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Claiming a Stake in
the Videogame
What Grown-Ups Say to Rationalize and Normalize Gaming

Helen Thornham
City University, UK

Abstract / This article explores the rationalizations and normalizations adult gamers offer in their
justifications of both gaming ‘itself’, and the possession of a videogame console. While there has
been a proliferation in research on the videogame recently in terms of what Kerr et al. describe as
the ‘productive use of new media’ (in their 2006 article ‘New Media – New Pleasures?’ p. 64),
which includes issues relating to gender, pleasure, production and gameplay as well as more ethno-
graphic research relating to young people and games, there has been a significant gap in research
around adult gamers. This article is the result of four years’ ethnographic research, which followed
11 participant gaming households (along with the questionnaire of over 100 respondents), record-
ing, interviewing and observing them prior to, during and after gameplay. Included in this demo-
graphic are all-female and all-male households, mixed gender, sexuality and ethnicity, and diverse
geographical intake from Northern Ireland to southern England. Throughout my research and this
article, I argue the political and social necessity of including gamers and their discourses into
research on gaming in order to better understand the significance of gaming and gaming discourses
on our social and political lives.

Key Words / adulthood / discourse / play / pleasure / social gaming

This article explores the explanations adult gamers offer in their justifications and normal-
ization of both gaming ‘itself’, and the possession of a videogame console.1 There has
been a surge in research on the videogame recently in terms of what Kerr et al. describe
as the ‘productive use of new media’ (2006: 64), or to use King and Krzywinska’s term,
what is ‘offered’ to gamers (2006: 6), which includes issues relating to gender, pleasure,
production and gameplay (Carr et al., 2006; Dovey and Kennedy, 2006; Kerr, 2006; King
and Krzywinska, 2006). However, there is much less research that addresses the
discourses of gaming, especially more ‘casual’ gaming (Kerr et al., 2006), which was the
preferred mode of gaming for the gamers involved in this research. Indeed, as I will
suggest, casual or social gaming (by which I mean physically co-present gaming rather
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than physical solo gaming with friends online), was the mode of gaming normalized in
quite forceful terms by the gamers of this research. The age bracket of the gamers
involved in this project (adult gamers between the ages of 21 and 35 in the households)
is also an under-researched one for gaming, where focus has tended to be on young
people or children and new media (see Carr et al., 2006; Livingstone, 2002; Buckingham,
2006, 2008; Cassell and Jenkins, 2000; Walkerdine, 2006). Yet according to a BBC survey
of 2005, the average age of gamer in the UK is 28, and 51 per cent of gamers reside in
the 35–50 age group (BBC, 2005). Although these statistics clearly do not indicate type
of console, frequency of play or other contingent factors, they nevertheless do indicate
the need for research into this age group.

The research I have undertaken indicates clear paradoxes in the way games are simul-
taneously set up as escapism, fantasy and play by theorists and the industry alike, but are
claimed by adult gamers as serious, rational and logical pastimes. In many cases, these
rationalizations seem to mask a deeper social and cultural issue about how we talk about
and articulate pleasure, which is not only a problematic issue for gamers, it is also, of
course, a much debated issue for academics. There are a number of points to be noted
here. O’Connor and Klaus (2000) offer a critical overview of approaches to pleasure which
highlights the diverse and gendered use of the term within academia (Kerr et al., 2006:
65). Indeed, despite the intervention of key feminist theorists into an already somewhat
crowded debate (see O’Connor and Klaus, 2000), particularly in relation to audience
studies, (Ang, 1991, 1992, 1996; Ang and Hermes, 1991; Brunsdon, 1987, 1992, 1997;
Gray, 1992; Hermes, 1995; Hobson, 1980, 2003; Radway, 1987 [1984]; Skeggs, 1997);
there remains an absence of what O’Connor and Klaus term a ‘systematic approach to
the concept’ (2000: 370). Similarly, as Kerr et al. suggest, while pleasure is often used by
cultural theorists and new media theorists, the term is rarely actually interrogated (2006:
64). However, it is not issues of definition or methodology which are the topmost concerns
of this article; rather, it is issues of articulation. In a similar vein to the findings of many
feminist ethnographic researchers (for example, Ann Gray, 1992: 168 and Beverley
Skeggs, 1997: 155), this research demonstrates that there are clearly issues regarding the
articulation of pleasure for the interviewees. For this research, these articulations demon-
strate the multiple and diverse ways pleasure is made to mean for the gamers. Further-
more, these articulations are also enmeshed in issues of power, gender, class and context.
Indeed, for the gamers involved in this project, I would suggest that pleasure was articu-
lated in convoluted ways precisely because these are discussions pertaining to pleasure
and to very personal and subjective desires. What becomes interesting for the purposes
of this article, then, is how pleasure emerges through articulations. And more impor-
tantly, the confines or structures in which pleasure can be admitted to, or experienced.

The paradoxes between the discourses of gaming advertising, and the discourses of
the gamers involved in this project suggest that some intriguing convolutions are success-
fully going on to justify and normalize gaming for UK adults. They also highlight the fact
that, despite the majority of gamers being adult in the UK (according to the BBC survey
of 2005); there is still a perceived necessity not only to justify gaming, but to justify it as
something other than pleasure, escapism or entertainment. Again, this suggests that,
along with articulations of pleasure, there are also issues to do with play and the uneasy
relationship between play and adulthood or adult pastimes. While the majority of this
article therefore focuses on the ways gamers rationalize, normalize and justify gaming,
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underlying all these conversations are these two factors: pleasure and play. Furthermore,
it is also worth reiterating that within these households, pleasure and play, as with the
viewing habits and pleasures discussed within much feminist ethnographic research (Gray,
1992; Skeggs, 1997; Walkerdine, 1997), are also contingent on wider power relations (in
which I include gender, education, and geography) as well as the more specific context
in which the games are played.

One of the really interesting elements that emerge, especially in the context of a
long-term engagement with these households, therefore relates to the intricacies not just
in terms of discussing videogames, but also around discussing pleasure ‘itself’, as well as
the continual rationalizations (as represented here) throughout the four years. As
suggested earlier, the justifications gamers offer not only work to normalize gaming; they
also seem to work to normalize it as a particular kind of heterosexual, social and rational
activity. It suggests, ultimately, that videogames are being claimed as normative pastime
for a certain ‘type’ of person, which similarly works to close down not only how
videogames can be experienced in the home, but also the possibilities of talking about
or experiencing the kind of fantasies initially premised for the videogame. Although
preliminary at this stage, the research also impacts onto videogame theory to date, where
it is mostly what is ‘offered’ to gamers, which is of interest (see King and Krzywinska,
2006: 6), rather than an investigation of how the games are actually played in casual or
social settings.

