within the broader social context of
South African schooling. Varied forms of social stratification are described, which are
linked to young peoples’ unequal opportunities for expressing distinctive personas. To
describe inequalities in digital personas, teenagers’ practices were linked to the diverse
spaces in which they were developing dispositions. An overview of research into
participatory media and local participation follows. The chapter concludes by exploring
how young people curate identities via media productions and who cultivate artistic
digital personas online.

A broad literature review was required to relate young people’s micro-agency in curating
distinctive e-portfolio styles to their different circumstances. Insights from cultural and
educational sociology (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977. Bourdieu, 1986. Soudien, 2007.
Burawoy & von Holdt, 2012) and the sociology of aesthetics (Bourdieu, 1984, 1987, 1993,
1996) helped frame the cultural reproduction of visual arts classroom identities.
Concepts from research into social semiotics (Kress, 2010), symbolic interactionism
(Goffman, 1959, 1963, 1969, 1974) and media studies [(Ito et al. 2009, 2010), boyd (2007,
2014), Gauntlett (2007, 2011)] were used to provide micro-level descriptions of Cape Town
teenagers’ negotiations of disciplined and informal digital personas. Young people’s
remediation of such personas could involve different digital information infrastructures,
software (see Table 1) and other technologies. Their access to, and use of technology is
explained using infrastructure studies (Star & Ruhleder, 1995) and digital materialism
(Manovich, 1999, 2001, 2008).

In education, e-portfolios that only contain products and reflections about school-based
learning are partial in that they only show a limited view of who students are, what they
know and can do (Cambridge, Cambridge, Yancey and Blake, 2009). For an accurate
picture of students’ abilities, e-portfolios must provide scope for them to represent their
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life-wide learning holistically, such as “unofficial”® education done through informal
learning and non-formal education.

Cultural sociology explains how taste is one of the main battlefields in the cultural
reproduction and legitimation of power (Bourdieu, 1984). Legitimate cultural capital is
tied to social stratification whereby the dominant tastes in society reflect its power
relations. Young people’s formal portfolios and disciplinary identities can be theorised
using ideas from the sociology of education (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). This tradition
theorises how the development of classroom identities necessitates that students
assimilate academic cultural capital and highbrow tastes.

At the same time, teens might be developing very different personas. In affluent
contexts, teenagers enjoy a form of dispositional plasticity in often having more leisure
time than other members of society to make diverse choices and enjoy multiple
experiences (Faucher, 2016). As discussed in Chapter One, young people might prefer to
curate from their “unofficial” roles in extra-mural visual creativity as valued sources of
emerging cultural capital (Savage et al. 2013. Prieur & Savage, 2013). Style is the overall
effect of a sum total of multimodal choices (Domingo, Kress, O’Connell, Elliot, Squire,
Jewitt & Adami, 2014). Social semiotics supports the description of a teenager’s
negotiation of choices in creating his or her e-portfolio style. Teens could reproduce the
digitally disciplinary e-portfolio style or add other aspects of their identities. Teens could
also view curating an e-portfolio to be unnecessary, particularly if they are not very
interested in the kind of cultural capital that could be gained from being recognized as
visually creative.

Symbolic interactionism also helps frame teenagers’ contrasting digital self-
presentations; as exhibitions whose design is a response to diverse potential audiences
(Hogan, 2010). For example, some male students might not want to be seen as being
‘arty’ and involved in a subject perceived by other pupils to be “feminine” for expressing
emotions (Wikberg, 2014). Students may not want to share an academic identity if they
perceive being at school as ‘uncool’ (Smithers, 1999. Natale, 1996). Such teenagers may
also prefer not to be identifiable as school-goers online.

Literature review process

This literature survey seeks to provide a framework which can answer research questions
concerning the relationship between young people’s e-portfolio styles and their widely
varying circumstances. The most relevant experts and sources were initially identified
using pertinent overviews of sociology, education, media and multimodal research.
Further experts and sources were suggested by local research groups and researchers
focused on these topics. Keyword searches (see table 2) were also used to find experts
and sources whose foci were similar in exploring overlaps between society, infrastructure
and education in visual culture. Over the course of my research (2009-18), the index of
search terms and relevant abbreviations in table 2 was adjusted to more accurately
reflect the concepts in use by researchers in recent publications. To ensure I kept abreast
of new research, I traced the most germane papers’ citation histories for locating fresh
sources. | also used the keyword index for updating Google Scholar alerts that notified
me if new articles featured such keywords. I solicited feedback via research articles at

1o My research uses the term ‘unofficial’ for describing young people’s interests and practices that occur
outside formal education. Such practices may occur in non-formal (Hager & Halliday, 2006) or informal
(Sefton-Green, 2013) learning settings. Although my research does separate disciplinary and unofficial spaces
following the prevalent view that informal and formal styles are separate (Colley et al. 2003), students’
practices are explored in “unofficial” visual creative domains that bridge these settings.
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varied conferences and related presentations and received responses on my research
blogsite and research-focussed social network presences.

Research framework

My research followed a protracted exploratory process to find a suitable framework that
could explain how young people’s e-portfolio styles encompassed diverse cultural and
leisure repertoires. Such diversity spanned widely dissimilar school, home, vocational
and media spaces. Young peoples’ very different achievements necessitated that
connections between e-portfolio styles and broader social inequalities in Cape Town be
investigated.

Theorising stratification

Bourdieu on taste, social hierarchy and class distinction.

Sociologists tend to focus on structural inequality and my research used key concepts
from educational and cultural sociology (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986, 1996) to relate the tastes
shared in e-portfolio styles to class hierarchies and social structures. Pierre Bourdieu’s
research was the first to provide a genuinely sociological interpretation of taste in an
explicit and systematic fashion (Rahkonen, 20m). Bourdieu’s research developed a social
critique of the judgement of taste, which involved placing art and culture within a social
world where it embodies forms of power and privilege (Hanquinet & Savage, 2016).
Bourdieu’s sociology of aesthetics proposed that taste has social conditions of existence
in which both tastes and lifestyles are ranked in social hierarchies (Crossley, 2013).
Differences in taste, or aesthetic preferences, are a social product of other differences
amongst classes (Bourdieu, 1984). According to Bourdieu’s theory, taste mirrors social
stratification and sub-groups of individuals in class fractions have specific agglomerates
of cultural capital. Such capital encompasses their age, education, profession, lifestyle,
race and gender.

Bourdieu considered taste to be one of the main battlefields in the cultural reproduction
and legitimation of power. He saw a constant struggle in people’s everyday lives for the
symbolic power to determine what ‘good taste’ is. Rather than the universalisation of
such taste as a natural process, Bourdieu argued it was a perpetual struggle between
classes and other antagonistic social collectives. Each group struggles to impose the
definition of the world that is most congruent with their particular interests (Bourdieu &
Wacquant, 1992) and reflects the group’s background assumptions concerning habits
and tastes.

In Distinction (1984), Bourdieu proposed that judgments of taste are related to social
position, or more precisely, are themselves acts of social positioning. He argued that
distinction is a social force that assigns different values to dissimilar people within a
particular society. Fundamental social differences can be expressed between groups via
their contrasting preferences and stylistic practices in diverse fields. Each field has a
small number of distinctive features, and as a whole these function as a system of
differences (Bourdieu, 1984).

Bourdieu proposed that distinction only exists through an ongoing struggle for the
exclusive appropriation of the distinctive signs that make for “natural” distinction. In the
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1960’s French society" that Bourdieu researched, he defined distinction as the way of
consuming the refined cultural goods that are regarded, at particular moments, as works
of art. His homology thesis placed at the apex of social distinction a Modern form of
cultural capital that embraced a Kantian aesthetic of disinterestedness and celebrated
classical music, canonical literary forms and modes of modernist culture (Hanquinet &
Savage, 2016). Bourdieu’s research into the sociology of lifestyles (1979) argued for a
structural homology that assumed social class structure to be linked to that of aesthetic
preferences through a one-to-one correspondence. People's tastes were seen as directed
by their position within the class structure, which is defined by types and volumes of
capital, and organized in line with a highbrow versus lowbrow opposition (Coulangeon &
Lemel, 2009). According to Bourdieu, the expression of class distinction through cultural
preferences was related to a broader world of lifestyle preferences. For example, he
argued that the refined aesthetic tastes that the cultural nobility used as cultural capital
for expressing social superiority was similar to their use of ascetic culinary ones (1984).

In the context of twentieth-century France, Bourdieu argued that highbrow aesthetic
tastes and other dispositions were used to express superior distance from ‘lower” social
groups (1984:2010). Well-to-do individuals from a shared class (or class fraction) present
their distinctive social space to the world in a process of class distinction. Social space is
a geographic/mathematical metaphor for how people are arranged in society (Bourdieu,

1985).

Although multiple dimensions exist in social space, these are usually categorized using a
particular form of capital (Bourdieu, 1984), usually cultural and economic (Crossley,
2013). Clusters of actors vary in terms of their overall wealth (or volume of capital) and
its composition being the relative weighting of economic and cultural capital in their
portfolio. Domination of a social space’s field of forces follows from a group’s ability to
mobilize the most capital (Bourdieu, 1989). For example, advantages in the cultural
capital of the very cultivated make this group more likely to determine what constitutes
legitimate tastes within society (Glenn, 2010). He argued that the lower classes and new
petty bourgeois would tend to follow the taste distinctions valorized by the dominant
faction.

