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Abstract

Ordinary Outsiders: Transnational Content Creation and the Reclamation of Agency by
“Foreign” Women in South Korea

Anna Lee Swan

Chair of Supervisory Committee:
Dr. LeiLani Nishime

Department of Communication

This project explores the online content and lived experiences of “foreign” women who create
social media content about their lives in South Korea. The commercialization of social media has
led to increased pressure to commodify everyday life. The culture that has emerged on platforms
like YouTube and Instagram is one that normalizes turning people into brands, rewarding
creators who strategically package their lifestyles and align themselves with corporate sponsors.
In the age of the online entrepreneur, it is no longer shocking to hear about a YouTuber whose
livelihood is rooted in producing videos about beauty, fashion, food, health, or travel.
Flourishing from the neoliberal age of social media “influencers,” scholars have offered both
celebratory tales of participatory culture and thorough critiques of platforms’ co-optation of
users’ labor. However, absent from these conversations is a transnational perspective that

considers the ways in which content creators with relatively small audiences carve out spaces



that resist the capitalist imperative to constantly commodify and monetize. For the women whose
experiences inform this dissertation, content creation can be emotionally, personally, and
interpersonally meaningful in ways that help them navigate the challenges of being a woman
online and being a foreign woman in South Korea. Through textual analyses of vlogs (“video
blogs™) and interviews with creators, I demonstrate the ways in which some creators prioritize
community-building, storytelling, and the creative process over quantifiable measures of
“success.” Rather than rendering their experiences with Korea/n culture as exotic or exceptional,
these women use social media to emphasize the ordinary. While these individuals continue to
create within a global platform ecosystem that incentivizes consumption, commaodification, and
competition, their social media participation serves as an affective mode of transnational
communication. For foreigners who are outsiders in the eyes of the state, social media can be a

site at which to reconstitute notions of belonging and reclaim agency.
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Introduction

On August 28, 2013, | arrived at Ewha Womans University in Seoul, South Korea.*
Equipped with the knowledge | had gained while at Yonsei University in 2012, my second time
living in Seoul was one of the most transformative experiences of my early twenties. | met
lifelong friends, spent nights out drinking and dancing till dawn, went on dates all over the city,
and worked as a private English tutor, all while documenting my experiences as an international
student on a public Wordpress blog. | had already been an avid writer on a semi-private
Livejournal, which I used as a site to express my unbridled excitement about Korean popular
culture and to build a network of other English-speaking fans, so blogging felt natural. And
regardless of its publicness, | had no hesitation about putting my life online; like so many other
women | observed sharing snippets of their lives on blogging platforms, | was eager to share my
experiences with anyone who was interested.

This dissertation is grounded in the experiences of women who create social media
content about their lives as “foreigners™? in South Korea. My research, which examines both
vlogs (“video blogs”™) and interview testimonials, makes significant contributions to the
interdisciplinary body of work on social media content creation.® Not only do | consider the
benefits of creative work done by micro- bloggers/vloggers (i.e., individuals with very small

audiences and whose social media has a limited reach), but I also provide a transnational

1 “South Korea” and “Korea” will be used interchangeably throughout the dissertation.

2 T use the term “foreigner” () 3 2 /oegugin/waegukin) throughout this dissertation as a direct translation of the
term used for non-Koreans (specifically those who are visibly non-East Asian) in Korea(n).

3 “Content creation” is a broad term that reflects the production and publishing of anything online that might qualify
as “user-generated content,” or that which is not produced by mainstream media industries. Depending on the
popularity of the creator, there might be additional editors or producers involved in video production, Instagram
posts, etc., and creators may be affiliated with an intermediary management team. However, the individual is still
central to their personal “brand” they have created online. My use of the term “content creators” - rather than
influencers or micro-celebrities - is detailed later in this Introduction.
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perspective that is still largely absent and under-theorized in studies of digital/social media and
user-generated content. Additionally, through an interrogation of the intersections of gender,
culture, and national identity as they emerge through YouTube videos and in creators’ everyday
lives, | provide insight into the ways in which social media can and is used in ways that are not
always “productive” within the scope of platform imperatives to commodify, compete, and
monetize. That is, while the simplistic, the emotional, the slow, the relational, and the aesthetic
aspects of content creation may not be condoned by capitalism, they make our lives richer.

This work builds on that of scholars who have studied “influencers” (Abidin, 2015, 2016,
2018; Garcia-Rapp, 2016, 2017), “micro-celebrities” (Senft, 2008; Marwick & boyd, 2011;
Marwick, 2013), and those who have insisted on creator-centered approaches to studying the
social media industry (Cunningham & Craig, 2019; Craig & Cunningham, 2019). It offers what
the tech industry ethos of incessant innovation and capitalist marketplace logic does not: a
slowing down to consider process over product. While the tech industry was in part built upon a
view of the Internet as a democratizing force, Alice Marwick (2013) points out that “social
media positioned capitalism to be an agent of social change without challenging underlying
inequities” and the (White, male) entreprenecur became revered as the ideal-citizen subject.
Feminist media scholars have echoed this critique of inequity online, highlighting how
hierarchies based on embodied identity are reproduced in online spaces (Nakamura, 2008, 2013)
and the ways in which algorithms perpetuate gendered and racialized oppression (Noble, 2018).

Debates surrounding digital labor have continued to surface with the “platformization” of
society; our increasing dependence on platforms results in an asymmetrical distribution of power
as users’ data continues to be co-opted (van Dijck, Poell, & de Waal, 2018). Platforms like

YouTube, which thrive on constant flows of user-generated content, have become models of
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individual empowerment and creativity (Burgess & Green, 2009). Yet, critical theorists have
argued that creativity online is “the very source of exploitation,” as online platforms commodify
and maintain power over their users (Fuchs, 2013). On the other side of the debate, others have
celebrated the Internet as a space for “participatory culture,” or that which has “relatively low
barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement, strong support for creating and sharing one’s
creations, and some form of informal mentorship whereby what is known by the most
experienced is passed along to novices” (Jenkins et al., 2009, p. 3).

Ultimately, I am ambivalent about platform participation. At the same time that they offer
positive shifts in representation, spaces for artistic expression, and new opportunities for work
and sociality, platforms always constrain the creative process (Duffy, Poell, & Nieborg, 2019). If
an individual wants her story to reach those who would benefit from hearing it, she has little
choice but to package and publish it on a platform that permeates international borders and in a
way that will ensure its visibility. The lack of choice and control users have when it comes to
their uses of social media makes me weary of notions like participatory culture, which can be
overly celebratory, sidestepping the realities of the commodification of users and their content.*
However, my focus on day-in-the-life vlogs, casual conversations, and creators with small
audiences provides insight into phenomena that exist before and/or in spite of commodification.
That is, foreign women in Korea (or virtually anyone, anywhere) are able to leverage social
media platforms to communicate with and cultivate audiences all over the world through their
own means of creative, self-expressive, and often highly visual storytelling. These aspects of

online participation emerged as significant benefits in my conversations with content creators,

4 Not to mention even more insidious aspects of the Internet, like hate speech and the rise of the alt-right, or the
severe exploitation of workers in the gig economy and/or big tech. While these notions are far outside the scope of
this dissertation, it is important not to lose sight of both what fuels and what can result from our everyday uses of the
Internet.
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most of whom were well aware of the negative aspects of social media, but who still continue to
share their lives online.