As suggested earlier, the ethnographic research I have undertaken for the past four
years focuses specifically on adult gamers. These were all shared adult households, demo-
graphically chosen because I wanted each housemate to be financially autonomous, and
the power dynamics within each house to be negotiated along social rather than familial
lines. The power dynamics of a family home, for example, where it is usually a parent
who purchases a PC for specific (perhaps ‘educational’) reasons, and decides the location
of the PC, also regulate gameplay in terms of time, place and genre choices. Such a home
therefore also introduces quite different parameters in terms of the relations of gaming.
I wanted households that were already established, where the places of gameplay were
negotiated ones but where the power dynamics were established along social rather than
financial, age-related or familial factors. This was initially to ‘simplify’ the power relations
which could affect gaming within each household. These gamers were of my own age,
and I felt I could communicate more effectively with them if we had similar gaming
histories and technological knowledge. My primary research is, however, clearly limited
in terms of the types of households involved in the project and does not explore, for
example, gaming in relationships where couples live together. Furthermore, although
discussions of actual games, recordings of gameplay, and reflections on gaming experi-
ences were fundamental aspects of the overall project; they are not included in this article,
which is primarily concerned with how and why gamers justify, normalize and rational-
ize gaming. Consequently, the article is not meant to be a finite indicator of gaming prac-
tices, rather it explores a much more personal account of gaming pleasures, articulations,
and desires over a prolonged period of time. The conclusions made in the course of this
article, which call for further research into the practices of gamers, are therefore much
more the result of a longitudinal study, rather than being based solely on a single quote.
Finally, the research is meant as a contribution to, rather than a replacement of, existing
research into videogames. While the debates and approaches to the videogame to date
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are wide ranging, they are however severely problematic if they do not take into account
the contexts in which games are played (Dovey and Kennedy, 2006: 28). Indeed, as
Newman also suggests:

Far from being the instruments by which a single-mindedly profit-orientated industry can target a
market of ‘cultural dupes’, videogames are intertextual sites within a network of social relations of
some complexity. And, indeed, it can be seen that the ways in which these social relations are
 negotiated sometimes involves imperatives which are resistant to that industry’s logic. (Newman,
2004: 162)

On the other hand, ethnographic research of this nature can also be problematic, relying,
to a certain extent, on a politics of interpretation (Ang, 1992: 105) and often side stepping
the particularities of the text (which is also the case for this article). Despite this caveats,
the research remains valid not only for what it can tell us about pleasure, articulation and
gaming, it also offers an initial indication of some issues concerning adult gamers and
demonstrates some benefits and limitations of ethnographic approaches to the
videogame and gaming practices.

The ‘justification’ of the videogame by gamers therefore forms the bulk of this article
(an index of the housemates and interviews can be found in the appendix). I focus on
three main areas: how gamers initially rationalize the possession of the console, the way
they humanize the technology, and the way they socialize it. It is interesting that the
rationalizations of gaming and the justifications presented here seem to lend themselves
to a very particular performance of male heterosexual adult rationality (for a more specific
discussion of the female gamers involved in the project see Thornham, 2008). While the
justifications in terms of rationalizing, humanizing and socializing the technology occur
regardless of gender or sexuality, there are marked differences in prioritization, manner
and meaning, which emerge from different households. Similarly, although the interviews
became one-to-one on request (and indeed, the consistent prioritization of ‘social’ or
casual gaming prompted me to find solo gamers within each household and interview
them alone), the majority of the interviews are group conversations. This method is the
result of converging dynamics: interviews took place in the living room over a few days;
they intermingled with recordings of gameplay and other activities; the consoles were
positioned in the living room which was the main social space of shared households.
While the extracts barely accommodate the four years of research, they are nevertheless
representative of popular and continual opinions in the majority of households. Indeed,
while there is certainly difference of opinion and scope in terms of representation and
performance, the extracts are quoted as a result of their striking frequency, articulation,
or vehemence of proclamation.

The Households

Before discussing the rationalizations of the gamers, it is worth offering further back-
ground to the households. Although I started off with four households, when the house-
holds split up and people moved I followed them (where possible). This not only meant
I developed much closer relationships with the individuals I followed, it also meant that
the relationships between household members and the power dynamics within each
house increasingly emerged as key factors in gaming. Although not all the households
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are represented in this article (by the end of the project, the number of participant house-
holds had grown to 11), a description of those households and household members
included in this article can be found in the appendix. All the housemates were compet-
ent and frequent gamers, by which I mean they had aptitude with the controller, under-
stood gaming rhetoric, and could identify preferred genres and games. The hours they
gamed a week differed between 15 hours and over 30 hours, and each household
contained a minimum of one videogame console in the living room (most had more than
one) and all households had at least one laptop/PC. Although the number of households
involved in this research is relatively small, I visited them for prolonged periods of time
over the four years of the project. The main aim of my frequent and prolonged visits was
to make my presence less intrusive in terms of changing performances and gameplay. It
was also because I became increasingly interested in nuances of behaviour over time and
place. I did not interfere when other people ‘appeared’, nor did I attempt to control
gameplay or the flow of the conversation in most instances.

Without the multiple returns to the households and longevity of exposure to them,
I would not have seen the changes, nor would certain interviewees have confided aspects
of pleasurable gaming to me. If I had not followed key household members into their
new environments, the nuances of the discussions would not have been as clear, nor
would I have seen just how significantly their performances were related to the power
dynamics in which they occurred. I would have kept my initial position of power as inter-
viewer, controlling awkward interview sessions and struggling to allow gamers (whose
households I had invaded) to speak. Instead, my presence became a more regular occur-
rence (as regular as it could be when I was recording them). Interviewees joked that they
were not just paying my taxes, they were also literally feeding and housing me. They took
control of the conversations, arguing amongst themselves and talking over each other in
excited and rambling ways. However, this also meant that any notion of an ‘objective’
presentation is slightly untenable. Consequently, the gamers were also invited to read the
transcripts and comments I made (more than half did so). This was so their reflections
not only on their past behaviours, but also in relation to my interpretations of their
comments, could contribute to the development of the project. This is an important point
to make in terms of the interpretations I offer of the conversations presented here.
Indeed, there was a lot of discussion in the final stages of the project with some of the
key contributors to this article (Simon, Bob, Joe and Duncan) in relation to how and what
I presented (and in what contexts). This was an important consideration not only because
of the good relations I had maintained with the gamers; it was also a crucial element of
the methodology, which tried to enmesh stages of reflexivity throughout the project.

