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Abstract 

Considerable research on social media has documented the diversity and creativity 
inherent in many youth texting styles and instant messaging.  However, little scholarship 
has explored the impact of changing technologies on texting styles, nor how the 
materiality of the phone is a stylistic resource in itself. This paper aims to address these 
gaps by exploring the role of phone, affordance, and application in the texting styles of 
young students over a five year period at a higher education institution in South Africa. 
Central to our account is a view of style as an ‘assemblage of design choices’ (Coupland 
2007).  We argue that our conception of style needs to be expanded to take into account 
both the materiality of the phone as artefact, as well as users’ interpersonal affect and 
subjectivity. We use our analysis to make the argument that the changing technologies 
and their associated affordances provide new resources for styling identity among our 
participants, and that what shapes the selection and combination of both linguistic 
features of texting as well as choice of mobile technologies is a fluid and complex 
interplay of factors, driven by the participant’s changing identities and ideologies as well 
as an appreciation of what is symbolically valued and socially ‘cool’.    

 
The popularity of social media as sites for identity performance and friendship 
maintenance is well documented and much has been written on the rapidly evolving 
practices and texting styles of digital communication (see, for example, Herring et al. 
2013; Thurlow and Mroczek 2011, Jones et al. 2015).  While the international 
literature points to a range of features that are often cited as typical or characteristic 
of digital communication (e.g. emoticons, abbreviations, shortenings), the focus of 
research in recent years has been increasingly on the diversity and creativity inherent 
in many youth texting styles and instant messaging registers. Thurlow and Poff 
(2013), for example, argue that their research shows considerable variation on almost 
every aspect of texting across different contexts, and other recent scholarship points 
to the fluid and flexible nature of many of these analytical categories as new hybrid 
genres and creative styles of texting emerge in response to local contexts and 
conditions (Deumert 2014).  
 
These texting practices take place within a context of considerable innovation in 
mobile phone technology, from the earliest ‘black and white’ phones to the 
smartphone generation, along with increasingly sophisticated applications. Yet little 
research has explored the impact of changing technologies on texting styles. 
Similarly, minimal scholarship has reflected on the materiality of the phone and the 
meanings that this has for its users.1 This paper aims to address these gaps by 

                                                        
1 A notable exception to this is Carrington (2015: 158) who points out how mobile phones are 
“impacting on the ways in which young people conceptualize their engagements with the everyday and 
develop and deploy a range of identity and textual practices”. She argues that her participant Rosie’s 
phone “clearly mediated her everyday life and the ways in which she understood and interacted with 
her world” (2015: 162). 



 3 

exploring the role of phone, affordance, and application in the texting styles of young 
students at a higher education institution in South Africa. We use our analysis to 
make the argument that the changing technologies and their associated affordances 
provide new resources for styling identity among our participants, and that what 
shapes the selection and combination of both linguistic features of texting as well as 
choice of mobile technologies is a fluid and complex interplay of factors, driven by 
the participant’s changing identities and ideologies as well as a strong element of 
affect and an appreciation of what is symbolically valued and socially ‘cool’. 
 
First, however, we offer a brief overview of changing mobile technologies, and 
introduce our research context and data. We then explore two primary foci in our 
data: firstly, the significant shift in the participants’ choice of technology (phone and 
application) over a five-year period; and secondly, the relative continuity of the 
linguistic and semiotic elements they mobilize for their chats during this time.  Based 
on our consideration of the relationship between these dimensions, we argue that the 
shifting trends and patterns we note are affected by a range of competing factors 
which interact in complex and creative ways.  
 
Central to our account of both the shifting preferences of users and the creativity and 
diversity of texting practices is a view of style as an ‘assemblage of design choices’ 
(Coupland 2007).  We further argue that our conception of style needs to be expanded 
to take into account the materiality of the phone as well as the users’ interpersonal 
affect and subjectivity. To help us make this argument, we refer to research which 
explores the human/technology interface and proposes that “there is no social that is 
not also material, and no material that is not social (Orlikowski 2007: 1437).   
 
 
Changing technologies – national trends 
 
In Africa, mobile phones are the preferred medium for telecommunications, with 
subscriptions showing a phenomenal increase over the past one and a half decades 
(ITU 2015). This growth has been fueled in part by young people who use them as 
their primary means for social networking and instant messaging. This dramatically 
expanding uptake is paralleled by rapid global developments in the technologies 
themselves, especially with regard to design and technological affordances.  
 
In South Africa, there has been a steady shift of make and model over the years. The 
most popular instant messaging application to first rise to prominence was Mxit, 
which was developed by a South African based company in 2004. In the ensuing 
years, it grew to become the largest social network in Africa as well as enjoying a 
presence in Asia, Europe and the United States. In 2011, a report by Fuseware and 
World Wide Worx indicated that Mxit had approximately 10 million active users in 
South Africa (Wronski and Goldstuck 2011) and close to 37 million users worldwide 
in the same year (SouthAfrica.info).  This was also the year in which its popularity 
peaked. From this point on, it experienced a significant decline as more and more 
users switched over to smartphones and began using applications such as BlackBerry 
Messenger (BBM) and WhatsApp. These applications allowed users to send voice 
and image files, features which were not initially available on Mxit. BlackBerry 
packages, which included the signature instant messaging application, BBM, and 
unlimited internet access, were the most affordable of the smartphone options 
available locally and therefore the most popular amongst South African users. 
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Interestingly, although later versions of Mxit were upgraded to run on smartphones 
and to allow for the exchange of image, video and sound files, this did not save it 
from going out of grace with users.   
 