By weaving together literature from multiple disciplines and combining textual analysis
and qualitative interviews, this dissertation provides insight into a mostly untouched topic (that
is, foreign “lifestyle” creators in Korea) and takes seriously the (at times mundane) lived realities
of women whose content fosters transnational connections. My work adds to conversations about
gender and digital labor, specifically those that have been fleshed out by scholars such as Brooke
Erin Duffy (2015, 2016, 2017) and Crystal Abidin (2015, 2016), while it also offers new
directions in research on content creation; by considering content creation from a transnational
perspective, this project asks how the meanings of racial, national, and cultural identity shift as
media flows across borders. While acknowledging the numerous constraints and challenges
women face, as their presence in Korea as visible “outsiders” provides various privileges and
disadvantages both online and offline, | focus on the emotional, personal, and interpersonal
benefits of social media production/consumption. Ultimately, | argue that, understood as an
affective mode of transnational communication, digital content creation can undermine the
capitalist imperatives of consumption, commodification, and competition. This is especially the
case for content creators whose audiences are relatively small, and who prioritize community-
building, storytelling, and the creative process over quantifiable measures of “success.”
Additionally, for foreigners in South Korea, who are irrevocably outsiders in the eyes of the
state, social media can also be a site at which to reconstitute notions of belonging and identity to
become rooted in multiplicity and difference.

Prefacing my analyses, the following sections of this introduction provide a foundation

for the rest of the dissertation. First, | situate my research within media studies scholarship that
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focuses on influencers, micro-celebrities, and/or content creators, gender, and digital labor. |
discuss the ways in which neoliberalism has been theorized as the guiding logic of content
creation and how women in particular pursue “authentic” self-presentation on social media. As
with other forms of ostensibly “unproductive” labor, women’s participation on social media has
been linked to emotion. | also explore the relevance of emotion and the body in
production/consumption, and as such, the next section provides a brief overview of how |
conceptualize “affect” throughout my dissertation. The next section clarifies my use of the term
“transnationalism” and how I approach my work through a transnational lens. This lends itself to
a brief discussion of Korea as an exemplary site at which to explore the global flows of media, as
well as the shifting meanings of “foreign” identity. Finally, I describe my methodology and
provide details of my research protocol. The methodology section ends with a brief overview of

each chapter.

Self-Presentation on Social Media: Documenting the “Authentic” Self

This project focuses on small-scale content creators who identify as women and who use
blogging platforms, Instagram, YouTube, and/or Twitter to maintain an online presence about
their everyday thoughts, feelings, and/or experiences. Since the inception of my research, media
and communication scholars had already started exploring public figures on social media and
their roles as entrepreneurs, storytellers, celebrities, and makers of community. As a rapidly
changing industry, social media participation is a challenging area of inquiry, but the cultures
that form online reveal much about who we are. Women in particular have been “at the forefront
of transforming personal life into a source of monetization” (Gill & Kanai, 2018, p. 320),
leveraging platforms to express themselves, and vlogging, as a less scripted mode of

communication, allows women to connect with others in more intimate ways.
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With the affordances of platforms, “ordinary” individuals all over the world have been
able to create engaging content that reveals aspects of their real lives and cultivates community.
As a platform ostensibly committed to its “broadcast yourself” ethos, YouTube has played a core
role in the rise of everyday creative practices by ordinary individuals who are able to leverage
their visibility to gain a loyal following (Burgess & Green, 2009). While YouTube has no
shortage of content covering nearly every topic, my interest in vlogs as a primary data source
stems from the format’s association with the (planned or otherwise) candidness of real life,
interactivity with the audience, and vloggers’ need to be legibly “authentic.” For over ten years, I
have been an avid consumer of relatively mundane vlogs of strangers’ lifestyles, and there is
something to be said about the ways in which these videos evoke genuine connection across
difference and distance.

As early as 2008,° vlogs made up the majority of the most popular content on YouTube.
Vlogs relied on “liveness, immediacy, and conversation,” Jean Burgess and Joshua Green (2009)
write, stating that,

The vlog reminds us of the residual character of interpersonal face-to-face

communication...Not only is the vlog technically easy to produce...it is a form whose

persistent direct address to the viewer inherently invites feedback...It seems that, more
than any other form in the sample, the vlog as a genre of communication invites critique,
debate, and discussion...It is this conversational character that distinguishes the mode of
engagement in the categories dominated by user-created content from those dominated by

traditional media. (p. 54)

Later described as not just a genre, but as a “core SME [social media entertainment] format”
(Craig & Cunningham, 2019), vlogging is a mode of online self-presentation that allows

individual creators to communicate directly with others (Griffith & Papacharissi, 2010) and share

aspects of their everyday lives. Vlogs are in part defined by their amateurism, and their

5 YouTube launched in 2005, and rapidly began to gain more traction as a streaming/sharing platform in the few
years after.
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rootedness in reality distinguishes them from most mainstream formats. While interactive by
necessity, Maggie Griffith and Zizi Papacharissi (2010) have argued that vlogs are “not intimate”
because they are “highly controlled presentations” that are “a means to indulge narcissism.”

However, despite any strategicness of self-disclosure, public figures on social media do
establish a sense of familiarity with their audiences that should not be dismissed (Marwick &
boyd, 2011). For example, Rachel Berryman and Misha Kavka (2018) argue for the productivity
of “negative affect vlogs,” or highly-emotive videos in which YouTubers cry, share their
struggles with anxiety, an/or confess difficult aspects of their personal lives. Characterized by
vulnerability, these vlogs “operate as a primary site of the digital intimate public by exhibiting a
potential for community-building through (interpersonal) connection and for self-reflection”
(Berryman & Kavka, 2018, p. 95). Vlogging has also been a way for people from marginalized
groups to intervene in the dominant narrative and share their stories; for transgender individuals,
the vlog can be a “transformative medium for working on, producing and exploring the self”
(Raun, 2015, p. 366), and Black women have taken up vlogging as a way to build community
around self-care behaviors (Neil & Mbilishaka, 2019). Although vlogging centers the individual,
to dismiss it as simplistic, frivolous, or narcissistic is to miss out on the ways in which sharing
one’s authentic self online can be powerful and meaningful.

The notion of “authenticity” is integral to vlogging - or any digital presentation of one’s
“real” life - but it is a contentious term. Since the early days of webcam confessions, authenticity
has been a core component of social media culture; to be “authentic,” one must be perceived as
open, honest, and “being true” to themselves and their audiences (McRae, 2017). In her
foundational work on brand culture, Sarah Banet-Weiser (2012) points out how authenticity is

now a market category. Brands, whether a corporate brand or a personal brand, have become
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increasingly dependent upon emotional appeals, and it is through building an “authentic”
relationship with a consumer - by telling stories, triggering memories, and evoking feelings - that
brands often become successful (Banet-Weiser, 2012). Viewed in the scope of consumption,
authenticity links the individual “to neoliberal capitalism and requires consistent labour, or self-
work, to achieve and maintain its own authentic capital (Genz, 2015, p. 548). The
commodification of authenticity has made an elusive quality into a prerequisite for personal
branding; women on social media are then valued for the degree to which they are able to
successfully perform “realness” and make it attractive to consumers (e.g., brands, corporate
affiliates, ordinary viewers, etc.), while also ensuring that they are simultaneously relatable and
aspirational. As Rosalind Gill and Akane Kanai (2018) write, “confidence for women is required
to be in a state of becoming, as to be fully self-confident is to put one at risk of failing to comply
with other feelings rules of femininity” (p. 323).