Distinction is proposed by Bourdieu to be fundamentally based on the power held by the
upper class arbitrarily to impose on others their categories of perception and
appreciation as the legitimate ones (1984). According to this view, indicators of prestige
and dominant taste originating at the top become a hegemonic norm. One example is
the focus on highbrow objects in modern schooling that define ‘pure’ taste as legitimate
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979). Such valorised tastes mirror the system of ethical and
aesthetic values in society, for example those that were closely tied to the ruling
bourgeois class (Bourdieu, 1984) in Bourdieu’s time. The ‘middle-brow’ and ‘popular’
taste universes of the dominated and marginalised groups would thus largely be
excluded from élite French schools as a result of such an emphasis (Bourdieu & Passeron,
1979. Bourdieu, 1988).

Inequalities in capital were argued by Bourdieu to result in social classes manifesting
different habitus, or class habitus (Bourdieu, 1985, 1993). More specifically, they have
different tastes (Crossley, 2013). The habitus is, ‘a system of durable, transposable

1 As Bourdieu points out in Distinction’s (1984) introduction, the system of distinctive features which express
or reveal economic and social differences (themselves variable in scale and structure) may differ considerably
from one period, and one society, to another.
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dispositions which functions as the generative basis of structured, objectively unified
practices’ (1977). Habitus is socialised subjectivity; the way society becomes deposited in
persons in the form of lasting dispositions, or trained capacities and structured
propensities to think, feel and act in determinant ways, which then guide them
(Wacquant 2005). According to Bourdieu’s analysis of French society in the 1960’s, there
are differences between the habituses that different classes support. For example, the
culturally wealthy prefer avant-garde art, while the economically wealthy prefer more
conservative artistic forms. The poor in both forms of capital shun either alternative in
preference to the objects and pursuits of popular or folk culture (Crossley, 2013).

Bourdieu developed the habitus concept as part of defining a general theory of social
practices and human action that responded to old dilemmas in the social sciences
regarding how to define and analyse power (Navarro, 2006). Bourdieu originated an
analytical framework that sought to be equidistant from the opposing poles of either an
overemphasis on agency or a one-sided focus on structures. Rather than proposing that
power is ubiquitous and beyond agency or structure, he argued that power is culturally
and symbolically created. It is constantly re-legitimized through interplays between
agency and structure. Tastes and lifestyles are not only different, but ranked in social
hierarchies (Crossley, 2013). The contingency of this process is marked to some degree by
habitus, which tends to naturalise differences. Differences in taste and lifestyle feel
natural because they are internalised as habitus, but sociological analyses reveal these to
actually be contingent upon the social and historical situation (Crossley, 2013).

The ranking of cultural differences largely occurs through the education system
(Crossley, 2013). This field seeks to ensure the reproduction of cultivated dispositions
(Bourdieu, 1993) by habituating students to a particular institution and discipline’s
categories of action, expression, perception, conception and imagination. Schools and
universities in turn bestow legitimacy upon certain cultural forms, converting them into
an institutionalized form of cultural capital (qualifications), which in turn allow their
holder to secure better jobs with higher income (Bourdieu, 1998). Legitimation is the key
mechanism in the conversion of capital to power. Cultural capital has to be recognized as
legitimate before its value is realizable (Skeggs, 2004).

Bourdieu’s research into the French education system also explored inequality in
educational outcomes. His research highlighted the importance of class habitus in
shaping why students from middle class homes often do better than those from the
working class (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). They argued that the culture of schools is
middle class and its class behaviours are associated with academic aptitude. Working
class students tend to be disadvantaged by their lack of access to the official sanctioned
culture and a system of negative expectations (Crossley, 2013). For example, the pattern
of linguistic usage expected and rewarded by school is middle class and students from
working class homes are disadvantaged in the language of their home life being excluded
and penalized as “incorrect”.

Bourdieu (1979) insisted on the role of cultural capital in which valued artistic and
cultural forms permit the reproduction of the educated middle classes. In the
educational field, institutional cultural capital has the highest currency in symbolising
the academic cultivation of students’ habituses (Bourdieu, 1986). Such capital formally
recognises knowledge, usually in the form of educational qualifications. This allows a
direct comparison of credentials and the conversion of cultural to economic capital at a
mutually understood but changeable ratio (Bourdieu, 1986). Qualifications thus have
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market value, albeit dynamic and field-specific ones (Carrington & Luke, 1997).
Institutional cultural capital supports the naturalisation of taste by deciding which
cultural repertoires should be legitimated, or excluded, in education (Bourdieu &
Passeron, 1977). A dominant middle-class culture provides the content for education
throughout the world and is promoted as aspirational for people everywhere (Soudien,
2007). Schools typically foreground highbrow personas, repertoires and tastes to be
legitimate cultural capital (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), while marginalising or excluding
middle- or lowbrow ones as illegitimate. Schooling simultaneously secures the active
participation of students and teachers in the pursuit of credentials that entail the
learning of legitimate culture, while obscuring the reproduction of class domination that
is the effect of such participation (Burawoy & von Holdt, 2012).

‘French and European modalities’ (Narunsky-Laden, 2010) were originally used in
defining distinction. Taste is not a universal and monolithic category though, but will
operate differently in other national contexts. For example, there are big differences
between the largely homogeneous, but class conscious, modern societies where cultural
theorists first defined distinction in and settler-(post) colonial contexts, such as Australia
(Bennett, 2015) or South Africa. An important aspect in contrasting cultural preferences
within and between countries is the role of locality (i.e. global versus local production),
which may be as important for taste preferences as definitions of high or low cultural
value (Schenk, 2015). For example, a preference for the consumption of cosmopolitan
brands is likely to be a preference of affluent consumers (Binnie et al. 2006) for showing
off their hip, metropolitan worldliness versus an imagined rural and working-class
parochialism (Bookman, 2012).

In the visual arts subject in South Africa, students are taught a narrow range of cultural
repertoires via arts history and studio productions, which are focused on supporting
progression to prestigious tertiary studies. To justify university access? into educational
disciplines focused on high status productions in creative industries (such as
architecture and fine arts), students are required to provide evidence of observational
drawing skills and organisational skills in putting together a showcase portfolio.
Students must thus develop cultural repertoires in the domains of observational drawing
and portfolio exhibition, which are often essential for them to justify undergraduate
progression. The foregrounding of these cultural repertoires and histories as central to
artistic practice has a colonial dimension. South African arts history discourse has a
specific a settler colonial character that has neglected historical African art (Becker,
2017). The same bias is evident in the South African visual arts syllabus, which mostly
aims to assimilate young people to a highbrow, fine arts exhibition culture. There is little
scope for educators to teach about other visual creative traditions and repertoires in
their class timetables.

2 This is evidenced in two well-known, Cape Town tertiary institutions’ requirements: To justify access to the
Fine Arts diploma or degree at the Michaelis School of Fine Art in the Humanities Faculty of the University of
Cape Town (UCT), aspirant students were expected to submit a compact disc with 4 original drawings and 10
individual works in diverse medias and colours (Michaelis, University of Cape Town, 2014). To study
Architecture at UCT, students had to submit a portfolio with two drawings from direct observation and four
design exercises that are likely to include sketching work to show process development and illustration in the
final designs (UCT School of Architecture, 2014). To qualify for access to a National Diploma in Graphic
Design at the Department of Design and Informatics in the Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT),
each aspirant student was required to submit a hardcopy portfolio with artworks that reflected the
applicant’s creativity, sense of design and ability. These had to include drawings that were not; made from
photographs, copied or traced (unless explicitly instructed) (CPUT, 2014).
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Cultural sociology situates Modern distinction in the visual arts subject

Bourdieu’s sociological analysis of art production aims to decipher how art is framed by
and relates to practice, identity, social relations and different spatial environments
(Zhang, 2015). My research follows Bourdieu’s analytical approach by linking young arts
students’ remediation of artworks and classroom personas to modernist tastes for
expressing a traditional form of social distinction. Despite both sites being very unalike,
their e-portfolio curricula dovetailed with the visual arts syllabus in promoting the
assimilation of a modernist take on distinction. Such a shared focus is tied to the shared
relationships the schools have to the fields of education and power.

Bourdieu’s notions of field, practice, capital and distinction provide a sociological
perspective on the role of art in modern society (Zhang, 2015) and still provide the most
comprehensive set of tools for explaining the fate of Modern art fields (Prior, 2005). Such
instruments ground artists and art objects within the social conditions and structure of
art production and consumption, creating links from cultural objects (such as e-
portfolios) to social stratification. This habitus-based analysis derived from a sociological
theory of cultural reproduction (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979) can be used to establish
links between the cultural objects of e-portfolios and dominant tastes in the visual arts
educational field. I describe how e-portfolios reveal teenagers’ different relationships to
four fields that strongly shape the visual arts subject; power, education, commerce and
prosumption/produsage? (see Chapter Seven’s in-depth discussion).