However, Blackberry’s popularity was also short lived. In April 2011, Vodacom (one 
of the three primary service providers in the country) had around 1 million 
BlackBerry devices on its network (Mybroadband 2012).  By comparison, they only 
had 150,000 subscribers with iPhones and 100,000 with Android devices. By Sept 
2013, Vodacom had 3,100,000 BlackBerry devices on their network, but by March 
2014, this had declined to 3,030,000 (Mybroadband 2014).  In May 2014, Vodacom’s 
CEO admitted that the demand for BlackBerry devices had “plummeted” but that 
they had seen a “big upswing” in the number of Android devices on the Vodacom 
network” (Mybroadband 2014).  This shift was facilitated by the increasingly cheaper 
packages available for Android phones in the country. As the demand for Android 
phones grew, WhatsApp (launched internationally in 2008) became increasingly the 
application of choice. As Deumert (2014) notes, affordability is a very significant 
constraining factor in choice of phone and application in (South) Africa. 
 
It would be reasonable to expect that these rapid technological developments and 
shifts in user preference would impact on the texting styles and practices of young 
people. For example, we could assume that the wider range of emoticons (or 
multimodal options like voice notes) available on smartphones would lead to an 
increase in their use for texting. We could also assume that developments in 
predictive texting technology might mediate users’ texting styles. Because this 
function ‘suggests’ words to the user based on the first letters typed and the context 
of other words, it could well result in more standard and monolingual forms being 
selected. In this paper, we explore this possibility, as well as the extent to which the 
national trends referred to above are visible among our community of users.  
Specifically we ask, do we find evidence of shifts in choice of phone and application? 
And if yes, to what extent do these changing affordances seem to impact on the 
texting styles of our users, or are other factors shaping these practices? 
 
 
Research context and data 
 
Our data are taken from undergraduate students at the University of the Western Cape 
(UWC) and their mobile phone use. UWC has historically served students from more 
marginal educational and social backgrounds as it is, in South Africa, what is termed 
a ‘historically black’ university. While the student body of over 19,000 includes 
students from all over South Africa and, increasingly, African countries to the north, 
it still comprises predominantly students drawn from two provinces in South Africa: 
the Western Cape (in which the university is situated) and the Eastern Cape. As such, 
the student population reflects the historic social demographics of these regions, as 
well as the varied linguistic repertoires of the participants.  
 
According to university enrolment statistics for 2012, of the 19,217 registered 
students, 43 percent described themselves (on their registration forms) as English 
speaking, 13 percent as Afrikaans speaking, 6 percent as bilingual in English and 
Afrikaans, and 38 percent as speakers of various African languages. The figures 
above have hardly changed over the years and are thus a good indication of the 
linguistic profile of UWC students at the time of research. It is worth bearing in mind 
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that most students would probably describe themselves as bi- or multilingual, even if 
they only indicated one language as a home language. Thus, this registration statistic 
does not reflect the multilingual nature of the student body. As the vast majority are 
able to converse in more than one of these languages, translanguaging is the norm 
with different varieties expressing different social values and facets of youth identity.  
 
The data for this paper include a focus group interview (held in 2014) and a corpus of 
chats collected over five years (from 2010-2014). The focus group interview was 
semi-structured and open-ended and aimed to establish insider views on the mobile 
technologies used by participants, reasons for their shift from one application to 
another, and what they perceive as typical norms and styles for texting. 
 
The chats are drawn from assignments given to first year students in our department 
each year as a part of their introduction to language and communication. The 
assessment rubric asks students to collect, transcribe and analyze one of their own 
instant messaging chats in order to answer the question: ‘What does your data show 
about how languages are used in new ways in contemporary communication in South 
Africa?’ With a first year class of about 1000 students each year, the potential data 
pool was huge. However, our corpus consists of 398 chats and includes all those we 
could photocopy before tutors returned the scripts to students and those left 
uncollected at the end of term. We also only worked with chats which had consent 
forms attached.  From this corpus, a further subset of 245 chats was selected for 
detailed qualitative analysis. 
 
The data were transcribed by first-year students as part of their major assignment. 
Accuracy of transcription was ensured as far as possible by conducting a tutorial on 
transcription methodology. Additionally, we worked on the data with student tutors 
who are themselves users of social media as well as speakers of the local mixed 
varieties and so relied on their insider knowledge and intuitions with respect to the 
authenticity of the data that were selected for detailed analysis (Dalwai 2010, 2015; 
Thompson 2013). We used quantitative methods to establish trends within the total 
corpus, such as the shifting choice of application over the years. We then used 
qualitative methods (e.g. discourse analysis) to analyse the changing styles (genres 
and registers) in the corpus (see Bock 2013). 
 