The desire to be authentic emerged throughout my interviews with content creators,
regardless of whether they created vlogs or stuck to writing blog posts. All of the women | spoke
with relied on their personal experiences and perspectives to shape their online content, and they
all discussed the ways in which they hoped to relate to their audiences. In her early work, digital
ethnographer Crystal Abidin (2015) demonstrates how creators cultivate “perceived
interconnectedness” with their audiences, a feeling of intimacy that emerges as lifestyle
influencers share private details and mundane aspects of their lives. She points out that these
intimacies are not related to whether or not the creator is truly “authentic,” but that they instead
reflect the emotional impressions left on followers (Abidin, 2015). Rather than judging the extent

to which content creators are truly and transparently sharing their real lives, I am more concerned
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with how they perceive their own participation on social media, the ways in which they present

themselves and their stories, and the impressions their productions can leave.

Commodifying Life Online: Neoliberalism, Gendered Labor, and Micro-celebrity

Following the work of Brooke Erin Duffy (2017), the aspects of social media production
| examine - e.g., lifestyle content, vlogs/blogs, domesticity - are most often associated with and
populated by women. As such, my focus on people who identify as women is intentional. In the
time since platforms like YouTube and Instagram have become ingrained in structures of
monetization, they have simultaneously become dependent upon typically feminized practices
and behaviors (e.g., building and maintaining relationships, caring for the well-being of others,
etc.). This has led feminist media scholars like Jacquelyn Arcy (2016) to argue for more research
on the intensification of gendered labor online. Various scholars have made substantial
contributions to this growing body of literature including those who have studied mommy blogs
(Lopez, 2009; Chen, 2013), fashion blogs (Duffy, 2015, 2016, 2017; Duffy & Hund, 2015;
Pham, 2015), Instagram influencers (Abidin, 2014; Abidin, 2016), and beauty gurus (Garcia-
Rapp, 2018; Garcia-Rapp & Roca-Cuberes, 2017). These feminized domains - including my
focus on travel, tourist, and/or “expatriate”® vlogs - all share an immersion in a neoliberal culture
of self-branding, which promises women’s empowerment through productivity, individualism,
and self-reliance (Banet-Weiser, 2012).

While “neoliberalism” has been somewhat overused in academic critiques of capitalist
excess, Marwick (2013) observes, it can also be used to “indicate a form of governmentality,

specifically the theory that the free market has become an organizing principle of society” (p.

6 Although, following arguments made by David Oh (2018), | do not use this term explicitly, but at times, vloggers
have referred to themselves as expats.
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12). Contemporary neoliberal society celebrates the entrepreneur, an individual who is self-
sufficient, flexible, and constantly seeking self-improvement (Marwick, 2013). Neoliberalism’s
insistence on empowering the individual presupposes that all people are given equal opportunity
(which we know is not the case), and that success is largely (if not solely) dependent upon the
individual capacity for self-discipline and productivity. Rosalind Gill (2007) has suggested that
women, who are required to perform their ongoing self-transformation to a greater degree than
men, are positioned as the “ideal” neoliberal subject. Already expected to constantly monitor,
manage, and optimize their appearances, women who curate a public social media presence are
encouraged to then capitalize on their entire lifestyles. The commodification of everyday life can
be understood as a form of gendered labor insofar as content creators (regardless of gender) are
asked to view themselves and their lives as relatable and marketable, making content that appeals
to the emotions of audiences and maintaining relationships with these audiences. As with
corporate branding practices that seek to establish and sell lifestyles and ideologies (rather than
simply products), self-branding calls for individuals to foster emotional relationships with their
audiences/consumers (Banet-Weiser, 2012), an endeavor that has been historically feminized.

It is this culture of neoliberalism and gendered labor on social media that has given rise to
the “micro-celebrity” phenomenon. In her critical ethnographic study of camgirls, Theresa Senft
(2008) coins the term “micro-celebrity” through her examination of the performative practices of
women who broadcast themselves online. She identifies this self-presentation as a brand in the
attention economy that relies on “emotional labor,” the strategic management of emotional states
by workers in particular professions (e.g., flight attendants) to keep consumers satisfied
(Hochschild, 1983). The laborious task of making connections with others online is now a

prerequisite for public figures on social media, particularly those whose online presence is
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grounded in “realness.” This shift toward the “real” is characteristic of the era of micro-celebrity.
Micro-celebrity is both a “state of being famous to a niche group of people” as well as a behavior
(Marwick, 2013), and can be understood as a response to the neoliberal imperative to view all
aspects of life through market logic. Senft (2008) defines micro-celebrities as individuals who
rely on digital technologies to “amp up” their popularity and whose niche “fame” comes from
their ordinariness and the closeness they cultivate with their audiences. Being a micro-celebrity
also “requires creating a persona, producing content, and strategically appealing to online fans by
being authentic” (Marwick, 2013, p. 114). Any digital content producer with any audience size
can be a micro-celebrity practitioner (Marwick, 2013), as long as they are perceived as relatable,
authentic, and ordinary, and aim to sustain a consistent self-brand (Khamis, Ang, & Welling,
2017).

It is both the notion of consistency - a tricky quality to manage when branding is applied
to a human being - and the attraction toward fame and celebrity (Khamis, Ang, & Welling, 2017)
that serves as a point of departure for my research. Whether one has a public or private social
media profile, we measure our “success” by the numbers of likes, comments, or followers we
accumulate (Khamis, Ang, & Welling, 2017). For platforms, advertisers, and corporations,
quantifiable engagement is a quick and easy way to determine individual worth. However, this
only provides a partial perspective of the variation in lives lived online. The women I focus on in
this dissertation do construct self-brands, but they are not actively (or at least, not obviously)
seeking fame or celebrity, are often inconsistent with their uploads and self-presentation, and
simply do not appeal to a large enough audience to garner more attention. While the notion of
micro-celebrity puts into perspective the behavioral norms of “influencers” in the attention

economy, the term “content creators” is more fitting in my work. Social media industry
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researchers David Craig and Stuart Cunningham (2019) argue that both “micro-celebrity” and
“influencer” carry pejorative weight (with the latter being outright rejected by creators). Instead,
they use the term “creator,” defined as “commercializing and professionalizing native social
media users who generate and circulate original content to incubate, promote, and monetize their
own media brand on the major social media platforms as well as offline” (Craig & Cunningham,
2019, p. 70). While the women | spoke with were not always (if ever) seeking to commercialize
or monetize their content, the term “creator” emphasizes the act of creation, rather than the
potential impact they have on “consumers.”

Perhaps due to the engaging literature on micro-celebrity and headlines indicating shock
and awe at video game streamers and beauty gurus becoming some of the wealthiest kids on the
Internet, little detailed attention has been paid to smaller creators. This oversight is
understandable; the free-for-all market of social media production is oversaturated, so choosing
to focus on individuals with the most subscribers/followers makes sense in determining
mainstream norms and genre trends. However, my own stumbling into the subscriber base of
smaller YouTubers (and then watching some individuals’ lives unfold over 10 years) made me
realize the importance of these communities rooted not in mainstream appeal or entertainment,
but in affective engagement and intimacy. When I routinely type “youtube” into the address bar,
and am notified immediately that someone | follow has posted a new video (just 24 hours ago, 10
hours ago, 56 minutes ago...), [ am drawn to click without thinking. My intangible attachment to
this individual - whether she lives in Seattle, London, Tokyo, or Seoul - repeatedly pulls me to
her content, and | imagine others feel the same. Speaking to these impalpable feelings many of

us experience in relation to media, the next section clarifies the ways in which I conceptualize



ORDINARY OUTSIDERS 13

“affect” in my research before explaining my insistence on a transnational approach to cultural

production and consumption.

Affect and Digital Discourse

At the center of the consistent processes of gendered labor and authentic content creation
is the body, tied to other bodies through mediated communication. Social media - and the
commodified world of social media influencers in particular, who often produce content in
affiliation with companies - is often touted as “fake.” When I chat with people about my
dissertation topic, they immediately steer the conversation in one of two directions: excitement
about their favorite influencers or mild fascination with (and/or disbelief surrounding) the youth
obsession with fake and frivolous celebrities.” Regardless of judgments about what makes
content “quality” or worthwhile - an argument | do not find particularly interesting - there is no
doubt that digital/social media makes people feel, sometimes in ways that are impossible to
articulate.