Bourdieusian concepts are used to frame the academic cultural capital and classroom
personas which young people were expected to reproduce as well as which aesthetics to
foreground in end-of-year exhibitions and matching e-portfolio styles. Aesthetics can be
defined as the social judgement of style or the politics of style, with style defined as the
politics of choice (Kress, 2010). In evaluating sets of semiotic choices (or stylistic options)
in a text, aesthetics expresses power relations existing in society, which have become
naturalized as taste. The influence of power relations on what are taught as legitimate
aesthetic tastes is clearly evident in what students are taught in the visual arts
educational field and the field’s underlying assumptions. Visual arts education
naturalizes a modernist, highbrow model of taste judgement that is strongly associated
with the middle and upper classes. Such education neglects, or even negates, the many
other taste hierarchies in the visual culture arena'.

In South Africa, formal secondary education remains strongly influenced by the mores
and values of Western, English-medium schooling (McKinney, 2005. Soudien, 2007),

13 The term prosumption was originally defined by Alvin Toffler (1981) to mean ‘production’ by consumers. He
had anticipated that these distinct roles would merge in processes of mass customization (1970). My research
follows the recent use of the term, ‘produser’ (Bruns, 2008, 2009) that describes the hybrid interweaving of
the creative producer, software user and consumers’ roles in leisure pursuits. For example, photographic
hobbyists may now develop skills using advanced camera technology and editing software that used to be
reserved for professionals. For hobbyist consumers with increased leisure time and disposable income, this
opportunity is now available due to falling prices. The prosumer trend is also supported by increased media
geared towards amateurs and hobbyists.

4 Following the example of Bernstein (Bernstein & Solomon, 1999), I use the term ‘arena’ to create a sense of
drama. Many artists have the exciting opportunity of participating in several fields of the visual culture arena.
A field may be narrow in relating to one domain with its own norms and aesthetic hierarchy. For example,
graphic design is largely demand-driven in response to the branding and marketing requirements of
businesses and other organisations. Aesthetic success often requires unambiguous visual communication via
vector designs that support rescaling and reformatting. A designer’s success can be gauged by her status,
employers, project size and symbolic recognition she receives from experts. Such commercially-driven
success and aesthetic criteria would be at odds with the Modern art field’s hierarchy. It emphasizes
autonomous artistry and individual’s development of original and challenging representations (Hughes, 1998).
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which is the norm. The National Curriculum statement (DOE, 2008) encourages the
exploration of South Africa’s rich and diverse culture and indigenous knowledge systems
in art. Local secondary school syllabi have shifted from being completely dominated by
European art to including a large African Art component (Nettleton, 2017). Nevertheless,
such a multicultural approach is not incompatible with retaining the primacy of Western
European and North American art traditions at the centre of the visual arts syllabus, as
occurs in the United States (Bennett et al., 2011).

Such a contradiction speaks to the broader difficulties of decolonizing South Africa’s
educational field (Moodley, 2004). Decolonisation is a neologism, one of whose
meanings describes the practical process of (anticolonial) cleansing in which indigenous
voices establish dialogues with metropolitan ones and are given weight (Le Sueur, 2003).
This meaning is highly pertinent in the South African educational field where indigenous
black African languages (Prah, 2007), culture and knowledge systems have either been
marginalized or excluded as having lesser status than European or Afrikaans ones.
Bourdieu’s theory of colonialism (Go, 2013) can explain such marginalization: Both Dutch
and British colonial policies were caste-based, race supported by political power and
privileged white citizenry. The economic and cultural capital of this caste continued to
be developed under apartheid. Three centuries of white economic and cultural
dominance cast a long shadow over the cultural hierarchies favoured within the South
African education syllabus, which in turn still strongly shape students’ social interactions
and communications.

The visual arts syllabus foregrounds development of embodied cultural capital via these
two repertoires. Embodied cultural capital refers to long-lasting dispositions of the mind
and body, expressed commonly as skills, competencies, and knowledge (Bourdieu, 1986).
Related practices develop objectified cultural capital that comprise physical goods as
cultural goods, which are the trace or realisation of theories or critiques of those theories
(Bourdieu, 1986). In the visual arts subject, objectified cultural capital largely consists of
drawings curated into research sketchbooks and exhibition portfolios.

Modern ideas of aesthetic distinction inform the tastes and artwork subject matter that
teenagers are taught in the visual arts. Representations based on a Modernist view of art
(Greenberg, 1971) still dominate visual arts teaching practices, as does its framing of high
versus low culture (Peterson, 2005). Bourdieu (1984) proposed that restricted fields of
culture, such as modern art, tend to be viewed as legitimate by highbrow audiences and
esteemed as sources of high cultural capital. By contrast, the popular, demand-driven
fields of external cultural production, such as commercial advertising, are viewed as
illegitimate.

Although the binary division of highbrow versus lowbrow is too simplistic for today’s
accelerated culture (Prior, 2005), it remains a framework that strongly guides visual arts
education (Faucher, 2016). The Modern framework of aesthetic distinction creates gaps
between art education and dissonant youth cultural and professional art practices
(Faucher, 2016), which are characterized by post-Modern practices blurring low and high
culture. The framework also typically excludes craft repertoires, creating a gap for black
youth who may want to explore African crafts formally.

The pressure of the modern, Western Canon as the pre-eminent visual cultural hierarchy

for developing academic cultural capital seems to strongly influence local visual arts
education. Overall, this syllabus reflects Modern norms in developing a taste for fine arts
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‘master’s’ productions. As a high cultural phenomenon, Modernism holds that individual
creative expression should remain uncontaminated by the “impoverished” popular
imagery (Richard, 2005) of low and middle brow culture. Values associated with youth
culture and the popular imagery from which it borrows extensively contributed to
framing youth culture as low culture (Faucher, 2016). The modernist pedagogical posture
tends to exclude the informal cultural practices of youths. Youth culture’s values tend to
be at odds with the modernist discourse of rationality (Duncum, 2009). For example,
institutional schooling’s conservative values are apposite to the transgressive pleasures
related to play and exploration often associated with youth culture (Faucher, 2016). The
productions and repertoires of craftsmen and artist-craftsmen (Becker, 1978) are largely
excluded from the visual arts syllabus. In South Africa, globally acclaimed craft
productions, such as Laduma Ngxokolo’s MaXhosa fashion label’s use of isiXhosa
beading (http://www.maxhosa.co.za), or Esther Mahlangu’s varied applications of
Ndebele pattern-making (Giblin & Spring, 2016), do not receive attention in the visual
arts syllabus.

Such exclusion is also indicative of the gap between modern visual arts education and
the practices of post-modern artists producing contemporary art (Hughes, 1998.
Downing & Watson, 2004). Forays into the unknown are a primary ambition of
contemporary art production, which is apposite to very structured national curriculum
of the school art world (Downing & Watson, 2004). Practical studio projects seldom
seem to afford students any scope to experiment with contemporary art practices. Such
practices may include productions that experiment with different types of authorship
and that blur medias or genres. Contemporary arts practices may also seek to combine
different fields or are aimed outside an arts gallery context. Contemporary art involves
experimentation with different types of authorship (such as under aliases or group
productions) (Irvin, 2005) and may span disciplinary fields (Smith, 2009). Professional
art practices have involved blurring of genre for decades (Faucher, 2016), while
contemporary artists also play with artistic boundaries. For example, by shifting from
studio-produced, permanent artworks to temporary, situated art practices
(Doherty, Buren, Bourriaud & Domela, 2004).

Secondary school art educators face many challenges with incorporating contemporary
arts practices in class (Downing and Watson, 2004) and largely reproduce a Modern
approach to artistic distinction. Educators’ schools may also signal distinction through
the types of media they teach. Well-off visual arts departments’ budgets can educate
students in the exclusive medias that professionals use. For example, painters who use
acrylic and oil paints on canvas versus the low-cost plaka paints on cardboard most
typically taught in lessons. Affluent schools may also expose their students to a wider
range of art-making processes than hand-drawn ones. For example, they are likely to
experiment with contemporary art via art specific ICT suites (Downing & Watson, 2004)
that are not available in poorer schools.

The study of art history themes or studio practice in digital media, photography and
film, the orders of ‘mechanical reproductions’ or ‘virtual simulation’ (Virilio, 1994) is
infrequent in secondary school art. This reflects the dual constraints of affordability and
low cultural status in the dominant fine arts hierarchy. Both orders have historically had
a low standing as evidence of a student’s academic cultural capital in the visual arts. As
an example, photographic reproductions have been stigmatized as the easily-produced,
‘middlebrow art’ (Bourdieu, 1996) of amateurs as opposed to the rigor evidenced by
professionals’ observational renderings. In addition to such historical perceptions of low
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cultural standing (Downing & Watson, 2004), the high costs of providing and supporting
technologies serve as gatekeepers for most visual arts departments.

Middle class, english medium schooling and white norms as defaults

The government’s White Paper for Education and Training and the South African
Schools Act state that the country’s education system must strive to create respect for
different cultural, religious and language traditions (Booyse, Le Roux, Seroto &
Wolhuter, 2011). In theory, such a multicultural educational approach should have an
important role to play in producing a sense of place and belonging amongst young South
Africans. However, in practice many local schools often function as ‘assimilation
machines’ that promote the cultural conformity of white, English medium schooling
norms and foreground Western role-models (Soudien, 2007).