 
Shifting technological preferences 
 
As noted above, national figures indicate how user preferences have changed 
dramatically in recent years, from predominantly Mxit in 2010, to BBM and 
increasingly WhatsApp in 2014. Our data clearly supports this trend. Table 1 
summarizes the choice of application among UWC first year users for the total chat 
corpus and indicates the decline of Mxit and the growth in popularity of BBM and 
increasingly WhatsApp.  Raw figures are given in brackets.  
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Table 1: Percentage of chats in each application in total chat corpus 
 

Application 2010 (140) 2011 (60) 2012 (47) 2013 (75) 2014 (76) 
Mxit 82.1% (115) 83.3% 

(50) 
53.2% (25) 28% (21) 6.6% (5) 

BBM  3.3% (2) 27.7% (13) 36% (27) 39.5% (30) 
WhatsApp   14.9% (7) 28% (21) 44.7% (34) 
SMS 17.9% (25) 11.6% (7) 2.1% (1)   
Facebook  1.6% (1) 2.1% (1) 8% (6) 9.2% (7) 

 
According to Dalwai (2010), the popularity of Mxit among the youth at UWC in 
2010 was due to it being mobile phone-based and therefore more affordable than 
computer-based applications, and because it could run on the pre-smartphone 
generation of internet-enabled phones. It was also cheaper to use than the alternative 
at the time, short message service (SMS), as it did not include a character limit per 
message (see also Chigona and Chigona 2008). A further reason was that it gave 
users access to a virtual community of friends and networks and enjoyed a ‘coolness’ 
factor that afforded the ‘right’ kind of social status and visibility (see also Beger, 
Hoveyda and Sinha 2011). However, as noted above, the popularity of Mxit began to 
wane in 2011 as newer applications gained popularity.   
 
This clear shift in our data prompted us to ask: do these technological shifts impact 
on the texting styles of our participants, and if so, how? For example, is there an 
increase in the use of monolingual (as opposed to mixed) varieties or standard 
orthographies (as opposed to textese 2) between 2010 and 2014, and to what extent 
could this be driven by technological innovations such as the increasingly 
sophisticated predictive texting affordances?  While the older phones, like the Nokia, 
had predictive texting functions, these were not intuitive like the contemporary 
versions which are attuned to a user’s personal style and ‘remember’ preferred 
spellings and forms. The the older versions did not therefore allow for abbreviated 
spellings or language mixing. As a result, participants in this study report finding 
these early versions ‘irritating’ and switching them off as soon as they bought a new 
phone.  
 
 
Changing affordances and texting styles 
 
As part of the larger project, we conducted qualitative analyses of the texting styles of 
our participants from both a genre and register perspective (see Bock 2013, 
Thompson 2014, Dalwai 2015). In this paper, however, we focus on only two aspects 
of linguistic style, namely, the choice of language variety, as well as the extent to 
which our participants use standard orthographic forms as opposed to abbreviated 
textese. Interestingly, and contrary to our expectations, our data do not show any 
sustained pattern with respect to an increase in monolingual varieties over the five 
year period (2010-2014) with 63 percent of the corpus making use of multilingual 

                                                        
2 By ‘textese’, we refer to the global shorthand for chatting on various social media (Thurlow 2003, 
Thurlow and Poff 2012) which includes ‘typical features’ such as accent stylisations (e.g. inie for ‘in 
die’, the Afrikaans for ‘in the’), clippings (hav for have), number homophones (2 for ‘to’), non-
conventional spellings (u for you) and contractions (gna for gonna) as well as the use of paralinguistic 
features such as emoticons and excessive punctuation. 
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varieties. Similarly, the use of textese was pervasive and consistent, with almost 100 
percent of the chats each year using textese as opposed to standard spellings. It 
should be noted, of course, that these figures only reflect the data in our corpus, 
which are dependent on what students chose to submit for their essay. In other words, 
our data do not describe the range of practices that students may in fact be using on a 
daily basis.Having said this, the lack of a clear shift in the choice of codes and 
orthographic norms in this five year period, despite the clear shift in choice of phone 
and application during the same period, raised for us the question: what then is 
driving our participants’ stylistic choices?   
 
To answer this question, we turn to our qualitative analysis which suggests that while 
the developing technologies and affordances certainly may provide additional 
resources for styling, they are by no means the primary driver of choice. Consider, for 
example, the following chat between two female friends on BBM in 2013.  What is 
interesting about this chat is that even though both participants are using the same 
application, they come across as making quite distinct choices in their texting styles: 
X uses the local variety of mixed Afrikaans English, Kaaps, and unconventional 
spellings of global textese, while Y uses a relatively standard variety of English and 
conventional orthographic forms.  
 
Chat 1: Females (X, Y), BBM, 2013. 
 