In the chapters that follow, | demonstrate how content creation is an affective mode of
communication. While affect theory spans various disciplines and has at times been theorized as
pre-cognitive and non-representational,® | consider affect to be embodied and social. Affect is
both felt investment and embodied force; “affect is found in those intensities that pass body to
body...[and that] can even leave us overwhelmed by the world’s apparent intractability”
(Siegworth & Gregg, 2010, p. 1). Understanding affect allows us to identify how emotions have

a particular intensity that does social and material work (Ahmed, 2004a). Beyond that, affect can

7 Or, in the case of my older relatives, a general lack of understanding what any of this means.
8 e.g., theories of affect discussed by Brian Massumi or Nigel Thrift.
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also be considered as a social practice. In her pragmatic approach to emotion and affect in social
research, Margaret Wetherell (2015) argues that,
affective practice is a moment of recruitment, articulation or enlistment when many
complicated flows across bodies, subjectivities, relations, histories and contexts entangle
and intertwine together to form just this affective moment, episode or atmosphere with its
particular possible classifications (p. 160)
As a contextual and relational performance, affect helps constitute online communities based on
sharing, belonging, and discursive practice (Ddveling et al., 2018). In their discussion of “digital
affect cultures,” or those that form community bonds through centralizing emotion online, Katrin
Doveling and colleagues (2018) also point to the practical aspects of affect. Centralizing affect as
cultural practice “allows us to take into account the cultural as well as situational differences in
doing affect, the meanings attached to specific emotions, and the normative dimension inherent
in normalized practices as the preferred way of doing things” (Ddveling et al., 2018, p. 3). Their
emphasis on globalization provides a framework for understanding the cultural practices of
communities that figure themselves around content creators. Although Déveling et al. (2018)
focus on global fan communities, they also centralize the discursive elements of digital affect
cultures that help facilitate a sense of belonging. As a discourse analyst, Wetherell (2015) argues
that affect cannot be detangled from everyday talk (and texts). Although discourse and affect
have been viewed as oppositional - discourse being the conscious and deliberate, and affect the
involuntary and pre-cognitive - discourse and affect are intertwined (Wetherell, 2012). By
thinking about discourse in a practical light (as language-in-use), Wetherell (2012) argues that
“distinctions between cognitive and non-cognitive, representational and non-representational,
conscious and unconscious, language and the body become less and less clear-cut” (p. 53). This

understanding of affect and its relationship to discourse highlights the complexity and messiness

of meaning-making processes as they take place online/offline and transnationally.
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A Transnational Approach to Cultural Production/Consumption

When people begin making online content about their lives abroad, it is not only the
video of them visiting a new restaurant or the blog post informing others about how to get a visa
that communicates multiple layers of meaning, but also their identities and the extent to which
they “belong” in one place or another (online and offline). As such, | am also interested in the
transnational flows of content creation. “Flow” here insinuates movement, continuous
circulation, a steady stream of media, images, information, people, capital, and identities, while
“transnational” captures a sense of the dialogical relationship between the global and local. It is
not only that women worldwide are offered “more diverse content, greater opportunities to
distribute their own material, the potential to attract audiences beyond their locality, and clearer
avenues for monetisation than broadcast film and television” (Abidin & Brown, 2018, p. xiv).
Our constant encounters and interactions with difference on social media have the potential to
shift the ways in which we understand ourselves and our relationships with others.

Transnationalism is not a singular theory, but a set of processes (Waldinger & Fitzgerald,
2004). These processes neither negate the significance of the nation-state nor nationally-defined
boundaries (physical or otherwise), but accentuate the global flows of information and consider
the interconnections and asymmetries from a more localized perspective (lwabuchi, 2002).
Aihwa Ong (1999) uses the term transnationalism to refer to the horizontal and relational
“conditions of cultural interconnectedness and mobility across space” (p. 4), articulating how
various global processes (e.g., migration, business networks, relocation, etc.) are embedded in
political-economic forces. From this perspective, people’s everyday actions are considered in
relation to power. Transnationalism has been used in numerous disciplines to capture a sense of

moving “beyond” the state (Waldinger & Fitzgerald, 2004), but this does not mean that state
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power has been weakened (Ong, 1999) or that legal, geographical, and cultural boundaries no
longer matter (Iwabuchi, 2002). Instead, a transnational framework requires that we attend to the
ways in which the situated, local culture informs, and is informed by, the complex factors of the
global (Shome, 2010) while also considering the material realities of race, ethnicity, culture,
nationality, and/or citizenship.

Unlike the term “international,” which connotes relationships between state actors and
national governments (Waldinger & Fitzgerald, 2004; Vertovec, 2009), “transnational” is used to
describe phenomena related to the global flows of individuals, social movements, groups,
businesses, and any other non-state actors (Hannerz, 1996). Relatedly, while the term
“globalization” speaks to increased social, political, and economic interconnectedness, especially
that which is due to technological innovations, anthropologist UIf Hannerz (1996) rejects
globalization as an all-encompassing term, arguing that we bring it “back down to earth.” To do
so requires a consideration of local context within globalization, examining the interplay between
global and local. Koichi Iwabuchi (2002) also proposes a rethinking of globalization, extending
discussions of transnationalism to media and popular culture. lwabuchi (2002) considers the
intra-Asian flows of Japanese popular culture, identifying the extent to which Japan has
successfully localized - or, “subtly indigenized” - Western cultural products. This process is an
example of hybridity, a concept born out of postcolonial studies that “displaces our conception of
clearly demarcated national/cultural boundaries which have been based upon a binary opposition
between ‘us’ and ‘them,’ ‘the West’ and ‘the Rest,” and the colonizer and colonized” (Iwabuchi,
2002, p. 65).

More recently, this discussion of hybridity, transnationalism, and popular culture has

been extended to a Korean context. Beginning with the popularity of television dramas across
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Asia in the late 1990s, the Korean Wave (Hallyu/ *-%) surged worldwide by the late 2000s.

With social media at their disposal, scores of international fans - especially of Korean popular
music (K-pop), but also K-dramas, reality and game shows, and e-sports/online games - were
able to enjoy (and participate in the global discourse surrounding) Korean entertainment media.
Dal Yong Jin (2016) calls this era “the new Korean Wave,” which is distinguished in large part
by the popularity of Korea(n culture and cultural products) in the West, and he situates Hallyu as
both transnational cultural production and transnational cultural flow (p. 17). Similarly, we can
understand creative work produced by “ordinary” individuals (i.e., bloggers, YouTubers, etc.)
that mixes cultures and traverses borders as being a distinctly transnational phenomenon. Not
only does their digital content flow between cultures and nations, circulating among and
receiving feedback from viewers around the world, but they retain their “original” identities,
while also gaining new ones. That is, when one moves abroad, she does not (necessarily) lose her
citizenship or revoke her heritage, but instead, begins to absorb local ways of being into her
sense of self.®

In his analysis of YouTube comments on the depiction of White expatriates in Korea as
xenophobic and racist, David Chison Oh (2018) argues that it is important to “complicate
understandings of transnationalism to include the multiple directions in which migration occurs.”
“Understanding White migrants’ reception and interpretations of place,” he continues, “ can shed
light on the ways that racial ideologies travel and are contained in local spaces” (p. 307). The
women in this study are majority White and are all from Western countries.® | recognize that the

term “Western” carries the weight of binary divisions between West and East, however, I use the

9 This notion of multiplicity and integrating the “Other” into one's sense of self is characteristic of a cosmopolitan
subjectivity, the focus of Chapter Two.