Multiculturalism arguably still represents an ideal, as exemplified by national outcomes
related to linguistic diversity and desegregation (Soudien, 2007). English overwhelms all
other official languages as the preferred language for instruction and entry to the
workplace. No progress has been made in developing African languages as a medium of
instruction beyond grade four. Far fewer university students registered for African
languages in 2008 than in 1997 (Shiraya, 2008).

In this country then, desegregation of educational institutes has largely been a one-way
process in which black students move to better institutions that were historically white
(Soudien, 2010). Rather than being a process that fosters cultural diversity, black
students’ experiences in moving into formerly white schools tends to be that of symbolic
violence in having to assimilate the largely white minority’s norms and expectations
(McKinney, 2011. Soudien, 2010. Vandeyar, 2008. Battersby, 2004. Vally & Dalamba, 1999.
Carrim, 1998). Local educational research reveals that black students have ‘been
recruited or have promoted themselves into the [white] hegemonic social, cultural and
economic regime’ (Soudien, 2007, p. 112). As in educational contexts elsewhere, the
assimilationist position presupposes that students from non-dominant groups are made
to change their ways of being when entering schools from which they were previously
excluded (McKinney, 2010).

While the schools of the privileged have become diverse post-apartheid, their character
and number remain largely white and middle class (Fiske & Ladd, 2004. Soudien, 2004).
Western middle-class mores and aesthetics are dominant in school still as they serve as
the preferred cultural values for work and learning (Soudien 2007). Such an
assimilationist cultural framework in education reflects South Africa’s segregationist past
and the legacies of white colonial domination and privilege. This is a problematic
inheritance for black African adolescents who carry the double burden of poverty and
cultural alienation. The culture of middle class schools is suspicious of non-middle-class
ways of being and doing. It is condescending of other ways of justifying relationships,
tastes and preferences and choosing futures that do not correspond to the “middle class
dream” (Soudien, 2004). Institutional regimes which insist on emphasizing uniformity in
communication practices, exclude, marginalize or silence the practices of such students
as they do not match its normative expectations (Blommaert, 2008).

Such assimilatory environments mark the ongoing social reproduction of whiteness,
which poses obstacles to the formal recognition of other race (or ethnic) groups’
identities. Whiteness is a shared social space of privilege, whose cultural, economic,
psychological and political privileges are normalized and rendered unremarkable (Steyn,
2005). As a system, whiteness is naturalized and invisible, especially to whites (Dolby,
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2001a. Green et al. 2017). Racism springs from the fact that dominant actors receive
benefits at many levels, whereas subordinate actors do not (Bonilla-Silva, 2001). In South
Africa, many whites enjoy economic, educational and social privileges that blacks do not.

In such an unequal society, one would expect that educators should foreground racism
as a serious social problem. Local visual arts education favours this form of multicultural
education, with this “colorblind” ideology as its hallmark, just as is found in American
arts education (Desai, 2000). Although a multi-cultural approach makes a positive
contribution in accommodating cultural diversity in arts schooling, its attendant idea of
a “colorblind” society is deeply problematic (Bonilla-Silva, 2017). In terms of policy, visual
arts curricula (Department of Basic Education, 2011) appear to follow a “colorblind”
approach in their description of a universal learning subject, who has no race, class, or
gender.

“Colorblindness” is the racial ideology that posits the best way of ending discrimination
is to treat individuals as equally as possible, without regard to race, culture or ethnicity
(Williams, 2011). Such an ideology reflects an ideal society in which race is insignificant.
By contrast, when applied in highly unequal societies, like the United States of America
and South Africa, its use has ironic consequences (Ansell, 2006). For example, while it
proved helpful in calling to abolish Jim Crow and apartheid, the same concept stalls
transformation of the racial order in the direction of greater equality. The post-racial
assumptions in a “colorblind” approach are furthermore problematic in typically
rendering the racialization of punishment, immigration and the media invisible (Desai,
2010).

In the visual arts subject, a “colorblind” approach can perpetuate racism by not
acknowledging the reality of art practices and schooling being racialized, particularly as
white tastes are largely foregrounded as legitimate culture. South African educators
typically find white (Soudien, 2007) and black identity a difficult matter to discuss with
their students. Rather than exploring racism using critical multicultural art education
(Accuff, 2013) and helping students develop colour consciousness (Ullucci & Battey, 2011)
or racial literacy (Desai, 2010), local educators seem to follow US examples that silence
expressions of difference and dissent as a means to build classroom community across
social difference (Chernoff, 2015).

Cultural omnivores use eclectic repertoires for distinction

Participation in highbrow culture seems to be slipping and the shift from cultural
exclusiveness is reflected by the introduction of the term ‘cultural omnivores’ to describe
a particular cultural appreciation profile (Hanquinet & Savage, 2016). As this section
elaborates, social stratification may be expressed in very different ways. Models of
stratification have expanded from homogenous societies in which command of highbrow
culture denotes distinction (Bourdieu, 1984) according to the original Bourdieusian
model. In heterogenous societies, cultural omnivores knowingly mix highbrow with
popular culture to achieve excellence (Peterson & Simkus, 1992. Peterson and Kern,

1996).

Peterson’s omnivore thesis (Peterson & Simkus, 1992. Peterson & Kern, 1996) describes
how distinction has shifted away from consumers who invest in a restricted range of
highbrow cultural activities, to omnivorous consumers who have an increased breadth of
cultural taste and are willing to cross established hierarchical cultural genre boundaries
(Hazir & Warde, 2015). The mechanisms of cultural distinction remain in place, but the
values on which they operate change; omnivores must transgress and cross boundaries
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to achieve a special status. They draw social boundaries by picking cultural repertoires
from lesser status groups, which are then mixed with the omnivores’ repertories in a very
specific way (Hanquinet, forthcoming).

The command of consecrated culture remains an important token of distinction and
continues to function as an effective form of cultural capital (Bennett et al. 2009) in
contemporary societies, particularly in educational fields. Nevertheless, very few studies,
especially those done outside France, have found much evidence for the disinterested
aesthetic disposition> being widespread amongst dominant classes (Bennett and Silva,
2011). Analysis of the consumption of cultural forms across high, middle and lowbrow
formats has instead highlighted the growing importance of eclecticism (Donnat, 1994)
and even ostentatious openness to diverse cultural repertoires (Fridman & Ollivier, 2004)
for drawing social boundaries.

Cultural omnivorousness is linked to upper class social strata which have at their
disposal greater cultural and economic resources for navigating between different
cultural genres (Fridman & Ollivier, 2004). High volumes of consumption across a range
of forms marks the omnivore as culturally distinguished (Chan & Goldthorpe, 2007, 2010.
Prior, 2005). Although their taste profile includes both lowbrow and highbrow genres,
empirical research (Bennett et al. 2009) suggests that omnivores are selective and show
little tolerance for the genres associated with lower social/cultural status. Rather than a
much-cited openness to cosmopolitan tastes that the omnivore concept suggests, in the
South African context it appears to have a far lesser known counterpart - a disinterest
(bordering on ignorance) of local trends and cultural activities that exist outside the
immediate and familiar environment of the individual (Schenk, 2015). An omnivorous
repertoire may be considered a new form of distinction that the economically and
culturally advantaged use for making their cosmopolitan identities more distinguished
than others (Hazir & Warde, 2015), while legitimating cultural ignorance of and prejudice
towards local tastes (Schenk, 2015). For example, well-off white students at Rhodes
university rarely consumed local entertainment productions (Schieferdecker, 2017).

Research into South African culture omnivores has also addressed audiences for; live
theatre (Willis & Snowball, 2009. Snowball, Jamal & Willis, 2010), Eastern Cape cricket
(Brock, Fraser & Botha, 2016), cultural events linked to tourism for sports events
(Snowball, 2013) and global media (Strelitz, 2005) amongst youth. Researchers found
omnivorous patterns of consumption by these audiences, which varied according to
education, age and race, but less so by class. Cultural univores were identified amongst
theatre goers (Willis & Snowball, 2009. Snowball, Jamal & Willis, 2010). However, such
consumers of high culture with narrower cultural tastes tending towards traditional art
forms, were a small part of the sample. Overall, local research suggests that culturally
omnivorous forms of distinction are far more salient in South Africa than Bourdieu's
univorous outlook (Bourdieu, 1984).

Dissonant identities and cultural profiles

Both approaches remain limited in their scope, as the concepts of ‘dissonant identities’
(Lahire, 2004), ‘cultural profiles’ (Hanquinet, 2016) and ‘emerging cultural capital’
(Savage et al. 2013. Prieur & Savage, 2013) point to broader perspectives on stratification:

15 An aesthetic disposition is the ability to decode the formal aesthetic structure of a cultural work (Lizardo,
2008). Bourdieu’s sociological analysis of the French class society highlights how those bought up in a
culturally rich milieu are more likely to develop aesthetic dispositions and to acquire cultural skills through
habituses primed to develop academic cultural capital (Hanquinet, forthcoming).
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Rather than just focusing on cultural boundaries at a group level, Lahire (2008) argued
that these should also be examined at the level of individual tastes and dispositions.
While recognising the statistical correspondence between social hierarchy and cultural
classification, Lahire’s research showed that individuals are more ‘dissonant’ culturally
speaking than a focus on an aggregated level suggests (Hanquinet & Savage, 2016). He
proposed that researchers should try to understand the reasons for such intra-individual
variations.