1. X: Elo skat. Hoe gaanit?  
  [Hello sweetheart. How’re you doing?] 
2. Y: Hey there. Its going well thanks and with you? 
3. X: Eks oryt, jus vri busi wit werk…dit maak n mens moeg jng…hws ur 

clsses?  
   [I’m alright, just very busy with work…it makes one tired man…how’re 

your classes?] 
4. Y: Shame man. I hope you fit in some time to rest hey. My classes are okay, 

they are manageable but I’m also just as tired and busy too (thumbs down 
emoticon) 

5. X: Ja maar anyway, spk agn ne skat?  c u. 
  [Yes but anyway, speak again okay sweetheart? (smiley face) see you.] 
6. Y: Okay, keep well doll   (smiley face, kiss face). 
 
The mixing of styles in this chat is evidence, we would argue, that texting is primarily 
a matter of choice and social normativity. While the choice of a more standard variety 
by Y may signal her lesser proficiency in the local variety, Kaaps (which she 
obviously understands but may not easily produce), it may also reflect an aspiration 
towards the more ‘educated middle class’ values carried by standard English 
(Anthonissen 2013). Even so, Y’s style includes typical markers of South African 
English, namely “shame man” and “hey” in turn 4.  The former is an expression of 
sympathy and the latter an interrogative marker. Thus both their stylistic choices 
index local belonging, albeit in different ways. 
 
As noted above, the majority of chats in this corpus are multilingual in nature. As 
standard English is the medium of instruction at UWC and the language of prestige 
both in the province and the country, it is unsurprising that English features as the 
predominant language in the data. It is, however, frequently mixed with other 
languages, as illustrated in Chat 1 and by the following three turns from Chat 2,  
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which takes place on Mxit between two male friends in 2011. The mixing of isiXhosa 
and English is evident in phrases such as kule wikend, where wikend is a borrowing 
from English ‘weekend’. Further, the chat includes features of typical of textese, such 
as spellings which reflect spoken contractions (e.g. uzoyenza for uzakuyenza ‘you 
will be doing’), number-letter homophones (mfe2, for mfethu ‘brother’), and global 
norms, such as den, for ‘then’. Here, once again, participants use a variety of 
linguistic forms to style identities which index a mix of global and local situatedness. 
 
Chat 2: Males, Mxit, 2011. 
 
8. Y: Akonto uzoyenza kule wikend? 
  [Akonto uzakuyenza kule wikend?] 
  [Anything special that you will be doing this weekend?] 
9. X: Nha mfe2 ndzawbona 
  [No mfethu ndizakubona]  
  [No my brother I will see] 
10. Y: K den ndzawjikela apho kuwe emzini. 
  [Okay then ndizakujikela apho kuwe emzini] 
  [Okay then I will come around this weekend at your place] 
 
Given South Africa’s history of racial segregation, the participants’ linguistic 
repertoires generally reflect their social and racial identities. For example, while 
standard Afrikaans, as the language of the former apartheid regime, is associated with 
‘white’ political conservatism, local (spoken) varieties of Afrikaans, such as the 
Kaaps in Chat 1, although commonly viewed as ‘inferior’ to the standard, carry 
strongly positive values of ‘coloured identity’, community solidarity and local 
belonging (McCormick 2002).3 Similarly complex attitudes exist in relation to 
isiXhosa. While varieties based on the codified standard are often perceived as ‘pure’, 
‘correct’ and ‘carriers of the culture’, young ‘black’ urban speakers tend to stigmatize 
this ‘deep Xhosa’ as ‘rural’ and ‘old-fashioned’. For them, the urban mixed varieties, 
while commonly seen as ‘slang’ or ‘incorrect’, index ‘cool urban sophistication’ 
(Dyers 2009).  
 
Thus the creative blending of these linguistic elements enables our participants to 
style for themselves complex identities which include an aspiration for urban middle 
class lifestyles and global mobility, together with a display of local solidarity and 
community situatedness. Our analysis of the total data set indicates that these stylistic 
patterns permeate the data, despite the shift from Mxit to smartphone applications. 
This suggests, we would argue, that these stylistic choices are articulations of social 
and identity considerations rather than the outcome of technological innovation.   
 

                                                        
3 The term ‘coloured’ in South Africa is used to refer to people of complex heritage arising out of a 
history of colonialism and slavery. During the apartheid era, South Africans were classified into the 
following racial categories: ‘White’, ‘Coloured’ and ‘Native’ by the Population Registration Act of 
1950. ‘Asian’, as a fourth category, was added later.  During the years of opposition to apartheid which 
followed, these labels were rejected by the opposition movements which chose to refer to all oppressed 
people in South Africa as ‘black’. Although the term, ‘coloured’, is now much more acceptable as an 
identity marker, notions of coloured identity and the use of this term are still contested. The 
participants in this study, however, overwhelmingly use the term for self-identification and point to the 
English-Afrikaans code mixing in their data as linguistic indices of their ‘coloured’ identities. 
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Further support for this position can be found in the international literature.  
Bieswanger (2013: 466) contends that styles of texting depend on a range of use and 
user related factors such as communicative purpose, writer intention, participant 
gender and age, as well as choice of genre, language and script. Baron (2013) 
identifies gender-based differences in the openings and closings and length of chats in 
her data, as well as in the use of emoticons. Spiliotti (2011) shows how the 
interactional context (such as the time of day and questions of face) shapes the ways 
in which her participants close off their chats. And according to Deumert and 
Lexander (2013), texting styles are influenced by regional norms and ideologies.  For 
example, African digital varieties of English show higher frequencies of 
abbreviations than those reported for the US and UK, which Deumert and Lexander 
interpret as users ‘speaking back’ to the ex-colonial language. 
 