Rationalizing Gaming

One of the initial questions I asked housemates was why they became interested in
gaming. I was interested in how they positioned the console in relation to nostalgia,
gameplay and in relation to their present ownership. However, what is interesting about
the following extracts is not only that they show an indulgence in pleasurable fantasies
of remembering, but that these recollections seem to be about primarily setting up the
narrator as rational, logical and knowledgeable. Similarly, the reasons given are all social
ones: console purchase is mostly the result of peer pressure. These rememberings, rather
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than setting up discussions about gameplay or console preference, seemed to be primarily
about rationalizing the ownership of the console by adult gamers. Again, this suggests
an uneasy relationship between a device that is predicated on pleasure, and the adult
gamer who is explaining the possession of the console. What is also interesting is that
invitations to discuss initial purchasing decisions were very infrequently taken up in
relation to what the game ‘offered’ the gamer, or the particular pleasures of one
console/game over another. Instead, as the extracts demonstrate, they tended to be inter-
preted as invitations to justify ownership and knowledge:

Simon: So, and then I got an Amiga and erm when they started getting knocked out of the
gaming industry, stopped getting made, then I bought a Playstation and err, that sort of
age when you’re, you’ve just started a part time job and you’ve got some extra money
and you’re just plain bored and you’ve got quite a lot of time on your hands so it’s, so I
bought a Playstation because other people had them and so it was, we could play games
and things like that, so it was always the social thing as well and err, yeah so always sort
of had it, and then took it to university so it was a good social thing then coz everybody
would be playing the games. (Brighton 1)

Bob: No I bought one when I was at uni; I bought my own Playstation One. Erm, which would
have been about 1996, 1997. I had that for a bit and then I stopped playing it really and
I stopped playing games . . . well when I left uni I stopped playing games prob’ly ’til I
moved to Luton and um bored . . . didn’t have a life. So I bought an Xbox. But to be
honest, I bought the Xbox coz, I bought it more coz it had a DVD player on it actually
than anything else . . . I thought ‘if I’m gonna buy a DVD player that’s gonna cost me
120 quid which is what they were . . .

Duncan: Yeah.
Bob: . . . I may as well pay 170 and get an Xbox like’. (Leeds)

The financial or social imperatives work to highlight the function of the consoles in
terms of supporting social situations, elevating social positions or precisely because of the
multifunctionality of the device itself. While I have discussed this elsewhere specifically in
relation to gender (Thornham, 2008) the financial and functional imperatives are also
discourses of adult rationalization, and they offer support of technological innovation
which, as adults, they can appreciate. Consoles are not bought because of the desire to
own one, or play a particular game: in fact Simon and Bob both suggest the opposite;
it was not desire but boredom. I am not suggesting that desire or pleasure were absent
from purchasing decisions, rather that they are masked by an easier or more readily
 available discussion of financial or functional imperatives.

Furthermore, the mental state at the time of purchase seems a momentary one, to
which the videogame offers an immediate balm. It is a temporary flux in an otherwise
logical and rational narrative. These initial decisions are also the result of external forces:
they are either the result of a temporary exclusion from normal social groups because of
a new job (Bob), or peer pressure which was more powerful because of the temporary
state of an adolescent mind (Simon). These explanations do not, of course, explain why
they continue to own videogame consoles, or enjoy playing them.

Jess’s account, on the other hand, is perhaps the only one that critiques the past
‘self’, but even here it is through ‘adult’ eyes and present opinions of herself and her
brother. It is clear from her narrative, for example, that the kudos of owning the more
up-to-date version of the Atari still resonates as pleasurable for Jess, who remembers the
power of being suddenly socially desirable and accepted:
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Jess: it was an Atari fifty-two hundred, I remember that because, we both wanted it, but I
don’t remember whether one of us wanted it more than the other, I suspect my brother
probably would have wanted it a bit more than me . . . not, out of any boy–girl thing but
just because . . . it was kind of a status symbol to have and Brian’s always been a social
climber at heart [laughing], whereas I never cared, basically. You know, and I remember
it was the most, most kids had the Atari twenty-six hundred. (Belfast)

It is interesting that all three extracts tell us more about the gamer – the perform-
ance of themselves they wish to project – than anything about the game or console they
are discussing. This seems partly the result of the peculiar juxtaposition of adult gamer
and pleasurable game. It is also partly the result of the dynamics of the interview situ-
ation, where certainly in the initial months of recording, gamers were conscious that I
was asking ‘serious’ questions about gaming. Again, this suggests something about the
peculiar position of gaming for adult gamers, particularly in relation to how they can talk
about pleasure, fantasy and perhaps escapism. The overall tendency, as emphasized
through the foregoing extracts, is to offer distanced analyses of past events precisely in
order to present themselves as rational, logical ‘normal’ individuals and research subjects.
Their initial ‘folly’ is compensated by the functionality of the device as social supporter
or multimedia console. Indeed, as the research progressed, these presentations became
increasingly complex and one of the reasons for continuing to offer examples from the
conversations with these gamers is precisely in order to outline these changes.

The above-mentioned comments are also, of course, claims to a common knowledge
– they are public histories which are being referenced. The gamers do not only offer a
logical causality in relation to their present ownership of the videogame console, they
also position their ‘personal’ narrative within much more universal ones. This positions
their stories within a normative discourse, because these are recognizable moments or
emotional states in everyone’s life, and are introduced as such. The stories also work as
socially inclusive devices, which allow the other conversationalists recognizable points in
the narrative, to which they can identify. Jess talks about wanting to fit in, and the power
of owning something desirable, which other kids want or admire. Bob talks about a
specific date both in a gaming sense (PS1 first coming onto the market) and the universal
moment of moving somewhere new and feeling lonely. Simon refers to a more specific
moment of industry intervention, which requires a more technologically aware audience
if they are to identify with it.