Hanquinet has proposed that researchers could make a more interesting contribution
than identifying and labelling people (i.e. ‘omnivorous’ or ‘dissonant’) by exploring a
relational vision of cultural profiles (2013). These are a set of cultural activities and
leisure activities, tastes in various areas and knowledge of art, which classify and can be
classified. By describing people’s patterns of cultural choices, researchers can assess how
individuals’ choices relate to still central cultural hierarchies articulated around values,
such as low/high, entertaining/serious, emerging/established (2013). Researchers who
consider patterns in the existing and emerging cultural hierarchies at the individual and
at social levels (2016) should be able to identify new patterns that fall outside ‘greater
tolerance’ and ‘individual dissonance’.

Emerging cultural capital

As discussed in Chapter One, the status markers of emergent cultural capital span
practices in information technology, sports, popular music and socializing. My research
focused on emerging cultural capital due to such markers being closely connected with
young people’s informal roles in extra-mural visual creativity:

Global media studies research shows how youths in extra-mural contexts are strongly
engaged with informal repertoires (Ito et al. 2009. boyd, 2014. Black, Castro & Lin, 2015).
Local research (Walton & Donner, 2013. Brown, Czerniewicz & Noakes, 2016) has also
explored how students have successfully leveraged “unofficial” creative interests through
online learning to advance their social trajectories. Such examples point to how informal
creative repertoires serve as valuable cultural capital for young Cape Town students.
Thus, young people’s development of informal cultural repertoires in creative industry,
craft or youth culture, may be more accessible and have more resonance than the
drawing or painting practices taught in arts lessons.

These young people may be keen to connect with other people, as well as their own
social and physical environments, through the visual creative productions that many
teens enjoy making (Gauntlett, 2011). Cape Town’s teenagers may also be attracted to
careers in its burgeoning media industries (Booyens, 2012), such as its new media sector
(Booyens, Molotja & Phiri, 2013). Youths interests in developing these “unofficial”’
trajectories points to the powerful role of the media in strongly shaping Cape Town
students’ cultural preferences (Schenk, 2009), in addition to their class and race (Schenk,
2015).

Bourdieu’s approach and the highbrow focus in visual arts teaching may suggest that
trajectories in such middle- and even lowbrow creative industries are “illegitimate”. Such
trajectories rather comprise a new form of cultural boundary as a form of emerging
cultural capital (Prieur & Savage, 2013). Researchers have identified this form of
cosmopolitan, transnational capital in Europe (Savage et al. 2013), which preserves the
exclusionary aspects of cultural capital as dissected in Distinction. Such forms differ in
not simply being understood through the contours of traditional high culture, but have
different status markers that are connected to roles in information technology, video

University of Cape Town, South Africa 43



Inequality in digital personas Travis Noakes
Chapter 2: Literature Review

games, sport, popular music and socializing (Prieur & Savage, 2013). Such roles are
linked to the well-educated professional and managerial classes in Europe, who
increasingly play on its continental pitch (Bennett et al. 2009, Le Roux et al. 2008. Prieur,
Rosenlund & Skjott-Larsen, 2008).

Although the e-portfolio is an example of an emerging cultural capital in its dependence
on information technology, our e-portfolio syllabus provided limited scope for
addressing other aspects of this capital. The e-portfolio lessons we taught were largely
focused on images and personal reflections related to school-based learning. Such an
approach was likely to provide a narrow window on each student’s identity. A compliant
student would only show part of his or her developing knowledge and awareness, but
learnings outside school might contribute far more to his or her identity (Cambridge,
Cambridge & Yancey, 2009). Young people could use their e-portfolios to represent
lifewide learning (Commission of the European Communities, 2000. Chen, 2009), rather
than just their classroom personas. While life-long learning represents the spread of
learning across various stages of life, life-wide learning comprises a range of different
environments in which learning occurs.

E-portfolios can accommodate students’ many roles and varied sites of learning
(Cambridge, Cambridge & Yancey, 2009). Mr. Proudfoot and Mrs. Zahra’s visual arts
students could share personas, roles and differentiating practices they valued from both
formal and “unofficial” spaces. For the latter, teenagers could link their e-portfolio to
other social networks and feature their music-, sports- and video game fandoms. My
research conceptualized differences in such “unofficial” roles by linking differentiating
practices with technological and material inequalities. Differentiating practices (Sims,
2014) are those that diverge from formally-taught repertoires. Students could spotlight
differentiating practices in their e-portfolios to make and mark salient social differences
and identities. For example, teenagers could foreground conspicuous consumption in
post-modern affinity spaces (Gee, 2005), as diverse as manga or water sports
videography.

Research into groups using other dimensions for creating social boundaries

While research continues to show the relationship between stratification and culture
(Hanquinet, 2016, p. 19), researchers have explored other dimensions to the social
boundaries between various groups. This broad focus responds to the absence of a single,
all-encompassing objective field of distinction (Lamont & Lareau, 1988) in a post-modern
environment where different “markets” and “currencies” of cultural capital compete
(Hall, 2005). Principles for classifying tastes and practices are more numerous than
before. Our epoch may be better characterised as one of the multiplication of the
symbolic boundaries between genres as opposed to their abolition (Bellavance, 2008).

This is also consistent with the concept of dissonance (Lahire, 2006), which argues that
people incorporate a plurality of legitimate orders through successive and simultaneous
socialisations. By contrast to Bourdieu’s homology thesis, dissonance posits that with the
emergence of concurrent spaces of socialisation (clubs, groups, media, etc.) the
argument for an over-riding classification of cultural legitimacy is falling into
obsolescence. By focusing on intra-individual variations, it can be seen that very different
cultural universes become co-habitants rather than rivals. This results in a decreased
belief in culture traditionally defined as legitimate, following the emergence of scientific,
commercial and entertainment cultures (Lahire, 2006) and a related plurality of orders of
cultural legitimacy (Lahire, 2008). As a result, individuals are involved in a far more
complex socialisation matrix than has previously been the case. Simple labels such as
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snobs, univores and omnivores lead to a biased vision. Pure snobs are actually rare
exceptions (Lahire, 2006). Rather, snobbism or omnivorousness represent tendencies or
continua that define people to a greater of lesser extent. They can co-exist and even be
related to other classifying registers.

In addition to class as a factor, researchers have identified other dimensions of social
distinction. These are linked to different identity characteristics, media consumption
and online practices:

Ethnic identity and race

Categories of ‘race’ and ‘ethnicity’ can both be theorised as ones of material exclusion
and social meaning (Smaje, 1997). Race and ethnicity are conceptually intertwined and
there is very little evidence that people see great distinctions between race and ethnicity
in culture, politics and in daily life (Freund et al. 2003). Both terms are often used
interchangeably in discourse (Fenton, 2003). For example, the term ‘ethnicity’ is
commonly used as a euphemism for race that expresses both group ancestry and physical
characteristics, such as being a (black) Zulu’ or a(n honorary) “white Zulu™¢. While race
and ethnicity have a shared ideology of common ancestry, there are substantive
differences in their contrasting realities as discourses:

Unlike ethnicity, race and the ideas associated with it have a profound historical
association with racial slavery, colonial domination, and political and economic
oppression (Fenton, 2003). ‘Race’ refers to a group of people connected by common
descent or origin and the concept is used to categorize humans into groups called ‘races’.
Racial groups have been classified according to human variation in physical traits,
ancestry, genetics and other social or cultural traits (Prewitt, 2013). Racial categories lack
a firm basis in modern biology (Blackburn, 2000) and there is no consensus on the
meaning and validity of the concept of race in the current literature across different
academic disciplines (Lieberman, Kirk & Littlefield, 2003). Nevertheless, in some fields
like branches of anthropology there is a strong consensus (Lieberman & Kirk, 2004).
Although illusory and imagined, hierarchical racial categories have had profound
consequences when imposed within and between societies. The slave trade, colonialism
and apartheid have evidenced how racial categories were used for the (re-)production of
injustice and material inequalities.

While an individual is assigned one race, he or she can claim multiple ethnic affiliations
(Jiménez, 2010). These may cut across linguistic, national, regional or religious cultural
groupings (Fenton, 2003). Another difference between race and ethnicity is that
individuals can change the latter through learning, for example as part of a linguistic or
religious conversion (Horowitz, 1975). Like race, ethnicity has a political dimension in
that small ethnic groups may seek to define themselves positively, but they may also be
stereotyped as ‘outsiders’ by dominant ethnic groups (Fitzgerald 1991). Discrimination
against ethnicities is often simultaneously linked to racial prejudice, such as in the
“Aryan” Nazi Germany’s genocidal holocaust’s attempt at eliminating the “Jewish race”
(Heinsohn, 2000).