10 National origin was part of the study design, but that eight of my nine interviewees were White was an
unintentional result based on who responded positively to my recruitment email.
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term “Western” as a shorthand way to collectively refer to my interviewees’ countries of
origin.!! Their experiences as women from the U.S. and Europe reflect the privilege that comes
with race and/or nationality,*? both on global (online) and local (in Korea) levels, while at the
same time, all non-Korean individuals are treated as hypervisible “Others.” Of course,
hypervisibility means different things for different migrants. When a Black American woman
moves to South Korea and broadcasts her life to a global audience, her racial identity is imbued
with additional layers of meaning; while Blackness is stigmatized as racially inferior in both the
U.S. and Korea, it carries different social and historical weight.'® Employing a transnational
framework to the study of content creation allows us to see how racialized identity shifts in
meaning (both for creators and for audiences) as someone moves to other locations.

My choice to focus on Korea is partially a reflection of studying a context I know well
from an outsider’s perspective. But Korea also carries a fraught history of occupation by
imperialist superpowers that has resulted in continued struggles over the protection of racial,
ethnic, and national identity. Namely, facing hostile assimilationist policies by the Japanese
colonial regime from 1910-1945, Koreans established a national identity based on ethnic

homogeneity as a means of survival (Lee, 2009). While strengthening a sense of unity and

11 1 also capitalize “White” when it is used to identify the race of an individual. The Associated Press made an
official statement in 2020 to keep the term lowercase, avoiding the uncertainty around who is and who is not
included in the category. There is also a legitimate point to be made in regard to the capitalization of White by white
supremacist organizations. However, I follow sociologist and race scholar Eve Ewing, who writes: “When we ignore
the specificity and significance of Whiteness — the things that it is, the things that it does — we contribute to its
seeming neutrality and thereby grant it power to maintain its invisibility.” While I am not necessarily set on
capitalizing the term in all contexts, nor do I reject those who argue against it, capitalizing White in this particular
study emphasizes the privilege this visible racial category evokes in the context of Korea.

12 And to some extent, class. Although, this is not something disclosed in YouTube content, nor was it at all part of
my interview protocol. Nevertheless, class carries privilege on both an individual level (how much money the
person has/makes and even how brands judge their monetary worth) and a structural level (if someone is from a
“rich” country like the United States, they will be viewed differently than if they are from a “poor” country).

13 gpecifically, the violent history of enslavement and brutalization in the U.S., versus Korea’s buy-in to Eurocentric
racialized hierarchies. “Black™ was originally used in Korea to refer to Southeast Asian individuals (as a pejorative)
and was later reinvented as “failure to modernize...was juxtaposed with failure of race” as Korean scholars in the
1890s-1930s subscribed to the notion that “white civilization” was inherently superior (Kim, 2015).
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resilience among Korean people, ethnonationalism inherently excludes any and all outsiders
from fitting comfortably in society. As the Korean government faced a labor shortage in the late
1980s and early 1990s, the influx of foreign workers began to disrupt the homogeneous makeup
of the population. Since the early 2000s, there has been a dramatic growth in Korea’s immigrant
population. With the majority of migrants coming from other Asian countries (namely, China,
Vietnam, and the Philippines), Korea’s foreign population grew from roughly 210,000 in 2010 to
2.2 million in 2017 (Korean Immigration Service cited in Chung, 2020). As the number of
foreigners in Korea continues to grow, studies of identity and transnationalism are crucial for
understanding and reimagining how notions of belonging might be reconfigured. At the same
time, foreigners from Western countries who make public content about their lives in Korea
cannot escape the legacies of colonialism their presence carries, a point which | elaborate on in
my Conclusion. However, in content that centralizes the ordinariness of daily life, Korea is not
simply backdrop nor a space to be claimed, but instead, the “everyday” Korea is co-constructed
through experiences - of viewing, filming, sharing, discussing - and through emotion. As creators
cultivate intimacy with their audiences, they also facilitate audiences’ relationships to Korea.

In the next section, | describe my methodology, detailing my critical and qualitative
approaches to data collection, transcription, analysis, and ethics. After this focus on process, |
briefly outline each individual chapter before contextualizing foreigners’ experiences with and

relationships to content creation in Chapter One.



ORDINARY OUTSIDERS 20

Methodology

This dissertation is grounded in feminist methodologies and relies on both critical and
interpretive approaches to studying communication. Interpretivism does not seek to determine
causal relationships, but uses an inductive approach to theory-building and prioritizes a local
understanding over generalizable explanation (Miller, 2002). Interpretivism seeks patterns within
social behavior, often utilizes grounded theory that is produced systematically, and relies heavily
on data, such as that produced from ethnographies and interviews. To complement this paradigm,
my analysis of texts is informed by critical theory. While sharing interpretivism’s rejection of
objectivity, critical theory diverges in its prioritization of values. That is, critical scholars do not
just acknowledge the influence of their subjectivity on their research, but embrace it, arguing that
values should drive scholarship. Critical work insists on attending to issues of power and
ideology and views the production of knowledge as having emancipatory potential (Lather,
2004; Miller, 2002).

Historically, critical theory and cultural studies have had a fraught relationship with
feminism, often overlooking interlocking systems of oppression and intersectional
understandings of identity. For example, while Stuart Hall has greatly shaped work on
hegemony, race, and representation, his analyses do not adequately attend to gender as a central
factor in social life (Miller, 2002). Similarly, while Marxist perspectives on class inequities and
subordination have massively shaped critical theory, they too need feminist theory to inform the
impact of other facets of identity in social organization that cannot be removed from
socioeconomic status. Guided by the work of feminist scholars such as Kimberle Crenshaw and
Gloria Anzaldua, I consider the ways in which multiple identities interact to position particular

individuals as more privileged or more marginalized than others. Additionally, following Donna
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Haraway (1988), my analyses offer a partial perspective. Throughout my chapters, | practice
reflexivity; I am transparent about my subjectivity and my own (and my participants’)
situatedness within our limited worldviews.

In describing the partial perspective, Haraway (1988) argues for a “view from the body,”
rather than a detached objectivity “from nowhere” (p. 598). As we move into online spaces, the
body does not lose its significance; the Internet is always an embodied space (Daniels, 2009).
Numerous critical new media scholars have emphasized the ways in which offline identities and
lived realities translate to experiences online (Chun, 2013; Daniels, 2009; Nakamura, 2008),
despite the persistent desire to characterize digital spaces as separable from the popular
conceptualization of “reality.” The salience of embodiment online comes through in my chapters,
as I discuss modes of documenting and narrating one’s life for an audience with whom they can
connect on an emotional level. My own body and emotions are also imbricated in the processes
of research and writing, informing the impact both texts and participants have on my being in the
online/offline world.

Considering my participation in online spaces alongside content creators, and my prior
experiences living in Korea, | take an ethnographic approach to Internet research. | have used
multimodal critical discourse analysis to analyze my texts (YouTube videos) and | have
conducted interviews with creators. | analyzed interview data by parsing emergent themes and
creating corresponding codes; these codes were then refined through multiple readings of the
transcripts and categorized into five predominant categories (detailed later in this section).
Utilizing these complementary methods create a fuller picture of the value and meaning of
content creation by foreign women in South Korea. My use of these two primary methods has

resulted in two data sets: vlog-style videos across six YouTube channels and interview
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transcripts from conversations with nine content creators. Implicit in my analysis is the
understanding that these data - while technically made static through data collection and analysis
- are apt to shift and change over time. It is the nature of online videos to disappear, to lose their
relevance, or to gain new meaning as they are encountered at different points in time. Similarly,
while my interviewees reveal numerous aspects of their lives that have been challenging as well
as rewarding, their lives go on after our conversations and their views may change. Some of the
women | spoke with have moved back to their home countries, for example, and may develop
different perspectives on their time in Korea in hindsight. These are unavoidable limitations to
online social research, but nevertheless my findings contribute to ongoing conversations
surrounding creative work, identity, and the global reach of social media.

