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Abstract

This dissertation explores the contextual meanings of digital gaming for a group of children
from the resource-constrained township of Ocean View, situated 45km outside of Cape
Town. | document the domestication (Silverstone & Haddon, 1996)of mobile phones and
PlayStations as technologies for gaming in this context, showing how the children
appropriated the games technologies much as other household media are domesticated, in
a process of double articulation.

Using the vast body of games studies emanating from the global North as springboard, |
argue for a heterogeneous approach to researching digital games. This approach seeks to
articulate both the material commodities and symbolic worlds of media signification and
narrative where global media texts gain local meanings when used in specific spatio-
temporal and socio-cultural contexts through the double articulation of domestication
(Livingstone, 2007) of digital games and technologies for gaming.

| studied the informal social and digital gaming interactions of twenty two children over a
period of nine months, during which time | participated in household activities, conducted
observations of play sessions and utilized informal questioning based on an ethnographic
approach. The children’s interactions showed how, in Ocean View, unequal access to
resources shape this neighbourhood as a lived space located far from the economic centers
of the city. A proliferation of gangs in the area affects children’s sense of physical territory
and, consequently, their mobility. This also serves to influence children’s processes of
identification as explored through the symbolic and material domestication of global gaming
technologies.

My findings, albeit based on a short period of study, hint at the complex and nuanced role of
digital games and gaming technologies in the lives of marginalized children. Gaming
technologies can, at once, demonstrate superior status or respectability, whilst marking the
user as a potential victim for crime — signaling dangerous conspicuous consumption. In turn,
the representational in-game virtual worlds that connect the local to the global can offer
potential escapism or serve to re-affirm imagined class and gender hierarchies. Yet
simultaneously these media texts offer a global media viewfinder to negotiate local gangster
narratives and processes of identification. This study starts to reveal the main tensions
presented by the domestication of digital games and technologies for games in a marginal
context, arguing for a broader and more inclusive view of gaming ecologies and a
heterogeneous approach to the study thereof.
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction

This dissertation explores the double articulation of meanings elicited by the material and
symbolic domestication of the mobile phone and PlayStation as technologies for gaming, by
a group of children from the resource-constrained neighbourhood of Ocean View. Although
there is a smorgasbord of literature pertaining to gaming and situated gaming ecologies, the
overwhelming majority of games studies emanates from the global North, where very few
scholars actually look at the physical artifacts for gaming as a meaningful node in this
greater ecology (Walton & Pallitt, 2012). As the consumption of material commodities can
reveal semiotic markers of class, culture and society in marginal contexts, as explored in
recent studies that look at the domestication (Silverstone, Hirsch, & Morley, 1992)of the
mobile phone in the global South (Schoon, 2011; Hahn, 2008; Horst & Miller, 2005), we
cannot divorce the physical objects of gaming from the virtual gaming ‘worlds’ on the
‘inside’ that have the ability to connect the local to the global as situated in specific spatio-
temporal and socio-cultural contexts. This study seeks to integrate all of these views through
the double articulation of the domestication (Livingstone, 2007) of both the material and the
symbolic aspects of the gaming ecology amongst children in Ocean View.

The ideas and feelings behind this dissertation were first born in 2008, during my Honours
year of study at Stellenbosch University. | had volunteered to co-teach graphic design to a
group of grade 11 students from the small local township Kayamandi, through a local NGO
called Vision K. Classes were tiresome, the teenagers appeared to have no particular
interest in the kinds of activities we had planned for them, and it was a truly laborious
process to elicit any form of participation from them for the first month. Yet, more often
than not, they were glued to their mobile phones. Post-irritation | became fascinated with
the digital worlds these teens engaged with on these spellbinding little devices. Although
most students often shared stories of low-income circumstances and debilitating resource
constraints, their access to this digital device was truly ubiquitous. And although they did
not often venture onto the mobile web, they were downloading songs through WAP
(Wireless Access Protocol) media download services such as 36060, playing games, and
chatting to friends on Mxit?.

| concede, at the time, | was not particularly mobile savvy — | hardly ever used the Internet
on my phone, and game worlds lived elsewhere — on TV’s and computer screens. But my
circumstances were different: in my household there was always a computer and satellite
television. From the age of 8 our home was connected to the World Wide Web via a
vexatious little dial-up modem and since | can remember we had games on floppy disks,

! As of the mid 2000s a host of companies launched mobile download services in South Africa. These
were primarily advertised on television and provided a number one could phone to obtain whatever
product was being advertised. Such products included ring tones, images, videos, and even poems or
2Mxit is a free mobile-based social network platform with 10 million active users, making it the largest
one in Africa.



‘stiffy’s’, Gameboys, Nintendo cartridges, PlayStation discs and CD-ROMs. Apart from their
value as sources of entertainment, these objects were pivotal in my negotiation of
relationships with my three brothers and numerous peers. They were a lifeline, a means to
establish social cohesion and a tool for asserting power through knowledge and skills. | felt
that as a girl, my proficiency in the technology-driven gameworld allowed for playtime spent
with my brothers and other boys, who would otherwise flat-out exclude me. | could prove
myself in games.

My experiences with the students from Kayamandi meant that for the first time | had truly
started thinking about the diversity of access to media, resources, and location: the kinds of
assumptions | had about a childhood and adolescence firmly entrenched in commodities of
entertainment and connectedness. How do these artifacts engage, shape, define or change
us, and us them? How are objects of play and entertainment meaningful in different
contexts?

After working in the advertising industry for a couple of years, | returned to academic
studies in order to pursue these questions. | encountered scholars who studied games and
gaming practices, and | uncovered a world that either endorsed the advantageous effects —
such as informal learning (Gee J., 2003; Gee J., 2007; Jarvinen, 2007; McGonigal, 2011) or
literacy (Burn & Buckingham, 2007; Payne, 2010; Squire, 2007) — or condemned the harmful
effects — such as aggressive, racist, sexist, or violent behavior (Anderson & Bushman, 2001;
Anderson & Dill, 2000; Dietz, 1998) — of digital gaming. These studies often concentrated on
(and were limited to) the internal cognitive and psychological processes of engaging with
games — of games as something that happens ‘in your head’. In response to this tunnel-
vision approach of games as divorced from any meaningful context, many games scholars
are increasingly acknowledging the socially situated and diverse nature of gaming (Beauvis,
Nixon, & Atkinson, 2005; Dovey & Kennedy, 2006; Buckingham, 2006; Pelletier, 2009).
However, only a few have pursued such studies in contexts of the global South (Kolko &
Putnam, 2008; Walton & Pallitt, 2012). These few studies | came across have all hinted at the
importance of the differential access to the commodities of digital games. The physical
artifacts and infrastructures required to participate in gaming are often assumed in resource
abundant contexts, where there are larger middle classes or “where lower income groups
are more likely to own gaming consoles” (Facer & Furlong, 2001 in Walton & Pallitt, 2012, p.
3).