Rationalizing the initial purchase of the console ironically seems to distance the
rational adult from the actual device. Whilst Simon places his purchase within ‘youth’,
‘social’ and financial parameters, Bob also claims some of these, as well as a multi -
functional impetus. His ‘[b]ut to be honest, I bought it more coz it had a DVD player on
it actually’ returns us more specifically to the technology and what the technology can
offer the gamer. However, even here the focus insistently negates the gaming aspects of
the console. In other words, the notion of ‘multifunctionality’ is embedded into logics of
reasoning, while the pleasurable elements of gaming (for example, the games) seem
subsumed within these discussions as not being a viable (sensible, rational) reason for the
purchase. Although gaming can alleviate unpleasant emotions (being ‘bored’ or lonely),
the pleasurable aspects of gaming are noticeably and suspiciously absent. Indeed, for
gamers who devote a significant amount of their leisure time gaming, there is very little
obvious indication of pleasure. If pleasurable aspects are mentioned (as with Simon), as
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suggested earlier, they are (once again) placed into defining parameters of the social (only
in a social situation can you enjoy and take pleasure from gaming), where the pleasure
of gaming is less about the games themselves and more to do with the presence of friends
in a social environment.

The primary function of these initial comments therefore seems to be more about
positing the interviewee in an authoritarian position, which is logical, rational, and reason-
able. Emotive, illogical, irrational, fantastical, spur-of-the-moment narratives are notice-
ably absent. Not only do these explanations suggest something about popular
performances of adulthood, then, they also work to establish the gamer in an authori-
tarian and knowledgeable, rational position for the remainder of the conversations. From
here, they can make more specific claims about genre or console preferences:

Joe: The general consensus around people who know anything about computer games or
anything about football is that ISS is the best game . . . anybody who thinks that FIFA is
the best game knows fuck all about it. (Brighton 2)

Grant: You’ve got to take your hat off to your Nintendo; I just never got into that whole SEGA
thing.

Duncan: They never got it back, they lost it after that though . . . the Playstation just pissed all
over it. (Durham)

What is interesting about the comments that occur throughout the rest of the interviews
(of which these are just two examples) is the factual and aggressive tone of these qual-
ifying statements. These comments can be critiqued, but they are also personal choices
which are nevertheless represented as public ‘facts’. The fact that these statements are
not critiqued is indicative, not just of the authority the speakers are asserting at this
moment, but also of the positions they have worked hard to create in the earlier inter-
views about initial console purchases. These (of course) also indicate something about
pleasure and what each gamer finds enjoyable, yet they occur very infrequently through-
out the conversations. Perhaps this suggests an unwillingness to position oneself in an
unstable position where one’s views can be undermined, but it also, of course, sits quite
uncomfortably with the self-representations as rational, adult gamers and again returns
us to the problems of articulating pleasure or play. It is no wonder, then, that in the face
of aggressive assertion, personal preferences of the other housemates are sporadic. It is
further unsurprising when we consider that preference seems to invite personal and
non-complementary criticism:

Simon: [To Steve] you just play it for hours with nothing else going on but . . .
Steve: I used to play it like with either music or the TV on
Simon: so, so you’ve got something else going on, you’ve just turned your brain off. (Brighton 1)

This extract occurs later in the same conversation with Simon (given earlier) and it is inter-
esting because Steve is quite roundly and maliciously criticized in this moment when he
tries to explain why he prefers the PC game Civilization (Sid Meier, Take-Two Interactive)
to anything contemporaneous on the Playstation. Simon’s comment, that Steve is wasting
time and not engaging intellectually either with the game or with anything else going
on in the room, is really harsh. Simon’s establishment of himself as rational adult facili-
tates this moment, where Steve is not given space to justify his preference and Simon
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has the authority to critique him. It is interesting that within a household of one straight
man, two homosexual men, and a straight woman, it is always Simon (straight male) who
is the rational adult. By comparison, the other members of the house perform childish
and ‘silly’ roles, often dressing up in my company, being more active, and (consequently)
frequently being undermined by Simon. While this clearly is not an issue about essential
notions of gender or sexuality, but one about how identity can figure within perform-
ances to shape and generate them, these signifiers clearly do play a part in the establish-
ment of Simon as serious, rational male. When the household dissipated and moved on
(in 2006), for example, Simon moved in with Joe and Lorna, and interestingly became a
less competent gamer, less knowledgeable and also less vocal. I am not suggesting,
however, that Simon’s competency or experience of gaming was reduced, rather, that the
manner in which he talked about and performed gaming altered. He phrased responses
as questions rather than statements, he deferred to Joe, and he never engaged in
anything confrontational or argumentative about gaming while I was there. This suggests
that it is not only wider discourses of power and performance that are being negotiated,
but that they are also contingent on temporal, social and household specificities.

Humanizing Gaming

Humanizing the technology figures it immediately in relational terms, where the game
‘reacts’ or ‘responds’ to the gamer. It is a common trait throughout the households, and
is one of the only means through which all of the gamers actually seem able to talk about
pleasure. Although they initially express annoyance or frustration with the game, the
majority of the moments they are narrating are in fact those of sudden and unexpected
pleasure. They are moments of pleasurable negotiation, then, and one of the reasons for
continued play is the possibility of a pleasurable fulfilment, which for the most part has
been deferred. What is interesting here in terms of rationalizing or justifying gaming, is
that in order to talk about pleasure, the game has to be talked about on a relational,
‘human’ level. Furthermore, this is a relationship where the technology is clever, manip-
ulative and powerful: it ‘gives’ the gamers these moments in a carefully timed dynamic
in order to keep them playing. In many ways, the following discussions refer to what Kerr
et al. term the ‘flow’ or ‘sweet spot’ of gaming which is ‘a balance between challenge
and competence or between complexity and boredom’ (2006: 71). However, rather than
discuss the game in relation to the gamers’ own skills and competencies, these examples
demonstrate that the gamers seem to create issues of competency, of pleasure, and of
complexity within the game as relational issues to do with their personal relationship with
the machine. The console is not just a programmed machine; instead the gamers have
playful and frustrating relationships with it:

Joe: It knows just when to reward you, just when you’re kind of a bit sick of it you score a
fantastic goal and you’re like ‘wow’. (Brighton 2)

Beth: No I’m usually thinking ‘oh I’ll just play for half an hour’ and then I’m stuck there for an
hour and a half. It knows though. Just when you start to think ‘I’ll turn it off now’ or ‘I’ve
had enough’ it gives you a really cool bit and then you’re stuck there for ages. (Brighton 3)

Lorna: But it gets to the point where you get really frustrated, and you’re like ‘I’ve got to do this
bit’ and didn’t have a memory card and it knew I didn’t have a memory card. So it did
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all these nasty, nasty things, like once round there wasn’t anything there, but then the
second time, a boulder came at you and you weren’t expecting it so it killed you. So I
had to go right back to the beginning and, so I gave up (laughs). (Brighton 2)