Yet further evidence comes from our focus group data which points clearly to the role 
of participant identities and ideologies in the shaping of style.  As the focus group 
comprised second and third year students between the ages of 20 and 23 years, they 
were old enough to have used a range of different instant messaging applications 
(Mxit, BBM, WhatAapp) but still young enough to be ‘typical’ users of instant 
messaging applications. Three of the participants with pseudonyms, Mahmood (M), 
Tasneem (T) and Brandon (B) and the facilitator (also an author), Nausheena (N), 
were well known to each other. The other two participants, Billie (Bi) and Kiara (K) 
did not know each other or the other members of the group before the interview.  
 
Their comments indicate their awareness of conventionalized norms and genres of 
chatting. For example, they argue about whether one must always greet or not, or 
whether ‘g2g (got to go) suffices for ‘goodbye’, with their differences reflecting 
individual notions of politeness or appropriateness. Tasneem, for example, indicates 
she usually always greets (it’s “rude” not to) but dislikes it when a person who wants 
a favor from her first goes through the ritual of asking, hey, how you doing, what you 
doing? This, she explains is because “you know this person is only chatting to you 
coz they want something from you”. She would rather they didn’t “waste (her) time” 
and got straight to the point. However, she also indicates that when she chats with her 
best friend, she does not always greet or close, as their chats become one long 
interaction interspersed throughout the day, a comment which points to the shaping 
role of the interactional context as well (see Spiliotti [2011] for a similar finding). 
 
Brandon claims that although he always says goodbye, he never uses g2g or chat 
later as “that’s Mxit language”, and he is at pains to distance himself from this style 
of writing. It is clear that for most of the participants in this group, textese is now 
associated with Mxit, laziness and bad education. For example, Brandon says it 
irritates him when someone writes ‘even’ as evan as both words have four letters and 
so take the same “energy”, so why didn’t they just “write it correctly in the first 
place”. And Tasneem and Mahmood agree this style “messes up your brain” and has 
a deleterious effect on your writing. (Participant Y’s insistence on standard English in 
Chat 1 could also be read as further evidence of this attitude.)  However, they all 
admit to still using “a lot of emoticons” and agree that the one Mxit word that never 
“died” is mwah, the South African textese version of ‘kiss’.   
 
Thus, even though textese is the dominant style in the chat corpus, the focus group 
appears to strongly resist it. Their stance can perhaps be explained by the fact that 
most of them are slightly older than the first year chat corpus (20-23 years as opposed 
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to 18 or 19 years) and so this shift may be due to changing identities and ideologies. 
As they have developed from teenagers to young adults and progressed with their 
education, their styles of texting have similarly changed. (See Ling and Baron 2013 
for a similar trend of teens outgrowing abbreviated styles of texting.) Although they 
acknowledge that the predictive texting function of smartphones is one reason for 
their reported shift to more standard texting forms, their reasons focus more on 
notions of ‘correctness’ and what is appropriate for someone with their level of 
education than on the affordance per se. They have therefore made the conscious 
decision to stop using textese completely, or as frequently as they used to, a choice 
which is facilitated by the fact that their Android phones have the predictive text 
option available by default. 
 

We find further support for our argument that texting styles are significantly affected 
by considerations of self-presentation in the following quotation from Mahmood. In 
the context of the discussion about whether you need to greet every time you chat or 
whether you can “just jump straight in”, he defends his choice of unusual greetings 
by saying that he likes his style of chatting to reflect his “personality” as a “bubbly 
person”, an indication that for him, texting is an expression of personal style:  
 
M: And it also has to do with your personality also, I think that’s just how 

a person is. Like if I’m like – for me if I’m a bubbly person right? So 
… when I, when I chat, I’d like to express the way I feel or the way I 
am right now over Mxit or instant messaging towards the next person 

 
Given the above, we would argue that the notion of style offers purchase in getting to 
grips with the UWC population’s shifting preferences. Here we are working with a 
conception of style as referring to “short-lived fashion and to adoptive ways of 
dressing and behaving” (Coupland 2007: 30), an “assemblage of design choices” 
(2007: 1) which individuals may combine in creative and relatively distinct ways “to 
signal [their] uniqueness while still being recognized as affiliated with a particular 
group or groups” (Stroud and Wee 2012: 4-5). From this perspective, style is 
“oriented towards consumption” and has “agentive possibility for social 
identification” (Coupland 2007: 30). Thus the texting styles of our participants form 
part of the repertoire of design choices on which participants draw when crafting 
identities for self-presentation.   
 