The study of physical information and communication technologies (ICTs) such as the mobile
phone on the other hand, is increasingly investigated in contexts of the global South
(Kreutzer, 2009; Hahn, 2008; Schoon, 2011). Through domestication theory (Silverstone,
Hirsch, & Morley, 1992; Silverstone & Haddon, 1996), diverse ranges of behaviors and
meanings are uncovered in a variety of socio-cultural and spatio-temporal contexts. The
double articulation of both the material and the symbolic domestication of technologies
(Livingstone, 20074, p. 3), as well as the virtual “worlds” that connect the local to the global
“inside” of such media artifacts (such as the internet, social networks, expansive game



worlds, etc) have provided a more integrated view of how technologies are appropriated. |
sought to proffer such a view of gaming ecologies amongst children in the marginal context
of Ocean View, a previously racially segregated Coloured® neighbourhood on the outskirts of
the Cape peninsula.

Throughout my process, | had to carefully peel away layers and layers of assumptions:
access to objects and places, the rhetoric of play as progress (Sutton-Smith, 1997), the
mobility of the mobile phone (Aker & Mbiti, 2010), the neutrality of play commodities, and
the cohesion of gaming ecologies across contexts to reveal what was left: how children, in a
specific context, under specific circumstances, hindered and influenced by specific forces are
actually playing games.

Towards this purpose | ask the following questions:

= How are information and communication technologies such as the mobile phone
and PlayStation integrated into everyday life?

=  What meanings do children and adults give to gaming technologies in this space?

= How do games and technologies for games contribute to the process of identity
formation in this social space?

All of the abovementioned amalgamates into the central research question: What does the
gaming ecology of a select group of children in Ocean View look like?

My thesis is structured as follows:

In Chapter Two | touch upon some of the more prominent studies in digital games discourse
over the last two decades: a short overview of studies arguing the positive and negative
effects of games is followed by an overview of those who have heeded the call for a wider
view of gaming practices as “ecology” (Salen, 2008, pp. 2 - 3). | position the invisibility and
exclusion of marginal African children as consumers in the face of global cultural industries
and look towards studies that have addressed these inequalities. Conversely, | propose
domestication theory as a valid theoretical approach.

In Chapter Three | describe Ocean View as a physical and symbolic space deeply entrenched
in Apartheid history. | introduce my fieldwork — split up into two distinct periods, a pilot
study and resultant field work respectively, over a span of 9 months. | describe my method

3In South Africa the label “Coloured” was first used during Apartheid as a term for persons of mixed
race (with heritage from the British, Malay, Griqua, Khoi San, Dutch, Xhosa, Zulu, and even Shona
groups to name a few). By creating a separate racial group for such persons, government was able to
re-inforce racial segregation. Today, Coloured identification remains problematic: some discard the
term as imposed on them by the Apartheid state, others proudly self-identify as Coloured(Bosch,
2008).



and approach as a participant observation ethnography and outline the strategies | adopted
to enable an ethical approach to vulnerable youth.

Chapter Four describes findings that specifically pertain to the mobile phone as it is
domesticated amongst this peer group: uncovering how the right kind of phone is
meaningful in negotiating peer relationships and class hierarchies. | also uncover how
fragmented gang territories problematize the mobility of the mobile phone in this context
and affect participation in digital play.

Chapter Five shifts focus to the PlayStation: contesting global media narratives that predict
the increased individualization of media consumption by revealing complex negotiations for
time and space. | also touch on aspects of representation, influence and processes of
identification through engagement with virtual in-game global media narratives.

In Chapter Six | conclude by revisiting the research questions stated in this chapter and
venture tentative discussions based on the findings of this limited study.



Chapter2: a review of the literature and theoretical approach

Introduction

In this chapter | touch upon some of the more prominent studies in digital games discourse
over the last two decades: a short overview of studies arguing the positive and negative
effects of games is followed by an overview of those who have heeded the call for a wider
view of gaming practices as ‘ecology’. | introduce ideas from these situated studies and
juxtapose them with studies from a South African context. Towards this purpose | give a
brief overview of the South African gaming landscape as presented in statistics that are
dictated by a strong marketing agenda. | position the invisibility and exclusion of marginal
African children as consumers in the face of global cultural industries and look towards
studies that have addressed these inequalities. Conversely, | propose domestication theory
as a valid theoretical approach. | give an overview of studies that have revealed rich diversity
in consumption practices and unpack a toolbox of cultural studies concepts that can be used
to explore the study of commodities and their semiotic meanings. In balancing the material
domestication of commodities for gaming such as the mobile phone and PlayStation with
the symbolic “bigger [virtual] worlds” (Livingstone, 2007a, p. 2) inside of games, | propose a

I”

double articulation of both the “media qua material” (as located in a particular spatio-
temporal setting) and the “media qua texts/symbolic messages” (Livingstone, 2007a, p. 3)

(as located in a particular socio-cultural discourse).

Digital gaming as “in your head”

As previously mentioned, a large body of scholarly articles emanating from the global North
has framed games as a cognitive and psychological phenomenon that is effectual. This
theoretical version of gaming, where the player is ‘plugged in’ to a game world, renders
anything that happens outside of this ‘virtual reality’ as invisible or insignificant.

Many papers have argued for the positive ‘effects’ of gaming in both education and
psychology: claims included that games make us happy, stimulate creativity, foster strategic
thinking (McGonigal, 2011; McGonigal, 2010), evoke optimal psychological states of “flow” —
“the satisfying, exhilarating feeling of creative accomplishment and heightened functioning”
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. xiii), games are key sites of informal learning (Gee J., 2003; Gee J.
, 2007; Prensky, 2001; Sefton-Green, 2003), and literacy (Squire, 2007; Burn & Buckingham,
2007). Games that are expansive and complicated, coined “good games”, have the ability to
expand the cognitive abilities of players (Gee J. , 2007, p. 2). Furthermore, some claim that
these skills and positive effects are not only limited to in- game environments, but have the



ability and potential to ‘transfer’ to almost any other aspect of the player’s life (Stevens,
Satwicz, & McCarthy, 2008; Sutter, 2010; TEDtalksdirector, 2010).