While the construction of gaming as a relationship is common throughout the house-
holds involved in this project, it is interesting that the gamers place ‘power’ within each
relationship in very different places. Joe is amazed at his own brilliance in the game:
pleasure comes from his own ability to advance. In other words, it is the game which
cedes to him and allows him to score, or at least ceases to prevent him from scoring. The
game is supportive of his gameplay, which has been frustrated until this point. The game
teases him, but eventually gives in to his superior tactics, and rewards him by allowing
him to score. It is Joe, then, who advances the game and who is dutifully rewarded for
his excellence. Beth and Lorna, by comparison, have different relationships with the game.
It is variety that the game offers, and this does not necessarily equate with progression
(indeed, in Lorna’s case, it resulted in the cessation of gameplay). The power relation is
figured differently, with the game only providing variation rather than rewarding them.
They not only conceive their own ability differently (despite being competent and frequent
gamers), but the relationship they have with the game is much more negotiated. Simi-
larly, it is not negotiated along lines of ability – it is not a competitive, or even a support-
ive, relationship – but is figured along lines of flexibility. However, it is the game which
offers flexibility and variation: without intervention from the game, the gamer would keep
playing the same section. It is the game which is figured as the more ‘powerful’ partner
in their relationships.

The onus is on the machine, which figures in the foregoing extracts as powerful, or
at least significant, within the relationship. It is just when the gamer decides to cease
gaming, that the game ‘offers’ them something more. In other words, this is quite a
playful relationship based on the mutual desire of machine and gamer to keep playing.
What is really interesting, then, is not only that pleasure has to figure not only in a
relationship which is based on power, but that the machine has to be rationalized as
fulfilling gamers’ needs and desires. Figuring gaming as a relationship normalizes it, to
the extent that pleasure becomes non-threatening and contained. These are not the
rampant urges of sexually available individuals, neither are they the immersive or pene-
trative ‘loss’ into virtual reality (see Kitchin, 1998: 8; Turkle, 1997: 12). Similarly, although
Beth makes reference to the loss of time discussed by King and Krzywinska (2006: 33–4)
in relation to immersive engagement or intense absorption, gaming remains figured as
normal, social relationships in which desire and pleasure are both simultaneously
contained and fulfilled. Again, while I am not suggesting that these forms of engage-
ment (immersive, ‘loss’ for example) are not experienced by these gamers (and some of
the recordings of gameplay would certainly suggest something akin to loss),2 rather, they
do not emerge in the discussions about gaming as motivations or descriptions.

The overarching theme, then, of rationalizing gaming, seems to do with normaliz-
ing it. I discuss the importance of social (casual/with physically co-present people) gaming
in the construction of ‘normal’ gaming later, but here there is clearly something around
figuring pleasure and pleasurable gaming as a causal construction to advancing gameplay.
Pleasure is therefore carefully contained during these discussions of play through these
moments that equate it with advancement in the game. These pleasurable moments are
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therefore, rather paradoxically, vital for the completion of the game, yet only sporadically
appear throughout it. It suggests that pleasure resides in the simultaneous promise and
deferment of it and therefore, interestingly, that gaming pleasures also somewhat
 remediate those of other visual media such as film and television, (see for example, de
Lauretis, 1987; Mulvey, 1999; Stacey, 2003) in terms of the oscillation between pleasure,
identification and the deferment or disruption of it.

Socializing Gaming

The final element I want to discuss in relation to rationalizing gaming has been touched
on in the first section of the article and refers to social or casual gaming. However, ‘social’
gaming does not only refer to the function of the technology as social support. Instead,
there is a careful line drawn between the ‘normal’ and ‘geek’ gamer, which is also figured
along heteronormative and gender lines. The underlying difference between these two
‘types’ of gamer also seems to pivot on social or solo gaming and suggests that modes
of gameplay are as important as the pleasures of any one game or console. For the gamers
interviewed in the course of this project, gaming was normalized as a social activity (with
other physically co-present gamers), whereas solo gaming (physically alone) was
constructed as persistently abnormal. Furthermore, these distinctions continued through-
out the four years of research, and despite observing solo gaming as an occurrence within
most of the households. While all the housemates claimed they mostly gamed socially,
all but two (out of 26) insisted this was the only way they participated in gaming activi-
ties. In other words, despite observations to the contrary, all but two of the gamers
insisted they only gamed socially with other people, and they never gamed alone. This
was surprising on a number of levels. Not only did the question about gaming habits
mean entirely different things for the gamers than I initially assumed – and therefore these
differences and nuances seemed worth investigating. It was also surprising because
gamers continued to insist on social gaming as the normal and only mode of gameplay,
despite the fact I had observed a significant number of them gaming alone. Indeed, the
gamers quoted in the next extracts take the dichotomy a step further, resorting to ridi-
culing and sometimes bullying anyone who claims solo gaming habits. Here, the explicit
link for the gamers is, interestingly, between solo gaming and homosexuality or a failure
of masculinity, and complicit in this link are assumptions about sexual perversions and
inadequacies. In other words, ‘normal’ gaming as social gaming signifies for much more
than gaming ‘itself’. While I will outline the basic premises for ‘normal’ and ‘geek’ gaming
later, it suggests that there are actually quite rigid boundaries in terms of ‘permitted’ or
acceptable gaming. Indeed, as Kerr et al. suggest, consumption practices need to take
into account the fact that ‘certain behaviours and actions are sanctioned and normalized
and others become more difficult’ (2006: 67). Certainly for the gamers of this project,
the sanctioned modes of gameplay were enforced on a discursive level. Furthermore, by
comparison with what is ‘offered’ to gamers (King and Krzywinska, 2006: 6), ‘normal’
gaming seems to rely on rigid socio-cultural codes which, in fact, work against notions
of ‘immersion’ or ‘fantasy’ because these are the elements linked to solo/‘geek’ gaming.
This returns us to Newman’s point (quoted earlier) that industry logic does not always
translate to consumption practices (2006: 162). It also suggests that the rational, logical
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and relational explanations already given are actually working on another level: to actually
secure gaming as a heteronormative activity in the face of a constructed and perceived
threat of the ‘other’. What is interesting is, of course, that the threat that they link to
‘geeks’, sexual perversions and homosexuality, seem precisely the predications on which
gaming as pleasurable is based: immersion, escapism, fantasy fulfilment, and gameplay.3

‘Normal’ gamers take pleasure in the social (explicitly heterosexual) event of gaming
and although they can enjoy the cult value of games and can also appreciate the techno-
logical aspects, the discussions remain within the framework of popular gaming language
– of ‘gameplay’ and ‘playability’. Intense pleasure, identification and ‘immersion’ verge
on ‘geek’ territory, so that although ‘normal’ gamers enjoy gaming, they frame pleasure
within ‘real’ social activities and an active social life. It is not the fantasy or escapism of
the game which is pleasurable. Instead, pleasure takes place in a very ‘real’ place and
time. Finally, for ‘normal’ gamers, games are useful in their function as social devices and
provide a safe environment in which male gamers can perform close (homosocial)
relationships with one another without any threat of perversion.

