Releasing the Caged Bird: Observing Informant Relationality to Digital Culture During the UK COVID-19 “Lockdown”

In this research I wanted to assess the effect YouTube (the Korean Englishman/Jolly channels) had on myself and my family, and what role it served during the current lockdown situation. I related to YouTube, using it on a daily basis, but I was interested in how my parents (informants) reacted to it - whether they saw it as of little worth, or something more meaningful to them. I carried out this research by watching a variety of videos with my informants, then interviewing them about their feelings. Thorough interviewing was necessary as each video varied in content dramatically, therefore misrepresenting the channels’ content if I based my findings from one video alone.    

I used in-depth interviews, mainly on a passive evaluative level. I prompted them about a certain topic/issue, leaving them to develop their own narrative. I was able to conduct processual interviews, allowing me to observe their behaviour in real time, giving a highly reflective account of their personalities. I outlined an observation template exploring the core themes but also allowing them to add incidental observations about other issues that arose. I ensured that my observations took place at different times of the day and week to give a ‘complete picture’ and identify patterns and differences.

My interviews revolved around using open-ended questions revealing their character and gained an insight into their ‘mental world’. This allowed the informants to fully elaborate their story and reflect. These questions gleaned a comprehensive and coherent insight into my informants. Using this method allowed me to have the accounts of each informant in isolation which I could use in comparison, giving me a well-rounded account from both informants as they may not necessarily share the same viewpoint. This method enabled me to spontaneously ask questions which either could be used for clarification or to further explore a theme. For example, I elaborated on their views on Juno’s role and what her participation brought.  Collating a group view brought surprising insights to my assessment, like how receptive both my parents were to the medium, how willing they were to interact with it.  

Throughout my work I wanted to comply with the ethical guidelines outlined in anthropological research. I was keen not to cause any distress to my informants by giving open-ended questions, allowing for extended dialogue, but also not pressuring them to divulge information that they were not comfortable with imparting. It was done at their own discretion. I made sure I put my participants’ needs and values first (as it was them that I was studying). For example, questions pertaining to their mental health as a direct result of the lockdown. It was a sensitive topic and one that was only lightly discussed and alluded to. The personal domain was something I was interested in, but I did not want to ‘immerse’ myself in it too deeply. I also made sure not to come across as too ‘interrogatively’ as results of this sort would perhaps take place over a longer period, so I asked few questions but emphasised elaboration. Living in the same house, I distanced myself from the project at times. I realised this study could have potentially been quite exhausting for my informants. I periodically interviewed them, but continued to watch the channel’s content, providing me with a chance to formulate more questions. For example, it was only through watching the ‘Samsung video’ (see Reflexive Journal) I questioned the role that corporations played in the YouTube channels. When questioning my informants about this, I concluded that they both felt that this was an unnecessary direction taken by the channels, drifting away from being ‘innocent’, losing its family feeling. 

The main ethical dilemma was the relationship with my informants. Owing to the UK status currently, I was not able to reach a broader range of informants. This did not hinder my work but altered slightly how I interacted with them. I was concerned about the potential for emotional conflict. This was negated by the fact that it was a media that they were not fully familiar with, therefore they could only act as outsiders. Their passing remarks developed into more compounded observations later (such as the familial sense of each ‘cast member’, and comparisons to their own lives). As my informants were my parents, I assumed that I would be well versed with their views. However, this was not the case. The emotional responses I observed were different to what I had perceived. A key assumption was that there would be more reluctance on the informants’ behalf, in their engagement with it.  However, there was a clear contrast and they frequently expressed a wish to examine more content, keen to impart more of their views which had broadened as the study went on. 

I had the predicament of what to call my informants - whether to address them as Mum and Dad, refer to them by their names, or simply Informant A and B? Through discussions with my informants and lecturer, I surmised that it should reflect the ‘personal’. My research has more intimacy than perhaps other anthropological fieldwork because of the imposed living conditions. Due to an emotional conflict in referring to them by name, as it is a family activity, I decided to keep within a familial framework, calling them Mum and Dad. I would refer to them as informants when making general statements. This idea would possibly link into Miller’s (2008) call for a move away from assessing digital globalisation and presenting a regional focus. 