In stark contrast, others have touched on many of the same psychological and cognitive
processes to argue that games have negative ‘effects’: they increase aggressive behavior in
both the short term (e.g. laboratory aggression) and the long term (e.g. delinquency)
(Anderson & Dill, 2000; Anderson & Bushman, 2001), can socialize players to sexually
objectify women (Dill & Thill, 2007; Anderson & Bushman, 2001), and can cause highly anti-
social behavior and addiction (Chiu, Lee, & Huang, 2004) which contributes to poor
performance in school. This conflicting positive-negative binary of engagement in digital
games has lead a range of scholars to look towards the situated nature of play for a more
nuanced, and less polemic, understanding of gaming as ecology (Salen, 2008) which cannot
necessarily be reduced as wholly ‘good’ or ‘bad’.

Gaming as Ecology

Katie Salen (2008) proposes, in her book “Toward an Ecology of Games”, a wider view of
gaming activities outside of the tunnel vision player-game duality. She spearheads an
investigation that looks at gaming, game design, and play “in the sense of how all of the
various elements—from code to rhetoric to social practices and aesthetics—cohabit and
populate” (Salen, 2008, p. 2) the world of gaming.

As Ito et al contend: “focus on activity in context means paying attention to the diversity in
contexts that structure different forms of game play—the broader social and cultural
ecology—rather than assuming that psychological and cognitive dispositions play the most
important determining role” (2009, p. 199). Salen (2008) argues that gaming can include
interaction with non-digital media, whereas literature around game-based learning are
dominated by accounts of video games; that there is no “one” game: social, cultural and
individual motivations affect their play; that games are systems of meanings that are read,
interpreted and performed by players; and that “learning” is not an external force that can
be applied to games, instead players choose how they learn. She calls for a more expansive
emphasis on gaming-as-ecology to come to grips with these contextual systems (Salen, 2008,
p. 10). By situating gaming practices, scholars have thus far offered diverse accounts of
gaming in various contexts (Beavis, Nixon, & Atkinson, 2005; Dovey & Kennedy, 2006;
Buckingham, 2006; Pelletier, 2009).

Through an ethnographic study of young people from different families playing video games
in their own homes Stevens, Satwicz, and McCarthy (2008) oppose a direct theory of
“transfer” as something learned in-game, then applied in-life. Their study reveals that the
culture of video game play is “tangled up” (Stevens, Satwicz, & McCarthy, 2008, p. 63) with
other cultural practices. Similarly, DeVane and Squire (2008) addressed ‘transfer’ of negative
behaviours in response to violent video game Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas in three
different socio-cultural settings. Their findings offered a more nuanced view where



violence, race and sexual themes are understood and processed through socio-cultural
dispositions.

In response to the social dimension of gaming, many scholars have theorised that games
have the ability to teach trust and social skills through collaboration. Some of the sites for
such behaviours have included: massively multi-player role playing game (MMPORG) World
of Warcraft (Nardi & Harris, 2006), LAN café’s in Australia (Beavis, Nixon, & Atkinson, 2005),
amongst peer groups of children who play in “genres of interest” in California and San
Francisco (lto, et al., 2009), and peripheral participation that happens through situated
learning in the United Kingdom (Sefton-Green, 2003) in meaningful communities of practice
(Lave & Wenger, 1991). Yet | found many considerations markedly absent: studies pertaining
to collaborative or group practice seldom account for play behaviours that can be cruel,
exclusive and used to enforce hierarchical distinctions amongst children (Walton & Pallitt,
2012). In addition, discussions of the pervasively gendered nature of play (Lever, 1976;
Sutton-Smith, 1997; Carr, 2006), cultural traditions that discourage women from exploring
digital technology (Liff & Sheperd, 2004; Clark & Gorski, 2002), considerations of the limited
access women have to public spaces (Yeoh & Huang, 1998) and the gendered design of
digital games (Amory & Molomo, 2012; Carr, 2006) are scarce.

Although scholars are increasingly exploring the situated and social nature of gaming,
studies looking at games in resource constrained areas were few and far between. A recent
study in central Asia (Kolko & Putnam, 2008) that spanned over 8 years, looking at computer
gaming in public Internet café’s as well as private spaces, found that games constitute a
significant portion of the Information and Communication Technology (ICT) ecology in this
resource-constrained environment. They contend that games offer a “first touch” (Kolko &
Putnam, 2008, p. 3) of a computer, and offer a pathway to ICT for people with lower levels
of education, and can motivate technological skill acquisition. In turning their attention to
the differential access of ICTs amongst players in a marginal context, Kolko & Putnam start
to uncover a dimension that is often excluded from discussions of games in resource-
abundant contexts: the processes and negotiations (or the domestication) of commodities,
media and infrastructures necessary for digital gaming.

Towards building a view of gaming practices in South Africa, and especially a marginal
context such as Ocean View, it is necessary to investigate this differential access.

Situating digital games in South Africa

According to recent market estimates, South Africa boasts in excess of 1.5 million console
gamers, 5 million PC gamers and 3 million casual gamers (consisting of mobile and social
network based games) (Pickover, 2011). Market research company GFK valued South
Africa’s gaming industry at R1.72 billion (this figure includes hardware, peripherals and
physical game sales, but does not include digital game sales) (Etherington-Smith, 2012).
Arthur Goldstuck, media analyst and head of the World Wide Worx research organization,



has described the take-up of gaming platforms such as Microsoft’s Xbox and Sony’s
PlayStation as “greater in the past five years than during any equivalent period in South
Africa” — underpinning a thriving local gaming industry (Etherington-Smith, 2012). His
research indicates a considerable increase of low-income children engaging in casual gaming
as a result of the rising popularity of game-enabled smart phones. Today, games are one of
the top three most popular features to use on all phones in South Africa.