However, our data further suggest that our notion of style needs to be expanded to 
take into account the materiality of the phone and the interpersonal affect of the user. 
We develop these arguments in the following sections with a consideration of the 
phone as a ‘lifestyle accessory’ and ‘extension of self’.  Here we refer to Turkle’s 
(2005, 2007) work on ‘evocative objects’ in which she argues that in contemporary 
life, there is an increasing tendency for objects (or technologies) to be invested with 
meanings and values and to act as “companions to our emotional lives” (2007: 5). We 
further argue, following Suchman’s (2005) notion of ‘affiliative object’, that style can 
also be seen as that which references a particular “constitution of objects and subjects 
… enacted within culturally and historically specific fields” (Suchman 2005: 395).   
 
 
The phone as lifestyle accessory 
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In this section, we argue that the exercise of style is not restricted to variability in 
texting, but also found in conjunction with choice of mobile phone itself. We focus 
on data which suggest that the materiality of the phone together with associated 
technologies are clearly resources in the styling of desirable interpersonal selves. 
Over and above being able to run the latest instant messaging applications and 
keeping up with technological advances (internet access, inbuilt cameras, etc), the 
make, model, color, size and special features are also significant.   
 
Thurlow and Poff (2013: 177) allude to the significance of the materiality of the 
phone as an articulation of style when they argue that “the act of texting has cachet” 
and “(t)exting (and mobile phones) carries cultural capital in and of itself – as a 
lifestyle accessory and a ludic resource”. Although their focus is on texting rather 
than the materiality of the phone, they make the point that “buying into the cachet of 
texting means drawing on – or rejecting altogether – symbolic resources such as 
ringtones, keypad covers, and popularized linguistic markers like initialisms, 
clippings and letter-number homophones” (2013: 177). The phone, we would argue, 
has significance in the lives of our participants as a fashion accessory, worn like a 
prosthetic extension on their bodies, part of the bricolage of elements that constitute 
their style. As such it is imbued with the same desire and affect that drives the 
consumption of style in contemporary life. Thurlow and Mroczek (2011: xxv) allude 
to this view with their apt description of social media “as prosthetic extensions of 
people’s abilities and lives, rather like the hearing aid and the paper clip” (2011: xxv).  
 
Our participant commentaries make the point very clearly that the phone, together 
with its associated applications, has cachet. When asked why they prefer the new 
smartphone application to Mxit, they are at first vague, referring to the ‘longer log in’ 
and slower processing speed of Mxit as disadvantages. However, as the interview 
proceeds, what emerges in this data is a clear consensus that the shift was due to ‘the 
bandwagon effect’ – that is, the persuasive power of peer-group pressure to determine 
what an individual aspires to and appreciates as desirable.   
 
The participants in the focus group recollect using Mxit on their first phones: “Yor 
[wow], Mxit was then the shit, yoh”, Mahmood says, and Tasneem agrees, “Yor it 
was so cool”. However, none of them now admit to using Mxit and explain their shift 
to first BBM and increasingly WhatsApp as primarily due to the ‘bandwagon effect’ 
or keeping up with the changing trends in phone and application. In the two extracts 
which follow, Kiara recalls getting her first smartphone in “grade 10 or 11” because 
she also “wanted to be cool”, and Brandon describes his desire for a smartphone as a 
function of “the bandwagon effect”: 
 
K: Like at that time everyone had like BBM and stuff and I was like so sad 

because I was still on Mxit and stuff and I wanted a BlackBerry. So I think 
ja I got it like around there and I was like you know wanted to be like cool 
and BBM and stuff ja.  

 
B:  But I wanted to shift [to a smartphone] actually but uhm the reason why I 

wanted to shift is because (1.5) basically like you said [everyone?] was on 
social media that kinda thing and it was awesome to have social media, I 
dunno why, it’s like a bandwagon effect. 
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In the next extract, Brandon, Mahmood and Tasneem recall shifting to WhatsApp. 
The overlapping speech (marked with square brackets) indicates the extent to which 
this ‘bandwagon effect’ is co-constructed and a shared sentiment, the strength of this 
feeling reflected in the evaluative phrases which are marked in bold: 
 
B: you know neh you know neh sometimes neh we don’t actually … sometimes 

neh it’s not that we choose to use WhatsApp, it’s we get influence to do it, not 
that - we don’t [[get 

M: [[due to uhm 
T: [[like everyone else is using it 
M: due to the bandwagon effect 
 
The ‘bandwagon effect’ alludes to the ‘social’ aspect of style and the way in which it 
functions as an affiliative object in the sense of Lucy Suchman. Objects with 
affiliative powers “are not innocent but fraught with significance for the relations 
they materialize” (Suchman 2005: 379). Clearly the ‘bandwagon effect’, where social 
constellations and peer groups cluster and form around specific mobile artefacts, and 
where perceptions of social value and material capital are tied to these artefacts is a 
prime example of the style value of the phone.  
 