In the sections that follow, | discuss my research methods in further detail. First, | review
ethics and Terms of Service, considerations that are especially crucial for scholars of online
culture. Then, I explain my use of ethnographic methods, as well as my analyses of texts and
interview data. Finally, | present some limitations of my work and suggest pathways for future

research. This discussion is then followed by an overview of the dissertation.

Feminist Ethics and the Ownership of Data

Researching public online content (and the experiences of the individuals who create it)
requires a careful consideration of best practices for data collection, anonymization, consent, and
anticipating the future impacts of one’s findings. Broadly speaking, my research process is
guided by Brittany Kelley’s (2016) “goodwill heuristic approach to online research methods”
and Mary Elizabeth Luka & Melanie Millette’s (2018) situated ethics of care. Kelley’s (2016)
work comes out of fan studies, and as such, she is concerned with how academics who utilize fan

works from online sources in their research need to negotiate fans’ concerns with privacy and the
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conventional norms of fan spaces. Although I do not identify as a fan studies researcher, my
work does frequently engage with fan studies literature and | believe that “a truly goodwill
ethical positioning requires that we abdicate the throne of expertise and open ourselves to
vulnerability” (Kelley, 2016, 4.10). This means that, even when I do not “reveal” myself as a
researcher during online observation, I will not hold my own interpretations to be necessarily
more significant or insightful than those of participants.

Also speaking of feminist ethics, Luka & Millette (2018) acknowledge the anxiety-
induced demands of academia and constraints of both career and publication which naturally
limit one’s ability to always adhere to their proposed thoroughness, and suggest at least keeping
in mind their ethical principles. One of the most useful takeaways from this article is their
concept of “speculation” as a method and as “a gathering of possibilities [that] establishes the
researcher’s stance as one among many, sensitive to their own biases, power, and identity
positions, thereby compelling each to unpack or even give up preexisting conceptual frames and
labels (Luka & Millette, 2018, p. 5). By addressing the speculative quality of Internet research,
their position meshes well with Kelley’s (2016) in that both emphasize the unavoidable
situatedness of research and acknowledge the multiple viewpoints from which one can address a
particular research question or social phenomena. Speculation is especially important when
doing empirical and/or big data research, which can often be easily detached from one’s
subjectivity, but it is a useful concept to employ in qualitative and critical work as well.

It is not always possible to determine to what extent content creators understand the
public status of their contributions to platforms. Researchers have the responsibility to recognize
how their use of online data can potentially reflect upon and effect their “participants,” especially

when Internet users likely do not anticipate their online lives being used for research purposes.
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The boundaries between public and private are blurry online, and any information used for
research has the possibility of being traced back to individual users (Sugiura et al., 2017). One
way to mitigate this is through anonymization, which | have done for my interviewees. To avoid
potentially identifying my participants, I have only included minimal personal details (e.g.,
countries of origin, age, gender) which are necessary for contextualizing their experiences in
Korea and online. However, | have not anonymized the work of those creators whose viogs |
analyze in Chapters Two and Three. This is in part due to the improbability of doing so, since
their online personas and personal details are so integral to their online presence. By not
anonymizing video content, | am also able to attribute the creative work to the proper authors.
That said, 1 still contacted all six of these individuals at the inception of my study to inform them
of my work and provide them an opportunity to opt out. However, as other scholars dealing with
public figures have likely experienced, | received no confirmation of their receiving my emails
(with the exception of Cari who showed interest in also being interviewed, but who never
followed up).

Beyond making ethical decisions surrounding anonymization and the protection of
participants, platforms also carry their own Terms of Service that can shape the ways in which
data is collected and/or presented. For example, in their work describing the ethical challenges of
publishing social media data, Libby Bishop and Daniel Gray (2017) note that - at least at the time
of their work - Twitter’s terms and conditions actually required a lack of anonymization of
published Tweets. While this is likely intended to protect intellectual property by giving credit to
the Tweet’s original creator, it means that the researcher must negotiate legal compliance and the

risks in not anonymizing data. This is a rather unique challenge of online research and requires
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that researchers understand the technical, legal, and cultural specificities of each individual
platform and website.

YouTube’s Terms of Service ultimately puts the onus on individual creators, stating that
the user is responsible for all content uploaded onto the site. Google, as YouTube’s parent
company, collects and owns virtually all accessible user data. To avoid breaching Terms of
Service, | have not collected any data otherwise unavailable to the public; this means that | have
not downloaded entire videos for the purpose of research. By not downloading videos, | also do
not possess a copy of videos that creators may want to rescind from public access on the
platform. As of this writing, all videos that are described or featured in screenshots are still
publicly accessible via the YouTube channels on which they were originally published, but that

IS subject to change, as is the nature of online research.

Ethnographic Approaches to Internet Research

This dissertation relies on an ethnographic approach to Internet research. Traditionally,
ethnography is a cross-disciplinary method applied to physical settings and generally requires
that the researcher spend an extended amount of time in an unfamiliar place as a participant
observer, taking detailed observational field notes and coming to conclusions through a grounded
theory approach. Ethnographers aim to make explicit the often overlooked ways in which people
live their lives. Extended to online spaces, virtual ethnography can be used “to develop an
enriched sense of meanings of the technology and cultures which enable it and are enabled by it”
(Hine, 2000, p. 8). Online ethnography shares many of the qualities of offline ethnography,
including experiential knowledge through participant observation over an extended period of

time (Abidin, 2015; Wilkinson & Patterson, 2010); it provides a way of seeing through the eyes
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of participants, observing (and interacting with) these individuals within spaces in which they
naturally engage (Hine, 2000).

Unlike other ethnographies of social media, such as Florencia Garcia-Rapp’s (2018)
digital ethnography of YouTuber bubzbeauty which focuses on identifying community norms, I
have no discernable field site with which | have regularly engaged. Because | am more interested
in creators’ representation of identity, nation, culture, and affect, their self-presentation, and their
relationship to content creation, | have instead selected a corpus of online texts and conduct
semi-structured interviews. These choices allow me to focus on creators, rather than the more
expansive communities and the norms that form around them; this project is not concerned with
longitudinal trends or defining broader cultures of social media, so keeping a static and
manageable data set was the best way to be able to maintain focus, and return to and engage
deeply with the data.