Yet, “South Africans encounter digital games in the context of an unequal and fragmented
consumer culture, characterised by sharp inequalities in income and access to consumer
goods, the internet and electrification” (Walton & Pallitt, 2012, p. 349). Even though “digital
gaming” is progressively more pervasive, there is a massively broad index of gaming
practices relative to available resources. “Access to gaming platforms is strongly associated
with household income” (Walton & Pallitt, 2012, p. 352) and games include behaviors as
wide as upper-middle class children playing Xbox kinect to low-income children swopping
content via Bluetooth on battered hand-me-down Nokia’s. In a highly unequal society such
as South Africa, location and geography plays a pivotal role in gaming experiences. Local
studies such as Schoon (2012), Walton & Donner (2012) and Walton & Pallitt (2012) have
suggested that spatiality and location are centripetal to understanding media adoption in
local contexts: “theories of mobile and locative social media would benefit from considering
a) past spatial strategies persist in places, structuring communication across decades and b)
spatial tactics associated with new digital communication practices may be reshaping these
established patterns” (Walton & Donner, 2012, p. 2). As communities are polarized in their
access to material goods, commodities and costs for gaming become a significant aspect in
the consideration of digital gaming ecologies. Walton & Pallitt (2012, p. 354) discuss the case
of Andile, whose favourite feature on his battered Nokia 1100 is the games, especially Snake
(111). However, the phone itself was a source of deep shame and self-denial to Andile, as the
old handset and its monophonic ringtones were a testament to his family’s poverty.
Therefore, he would put the sound off when he was in front of his peers, as the ringtones
and sound effects of the games he enjoys so much would illicit ridicule. In situations such as
Andile’s, James Gee’s “good games” (2007) become not only a question of quality, but also
the costs associated with such quality. Here, we invariably have to turn our focus to
exploring issues of children’s consumer culture and globalization in South Africa.

As Francis Nyamnjoh contends, “If globalization is a process of accelerated flow of media
content, to most African cultures and children it is also a process of accelerated exclusion
(Nyamnjoh, 2008, p. 29).” We are witnessing a global and globalizing sectarian Euro-
American culture, or “the McDonaldised cultural burgers (Nyamnjoh, 2008, p. 30)”, served
to children in the interest of profiting the global corporate media. Yet, globalization is not
synonymous with global affordability, and commodities, media and infrastructures for
participation for the prophesised “global village” (McLuhan, 1984) are scarce. For this

2

reason, when marginal children “twist their parents’” arms, or express strong consumer
desires, it is not a neutral act, but deserves some semiotic consideration. For those who

have some means of access, such as the children in this dissertation, these “cultural dishes”



seldom reflect their immediate socio-cultural contexts. For this reason they become
“consumer subjects”, victims of “second-hand consumption”, even if they are “first-hand
consumers”: digital games are conceived and produced without being informed by their
particular interests, context or resources (Nyamnjoh, 2008) as they do not represent any
significant market interest.

Far from the cultural homogenization predicted by globalization discourse, we are seeing the
creative appropriation, or “glocalization” (Strelitz, 2005),when children are confronted by
texts that were not necessarily made for them. As Strelitz (2005, p.40) contends: “meaning is
no longer a privilege of the text alone” and local audiences do not necessarily read what was
intentionally written. Strelitz (2005) explores the concept of “symbolic distancing”, where
adolescents re-imagine aspects of their lives through media consumption. In his interviews
with Black students, for example, many expressed that the way in which they perceived
media to represent African-Americans helped to “puncture the reality” of being Black in
South Africa (Strelitz, 2005, p. 81). Such examples reveal a more nuanced approach to the
binary of local/global as it is expressed in globalization discourse. Although such examples
do not eliminate the need to consider power relations in media consumption, it calls on
more open-ended and inclusive investigation of media domestication: as a socio-cultural and
situated process.

Towards understanding how the meanings of digital games and technologies for gaming are
constituent of the social relations and social order of the children in Ocean View, | felt that a
cultural studies approach, with a focus on domestication theory, would offer a
heterogeneous and pluralistic theoretical framework.

Invoking a Cultural studies approach

Cultural studies consider not only practices, social or otherwise, but also how these practices
relate to dominant systems of power and ideology. It seeks to understand culture in all of its
complex forms through analyzing the social and political context in which the subject matter
manifests itself (Hall, 1980). Its focus encompasses divergent considerations of ideology,
social class, nationality, ethnicity, sexuality, and/or gender as related to a medium or
message. Kellner & Durham (2006) contend that media and culture are of increasingly
centripetal importance to the maintenance and reproduction of contemporary societies:
popular entertainment, such as digital games, has disparate meanings in the complex
societies where they are located (Kellner & Durham, 2006, p. ix). They promote a pluralistic
approach to theory and method when engaging with the complex “constellations” of media
consumption. In my study, the term “consumption” is multi-faceted — it not only refers to
media (digital games), but also at physical objects that “contain” such media, namely the
mobile phone and the PlayStation. In order to remain vigilantly aware of this | look at a few
main concepts that help in theorizing the meanings of things (Slater, 1997).

As Slater (1997, p. 148) contends, “The meanings of things are not socially arbitrary but



deeply related to, or even reflect and represent, the underlying social divisions of a
community.” He argues that consumption forms a part of the cultural reproduction of social
relations, through the very mundane social practices that constitute everyday life. Processes
of consumption involve “reinterpretations, modification, transgressions” and can challenge,
reproduce or fortify social order (Slater, 1997, p. 148).

Consumption of things marks a flow of information that has the ability to integrate people
into an intelligible social world (Douglas & Isherwood, 1979): “the individual uses
consumption to say something about himself, his family, his locality...the kinds of statements
he makes are about the kind of universe he isin.” On the other hand, the expression of such
intelligibility can also generate an account of his inequality. For Veblen, the use of
consumption to demonstrate one’s alignment with a higher class is defined as “conspicuous
consumption” (1899).This term described practices whereby a person would “ape” a lifestyle
of leisure, when that person’s material conditions demand a laborious reality. In low-income
communities such conspicuous consumption is a complex socio-economic process through
which displays of wealth can psychologically combat the impression of poverty, often to the
practical disadvantage of the consumer. However, not all consumption is aspirational in the
sense that the higher classes are necessarily emulated. These “desired” things do “not only
trickle down, but also trickle up, and sideways” (Slater, 1997, p. 158).