16 Le Zoulou Blanc ("The White Zulu") is a term synonymous with the internationally popular South African
musician and social anthropologist, Jonny Clegg (Reitov, 1998). This nickname was earned for Clegg’s long
association with Zulu culture. Other white South Africans, ranging from John Dunn in 19th century to
Graham Stewart (Hayward, 2007) and Jonny Clegg in the 21%, have also received this honorific title for their
strong association with Zulu culture and heritage.
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In recognition of the differences that exist in how young people identify their racial and
ethnic identities, my research follows the example of Williams (2016). She differentiated
race and ethnic identity in studying micro-bloggers with diverse backgrounds. Racial
identity is part of a person’s social identity and self-concept that comes from their
knowledge or membership of a social group (Phinney, 1990, 1992). People then attach
value, meaning or emotional significance to such inclusion. The main components of
ethnic identity are; self-identified ethnic identity and its achievement through
behaviours and practices, affirmation and belongings (Phinney & Kohatsu, 1997).
Individuals typically perceive ethnic development to be central for identity development
(Maramba & Velasquez, 2012. Hurtado et al. 1994. Tatum, 1999).

My research explored racial and ethnic self-identification, or its apparent “absence”, in
young people’s e-portfolio styles. In the United States of America, a person’s first-
language can serve as a proxy for their race (Snowball, Jamal & Willis, 2010) making it
fairly easy to establish. By contrast, self-identification as part of an ethnic group can be
complicated in being separate from belonging to the group. For example, while white
women may strongly identify with a black or Hispanic identities and practices, they run
the risk of being rejected when sharing these as imposter “wannabes” (Wilkins, 2008).

Cape Town anti-colonial artistic collectives show an alternate route to distinction

Distinction does not follow a fixed hierarchy, but always remains contested through
agents’ position taking in fields (Prior, 2005). The prevalent taste in any field is subject to
change as it depends on fluctuating social assumptions. Visual arts education in
secondary schools seems to ignore the reality that there are many routes to social
distinction in visual culture via alternate hierarchies to institutionalised arts.

A pertinent example of this in Cape Town is anti-colonial artistic collectives, which
include Burning Museum, iQhiya, Tokolos Stencil Collective (Brown, 2015, 2016. McGee,
2015) and Xcollektiv. These have championed the visibility of previously marginalized
identities and media repertoires in Cape Town’s art scene. They simultaneously confront
apartheid’s ongoing legacy through varied online-, public art- and gallery interventions.
In Johannesburg, the Black Mark Critical Thought Collective works to reduce the
shortage of critical thinking spaces available to black scholars, visual creative artists,
writers and urban planners (Ntombela, Mdluli, Gule & Langa, 2017).

Such anti-colonial collectives extend the tradition of critical and political art in South
Africa. There was a dramatic shift by artists based in the country towards producing
artworks that addressed the harsh political realities post the Soweto uprising in 1976 and
national disruptions of the 1980s. Black artists forced into exile during apartheid (Sack,
1989) also addressed this subject matter. Post-apartheid, there has also been a sizeable
shift to recognizing the contributions that previously marginalized black artists have
made to South African art and humankind’s earliest artistic traditions (Giblin & Spring,
2016). Such awareness accompanied acknowledgement of the large-scale neglect of black
art and cultural forms under the Colonial and apartheid periods of South African history.
Nevertheless, the same privileged system that denied black artists equal opportunities,
resources and education, still largely controls the “history” of south African art (McGee,
2007). In terms of art history, there has been little critical success in reconfiguring a
South African canon (Ntuli, 1999). Its credentialing system continues to replicate
disenfranchisements established in the colonial and apartheid eras (Marschall, 2001).
Black artists and historians are still not equal partners in constructing this history and as
a result some have called for a Truth and Reconciliation Commission for the arts
(McGee, 2007).
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Differences in Cape Town households’ media consumption shape teenagers’ habituses

Marked racial differences are also evident in South Africans’ media consumption
(Duncan & Glenn, 2010), which are tied to Cape Town teens’ contrasting fandoms of
genres and development of linked identities (Schenk, 2015). Differences in media
consumption overlap with segregated histories and spatialities, as well as racially and
linguistically defined practices in broadcasting, marketing and advertising (Schenk,
2015). Cape Town teens’ cultural and media preferences exhibit marked racial and
classed differences (Schenk, 2015), which are linked to the ways that households’
contrasting media consumption practices influence young people’s habituses. Mediated
forms of cultural capital shape the way that young people learn to dress, speak, carry
themselves and position themselves in relation to others.

The liberalization of South Africa’s media environment post-apartheid has shifted its
media environment from being dominated by state broadcasting to a diversified
environment that is dominated by commercial broadcasters. For example, in television
broadcasting, even community and public service tiers have been forced to follow
commercial imperatives. While such diversity has benefited those in the economic
mainstream, it has also resulted in the exclusion of those outside it. Big gaps exist
between those privileged consumers who can afford exclusive movies, print media and
pay television versus those reliant on free public broadcast radio and low-cost tabloids.
For example, South Africa’s 2011 Census revealed that 26% of households had digital
satellite television in 2011 and almost half are modest consumers limited to local, free-to-
air television channels. Twenty percent of households did not have a television (Statistics
South Africa, 2012). At home, South African teenagers have very different access to
television, radio, newspapers, print magazines and the cinema (South African Audience
Research Foundation, 2016). There are also strong cultural differences in media reception
since local broadcasters are traditionally fractured into different segments based on
language and other cultural criteria.

South Africa’s class structure is deeply racialised and the media amplifies the uneven
distribution of cultural capital along racial lines (Schenk, 2015, p. 218). For example, black
teenagers listen to radio far more often than their white peers. White teens are far more
likely to tune into (subscription-based) satellite channels that broadcast mostly foreign
(American and British) content. White teenagers also spend far more time online, since
they usually have internet access at home and email accounts.

Online participation and digital personas

Recent studies of what people choose to do on the internet (Zillien & Hargittai, 2009. van
Deursen & van Dijk, 2014) and on their orientation in the increasingly diversified news
media landscape (Prior, 2007. Stromback, Djerf-Pierre & Shehata, 2013) indicate digital
media use to be a classifying practice increasingly mediated through the habitus and an
agents’ position in social space.

Likewise to access to premium satellite television cable services, South African
households’ access to broadband internet marks privilege in being restricted to a wealthy
minority of users, an information élite (van Dijk, 2014). This group’s users have high
telecommunication and internet access, with very dense and overlapping social
networks. By contrast, most South African youths live in homes without internet access
via their landlines (World Wide Worx, 2013) and are mobile-centric internet users
(Donner, Gitau & Marsden, 2011) by default. Sixty seven percent of South African youths
aged 16 to 24 report having used the Internet (Insights Africa, 2011). In Cape Town, a
survey of Grade 11 pupils at nine schools in low-income areas found that almost all had
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mobile phones and just under half used them to access the web through a mobile
internet connection (Kreutzer, 2009).

There is an expectation that creative professionals should share their achievements
online for personal brand development (Kelly, 2017). Such sharing of online personas has
been normalized and connected to a sense of personal value (Marshall, 2015). Students’
achievements documented in e-portfolios can readily be used for the exchange of diverse
forms of capital (Connolly, 201m), just like the digital self-imagery used in people’s profiles
(Schwarz, 2010). Digital media production is increasingly becoming a classifying practice
(Lindell, 2015, p. 368) and being a digital produser is emerging as a status symbol (Bruns,
2008). For the consumers of Generation Content, online produsage is a new form of
consumption through which they derive status through finding appreciative audiences.
Consuming brands for status is secondary to honing creative skills as a means for
achieving status (trendwatching.com, 2004).

Teenagers use of added dimensions for showing social distance

By contrast to the artistic knowledge of cultural omnivores enabling them be at ease with
different cultural registers (Donnat, 2004), sociological analysis of youths’ profiles in
France reveal that the majority have dissonant profiles (Lahire, 2004). While the cultural
practices of this majority draw on both low and high culture, dissonance in its
adolescents’ cultural profiles implies incoherence. The concept of dissonance supports
ways of thinking about how individual cultural profiles are a battleground between
cultural orders of different legitimacy (Hanquinet, 2016). Cultural profiles can be
perceived as dissonant bricolages between different cultural orders. Such bricolages
might include disjointed combinations of consumerism, fashion, musical taste, media
technicity, sports fandom and tourist activities.

Differences in young people’s identity characteristics and their roles as media consumers
and online participants seemed likely to become evidenced in their e-portfolio styles.
Young people’s options to create and change lifestyles have also increased (Miles, 2000),
suggesting that teenagers were likely to draw on cultural capital from other roles that
might themselves create social distance in new ways. These might include: clothing
being used as a means of self-expression and a way to judge people and the situations
they face (Piacentini & Mailer, 2004). Alcohol is linked to very distinctive lifestyles
(Jarvinen & Gundelach, 2007), as is smoking (Haines, Poland & Johnson, 2009) and the
use of socially disvalued media contents (Roe, 1995). Musical tastes are closely related to
racial and ethnic identity and academic cultural capital (Tanner, Asbridge & Wortley,
2008), while modes of musical exchange are an emergent property that reinforces
existing taste distinctions (Leguina, Arancibia-Carajaval & Widdop, 2015). Voracious,
frequent users of a broad range of audio-visual media marks distinction versus
abstemious users who have a far narrower scope (Hjellbrekke, Jarness, Korsnes &
Coulangeon, 2015), as do sociable teens who seek their cultural adventures outside home
versus homebodies. Social stratification patterns are also evident in adolescents’ leisure-
time sports participation (Scheerder, Vanreusel, Taks & Renson, 2005), where the
singular effects of gender, opportunities at school and parental sports participation are
strong.