Despite inconclusive definitions of what “counts” as an ethnographic research project, I
borrow a number of approaches that fit within the scope of ethnography. While I have not spent
time living amongst the specific communities that emerge surrounding every creator whose
content informs my work - in large part because that would not answer my research questions - |
have “lived” on YouTube as a subscriber to other lifestyle vloggers for over ten years. My
experience as an avid and regular viewer of women’s lifestyle, diet and exercise, fashion, and
day in the life videos in the past decade gives me insight into the expectations and emotional
draw of this genre of content. As | have mentioned in my Introduction, I have also blogged
regularly as a member of the international K-pop fandom (2009-2011) and as a White woman
living abroad in South Korea (2012-2013), and spent my late teens and early twenties on social

media, meeting people like me from all over the world. These perspectives allow me to provide
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insight into the meaning-making of content creation that is largely absent from the
communication and media studies literature, and offer a more user-/creator-centered view.
While some scholars like Senft (2008), who practiced webcamming while studying
camgirls, have been active participants in the worlds they study, most academic researchers
possess a degree of “outsiderness” that can be both limiting and beneficial. Although I am an
avid viewer and have been a casual blogger, I have never maintained a public online presence,
nor have | lived in Korea for more than six months at a time. While | discuss the downsides of
these perspectives in my limitations section later in this chapter, being an outsider to these
worlds can also be advantageous. By maintaining some degree of objectivity and having access
to academic resources (e.g., access to scholarship, training in analytical methods), | provide a
critical lens through which to understand content creation and how it fits into broader social,
economic, and historical contexts. My outsider status also allows me to think through issues,
such as the tourism industry’s reliance on “authentic” social media production or the origins of
Korea’s migrant visa system, that may otherwise be taken for granted by participants themselves.
Like with fieldwork, memo writing was integral in all stages of my research process,
including data collection and transcription, conducting interviews, analyzing data, and
developing theory. Some memos were brief reflections on my reactions to interviews or
watching a video, while others were longer, stream-of-consciousness analyses of data. | wrote
memos regularly from 2019-2021 after each interview, while | was watching vlogs for the first
time, and as a way to organize my thoughts while reading relevant literature and synthesizing my
findings. This resulted in over 300 pages of both digital (Google Docs) and analogue (two
handwritten journals) documents. My memos varied in length, were written 3-5 times per week,

and their content changed depending on the stage of research; when | began the interview
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process, for example, | took notes on my frustration with soliciting participants, as well as after
my initial observations and reactions to conversations. These latter memos were particularly
useful, as | observed the directions in which my interviewees guided our conversations and could
adjust my interview style accordingly. An excerpt from October 23, 2019 reads:
My interviews have gone fairly smoothly so far, and all participants have been eager to
answer my questions. It does seem that we tend to slip into discussing quite a bit about
their experiences as foreigners in SK, with maybe less attention than | was originally
anticipating paid to the experiences as foreign CREATORS in SK. Some of this is due to
the popularity/motivations - particularly for bloggers - as those who do not monetize
content or “owe it” to audiences to consistently produce might feel like the creation
aspect is less a part of their lives - just a side note to their main jobs and life trajectory.
When developing my interview questions, | had not anticipated the relevance of monetization
and how that might shape creators’ relationships with their audiences, but this turned out to be a
significant finding. In another excerpt, | asked questions regarding my observation of the
popularity of videos filmed “in homes/apartments/airbnbs + airplanes/airports” and my finding
that interviewees’ audiences kept asking them to film apartment tours. On January 27, 2020, I
wrote:
What is it about being let in someone’s home - especially these intimate spaces in another
country - that draws us to these videos (and in turn, these individuals)? What is it about
having a fuller view of the travel process that gets views? These airplane/airport viogs
serve as kind of tutorials, so does that mean it either encourages people to travel to Korea
smoothly, or does it discourage them from feeling the need to travel at all via living
vicariously?
Memo writing helped shape my arguments and allowed me to move iteratively between the data
and the literature to generate theory.
Finally, throughout this dissertation | take into consideration the social and material
aspects of platforms and the cultures that emerge through their use. I acknowledge the influence

of material constraints on social behavior and recognize that digital methods must follow the

functions of platforms insofar as they structure communication (Caliandro, 2018). For example,
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YouTube presents its users a set of material constraints and affordances through which to
operate, and its monetization structure, paired with the YouTube Partner Program and the
various investments of large corporations, situates all YouTubers within a particular capitalist
system. With this in mind, I consider online social formations and users’ self-presentations

within - and entwined with - the structures of the platforms (Caliandro, 2018).

Textual Analysis: Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis

The textual analyses woven throughout this dissertation are pulled from six primary
content creators. This sample was intentionally diverse, incorporating not just the most
measurably popular creators who fit my criteria, but three “tiers” of individuals whose
subscribership ranged from 40K-310K at the time of finalizing my sample. Ultimately, | arrived
at the following: “top” tier, ~230-310K subscribers (whitneybae vlogs (Whitney), Farina Jo),
“mid” tier, ~120-150K subscribers (cari cakes (Cari), kali lowe (Kali)), and “low” tier, ~40K
subscribers (“Hijabi in Seoul City” (Iman), “DearSeoul” (Rachel)). 14 1> These creators are all
young, non-Korean women from Western countries whose online content is heavily reliant on
both presenting their “real” selves/lives while working in, traveling to, and/or studying in South
Korea. Their channels have fluctuated in viewership over time, as have their lives as some have
moved away from Korea, while others seek more opportunities within the country, yet all
maintain some online presence, even though the nature of online content is to shift, change, and

unfortunately, disappear.

14 These subscriber counts have all slightly changed since data was collected in late 2019. | also recognize that
Farina Jo is now a notable outlier, as her YouTube channel surpassed one million subscribers in 2021. However,
because my sample was pulled from videos that were posted prior to her reaching greater YouTube fame, the
arguments made in relation to the benefits of smaller audiences are still relevant. Farina’s content also grew to center
primarily on her relationship (numerous “couples” tag videos and using the word “boyfriend” in most video titles)
and her lifestyle, rather than specifically Korea- or K-pop-related content. The evolution of one’s content and online
persona is an inevitability that researchers should be aware of and explicit about in social media research.

15 vignettes for these creators can be found in Appendix A. These vignettes serve as short narratives reflecting the
online personas of each creator.
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To unpack the layers of meaning within these videos, | rely on Gunther Kress and Theo
van Leeuwen’s (2001) initial framework for multimodal discourse analysis (MDA), a method
that considers meaning to be infused with power relations and understands language as non-
neutral (Gibson et al., 2015). It not only focuses on the existence of multiple modes of
communication and representation, but also considers the interplay between them (Pauwels,
2012), and always constitutes and is constituted by social action (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001).
The inherent multimodality of digital spaces requires that researchers are able to take into
account the interactivity between modes of representation, considering both the material
constraints and affordances, as well as more semiotic and aesthetic elements. Because | am
concerned with issues of power, identity, and representation, my approach is also grounded in
critical theory. A critical approach to MDA acknowledges the power dynamics that shape/inform
all communication, emphasizing the “how,” rather than just the “what” (Machin & Mayr, 2012),
and critiquing “how societies produce and perpetuate social wrongs, and how people seek to
remedy or mitigate them” (Fairclough, 2010 [1995], p. 7). The combination of modes in any one
text suggest “particular versions of social reality that are not neutral with regard to power: they
serve some interest while marginalizing others” (Jancsary et al., 2016).

| finalized my video sample in October 2019 (N=111),¢ which reflected the top twenty!’
most popular “vlog” style videos*® by each creator. Guided by education researcher Ashley

Patterson’s (2018) qualitative work relying on YouTube content, I collected links to videos to

16 Finalized video sample detailed in Appendix B

17 1deally, my sample would have included nine more videos, however, DearSeoul did not end up producing enough
videos that might qualify as in the vlogging or lifestyle genres to sample nine more. (Her halting content creation
was due in part to a “scandal” discussed briefly in Chapter Four). That said, I still argue that her channel is a good
example of this type of content creation and is one of the few that has beyond 40K subscribers.

18 This included videos explicitly marked “VLOG” by creators, but also incorporated any videos that showed some
aspects of their everyday lives and routine behaviors and captured what | would categorize as “lifestyle” genre. This
does not include videos like makeup tutorials or “challenge” videos, but does include room tours (see: Chapter Two)
and advice-based videos (e.g., what to wear, where to eat, etc.).
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return to them when necessary, while also detailing numerical and temporal data (date published,
number of views, etc.) organized on spreadsheets (see: Figure 1). These spreadsheets were also
inspired by the work of Florencia Garcia-Rapp (2018) whose archival YouTube fieldwork on
beauty guru bubzbeauty’s YouTube channel resulted in the creation of an “audit trail” of data,
coding stages, and instruments; an audit trail accounts for the decisions made by the researcher

and meaningfully advance data analysis (Garcia-Rapp, 2018).