Here Bourdieu’s concept of “cultural capital” (1986) is useful in theorizing consumption as
cultural, and taste as socially constructed. It indicates that not all capital is monetary, but is a
process of socio-cultural mediation within a larger society. However, choices are also
informed by disposition or “habitus” (Bourdieu, 1977) — “a structure of cognitions, formed
by long and indeed collective and transmitted experiences of the economic limitations of
their class position” (Slater, 1997, p. 162). Thus, consumption is both embedded in social
structure, yet also grounded in relative social agency. A concept that is useful in theorizing
distinction between the consumer, and those he perceives he is distancing himself from
(through deeming them subordinate) through consumption is the process of “othering”
(Lacan & Wilden, 1968).

On the other hand, the things that are consumed do not necessarily have the same
meanings in different contexts, and even within similar contexts semiotic meaning is never
static, but polysemic (Willis, 1990). Slater suggests that we “confront this situation
ethnographically”, investigated through the practices of “people’s symbolic labour” —
through such approaches one might uncover the structure of the consumer object and the
social relations within which any act of reading or using takes place. These structures and
relations place social limits of polysemy and interpretive freedoms (Slater, 1997, p. 170).

| proffer domestication theory (Merete & Sorensen, 1996; Haddon, 2001; Silverstone &
Haddon, 1996) as a framework to address the processes and structures through which
digital gaming is integrated into everyday life and applied to daily practices. To report on
how technology is being used as opposed to how technology should be used. It proffers a
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viewfinder to effectively grasp “the significance of the processes of globalization and
localization (or homogenization and fragmentation)” (Morley, 1991).

Domestication theory describes four dynamic phases in the “transactional system of
commodity and media relations (Silverstone, Hirsch, & Morley, 1992)”. In other words, how
technological objects and media are ‘tamed’ by their users. Firstly, Appropriation: an object
becomes appropriated at the exact moment it is sold and becomes owned — where it leaves
the world of commodity and is taken into possession by an individual or group that gives
social meaning to it. Through this process it achieves significance: by participating in the
process of self-creation and role in establishing relationship between the owner and others
(Silverstone, Hirsch, & Morley, 1992).

Secondly, Objectification: once appropriated the artifact becomes objectified through
display (Silverstone, Hirsch, & Morley, 1992). This display reveals the owner’s sense of self.
It draws on perceptions of the owner’s place in the world, or status, and in turn defines
differences — rich/poor, male/female, young/old, etc. Objectification can be displayed with
material objects, such as the model of the phone, or children ‘pimping’ (customizing) their
phones physically (buying covers, protectors, stickers, etc), or the content that they choose
to fill their device with (Ling R., 2001).

Thirdly, Incorporation: Technologies might have many functions, they might even become
functional in ways that were not intended by the designers or marketers (Silverstone, Hirsch,
& Morley, 1992). The functions that are chosen and exercised by the user, also reflects how
the user positions himself in relation to others: when and how the object is used (Hahn,
2008). Incorporation reveals status or representation through time: schedules and routines.
| would like to refer back to the example previously discussed in Walton and Pallitt (2012),
where Andile set his phone to silent as an incorporation strategy in an attempt to control the
conversion of meaning to avoid ridicule from his peers.

Conversion, a monetary metaphor, defines these different aspects of meaning as currency:
whether the meanings made through objectification and incorporation can be converted
into a wider public. In other words, whether other people understand or accept the
meanings you have attached to certain technologies, objects and practices. Silverstone et al
(1992) contend that this expression is particularly of value to teenagers, as re-iterated by Ito
et al (2009), whose consumption of media (choice in music, games, pictures) become their
‘ticket’ into a certain peer-group: a display of their similar interests. This conversion of
meaning is especially useful to explore participation: who is allowed in, and who is kept out,
and the varying index of participation in between (Ling R., 2001).

As studies pertaining to children’s domestication of games and gaming technologies are

relatively scarce, | looked toward studies of children and media in general. Of particular
value are papers looking at the domestication of the mobile phone.
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| have found cues for my own theoretical framework in the recent work of Alette Schoon
(2012). In Schoon’s examination of mobile phones amongst young adults in the township of
Hooggenoeg in Grahamstown, she draws on domestication theory to contest generalized
claims from the global North that mobile phones promote mobility and an individualized
society. Instead she found that, through the consumption of mobile phones as a process of
meaning-making by young people, the phone becomes part of a semantic process that
serves to define young people in this context, at times limiting mobility and creating a
collective sociability.

Rich Ling (2001) explores the mobile phone and mobile media as a teenager’s sense of
fashion and personal display in his paper “It is ‘in.” It doesn’t matter if you need it or not, just
that you have it.”: Fashion and the domestication of the mobile telephone among teens in
Norway.” Using domestication theory he draws attention to the negative aspects of the
mobile phone as a peer-mediated “personality kit” for young people, enabling their
resultant integration into, or cruel exclusion from, a peer group.

In “Playing with Fire” Hijazi-Omari & Rivka (2008) reveal the intricate processes of
concealment and collaboration amongst teenage Palestinian girls in their domestication of
mobile phones in Israel. Girls are gifted illicit mobile phones by their boyfriends as a symbol
and practical means of sustaining their forbidden romantic relationships.In this context the
girls are constrained by men, their parents and their community’s conservative disposition.
The mobile phone both “re-establishes these teenage girls’ layered subordinations and
tampers with them, allowing the girls to develop a mediated and face-to-face community
that provides them with essential practical and emotional support (Hijazi-Omari & Rivka,
2008, p. 150)”. This study shows the tentions between a technology that is conceived in the
literature as being “emancipating” (Ling R., 2004, p. 34) and the traditional patriarchal
society these girls inhabit.

In Yoon (2006) the use of mobile phone amongst “cyberkids” in South Korea creates a
national angst as represented in government and news discourse: To the older generation

|II

the mobile phone represents an absorption of young people into a “global” (but more
specifically Western) material culture, a direct threat to the proliferation of a national
cultural identity. Based on the popular national ideal that “the spirit of the Koreans would
not be affected by the westernization of material life (Moon, 1998, p.46 in Yoon, 2006,
p.766)” Yoon describes how major newspapers emphasized frugality of mobile phone use,
and described young people and women’s use of mobile phones as “inappropriate”,
reworking hegemonic social relations in which “young people and housewives are located in
domestic and vulnerable positions (Yoon, 2006, p. 766).” The domestication of the mobile
phone in South Korea reveals the tensions between young people’s mobile phone use, and

the local filters of national morality as a social condition for the “responsible” use thereof.