17 Generation Content does not refer to a particular age demographic, but a big social trend in which
consumers create content professional tools now available at amateur prices (Trendwatching, 2004).
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Little research seemed to have been done into dimensions of stratification between
South African teenagers. The research of Jeremy Seekings (2003) has addressed
stratification between adults in a class analysis that defined and explored differences
between classes, post-apartheid. Jan Schenk’s thesis (2015) explored the tastes and
cultural preferences of Cape Town teenagers and youths in Belo Horizonte, Brazil. His
research highlighted the inter-relationships between media consumption, socio-
economic status, race and language that (re-) created common structures of difference
between teens in the two cities.

My research followed a ‘making of approach to artistic production in which class, race
and gender were likely to have a strong impact on the types of cultural capital that
teenagers were involved with and curated. Early Bourdieusian cultural sociology focused
on competition between adult professionals in creative fields and thus does not account
for the impact of age, gender and race on cultural preferences (Schenk, 2015).
Nevertheless, the role of each characteristic should be considered when describing the
diverse dynamics of stratification (Hanquinet & Savage, 2015. Lamont & Lareau, 1988.
Brubaker, 1985).

Such characteristics proved helpful for explaining similarities between Cape Town and
Brazilian teenagers’ cultural preferences (Schenk, 2015), which often had race and class
connotations. Using the example of popular music, Schenk shows that better-off Cape
Town students had a higher preference for foreign (mostly American) music than their
peers did. White students, regardless of their socio-economic backgrounds, showed
more preferences for cultural imports than their black peers did. Music taste was broadly
divided by race with white respondents preferring rock and pop and showing a dislike
for local house and kwaito. Black youths in township schools were far more likely to
listen to local kwaito and house music performers, while afro pop, hip-hop and RnB were
more popular amongst blacks in general. Similar, albeit weaker, patterns were observed
in Brazilian youths’ contrasting racialized affect for global versus local performers and
popular music genres.

This analysis of popular music preferences illustrates the divisive potential of popular
culture, which continues to be underestimated in the debate on social inequality in
South Africa (Schenk, 2015). Its society is constantly re-racialised, which sometimes leads
to the erosion of ideological and political notions of race and othering, but also produces
new barriers and divisions in popular tastes. As could be seen in the musical tastes of
white teenagers, who dissociated themselves from local black music genres. This points
to the discourse of global whiteness, though which whites, typically English-speaking,
associate themselves with successful white middle-class lifestyles elsewhere in the world
(Soudien, 2010). Such whites dissociate themselves from black South Africa and have low
levels of identification with Africa. By contrast to the cosmopolitanism and cultural
omnivorousness that some academics have identified with this form of white, middle-
class worldliness and openness, it is actually a highly selective awareness that often
excludes local trends and cultural flows (Schenk, 2015). Such disassociation is used to
distance whites from the reality of a dominated class with the cultural markers of
blackness (or rather ‘non-whiteness’ in other contexts).

Such disassociation amongst whites is also linked to a deep-seated bias in the media
sector in terms of access and associated content (Schenk, 2015). In a society in which
broadcast and digital communication media are heavily used, the media can be a
significant socializing force for young people’s development of cultural capital, joining

University of Cape Town, South Africa 49



Inequality in digital personas Travis Noakes
Chapter 2: Literature Review

the traditional Bourdieusian focus on school and family (Bourdieu, Darbel & Scnapper,
1990). In South Africa, media immersion is a strong marker of privilege in requiring
scarce capital for its consumption (as section 2 describes). Some research has been done
into how young, visually creative South Africans use varied forms of internet access for
developing their media skills (Donner & Walton, 2013) and as aspirant graphic designers
(Venter, 2014, 2016). My research contributed to this literature by describing how visual
arts students from varied backgrounds curated different artists, genres, domains and
neighbourhoods as inspiration or subject-matter in their e-portfolio styles. The influence
of young people’s racial and ethnic identifications is also examined in what black and
white students decided to share.

Complimenting cultural sociology with other lenses

The previous part of the literature review described different approaches to stratification
within cultural sociology. By contrast, this part provides the background to
complimentary research lenses that can help address important limitations in Bourdieu’s
theory when used outside schooling and professional creative fields. While Bourdieu’s
research into creative production focused on adults in particular fields, such as French
academic art, this project explored amateur students e-portfolio curations that could
range across fields, for example; art, information technology and sport. My research
linked the Bourdieusian concept of habitus to social semiotic spaces (Gee, 2005) to show
how young people’s e-portfolio styles drew on different dispositions and spaces. For
example, digital production environments may necessitate high volumes of economic
capital for habitual practice (Schradie, 2011). While high costs were likely to prevent
marginalized students from accessing such exclusive spaces, affluent pupils might not
enter such spaces due to disinterest or inadequate social support.

In addition to exploring teenagers’ practices across fields and spaces, it was also
important to frame how achievements and shortfalls in students’ e-portfolio styles
reflected their capabilities. Young people could have very different opportunities to
develop their visual creative capabilities and favourite cultural repertoires. Although
there is limited scope in Bourdieu’s habitus concept for describing people’s individual
agency (Brons, 2014), Sen’s capability approach (1979, 1990, 1992, 2004) can help detail
these processes by framing a young person’s development of functionings and
capabilities for e-portfolio curation. In particular, this approach addresses issues of an
individual’s effective power (their freedom to achieve an outcome and whether that will
be respected) and also his or her procedural control (the extent to which a person
exercises control over the power of choice). Both aspects of capabilities are helpful for
understanding whether e-portfolio lessons successfully supported students to achieve e-
portfolios that properly reflected their capabilities and might help their aspirations.

Cultural studies is very useful for providing a macro view of cultural reproduction in
education by describing how the social order structures and formats situations and
practices. However, the Bourdieusian framework’s description of how symbolic power
operates at the institutional level of fields and the micro-level of habitus, has been
criticised in being structurally over-determined (King, 2000). For example, the applied
end of Bourdieu’s work has largely been concerned with relatively unified symbolic
markets (Blommaert, Collins & Slembrouck, 2005). A symbolic market (Bourdieu, 1985)
defines legitimacy in its particular field through defining symbolic capital, such as
recognition and consecration, then exchanging it in respect of individuals’ achievements.
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Bourdieu’s framework can be extended by adding the notion of scales for exploring how
symbolic markets are stratified across different scales (Blommaert, Collins &
Slembrouck, 2005). A pertinent example from my research is the unified matric
exhibition assessment requirements of South Africa’s visual arts syllabus. These may be
cross-cut on the one hand by provincial-, city- and local school imperatives concerning
how exhibitions might feasibly be hosted. On the other hand, visual arts departments
and students may have conflicting opinions on the types and formats of artworks that
constitute a showcase.

Such scalar dynamics point to the importance of addressing the constitutive role of
social interaction (Hallett, 2007). To understand young people’s interactions in curating
digital personas, my research draws on symbolic interactionism (Cooley, 1902. Goffman,
1959. Blumer, 1969. Mead, 2009. Charon, 2009). This lens describes how interpreting
symbols is important for understanding people’s social behaviour. My research uses this
lens to explore what happens in two very different schools and for describing how
students’ interactions are characterised by power-differentials that shape their e-
portfolio strategies and choices.

Students’ styles could be strongly influenced by guidelines and assessment criteria for
reproducing classroom personas as visual arts students online. In addition to young
people’s e-portfolio styles also being affected by material and technological resourcing,
the choices they might make are strongly shaped by the options provided by online
portfolio software. Digital materialism is helpful for framing how software’s use as a
semiotic resource can shape its users’ choices (Manovich, 1999, 2001). Students
developed a templated self (Case, 2011) online by exercising their digital hexis (Georges,
2007). This concept was proposed by Fanny Georges (2007) to designate a scheme of user
self-representations. These self-representations are transformed like a body that is
shaped by habit or by repetitive practice. Thus, the notion of hexis bears analogy with
the shaping of meaning and body. The extent to which digital identities are produced is
drawn from repetitive interactions and continuous perception of self-representations on
the screen (Georges, 2009, p.1). E-portfolio curators evidence a digital hexis in their e-
portfolio’s self-description, imagery and level of organisation. Young people’s
accomplishments in evidencing digital hexeis via e-portfolio styles are thus closely linked
to opportunities for regularly accessing and using digital information infrastructures.
Digital materialist perspectives supported explaining how students’ curations of
templated selves could differ in using the same Carbonmade template and having
contrasting digital hexeis.