 
The phone as extension of self 
 
The phone, however, is far from a mere fashion accessory. Once we begin to consider 
the materiality of the phone as a feature of style, we are also made aware of how the 
phone is also imbued with characteristics of close confidante and friend and inserted 
into a web of emotions and affect that contributes to how we interact with others. 
 
Turkle introduces the idea of ‘evocative object’ to capture how mobile phones, like 
other objects once designed as ‘tools’ to assist humans with particular functions, are 
subsequently experienced by their users “in a much more intimate way, even as 
extensions of themselves” (Harvard Business Review 2003: 3). They serve, she 
argues, to anchor memories, to provoke new ideas and passions and to sustain 
relationships – hence “companions to our emotional lives” (Turkle 2007: 5). Her 
work underscores the growing interdependence of humans and technology and she is 
well known for her quotation, “we think with the objects we love, we love with the 
objects we think with” (Turkle 2007: 5).  
 
We find such ‘emblematic’ value in some of the surprisingly vivid and detailed 
recounts our participants make of their memories of their first mobile phone. They do 
so in a way that suggests a highly ‘intimate’ relationship with the phone. For 
example, they recall the make and model of their first phone, its physical appearance 
(“small, thin, flat, cover flips up”), color (“blue, black, silver”), special features 
(“dolphin face, mirror screen, color screen, rotating camera, games”) and ringtones. 
They also tell stories of when and from whom they got their first phone (or 
smartphone) and particularly the feelings associated with this acquisition. What is 
noteworthy about this data is the detail with which they recall the materiality of their 
phones and the affect with which these memories are imbued.    
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T: oh uhm I got my first phone in grade 4 I remember it was a Nokia 3310 and 
like the coolest thing about it was that you could play like that snakey game 
for the whole day [all laugh] and also like the battery lasted for [[like 

N: [[forever and a day 
T:  jaaa 
M: and you could personalize your ringtones also like that [inaudible] 
T: exactly 
 
Yet another participant tells of how his first phone had a “dolphin face” because “at 
that time it was fashion not to have the original face” and another remembers that on 
her eighteenth birthday, her mother bought her a color screen phone: “It was that 
black Samsung, you know the one that flips open with the rotating camera”.  These 
memories are interspersed with ‘small stories’ (Georgakopoulou 2006) that give 
detail and context for these first acquisitions, indicating their significance in the lives 
of the speakers. Threading through all these recounts are statements of affect which 
indicate clearly how the acquisition of these phones evoke strong emotions, further 
indexing their importance as symbolic resources and ‘evocative objects’ in the 
constitution of situated selves.  
 
In the extracts below, the evaluative terms (marked in bold) point to the desire and 
pride that these first phones aroused in their users. Kwaai is the local Kaaps word for 
‘cool’, yor is an expression like ‘wow’, and awe is being used here as a marker of 
affirmation: 
 
N: The camera... ja 
M: Yor, that was awesome. 
N: It was a cool phone. 
B: I wanted one like that, but I couldn’t get one 
N: It was the best, it was kwaai 
B: Awe, I actually liked that phone 
 
Mahmood recalls his first phone which he describes as “a really cool phone”: 
 
M: It was a Sagem C2 it was just so small [illustrating with his hands] […] and 

you can like flip it open […] and it had er it had everything, it had camera, 
it could go on internet [...] The only problem there was at first was I 
couldn’t like download Mxit because that was like the in thing but and 
afterwards I got it right. But it was actually a cool phone. I still miss it 
though. 

 
In this extract, Mahmood admits to ‘still missing’ his phone, as though a part of 
himself was bound up with it. Later he describes himself as ‘heartsore’ when he lost 
it. For Mahmood, the phone is an extension of himself, worn with pride and affection 
as a statement of his identity. Brandon also remembers with pride the identity his first 
phone (a Nokia 3310) afforded him. Here ou is a colloquial Afrikaans expression 
signifying ‘the main guy’: 
 
B: If I come with my 3310 people are still gonna think I’m the ou because of a 

3310 
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Threading through all these accounts are references to ‘coolness’ (e.g. “yor it was so 
cool”, “I wanted to be like cool and BBM and stuff”, “it was a really cool phone”). In 
our data, then, ‘coolness’ refers to a composite style based on an assemblage of 
design elements which, we have argued, index a complex range of meanings and 
values, from ones which affirm local identity and solidarity, to those which signal 
global mobility and sophistication.   
 
As a final illustration of this, we present one last piece of data, the beginning of a chat 
between two students, cousins, who are texting each other in a lecture venue at UWC. 
This chat, like Chat 1, uses Kaaps and the abbreviated spellings reflect local 
pronunciations. For example, op siti (turn 4) and nti (turn 8), which are rendered in 
standard Afrikaans as op sit nie (to put on) and net nie (just not), reflect local spoken 
realizations in which the negative particle (nie) is assimilated with the previous word. 
The ritualized lmk (turn 9), which stands for lag my klaar (laugh me finished), is a 
local variant equivalent to more recognised English initialism, lol (laugh out loud). 
(The standard Afrikaans and English translation is given after each turn.)   
 