‘Geek’ gamers, on the other hand (gamers like Ricky and Steve) devote hours and
hours to solo gaming, neglecting their ‘real’ social lives in the process. In fact, they are
socially abnormal, either through choice of game genre, or because of the disproportion-
ate amount of hours devoted to gaming. They also have ‘questionable sexuality’. ‘Geek’
gaming is excessive gaming, laden with signifiers of the lone, perverted male, essentially
fulfilling all his abnormal pleasures and desires through the technology. The following
extract is taken from a recording of Joe and Simon gaming. What is interesting here is
that their disparagement of Steve is premised on excessiveness. For Steve, this excessive-
ness is figured as the extremes of obsession where he ‘plays everything’ related to
football:

Simon: Steve used to get really excited. We played one game where we were like, three goals
behind and then we scored three goals, and he was jumping around the room and all.

Joe: He was like hugging us and everything. Weird. But we don’t do that.
Simon: Yeah it was a bit over the top. He plays everything, and watches the football on the TV,

plays on the internet and stuff
Joe: that’s not all he does on the internet in his room. Alone! (Brighton 2)

The suggestion by Joe and Simon is that Steve uses the computer for ‘weird’ reasons and
this is another signifier of the solo geek gamer. The innuendo Joe makes about the porno-
graphic or sexual activities Steve engages in when ‘alone’ in his room work to suggest
Steve is not only sexually and socially unfulfilled, but that the technology makes up for
these ‘lacks’. This stereotype of the perverted male sitting in his bedroom alone, is
frequently evoked by the gamers in this project (‘that’s not the only thing he likes . . . tell
me Ricky, why DO you spend so much time on your playstation? Alone?’ (Leeds). While
the ‘geek’ (the ‘other’) does seem such an extreme stereotype, and is created as such,
he nevertheless remains a strong and immediate threat to heteronormative masculinity.
The ‘geek’ gamer is not only constantly referenced, but also constructed as a threat to
normal gaming. It is an active process, which not only highlights the tenuous nature of
heteronormativity and the fact that it is constantly perceived as threatened, but also
suggests that ‘normal’ gaming has relentlessly to be performed. Indeed, as Ien Ang and
Joke Hermes have commented:
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articulations [of gender] have to be made again and again, day after day, and the fact that the same
articulations are so often repeated – and thus lead to the successful reproduction of established
gender meanings, gender relations and gender identities – is not a matter of course; it is, rather, a
matter of active re-production, continual rearticulation. (Ang and Hermes, 1991: 319)

In the face of both the rhetoric of possibilities of new technology, and social and
political cultural movements such as feminism in the last 50 years, what is surprising is
not only the strength and resilience of these stereotypes, but also the set, rigid and
 confining parameters of performable masculinity.

One of the most frequent statements in relation to gaming is therefore the insist-
ence on a social context for gaming. Bob’s ‘I never play it on me own, I never touch it’
(Leeds) is a familiar trope throughout the conversations of an insistence (overt or subtle)
that gaming is only enjoyed, and should only be enjoyed as a social activity. Indeed, when
compared to the threat of solo gaming, it is easy to see why:

Carl: it’s definitely designed to for like war hammer games workshop kind of people who have
got a err massive social deficiency and, quite clearly questionable sexuality, coz err like
Mec-Warrior is like, in that kind of environment, is a massive, massive interest like. And
flippin’ all those, you know, flippin’ ‘Space Hulk’ and all that err crap like, they don’t
necessarily have to like be geeks that paint lead figures like, but it’s d’you know what I
mean like? I’ve got flippin’ bigger responsibilities rather than flippin’ geeking it out on
some loser game like. (Leeds)

Although Carl’s comment is meant to be taken humorously, the distinction he makes
between ‘geek’ and ‘normal’ gamers is an important one which is actively maintained
within this (all-male) household. Neither Carl, nor the housemates are classed in the
‘geeks that paint lead figures’ category he evokes here. Indeed, I would argue the evoca-
tion is precisely in order to normalize their gaming activities at that moment, in the face
of a much more extreme gamer Carl describes. Carl’s comment is also interesting because
he makes the point that he’s got ‘bigger responsibilities’ which directly refers to his status
as (new) active parent and adult. In relation to the uneasy relationship between the
concept of adulthood and play, which I discuss later, Carl’s comment is pertinent because
it highlights the unsettled dual concepts of themselves as both adults and gamers which
these housemates are constantly trying to negotiate. This negotiation between adult and
play, normal and geek gamer means that (as the following exchange highlights) it
becomes very important not to be represented as a solo gamer:

Bob: For me, I never play it on me own, I never touch it. I’ll only ever use it if I . . .
[Duncan pulling faces]

Bob: when have I ever? No that’s just me, I don’t ever play on me own never.
Duncan: What you . . .?
Bob: That’s my X-box and it’s down here. I don’t have Playstations hidden in my room unlike . . .
Duncan: What you’ve never, never . . .
Bob: Never!
Duncan: You do when . . .
Carl: You used to geek that driving game out!
Duncan: And that golf game. ‘Tiger Woods’!
Bob: No, yeah I played that two player.
Duncan: No you didn’t! You were when you lived down the road you were saying how you used to,

you played it before you went to work and then you played it after you got back from work.
Bob: Yeah but that’s before I lived here.

[Duncan laughs], (Leeds)
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‘Admitting’ to solo gaming is therefore an entirely different matter from claiming an
unproblematic gaming habit (which is what I initially thought I was requesting information
about). Similarly, although all but two of the housemates claimed they only gamed
socially, there were differences in terms of what social gaming signified. For the female
gamers, the suggestion was mostly that solo gaming was simply ‘nerdy’ gaming, and did
not carry much kudos. In the case of Beth and Lorna, for example, they claimed that
gaming would only occur when they were either invited to join in with gaming already
in progress, or they were included in decisions to play. Sara and Jess, on the other hand,
only professed interest in multiplayer games such as Micro Machines, or Tennis/Golf
games. Although emphasis therefore continued to be placed on social gaming, they
tended to position themselves, and gaming, as primarily affected by other people’s
decisions. In other words, the female gamers did not tend to stake a claim for a particu-
lar kind of social gaming emphasized by the male gamers, because they were ‘simply’
joining in with other gamers in their household. Here, the solo gamers were still stereo-
typed as socially inadequate, with gaming compensating for the lack of friends or social
activities.