Neither cultural sociology nor symbolic interactionism provided approaches that could
support exploration of the meanings that e-portfolio media and associated productions
held for the students themselves. Addressing this was particularly important in my
research, since students’ differing social backgrounds were likely to contribute to
different perceptions concerning the symbolic value of e-portfolios and also the
repertoires worth sharing in them. My research followed a social semiotic approach
(Hodge & Kress, 1979) by exploring teenagers’ interpretations of the meanings associated
with their e-portfolio curations.
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Developing habituses in social semiotic spaces

The visual arts subject and informal social semiotic spaces

As described in the first part of this literature review, the opportunities for achieving
distinction have expanded greatly since Bourdieu first proposed a theory of classed
Distinction (1984). Nevertheless, my research resonates with Bourdieu’s focus on the
assimilation of highbrow, academic cultural capital as the legitimate route to social
distinction via formal education. This route strongly informs the visual arts subject foci
and the e-portfolio styles that young people were taught. The concepts of legitimate and
“unofficial” cultural capital proved highly relevant for contrasting the visually creative
personas that youth negotiated. By contrast, attempting to differentiate young people’s
involvement in high or lowbrow culture across a range of practices would be
problematic. The concept of highbrow taste is highly simplistic (Hanquinet, 2016) and in
it may be very hard, and even impossible, to distinguish between high-, middle- and
lowbrow tastes in contemporary youth culture (Schenk, 2015).

My research explored both the legitimate cultural tastes taught at school and the
“unofficial” tastes that youths’” e-portfolio styles might also leverage. While all students
could join their educator’s visual culture learning community (Freedman, Heijnen,
Kallio-Tavin, Karpati & Papp, 2013), each young person might exhibit different levels of
affiliation and involvement within visual art. Issues of membership, participation and
boundaries pose challenges to the notion of a community (Gee, 2005). Assuming a
classroom “community” in the visual arts subject could falsely imply a sense of belonging
for all students. This would ignore those who are actually uninterested in the subject.
Black students may also be alienated from a visual arts subject that seldom foregrounds
local role-models or indigenous cultural repertoires as legitimate. Students with
entrepreneurial interests may likewise be alienated from a subject that ignores the value
of craft and other creative industries.

The concept of shared social semiotic spaces, which include digital affinity spaces, proved
most suitable for conceptualising visual creative students’ involvement. This concept
could accommodate teenagers’ diverse interests and their development of visually
creative capabilities across varied places.

A focus on the elements of social semiotic spaces allows researchers to query the
thoughts, values, actions and interactions within a space, without assuming any one
group membership, or membership at all (Gee, 2005). Affinity spaces are a particular
form of social semiotic space common for customers in high-technology, capitalist
environments (Gee, 2000. Riffkind, 2000). Typically, the customers of businesses in these
spaces share a common endeavour and support each other in developing and dispersing
knowledge about their shared passion®®. In such spaces, people who may share little else
in common, affiliate around a common cause and the practices associated with
espousing it. People typically use an online portal to enter an affinity space and to
interact with others. My research focused on students who registered with Carbonmade
to prepare e-portfolios. Its viewers could use Carbonmade to search® portfolios and
contact portfolio makers.

8 The paradigmatic affinity space is composed of eleven features (Gee, 2005), which include being focussed
on a common endeavor and providing many routes to status.

19 The search page at https://carbonmade.com/examples lists many roles; Illustrators, Creative Directors,
Photographers, Copywriters, Character Designers, Fashion Designers, Fine Artists, Motion Designers,
Graphic Designers, Stylists and Architects. The top specialties on https://carbonmade.com/portfolios are
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Young people develop habituses in formal and “unofficial” spaces

The habitus can be understood as norms, values and dispositions that guide agency or
practice (Burke, 2015). Such durable dispositions provide a central component behind
self-presentation strategies and social interaction. A habitus lens provided the common
concept for my research to address the diverse social semiotic spaces that youths’ e-
portfolios might draw on. I follow the examples of other educational researchers who
used this lens for considering how marginalized individuals mediate their educational
experiences (Czerniewicz & Brown, 2014. Li, 2013. Seale, 2013. Robinson, 2009).

Each person has an individual habitus that is a complex mix of assorted habituses,
together with certain individual peculiarities (Davila, 2009). Just as young people’s
habituses play a role in their acquisition or rejection of varied types of cultural capital,
their habituses also comprise contrasting dispositions to particular cultural forms.
Habitus grounds young people’s tastes and these preferences become expressed in the
cultural forms youth consume and practice with. Primary, secondary, vocational and
informational types (see Figure 3) typically provide artistic resources for teenagers’
personas:

HABITUSES

Primary

J
===

Secondary Official personas at
secondary school ]

AR
&

tertiary habitus or

Vocational Desired social trajectory to
work

Figure 3. Young people's habituses and the key social semiotic spaces they sourced cultural capital from

The primary habitus is a student’s family environment (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992),
which is particularly important for their initial exposure and participation in artistic
fields (Bourdieu, 1984). Students’ visual creativity is transformed as their individual
habitus passes through social institutions, principally secondary and tertiary schooling.
These are secondary and tertiary habituses respectively. Vocational habituses are those
that shape an individual’s orientation towards developing a particular identity in a
professional field (Colley, James, Tedder & Diment, 2003). For example, a visual art
student’s observational drawings may realise certain disciplinary dispositions demanded
of a fine artist. My research also considers the role of each teenager’s information habitus
(Robinson, 2009) for describing how young people’s internet access and skill
development are mediated by orientations. Well- and under-resourced students typically
have contrasting stances in using the internet, which reproduces digital inequality by
shaping contrasting patterns of use.

listed as; 3D Modeling, Advertising, Animation, Apparel Design, Architecture, Character Design, Concept Art,
Copywriting, Creative Direction, Editorial Design, Fashion Design, Fashion Photography, Graphic Design,
[lustration, Interior Design, Logo Design, Motion Design, Photography, Product Design, Textile Design,
Typography and Web Design.
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Contrasting opportunities and capabilities

Linking a capability approach to Bourdieusian theory can help to address particular
limitations of the latter (Brons, 2014), and vice-versa (Bowman, 2010). Bourdieu’s
conceptualization of habitus disregards the autonomy of actors, considering the
dispositions that make up their individual habitus to solely be the process of economic
and social processes (Alexander, 1995). Such an emphasis on the dominant role of
external factors, such as capital, in determining the individual’s habitus leaves little space
for describing an actor’s autonomy and creative agency (Brons, 2014).

Linking cultural sociology to a capability approach has proven useful for public service
developments and theorizing social change, for example in education (Mills, 2008) and
health (Abel & Frohlich, 2012). Research that closely resonated with mine used the same
combination to develop a model (Gokpinar & Reiss, 2016) that connected students’
scientific capability development to key out-of-school factors. Affluent young people’s
development of visual creative capabilities was likely to also rely on outside-school
factors. These could provide an initial set of visual creative resources and assistance with
converting resources into capabilities.

Sen’s capability approach focuses upon the moral significance of each individual’s
capability to achieve the kinds of lives he or she has reason to value (Wells, 2012). Rather
than applying the narrow economic framework typically used for development, Sen’s
approach proposes that a person’s capability to live a good life be defined in terms of the
set of valuable ‘beings and doings’ to which he or she has access, such as enjoying good
health and loving relationships (Sen, 1990). With regard to individual agency, a
capability approach emphasizes capability sets. These refer to what individuals are
actually free to be and to do (Brons, 2014). The concepts of functionings and capability
describe what people can actually can do (Wells, 2012). Functionings are states of ‘being’
and ‘doing’ and are distinguished from the commodities employed to achieve them.
Capability refers to a set of valuable functionings that a person has effective access to and
has reason to value.

A focus on capabilities supports an analytical focus on the sets of functionings related to
particular aspects of life. As elaborated in Chapter Five, my research explored
functionings related to e-portfolio curations that support self-promotion and desired
social trajectories. Traditionally, people working in visually creative professions have
used portfolios to demonstrate their level of experience, skills and creativity for self-
promotion (Pibernik, Dolic & Kanizaj, 2014) and as an aid in job interviews (Myers, 2013).

Bourdieusian sociology recognises that individuals have contradictory goals and
conflicting pressures (Townsend, 2002), hence are likely to prioritise different
functionings in response to the visual arts education field and the e-portfolio syllabus.
For example, young fan artists may well choose to foreground this identity in preference
to a classroom one. They would value sharing their fan art, fandom inspirations and
attributing fan artist role models. They may want their e-portfolios to be searchable and
facilitate feedback from like-minded enthusiasts. They may also choose to link their e-
portfolios to other digital personas. My case studies explore the different aims and
functionings of young peoples in presenting varied disciplinary e-portfolio styles (see
Chapter Five) and unofficial ones (see Chapter Six).

For each case study, Sen’s capability approach is usefully complemented by Bourdieu’s
concepts of field, capital and habitus. This helps provide more finely grained insights
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into the processes and experiences of inequality (Bowman, 2010). My research was
interested in addressing inequalities in online content creation®® through social change.
However, Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is insufficient with regards to the role of
individual agency in effecting structural change (Sewell, 1992. Abel & Frohlich, 2012). He
did not elaborate explanations of such change, nor did he provide explicit starting points
for theories on how to reduce social inequalities through strengthening agency and
individual empowerment.

In the South African educational field, researchers have used Sen’s capabilities approach
for studies in primary- (Vaughan, 2007), secondary- (Unterhalter, 2003. Walker, 2006),
tertiary- (Vaughan & Walker, 2012. McClean & Walker, 2012. Wilson-Strydom 2011) and
vocational education (Powell & M