These examples of the domestication of the mobile phone amongst children in different
contexts underpin the necessity of supplying an integrated view of the domestication of
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objects that are “bigger on the inside, than they are on the outside” (Livingstone, 2007, p.
17). Both the mobile phone and the PlayStation are objects of consumption that carry
semiotic markers, located in the spacio-temporal and the socio-cultural context of Ocean
View. Yet, they are “far from inert”: they are “portal to other worlds that open up the
realms of the imaginary, connecting the domestic living room — staggeringly — to the rest of
the globe” (Livingstone, 2007, p. 17) these “inside worlds” are also subject to the spatio-
temporal and socio-cultural every day life of Ocean View. Through the concept of double
articulation (Silverstone & Haddon, 1996) | seek to explore both the “media qua material
objects” and the “media qua texts or symbolic messages” — connecting theories of
consumption and domestication with theories of representation and influence.

In the next chapter | seek to uncover Ocean View as both a physical (spatio-temporal) and
symbolic (socio-cultural) place. | position my own group, the Dalston peer group, in this
space and give a narrative account of my involvement with them. Thereafter | discuss my
methods and approach.
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Chapter 3: place, sample and method

Introduction

As previously discussed, the domestication of digital games is a complex process pertaining
to social, technological, cultural, economical, phychological, and historical variables amongst
others. It is therefore important to situate and scrutinize the place of Ocean View and the
Dulston peer group4. In this chapter | will describe my research site, Ocean View, as a
physical and symbolic space deeply entrenched in Apartheid history. | will then describe my
fieldwork — split up into two distinct periods over a span of 9 months, and mention how
each of these came to be. Thereafter | will explore and describe the significance of my
research site as a (uncommon) safe space for play and socializing.

Towards building an understanding of my interactions and presence in this environment, |
will describe my method and qualitative approach as an ethnography based around
participant observation (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1975). Participant observation involves
participating in the social world of those who one is studying and reflecting on the products
of that participation through “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) of social interaction within
natural settings. It constitutes a way of finding meaning through situations and encounters
in the research setting as a social system.

| joined in the children’s hang-outs (Ito, et al., 2009), playing games with them and joining in
discussions and organic activities as unfolding in their everyday lives. Supported by literature
and personal findings, | will motivate why | chose this approach and how data was captured.
Towards support for my method, | will outline the ethical considerations amongst such
vulnerable youth and what strategies and processes | adopted to address this vulnerability
amongst my sample.

m;

The place of Ocean View: “it’s a gangster place”

Despite the fact that South Africa has existed as democracy for 18 years, the legacy of
apartheid is still profoundly visible in our geography — many areas remain segregated along
racial lines and the spatial injustices of apartheid continue to shape contemporary
neighbourhoods as lived spaces (Walton & Donner, 2012, p. 2). Although, theoretically, the
legal obstacles that hinder physical mobility have now been removed, “spatial injustices”
(Lefebvre, 1991) endure through the spatial strategies deployed by the previous Apartheid
government. Geography imposes unfair burdens and social disempowerment on certain
people through the cost of mobility between peripheral ‘Coloured neighbourhoods’ and the
economic centers of the city (de Certeau 1984 in Walton & Donner, 2012).

4The given nickname of the group of children in my study: | will explain this nickname in detail later in
this chapter.
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Ocean View was established in 1968 under the Group Areas Act (1950) as a ‘Coloured area’,
consisting of dormitory housing, for people who were forcibly removed from re-zoned
‘White areas’ along the South coast of Cape Town (these included areas such as Simon’s
Town and Noordhoek) (The Scenic South, 2012). It is situated 45 kms outside of the Cape
Town Central Business District and located on the Kommetjie Road, between the ‘White
neighbourhoods’ of Fish Hoek and Kommetjie and the ‘Black township’ of Masiphumele
(Moses, 2005). Official statistics of the area in the 2001 census show a population of 16 161,
but more recent estimates place this number at over 35 000 residents (Bray, Gooskens,
Kahn, Moses, & Seekings, 2010). Although residential area is no longer restricted by skin
colour — analysis of the 2001 national census show that 98% of households in Ocean View
remained Coloured (Moses, 2005).

Ocean View is physically isolated — it does not share boundaries with any of the
neighbouring residential areas. As one can see from figure 1 it is a “geographic island”.
Susan Moses (2006, p.17) attributes the economic stagnation in the area to this “island”-like
condition: “the peripheral location and physical isolation from centers of economic activity”
has reinforced unemployment and thus poverty, homelessness and overcrowding. Homes in
Ocean View consist of houses, semi detached houses, and blocks of council flats. An
informal settlement of shacks, nicknamed “Little Khayelitshas”by residents, resides on the
Southern margin of the small town. Ocean View has two primary schools, one high school
and a special needs school. Facilities for community uses include a multi-purpose center, a
library, civic center, police station, health clinic, a soccer field and various public spaces with
run-down, vandalized playground equipment.

However, as pre-empted by Susan Moses’ study (2005, 2006), the Dulston peer group
reported feeling insecure in public spaces — often due to adults utilizing these spaces for
drinking and drug use. The ubiquitous presence of gangs who loiter, sell drugs or ‘look for
trouble’ also contribute to this high perception of danger and resulting insecurity in public
areas. These restrictions on children’s mobility in the area have lead to inequalities in the
physical, as well as social, environments available to them. As Duke (a member of the
Dulston peer group) explained:

Elke dag is daar ‘n bakleiery oral in die hele plek. Daars die KGB, die NTC, die SBs —
my broer is ‘n NTC —dan is daar die PBLs — die pitbull lovers. Meeste kinders drop uit
die skool uit om in gangs te wees. Dom kinders. Mens sien die name op die mure ge-
spraypaint en die kinders by die skool praat daaroor, mens het vriende en familie in
die gangs. By ons baklei hulle nie meer nie, want die Dulstons is hierso. Hulle staan
die mense by

Every day there is a fighting everywhere in this whole place. There’s the KGB, the
NTC, the SBs — my brother is a NTC — then there is the PBLs — the Pitbull lovers.

SKhayelitsha is a partially informal Black township located on the Cape Flats in the city of Cape Town.
As it is reputedly the largest and most famous township in Cape Town, inhabitants of Ocean View
have appropriated this name to describe the collection of informal shack dwellings in their small
town.
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Most kids drop out of school to be in gangs. Stupid kids. You see the names
spraypainted on the walls and the kids at school talk about it, you have friends and
family in the gangs. But in our area they don’t fight anymore, because the
Dulstons are here. They stand by the people.

