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 In the eyes of the debunkers, the 
“virtual” (the false, the inauthentic, the 
new, the disembodied) threatens to invade 
or pollute “the real” (the genuine, the 
authentic, the traditional, the embodied).
        (Valentine and Holloway, 2002, p304)

Real and virtual



...the performance of identity and 
the actual presence of things or 
settings [online] utterly depend 
upon the real physical presence of 
actual bodies at the same moment 
in time.        
                      (Slater, 2002:232)



Cognition leaks out into body 
and world. 
                  (Clark, 2007)



A basic starting point for any serious 
discussion of the virtual must be recognition 
of the non-autonomy of the virtual - a 
recognition of the fact that the virtual does 
not constitute an autonomous, independent, 
or 'closed' system, but is instead always 
dependent, in a variety of ways, on the 
everyday world within which it is embedded.
                         (Malpas 2009:135).



The non-autonomy of the virtual is perhaps most 
obvious when one looks to the causal dependence of the 
virtual on the everyday - and not only its dependence on 
the physical structures that make it possible, but also on 
the various socio-economic and socio-cultural processes 
(including the process of design) out of which it arises. 
Yet the non-autonomy of the virtual is not simply a 
matter of causal or physical dependence. It is just as 
much a matter of its contentual dependence. The content 
that is embodied in the virtual - the narratives it 
presents, the significance of the individual events and 
elements that occur within it, the meanings that can be 
attached to the images and texts that it generates - is 
always dependent on the everyday world in which the 
virtual is embedded  (Malpas, 2009:136)



Club Penguin

• Club Penguin - aimed 
at children aged from 
six to fourteen

• Acquired in 2006 by 
Disney for £350 million

• 2 levels of use - paid 
membership has more 
benefits



Study

• Primarily white, working class community

• 175 children in one school surveyed (52% use VWs)

• 15 children in Years 2 and 6 interviewed

• 3 children filmed using Club Penguin over the period of 
1 month (8 hours, 48 mins, 55 secs of film)

• Interviews with the 3 children and their parents



Research questions

What framing structures did children use when 
constructing social order in Club Penguin?

What was the relationship between children’s use of 
Club Penguin and their ‘offline’ worlds?

What was the relationship between virtual/ ‘offline’ 
play?
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‘play as a generative site for developing the agency of the cultural producer or 
worker’ (Ito, 2006:)
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THE (VIRTUAL) 
INTERACTION ORDER



Main activities

• Meeting siblings and friends online

• Playing

• Shopping

• Visiting other igloos

• Reading the newspaper/ books

• Writing and reading messages to/ from friends



Social interaction can be identified 
narrowly as that which uniquely 
transpires in social situations, that is, 
environments in which two or more 
individuals are physically in one another’s 
response presence. (Presumably the 
telephone and the mails provide reduced 
versions of primordial real thing). 
                           (Goffman, 1983:2) 



The frames of meaning that give significance to 
the virtual are thus the frames of significance 
that users bring with them into the virtual and 
that encompass more than just the virtual alone 
- virtual experiences gain their content and 
significance through being embedded in those 
frames, and so through being connected to other 
experiences both virtual and everyday. 
                              (Malpas, 2009:136)



John: I look at a name and if it sound weird or not right, I 
always press no, but that’s only occasionally because I 
have only got one friend. If the name is not a normal 
name, or sounds weird to me, I don’t normally press it.
 
Jackie: And what do you mean, a normal name? 

John: If it’s like, a funny name, or like, I don’t know, their 
real name, or like coolgirl or something like that, I would 
normally press yes, but if it is something weird...



Jackie: When you say you like the look of somebody, what are 
you looking for exactly? 
Sally: Looking for their clothes, hair and their posh houses, but 
it doesn’t really matter because I’ve got a lot of plain friends. 
So he’s just got little hats and stuff [pointing to an avatar of a 
user who does not have paid membership], so most people 
don’t click on him because he’s plain. Just because he’s plain 
and {not} got a fancy background, they just won’t click on him 
because they don’t really….think, ’Oh he’s not rich...I won’t go 
and see him, so I’ll just leave him out’. I just click on anybody.

Sally clicks on the avatar of another user and looks at the profile. 
She then visits their igloo. 



Economic capital Cultural capital Social capital

(i)The number of 
coins accrued in 
game play

(ii)Additional 
membership 
charge enables 
greater spending 
power

(i) Users accrue 
social and cultural 
knowledge of CP 
through 
engagement with 
specific 
communities of 
practice (e.g. 
groups of paid 
members)

...the aggregate of the 
actual or potential 
resources which are 
linked to possession of 
a durable network of 
more or less 
institutionalized 
relationships of 
mutual acquaintance 
and recognition.
(Bourdieu)

(i) Relationship 
between online/ offline 
networks
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There’s big gangs that can walk round 
with each other, like what you do, but 
people like walking in fours, like they’re 
probably seeing each other from school 
or made friends….I’ve walked in threes 
and stuff with my friends and then we 
go and play like Connect 4 or things. 
(Sally)



...the problematic or unstable 
character of thingness produced a sense of 
the instability of social order. 
                                   (Slater, 1992, 243)



Sally: “I usually use these up here [set 
phrases] because its easier than writing 
When you like someone to play 
with you, you ask them a question 
because they’re your buddy you’ve 
got to like type it really quick 
before they run off...so its just 
easier to click things so they don’t 
run off or something.” 