Insistence on social gaming occurred in all the households, and for the male gamers,
emphasis was on the function of the console for supporting social activities. For Duncan,
games were rationalized not only through financial motivations, but also because they
enabled friends to keep in touch by providing them with an easy activity together. For
Simon, games were good ‘ice breakers’, facilitating the relaxation of guests and social
interaction by offering a unanimous focal point. For Joe, games were similarly useful for
offering a common topic of conversation with his teenage students, as well as providing
a ‘stress-free evening of bonding’ with his friends. Again, the technology provided the
group with a common focus as well being ‘easy’ because little thought had to go into
‘those niceties’ of usual conversation (Brighton 2). Again, these examples also construct
the speaker as sensible, logical and rational. Emphasizing the technological function also,
of course, sidelines both the pleasurable aspects of gaming and the fact that the
videogame is a game. Instead, the technology is brought into the realm of functionality
where it offers a useful service that the men can utilize. Autonomy remains with the male
gamers: they are not carried away by this technology, there is little emotional investment
in these accounts, nor are there any dangers of immersion, or of ‘losing oneself’ in the
game. Instead they work to construct the speaker as logical and rational, and the
 technology as an important public and social service.

Although rational, logical justifications for gaming do seem the particular preserve
of adult male gamers, the fact that these justifications have to be continually performed
and produced indicates a much more tenuous position which has to be constantly re -
affirmed. Yet despite the changing nature of ‘masculinity’ as a discourse, both in terms
of representation and performance, from supposedly ‘old’ masculinity, through to a more
‘metrosexual’ notion of masculinity, what is interesting about these performances is that
they continue along very rigid, sometimes aggressively macho, normative lines. In relation
to videogames, where the promise and novelty of ‘new technology’ purportedly offers
radical new ways to conceive and perform identities, this result is similarly surprising. The
rigid parameters which seem to frame available positions for male heterosexual perform-
ances, not just in relation to videogames but also in relation to how they perform socially,
further indicate the necessity for a continued shift in videogame theory from what is
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‘offered’ to gamers, to how, where, when and with whom games are both played and
enjoyed.

When gamers insist on social gaming as normal gaming, they are also, it seems,
 positioning the technology within the social, rather than abstracted from it. This also,
in turn, positions gaming within the temporal structures of adulthood with its work–play
divisions, quotidian structures of work, and particular divisions of labour. It also posi-
tions gaming within the temporal structures of the social in terms of the way gamers
narrate gaming as a social activity – they understand and position it within the same
ideological and temporal structures through which they understand the social. Finally,
it positions gaming as embedded in the structures they evoke through narratives of their
identities as mobile individuals. If gamers specifically discussed the pleasurable or play
elements of gaming, they would be evoking a different temporality – that of play –
which not only relates to excessive gaming in terms of the movements ‘towards’ the
technology, and prolonged periods of time devoted to it; it is also a subversion of the
temporal narrative structures evoked in the construction of social (adult) identities. Social
gaming seems tied to a particular relationship between adulthood and play, which is
worth considering.

Virtual reality, with its promise of immersion and heightened interaction (see Kitchin,
1998: 8), differs from social and cultural constructions of adulthood. Indeed, the ultimate
goal of exciting, entertaining and giving pleasure to the gamer combined with the
 possibility of a fictional world so powerful that it is preferable to the ‘real’ one, is further
accentuated by the increasing age range of gamers who take time out of ‘real’ life to
play. There are two issues at stake here then. The first is around the notion of play itself,
and what it means when it is an adult who is playing. The second follows on from this,
and focuses on what happens to the discourse of pleasure when it is framed within these
terms.

Adulthood and playtime are not associated in the same way as childhood and play.
As a childhood educational tool, play has been theorized as an important part of recog-
nizing and understanding the resonances of human behaviour and practice (Piaget,
1972). But when considered as an adult pastime, these arguments cannot be maintained
when either the game offers little insight into human behaviour, or it is an experienced
adult who is playing. While this is clearly (and perhaps primarily) a socio-cultural issue, it
is also a temporal one. Play constantly alludes to a temporal structure through the very
process of ‘taking time out’ in order to play. Yet playing itself does not necessarily conform
to the temporal structure from which it is abstracted.

Play as a corporeal and symbolic expression of a subversion of synchronic, formal
temporal and social structures is the main ethos of the (any) game. As Adrian Mackenzie
suggests, ‘play keeps on subsuming not only sacred behaviours, but anything that once
belonged to human practice, whether it is practical, economic or military’ (2001: 150).
In other words, although play does not alter the temporal structures to which it alludes
and which it subverts, it does prioritize this subversion during play, making other temporal
structures (i.e. evening domestic rituals) less important or meaningful. Play not only
alludes to a temporal structure through the process of ‘taking time out’ to play a game.
But play also has its own self-referential temporality: ‘it is “played out”’ (Huizinga, 1955: 9).
One of the problems for the adult gamers of this project, it seems, resides in the temporal
structure of working lives where every hour has meaning or purpose.  Subverting these

THORNHAM: CLAIMING A STAKE IN THE VIDEOGAME 155

141-159 101580 Thornham (D):CON 170x242mm  31/03/2009  15:36  Page 155

 at Curtin University Library on August 1, 2010con.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://con.sagepub.com/


structures through play calls into question one of the basic structures of the adult
 quotidian, and, consequently, is perhaps one of the reasons for the convolutions gamers
enter into to ‘justify’ gaming.

Although these issues clearly echo discussions around the temporal aspects not just
of play, but also leisure time, and work–play divisions, it is the socially and culturally
loaded notion of adulthood and play I am interested in here. The prioritization of play
over other temporal activities (i.e. all other activities) contributes to the establishment of
gaming as a derided form precisely because ‘meaningless’ or self-referential play is prior-
itized. The notion of play has to be understood in relation to wider discourses of
work/play, adulthood versus childhood, leisure time, and domestic/leisure activities (for
example). Adult gamers have a very ambiguous relationship with their games, and the
majority of gamers in this project, regardless of gender demographics, feel quite clearly
that they have better things to do with their time. In relation to the wider questionnaire,
one of the questions I asked them was whether they agreed with the statement ‘I have
better things to do with my time’. Out of the 118 respondents (56 women, 60 men), 63
per cent of the women, and 52 per cent of the men agreed that they felt they had better
things to do than gaming. While, this statistic does not delve into the reasons for these
assertions, nor offers a valid representative sample group, it does indicate as a bare
 statistic that there is something going on around the relationship between adulthood and
play that needs further investigation.