Female (X) and male (Y), WhatsApp, 2013 
 
1. X: hey  
2. Y: hlo  
3. X: nou eers [now only] 
4. Y: ek was op mxit...j wl msi vi jo mxit op siti  

[Ek was op mxit … jy wil mos nie vir you mxit op sit nie] 
  [I was on mxit… you don’t want to put mxit on] 
5. X: ha ha not my scene. 
6. Y: g3 my n rede  
  [gee my ’n rede] 
  [give me a reason] 
7. X: soema net  
  [sommer net] 
  [just so] 
8. Y: dais mosi n antwrdi  

[daai is nie ’n antwoord nie] 
[that’s not an answer] 

9. X: dit is nti vi my ni en ds uncool lmk  
  [dit is net nie vir my nie en dit is uncool lag my klaar] 
  [it is just not for me and it is uncool, laugh me finished] 
 
Here, we see how style is explicitly referenced in terms of the notion of ‘coolness’. 
The young woman (X) does not want to be on Mxit because it is not ‘cool’ (not my 
scene, ds uncool) whereas WhatsApp is. ‘Coolness’ represents a style that has 
‘cachet’, a lifestyle choice that inspires ‘the bandwagon effect’, an aspiration 
saturated with affect and desire. It requires balancing the expression of local 
connectedness with global aspiration in endlessly diverse and innovative ways. 
Phones and their associated affordances embody particular social meanings and are 
thus part of the ‘assemblage of design choices’ available for the styling of desirable 
interpersonal selves.   
 
 
Conclusion 
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In this paper we explored the shifting trends in choice of mobile technologies and 
texting styles of UWC students.  We argued that an expanded notion of style should 
be used to understand our participants’ choices. Contextualizing our study within a 
review of national shifts, we noted throughout how mobile phones, their materiality 
and their affordances, together with the variable practices of texting, are intimately 
associated with situated and ideologically informed representations of self and how 
we relate to others.  
 
With regard to our participants’ technological preferences, our data shows clear 
shifts, while selected elements of their textual style, namely choice of linguistic 
variety and orthographic forms, remain relatively stable over the same five period. 
We argued that these choices can be interpreted if we adopt a perspective on style as 
an assemblage of design choices, in which these elements form part of the repertoire 
on which these participants draw when crafting their own unique styles and identities. 
Additionally, we argued that what drives these selections is a fluid and complex 
interplay of factors, including the participants’ maturing age, changing identities and 
ideologies, and a strongly emotive component bound up with personal feeling and 
aspiration, not simply the outcome of increasingly sophisticated technologies. In 
other words, technological advances impact on and shape the context, thereby 
changing the options available to users and allowing new identities and ideologies to 
develop. But these technological developments are not deterministic; rather, the 
factors which shape stylistic choice are varied, multidimensional and composite in 
nature. 
 
We further argued that our conception of style needs to be expanded to include the 
phone as part of the repertoire of stylistic elements available to users. We argued that 
that these phones can be seen as extensions or embodiments of the users themselves, 
and therefore as de facto co-constitutive of what it means to be a particular person on 
a specific occasion in a particular context, thus enacting as well as constituting social 
identities. They are productive in mediating, co-constructing and distributing the 
emotional makeup of the user in relation to the mobile field, as phones carry 
memories or function as reservoirs of emotion – present or past – and that this is also 
an important part of how the user relates stylistically to others.  
 
Mobile technologies come and go, and it is in this passage of mobile artefacts, the 
shift and turn-over of technologies, the historicity of mobile design, the fluidity of 
affordance and application and the diversity of texting practices, that style finds its 
place.   
 
 
Postscript 
 
Mobile communication and youth styles are rapidly evolving phenomena.  
Preliminary findings from further data collection in 2016 continue to show an 
increasing preference for WhatsApp. (Ninety-eight percent of all participants report 
using WhatsApp in 2016, usually in addition to other applications, notably Facebook 
and BBM). The data also show an increased shift towards more standard, 
monolingual forms, particularly in the chats which use only or primarily English. 
This suggests that the technological affordances of predictive texting are, in the case 
of English, driving style shifts towards more monolingual varieties and standard 
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spellings for some users. Yet we also note that this still seems to be matter of choice 
as participants continue to shift between different registers within one chat, as for 
Chat 1 in this paper. However, in those chats which are largely in isiXhosa or 
Afrikaans, where no inbuilt predictive texting option exists, participants choose 
texting styles which tend to employ a mix of languages and the abbreviated spellings 
of textese. This, we suggest, further supports our core argument that texting styles are 
highly variable and driven by a complex interplay between the evolving technological 
affordances and the multidimensional and changing presentations of self in different 
contexts. Thus, we argue, technological advances contribute in highly significant 
ways to shaping the context, but they are only one of a number of competing factors 
which drive stylistic choice among our participants.  
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