Participants do manage to stabilize order 
and identity, but always provisionally
and always with a sense of fighting against 
the odds.(Slater, 2002:233))



Sally: Sometimes if you ask people who are just really rich and 
stuff, theyʼll just turn you down because they think youʼre not rich.  
you know when youʼre all on your own and your just a plain 
person with nothing, they just donʼt click on you.
Jackie: And how do you know thatʼs the case?
Sally: Because it happens. It happened to my sister, my sister we 
were going, finding each other and we kept picking all these right 
nice people but it doesnʼt really matter because they just donʼt 
want to be friends. 
Jackie: Do they tell you that or you just guess that?
Sally: No just guess, but its most likely because thatʼs what itʼs 
like because you want to be somebodyʼs friend. I just click on 
everybody and so does Susan [sister], but it doesnʼt really matter 
what they look like ʻcos you donʼt even know who they are 
basically, so what does it matter?



Adventure Rock 
(Gauntlett and jackson, 2008)

    Nurturers

    Explorer-investigators

    Self-stampers

    Social climbers

    Fighters

     Power-users                  

    Life-system builders

 Collector-consumers



It's good because you get to 
feed the pet and play with it. 
(Ruth, aged 7)

Nurturers





Pet troubles

Lisa (7): I go on the games…all the money I get 
back I save it up to buy furniture and pets and 
things. And I’ve already got some pets but one of 
them ran away.

Jackie: Why did it run away?

Lisa:  I weren’t feeding it – I left it at home. They’re 
supposed to be left at home. I can’t take all 15 of 
them out for a walk. It were called ‘Princess’.



People who grew up in the world of the mechanical are 
more comfortable with a definition of what is alive that 
excludes all but the biological and resist shifting 
definitions of aliveness.… Children who have grown up 
with computational objects don't experience that 
dichotomy. They turn the dichotomy into a menu and 
cycle through its choices. (Turkle, 1999, p. 552)



Lisa (7): I got it this mermaid’s costume with 
this tiara. And I got it a wig and it’s just like 
that [makes shape of a beehive] …The thing I 
thought in the end, I should have never bought 
the wig or the tiara.

Jackie: Why?

Lisa: ‘Cos I thought I could wear the wig underneath and 
then the tiara on the top, it would be a lot more nicer.

Jackie: And can’t you?

Lisa: No, it just takes it off. I wish there were a reverse button 
where you could get your money back. Like a garage sale.

Collector-consumers



Fighters



Playful engagement in the world

• Fantasy play

• Socio-dramatic play

• Ritualised play

• Games with rules

• ‘Rough and tumble’ play



• Games developed 
by producers

• Hide and seek
• Musical chairs

It’s [Club Penguin] got 
some ski game. It’s really 
good so I can ride on sleds 
and it goes really, really fast. 
(Leo, aged 7)

It's all games. I like the 
games. (Ewan, aged 5)

Games with rules



Fantasy Play

Club Penguin producers introduce fantasy 
themes in which children can take on roles 
e.g. Pirates, mermaids, sleuths

Narrative-driven



Sociodramatic play: Parties

• Mine’s 18. He keeps having a party and having crisps and 
fishcakes (Daniel, 7) 

• Me and my friends and my cousins and strangers who 
come to my party, we all went to the disco room and then 
when we were all drunk we went back to my house and had 
a little lay down (Kyle, 7)

• I like dance around and check if they’ve been looking after 
their puffles and if they’ve got security cameras I throw 
snowballs at them and block them (Lisa, 7)



Smilansky (1968): 
Socio-dramatic play

 Imitative role play
 Make-believe with objects
 Make-believe with actions and 

situations
 Interaction
 Verbal communication
 Persistence 



Ritualised play

I like reading messages and falling 
in love with girl penguins. I have 
got about five girlfriends. You have 
to win a loveheart and then you can 
send them to them. 

                           (Billy, aged 7)



Steinkuehler (2005:12) noted that ‘In-
game social groups devise rituals and 
performances…and generate in-game 
antics and adventures’ which develop 
social communities of practice.





‘Rough and tumble’ play

• Chasing/ tag
• Sinking the iceberg 
• Physical fights (snowball fights)







Watch for a nascent culture of virtual 
reality that underscores the ways in 
which we construct gender and the self, 
the ways in which we become what we 
play,  argue about, and build. And watch 
for a culture that leaves new space for the 
idea that he or she who plays, argues, and 
builds might be doing so with a machine. 
(Turkle, 1994 p167)