Cape Town C .

4#?@;;'5*‘»

Figure 1 Ocean View on the Peninsula

Duke describes the perpetual fighting amongst gangs in the area, in which his brother also
takes part. He explained how children are absorbed into gang culture from a very young age
and how a group called the “Dulstons” is managing a ceasefire amongst local gangs. On
further questioning | found out the Dulstons were amalgamations of certain gangs who run
in the Northwestern quadrant of Ocean View — they have taken it upon themselves to stop
fighting amongst each other, in favour of protecting the inhabitants against gangs from
other areas in the greater Ocean View and surrounding areas. Through the creation of gang
turfs, gangs create their own spatial boundaries. Such practices are discussed as a
performance of masculine power in the Coloured township, Manenberg, in Elaine Salo’s
ethnographies of the area (2003; 2004).
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Salo argues that less well-off youth in Manenberg, who did not have the financial resources
to free themselves from racial ghettoes, turn to powerful male gangsters to acquire these
resources through illegal means. The ubiquitous presence of gangs in Ocean View hint at
similar processes of political and economical emasculation remedied through gangsterism.
Similar themes are explored in studies of Coloured gangs on the Cape Flats by MacAllister
(2004). MacAllister contends that gangs emerge not only from a need for economic survival,
but is also strongly tied to the need for men to assert their powerful masculine identities. As
they are not capable of attaining the “dominant material and symbolic capital” of higher
education, permanent job, nor the ability to sustain a family, they turn to the structural
economy of the gang to “earn” respect and recognition.

In conversation with the Dulston peer group, they would often refer to the police, teachers
and other community leaders as being in cahoots with the gangs. The institutions that have
been put in place to protect and enforce lawfulness have been replaced with a local system
run by gangs, enforced by turf borders. As MacAllister explains: “Crime bosses also gain
community tolerance and respect by performing functions traditionally associated with the
state, providing ‘governance from below’” (2004, p. 285). The Dulstons offer protection and
justice for the inhabitants of their turf, becoming local heroes to children such as Duke,
guoted above. Duke and a group of his friends even named themselves in homage to the
Dulstons: himself and his two best friends call themselves “The Dulston boys”, and the
female members of their group refer to themselves as the “The Dulston girls”. Ghania, a
member of the Dulston girls explains it as such:

Kyk hier die Dulstons, hulle staan vir vrede, en net protection. Hulle issie violent soos
die bad gangs nie. En ons, ons is nie eers ‘n gang nie...dis net soos...hoe sal ek nou
sé? ‘n friendship thing. Dis ons friendship name

Look here the Dulstons, they stand for peace, and just protection. They’re not
violent like the bad gangs. And us, we’re not even a gang...it’s just like...how
should | say? A Friendship thing. It’s our friendship names.

(Transcription of play session, 31 March 2012)

Ghania clarifies that the Dulstons are not a ‘gang’ in the bad sense of the word, but offer
“protection” to her community. Their choice of appropriating this word to describe their
“friendship group” shows their allegiance with the Dulston cause. Dulston is the name given
to the Northwestern quadrant of Ocean View by the members of this gang, but is not
reflected in any official mappings of the area. | am unclear on exactly where the name
originated.

As of 2012 Ocean View is identified as one of fifteen areas indicated as high priority by the
Cape Town government for action against drug abuse and crime, especially amongst its
youth (The Scenic South, 2012). Increasingly police and non-government organizations (such
as the Living Hope Trust, Mzansi Afrika...I am Ich bin and the Valley Development Projects)
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have targeted the area’s youth with afterschool programs designed to divert their attentions
from gangsterism and drugs. It is this need for afterschool activities to distract children,
lacking resources, and the looming dangers of children absorbed into a gang- and drug-
culture that sparked my interest in this community.

The first period: a lesson in social cohesion

My study of Ocean View took place over two periods (August — September 2011 and
February — May 2012) spanning 9 months, and an effective 112 hours spent with my
participants. To fully illustrate and relate my sample | will have to backtrack to my initial
contact with the community of Ocean View in 2011. The evolution of my involvement,
which eventually manifested in my chosen sample, is an apt exemplification of the
idiosyncrasies of Ocean View’s inhabitants.

This research found its beginnings in a pilot study for a Mobile Media course in August 2011.
In finding participants for my study, | started with the grandchild, Rudie (11), of my
childhood caretaker, Mina Corker®, who lives with his family in Ocean View. For this reason
my sample was based on convenience - | knew Rudie to be an ardent mobile phone gamer,
and attempted to garner a snowball sample of other gamers through him. | was mindful of
the strong power gradient presented in my relationship to Rudie, and address some of these
thorny issues later in this chapter.

To recruit my initial group | contacted Rudie’s mother, Terry’, and asked whether she’d be
able to put me in touch with some of his friends’ parents. As my study revolved around
mobile phones and games, | outlined that the children | was looking to interview needed to
be in the 5™ grade, have access to a mobile phone and should be keen gamers. However, |
would soon discover the nature of Ocean View’s remarkably close-knit community.

Before long, news of my impending arrival and research project had spread like wildfire
amongst the inhabitants of Ocean View. Due to the scarcity of afterschool activities, Terry
revealed to me later that parents, who accused her of favouring certain children above
others in her selection, had verbally accosted her. This led her to formulate a more
democratic system through which she would recruit children for my study — she approached
the principal of the local Primary School. The principal told me that he asked children to
submit their names if they matched my pre-requisites, and randomly drew names from a hat
containing the names submitted. They presented me with the names of four boys and four
girls, to which | added Rudie. Thus the sample was not the snowball sample I'd initially
intended, but rather resulted from the process followed by the children’s volunteering of
their names and the teachers’ selection. Table 1. indicates the children who were present
for the first focus group. My initial meeting with these ‘selected’ children at the Ocean View
library proved to be problematic at best, and | discovered many issues with my research
design.

épseudonym
7pseudonym
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Firstly, the symbolic inclusion of the institution of the school lead to a very specific
atmosphere during my initial contact with the children — formal, stiff and restricted. |
sensed that the children saw me as an authority figure and they acted accordingly. This
perception, | believe, was strengthened by my choice of the library as initial meeting venue,
symbolically associated with the function of education, and not leisure or entertainment.