Conclusions

It is pleasure which seems at the heart of these problematic relations. It is not only that
adults are taking ‘time out’ to game, and therefore not acting in a way conducive to
accepted notions of adulthood; it is that they are finding this activity pleasurable. Finally,
then, I would argue that it is precisely this unsettled relationship between pleasure and
adulthood which makes the gamers quite defensive about gaming practices. Furthermore,
it suggests that the interesting convolutions gamers are entering into to justify gaming
tells us far more about a wider discourse of adulthood, pleasure and play, than can be
properly addressed in this article. While the article has focused on what gamers say about
gaming, rather the games themselves or the recordings of gameplay I also conducted;
the purpose of the article is to suggest the need for a wider understanding of the contexts
of gaming, which can go beyond the activity of gameplay or a focus on the game itself.
Gaming, like television viewing, film viewing, or internet use, is tied to wider social and
cultural discourses. Consequently, the justifications, rationalizations and normalizations
need to be similarly framed. While focusing on the discourses of gaming in this article
has somewhat underplayed the games themselves and the activity of gaming, such an
approach tells us much more about the meanings the games, practices, and discourse of
gaming have for gamers. In turn, these discourses both shape and emerge from games
and practices. Finally, then, what is needed in conjunction with the ongoing and varied
approaches to the videogame to date, is a further investigation into the wider practices
of gaming which takes into consideration the context, discourses, and power relations
upon which the activity of gaming is contingent. Only then can we begin to understand
the complex relationship between pleasure, play, and adulthood, which seems to mark
both articulations and practices of gaming.
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Notes
1. By ‘videogame’ I am referring to consoles mediated through the television set, rather than PC or

handheld gaming devices.
2. I theorize this ‘loss’ as more akin to what Hilary Radner has termed (in relation to women’s magazines),

processes of ‘scattering’ (1995: 131–3). These are (moments of) sporadic and spasmodic intense
identification or concentration in an otherwise much more passive and distracted engagement.

3. For a further discussion of the dichotomy of normal and geek gamers, specifically in relation to gender,
see Thornham, 2008.
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Appendix 1: Households represented in the article

Brighton Household
Sara (24, heterosexual, ‘other’ ethnicity,* middle class), Simon (25, heterosexual, white, middle class), Steve
(22, homosexual, white, middle class) and Ben (25, homosexual, white, French, middle class). In the earlier
stages of the interviews, Sara and Simon were partners, and when they split up, Sara moved to London
with Clare and Chloe (not discussed in this article). Simon moved in with Joe and Lorna (another couple).
I knew Sara from university when a few of our English Literature courses overlapped, and I recognized
Simon in passing (he had gone to the same university). I followed both Sara and Simon when they moved
out of this house: Simon stayed in Brighton and Sara moved to London. The extracts quoted here are
from some of the earlier interviews when Simon and Sara were still together, although the later quotations,
from Simon refer to the time after this house had split up. The house volunteered as a participant house-
hold after a conversation with Sara about my MA project, which also focused on gaming.

Brighton 2 Household
This is the household into which Simon moved from household 1. It was inhabited by Joe (30, hetero-
sexual, ‘other’, middle class) and Lorna (30, heterosexual, ‘other’, middle class). Joe and Simon had done
a PGCE together and at the time of the interviews were about to start working at the same school. Joe
and Lorna were visiting Sara and Simon’s house one evening when I was interviewing and recording them,
and they became interested in the research and invited me to record them game in their home after Simon
had moved in with them. The extracts quoted in this article are from discussions with Simon and Joe
before they started gaming on a number of occasions when Lorna was at work.

Brighton 3 Household
This consisted of Beth (24, heterosexual, white, middle class), Celia (26, heterosexual, middle class) and
Michael (30, homosexual, white, middle class). There were two other housemates who did not
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 participate in the research. They moved in together as postgraduates at Sussex University. The extract
quoted in this article comes from a one-to-one interview with Beth midway though the project.

Leeds Household
Although the house remained the same for the duration of the project, its inhabitants did not. The extracts
quoted here are from midway to the end of the project, when the household members included Duncan
(28, heterosexual, white, working class), Al (28, heterosexual, white, middle class), Bob (26, heterosexual,
white, working class) and Ricky (28, heterosexual, white, middle class). The extracts quoted here come
from a number of evenings when Carl (28, heterosexual, white, working class) was visiting. Although not
an inhabitant of the household, Carl had known Bob and Duncan since school, and had known Al for
around five years. I knew Bob’s younger brother, whom I went to school with in Durham. The house was
involved in my MA dissertation and I remained in contact with them following this.

Durham Household
These interviews are the results of Duncan’s interviews with the Christie brothers, and my experimentation
into how much my presence affected what was said. Duncan interviewed them three times in Durham
and I recorded his views of the event afterwards. I found overall that although the interviews were fast
paced, nostalgic and humorous, the questions I would have asked were not asked and some interesting
points left unexplored. Duncan is represented above in household 2. Cam (32, heterosexual, white,
working class) and Grant (34, heterosexual, white, working class) had known Duncan since they were
children. Duncan volunteered to interview them when he was visiting his parents in Durham (Grant, Cam,
Bob, Peter, and myself are all from Durham).

Belfast Household
This household consisted of Jess (heterosexual, other, middle class, 33), Sarah (heterosexual, white, middle
class 26) and Rory (heterosexual, white, middle class, 26) who shared a house in Belfast. I stayed with this
house for four days and interviewed them twice. Sarah and Rory are in a relationship, and in the four
days I was there, Rory was in the process of moving in with Sarah and Jess. I knew Jess through other
PhD students at the University of Ulster and Sarah was a journalist who I knew through one of my house-
mates when I was living in Belfast.
* ‘other’ ethnicity indicates housemates who did not consider themselves white. I use their own
expressions here, but there are clearly some issues around the transient and complex ways ethnicity is
thought about. Similarly, ‘class’ status reflects their own considerations, rather than their vocation or
geographical location. Again, this indicates the complex ways class continues to be thought about, nego-
tiated, and articulated.
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