Digital Anthropology shifted away from the inaugurations of the anthropological study, which operated in amongst small-scale societies. The advancement of technology has caused us to be more globalised, giving a wealth of resources at our fingertips. So arguably this could be recognised as a completely new direction for the study. Franz Boas’ theory on Cultural Relativism rings true in a digital context and was mentioned in the Reflexive Journal. Boas’ views on culture also expounded Tylor’s (1958) theorem: “that culture was an integrated system of behaviors, meanings, and psychological dispositions”. [1]. The internet expands the web of human society even further. Boasian notions are even more relevant in a Digital Age in my perception. There are multiple views on the purposes and directional growth, with perhaps the most relevant idea to my work emanating from the work of Daniel Miller. He founded the digital anthropology programme at UCL and is the leading figure on this topic. He shifted his focus from the ‘technophiles of California’ instead exploring Filipina mothers, “who may be deeply suspicious of, and quite possibly detest, much of this new digital technology and only purchased their first computer or started to learn to type within the last two years.” [2]. He feels importance lies in the: “mediated and framed nature of the non-digital world”.[3]. Digital Anthropology fails in making the non-digital world retrospectively unmediated and unframed. He cites Boellstorff’s (2008) repeated use of the word ‘virtual’ which separated the two worlds, undermining the aim of digital anthropology. Clearly, Miller (2012) advocates a synthesis of both worlds. I wanted to emphasise this in my work, I did not want to solely document a digital world, I wanted it to be multi-dimensional account. I showed the perspective of my informants and their lives, how Korean culture was making an appearance in our lives, there was a clear overlap in digital presence in both ‘worlds’. It would be remiss not to observe the ‘duality’ clearly present.

Focusing specifically on exploring their consumption in a specific environment was a good starting point to my work, (as Miller’s work attests) backed up by Boas’ key theory of Cultural Relativism. This is a constantly growing theme, and a keyway to understand it, and build from it is to look at past anthropologists/sociologists like Emile Durkheim (1995) and Franz Boas (1940). However, I also incorporated digital anthropologists like Wesch (2009) who changed the way I saw the ‘relationality’ between the viewer and the vlogger. The role and context of the webcam was far more intrinsic and multi-faceted than I realised. As well as this, Ritzer & Jurgenson (2010) provided an apt analysis of the role of mass consumers, a factor that is increasingly pervasive today. It was prevalent in both channels and was observed by both informants too. My admiration for digital anthropology has stemmed from people’s behavioural patterns in relation to the media, and how the media is projected to us. It is easy to see that this is poles apart from what has come before in anthropology, a radical change in this field. An example of which would be ethnography, which was bound by location and timeframe. Therefore, the relationship with the informant consequently ended. However, social media prompted informants to prolong relationship with anthropologists over distance, distorting the overall nature of the relationship. The digital anthropologist should be wary of ‘blurring’ the two worlds. This is a balance that has been attempted by anthropologists with varying degrees of success. Landzelius (2006) is a notable example in his study of migrants who became dispersed worldwide but tried to re-integrate their families online. The lockdown forced a transition to an online space, but I wanted to emphasise the ‘natural’ world. My aim was to showcase the lives of my informants by distinguishing the two worlds clearly, they are reliant upon each other but cannot be assessed in isolation. This duality was something that I was not previously aware of, but I noticed a prevalence of in digital anthropology. It is a malleable methodology that has no one clearly defined guide (the digital world is boundless and constantly evolving) but it is left to interpretation on how to ‘grasp’ it. Digital anthropology is only pertinent to the anthropologist who studies it.

I assumed that my informants would be more suspicious of this new media, especially as television was the primary source of digital entertainment prior to this. As the work progressed, they both interacted with the media and wanted more interaction following the study. Success in this observation was clear in the increased awareness of Korean culture. It became something ingrained in our lifestyles and adopted into the ‘relaxed activities’ of the household. A positive assumption is that the specificity of the channels would appeal to them, as different foods and cultures remain central to the core values of my informants. I had no qualms about the actual content of the channels. Food and travelling are so familiar to my informants, they “actively look for local food and culture when travelling”, [4] so pluralism was something I knew that they welcomed. It was merely the transition to the online space that concerned me.

In conclusion, my informants responded well to the media presented. They integrated and consequently acculturated with Korea. They engaged with it on a repeated basis, developing as individuals, through incorporation of Korean phrases establishing a broadened lexicon. Through its accessibility it provided an instantaneous window into another life. Accessibility brings knowledge. Digital media has, for better or for worse, built upon the idea of ‘the individual’. The sheer range of information available, at this rate, has changed the way we interact with each other. In terms of digital media, who we are now is not who we were. As a result of the strength of the ’digital’ world, I emphasised the informants’ natural world, so as not to drown them out. Instead I applied the digital media as a tool which “opened their confidence in using media” [5]. This thought process led me to observe along an emic perspective. In terms of the bigger picture, they found themselves part of a wider community, ironically an imperceptible one. Collective effervescence has never been so prominent. Boasian ideas of relativity transcend time, placing themselves heavily in a digital context. Though a recent development, digital anthropology finds its roots in the notions of past anthropologists. Lockdown became an enabler in the accessibility of a global outlook, bringing my informants closer to the ‘invisible family’. It changed the way they saw the internet, now using it for leisure, rather than the lineal functionality of before. It resulted in permanent effects on our family interactions. The internet is a perilous tool and if used to its full potential, care is needed when in the hands of someone who wishes to learn more. In this case it proved successful.
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