Name Age Gender Has a phone Plays games
on a phone
Rudie 11 Male Yes Yes
Chester 10 Male No Yes
Tina 11 Female No Yes
Duke 12 Male Yes Yes
Clint 11 Male Yes Yes
Lea 10 Female No No
Lawna 11 Female No No
Robyn 11 Female No No

Table 1Participants from the first period of research®,

Conversely, my focus group based discussion was a terrible fit — children were shy in front of
myself and the other children. In addition, the kids were not socially alighed with one
another: apart from Rudie’s friend Duke and a strong friendship between Tina and Robyn,
none of these kids played together. Another factor that influenced communication was the
combination of pre-adolescent male and female participants: with these children being on
the cusp of adolescence, interaction between the sexes is strained. | found the girls to be in
a constant state of giggles and the boys red-cheeked and introverted®.

At the end of this initial meeting | drove all of the children to their respective houses
scattered across Ocean View, and it became a lesson in the nuanced class differences within
Ocean view itself (Moses, 2006; Bray, Gooskens, Kahn, Moses, & Seekings, 2010). The
children who reported owning their own mobile phones were from a distinct part of Ocean
View — considered to be a slightly more affluent area in the North-West quadrant. After |
had dropped all of the other children, with only Duke and Rudie remaining in the car, Duke
said of this,

8All names are pseudonymns

9n addition to above-mentioned difficulties, | found that three of the participants had no significant
gaming or mobile phone activities. In later conversations with parents and custodians, it was
revealed to me that this situation was likely the result of children’s (and their parents’) strong desires
to be involved in out-of-school activities, despite the fact that they did not fit the description.
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“Jy sal sien, al ons vriende het phones. Ek het nie enige vriende wat nie phones het
nie”

“You’ll see, all of our friends have phones. | don’t have any friends that don’t have
phones”

(transcription of recorded informal conversation in car, 24 August 2011)

Duke’s need to differentiate himself and his friends in this way, alludes to the notion that
having a mobile phone carries cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986) amongst this group. It also
became clear to me over the next 9 months that proximity in geography was a fundamental
aspect within groups of friends. Children would, because of the dangers associated with
walking long distances, choose friends who were in their close vicinity.

During my first wave of research in Ocean View (a pilot study that lasted from August until
the end of September 2011), my activities included a single focus group discussion, followed
by four afternoons of participant observation spent accompanying three boys from this
more affluent area as they went about their daily activities. This group included Rudie, Duke
and their friend Tommy. During these sessions the boys would show me games on their
phones, we had informal discussions about how they obtained games, what games they
preferred, and how gaming on the mobile phone related to everyday life in Ocean View.
During this time | also piloted multi-player Bluetooth games with them.

However, | soon realized that these boys had a much larger community of gaming allies,
especially in relation to console-based games. | realized that my narrow scope of mobile
games lead me to ignore the greater socio-cultural context and physical space in favour of a

tunnel vision mission.

The second period: the Dulston peer group

My reasoning for initially choosing to focus on children of a specific age cohort (age 11 to
12) was based on personal assumptions about the importance games play in pre-pubescent
children’s development, as well as my convenient access to children of this age in this area.
Although I initially sought to limit my sample to children of a this age, | became aware that
the communities formed around gaming practices in this area are age fluid rather than
divided strictly according to age cohorts. Connections are built around geographic proximity
and kin networks. During this second wave of research (February — May 2012), | did not put
any limitations on activities or persons, and immersed myself in the organic connections
between Rudie, Tommy, Duke and the extensive gaming and playing community in which
they participated. The majority of this group fell into the age range 9 to 12.

The central group, consisting of three boys (Rudie, Tommy and Duke) and three girls
(Ghania, Brenda and Rosie), refer to themselves as the “Dulston boys” and the “Dulston

girls” respectively.

# Name Age Gender
1 Rudie 11 M

2 Duke 12 M

3 Tommy 11 M

4 Ghania 11 F
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5 Brenda 12 F
6 Rosie 12 F
7 Cale 22 M
8 Danny 9 M
9 Stokkies 8 M
10 Liam 9 M
11 Kyle 19 M
12 Joy 14 F
13 Ashley 17 M
14 A.D. 12 M
15 Will 14 M
16 Ryan 14 M
17 Lindie 13 F

Table 2The Dulston peer groupm

However, their play sessions were not only limited to these “Dulston kids” (as | will refer to
them throughout this paper) but included a multitude of friends, family members and
neighbours, who | collectively refer to as the “Dulston peer group”.

Over a period of 3 months | interacted with 17 young people, of whom the youngest was 8
and the eldest was 22 (see Table 2).

To visualize the relationships amongst these participants in my study and their relationships
to the adults of the household (Terry and Malcolm, Rudie’s parents and Mina, Rudie’s
grandmother), | have illustrated a sociogram indicating the strength of ties amongst various
individuals in Figure 2.This network graph cannot be read as representing relative strengths
of relationships through numerical values, but rather as an illustration of subjective values
attached to relationships, assigned by the Dulston peer group themselves and reported to
me.

Throughout my research period | sought to establish the relationships between various
members of the group. Although the relative strength of a relationship is dynamic,
especially amongst young children who declare new “best friends” often (Corsaro & Eder,
1990), | established rough descriptions: Direct family (household family), Family (collateral
relatives not in the household), Peripheral family (distant cousins), Best friends (self-
identified strong friendship), Friends (often play together, but not considered “best friends”)
and peripheral friends (very seldom/hardly ever play together). | calibrated the strength of
these ties as strong (direct family, best friends), mid (family, friends) or weak (peripheral
family, peripheral friends) and drew these relationships between each member of the group,
utilizing thickness of line to indicate the relative strength of the connection, and the
accumulative “connectedness” as illustrated by the size of the nodes, using the open-source
network graph program Gephi (www.gephi.org).

10311 names are pseudonymns
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Figure 2 supports the notion that the Dulston peer group is a very close-knit community
consisting of kin-networks (Bray, Gooskens, Kahn, Moses, & Seekings, 2010). Amongst my
sample Rudie, Duke, Cale and Danny are the most connected and have the strongest ties
within the Dulston group. | coded specific groups according to colour. Of primary interest
are the Dulston boys in red, the Dulston girls in 