A B c D

L |T|t|a lData URL Viewership Comments Keywords

5 A", \"goshiwen seoull” 1%
keraal® goshiwon sinchon” goshiwon
hangdeel®,\*goshiwen tour®"goshiwon room
tour™, keraan raomh’,\"karean room

2 tourt®, \"korean apartment!” \"sogang
universiy'”,"elwa university!” \"yonsel
university'”, 'korean schooh” south

My $230/Month Korean Room Jf hitpe:/iwww youtube com/iwat koreal® Chorea viogh® seoul AL Ciife in
GOSHIWON TOUR 9% 2018 Mar 20 ch?w=K\VSsTGk2Byk 3.1M; 59K(L}), 1.3K({DL) 4274 korea\ *2018 room toun” goshiwan 201817

[*loreal® Vaogang university® Funiversity in
koreal® \korea abroad)” \sludy sbroad
kereal® Vliving In koreal®\"first dey at a korean
uni angang Kect®\"black in koreal® Mkorean
exchange\",\"study abroad.”"yonsel
unlversity'* Pehwa university’®,\korea

3 wlog® Vhorean study!” \kpop\” "koresn
clessl’ \"korean schooh® Vkorean viogh® Vst
day In korea\® Muniversity in
asal”, bisl”,"goshiwoni*,"kerean uni® \"seoul
universiy'® 'korean subway'”, Mvlog In

FIRST DAY AT A KOREAMN UMIVERSITY %& https:/faww. youtube com/wat keraal” \first video!\" \"korea universityl” \"south
/f Korea Abroad 2018 Mar 14 ch?v=kROKIMO50Q B835K; 31K(L), 206(DL) 2397 koreal”'seoult’)

[Fkoreant” \*Koresn studyl” \"Koresn study
routnet”,\"study routinet”,\"study with met","talk
o ma in koraan'”,\itmikl”,"study plan
kereal® "my korean study routingl”, "sogang
unliversiy'”,"ewha womens universiby\" \"yonsel
university'", 'koreal”woresn vogl®, \wiog

4 20187 "otsV, Pashyung® Volackpink®, Piackp
nk jenniel® \japanese|” Peesul viag ", Mstudy with
me karean\”vhow to study koreant”,
hali’ Vabudy korean
language!*,\*hangul”,\"study korean in

hittps:/fwww.youtube com/wat koreal® atudy koeean playlist®, Cetudy
my korean self study routine 2018 Nov 16 ch?v=d8Md7bAnJIQ 350K: 17K L, 268 DL 1014 motivation\’]

[*a day In my life in korea® life in korea®,"ving in
kerea” “seoul vieg”,korea viog®, Worea
2019°,"day In the life of a korean student”,
“worean university® wal,"day in the life

kerea” *korean school’,"sogang
universiy”,"yonsel university”,"ewha

university” "hongdaa”, "hangdae shopping
street” *korean host family” "korea viog

2019°, 018" "blackpink” "jungkook™,"m” " jennie","”
kpep® "korean youtubers®, “korean

hittps:/iwww.youtube.com/iwat skincare’ "korean glass skin® "have a productive
a day in my life in korea 2019 Mar 23 ch?v=fOsinmBYdzM J46K: 14K L, 132 DL 814 day with me"_*study korean']

Figure 1: Screenshot of spreadsheet used to track video data

After capping this strategic sample, I turned toward the challenge of collecting and analyzing
“live” data systematically, while also being reasonable and ethical. I chose not to download
videos, following Patterson’s (2018) argument for selective transcription of videos as a means to
respect both platform rules and any elective privacy measures taken by content creators.
Although transcription is often “behind the scenes” of research, my focus on multimodality

required that I determine which “modes” were most relevant to my work, though | would
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ultimately analyze the live videos, rather than the transcripts themselves, as transcripts served as
robust reference points, but did not fully capture the emotional, interactive, and narrative
elements of vlogs. As “socially shaped and culturally given semiotic resource[s] for meaning
making,” modes all offer something different to the given communication event and are always
simultaneously linked through material affordances and social work (Kress, 2010).

Ultimately, transcription for multimodal texts should, as Jeff Bezemer & Diane Mavers
(2011) point out, foreground the agency of the transcriber and, like much gualitative online
social research, will vary on a case-by-case basis. Their primary suggestion for consistency in
multimodal transcripts is that modes should be separated out to be read in temporal succession so
as to “reconstruct their composition” and demonstrate the “complexities of meaning making”
(Bezemer & Mavers, 2011, p. 202). My transcription schema combines approaches by various
MDA scholars (e.g., Bednarek, 2014; Kristensen, 2018) and I chose to highlight the specific
modes and associated types of meaning | felt were most salient for constructing a cultural and
personal lifestyle narrative for a particular audience of like-minded others on YouTube (see:
Figure 2). These broad types of meaning include the representational (i.e., who is doing what),
interactive (i.e., regarding social relationships), and compositional (i.e., structure of the image)
(Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996; Guijarro & Sanz, 2008; Bednarek, 2014). More recently, scholars
of multimodal texts have also suggested separation of “layers” of meaning which reflect specific
modalities, such as the visible, audible, material, and emic layers (Kristensen, 2018). This
framework is significant in that it acknowledges not just the representational whole of an image,

but incorporates an embodied approach that relies on different sensory details.
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Representation

Verbal / Audible

Interactive

Composition

Big cpen windows, locking out
ower city

Cari - bed, stairs, payjamas

Tea kattle
Kitchen

Toothirush

Table, mug

Music starts - soft, acoustic.
bouncy guitar

1POV shol from above

Still camera (lripod set up), 3P0V
shots as Cari moves about the
apartment

First minute, different shots in
difierent parts of home, following Cari
making tea, brushing teeth

. | Cari sitting, left frame

Kitchen « laundry + mirror

mug

Music continuas

Hi guys! And weicome to this
Daegu Korean apanment tour
So, as most of you may know,
| don't like in Dasgu - | live in
Seoul

Direct address and eye
contact with gaze of camera

Once sifting, in frame
Body facing camera
Verbal communication

includes “you” and directives
(" you find that you really,

Shot transitions (cuts) to simitar shot,
but with Cari facing directly toward
lens, more or less center of frame

I'm staying &t this wondesful really love this set up, you
AirBab in the perfect area can find # in all other cities”)
Floor Music continuas All aspects of entryway in frame,

Entryway

feetbody

mirrecirefiection (Cari, iPhone
camera)

Dress

Shoes in entryway

Couch, windows

Control panel (ights, eic.)

So when you enter you have
the usual area for shoes, and
this whole wall is storage

Next we qo in~
and this i the living room area

Mentions most fumiture in
apantiment is from KEA
(presuming audience knows
IKEA)

slow(ish) pans, each section in frame

1POV as voice from behind camera
narrales

Moves forward sioaly, windows and
large sectional couch in frame

Figure 2: Screenshot example of vlog transcription for CMDA reference point. These transcripts
were not my data - as were the transcripts for my interviews - but rather, served as reference
points and easily accessible visual and narrative notes.

Screen grabs were generally aligned with the most notable shifts in scene in each video, and/or

notable time stamps. What I considered “notable shifts” depended on the individual video, but

were usually significant changes in the environment, time between shots (i.e., juxtaposition of a

shot in the classroom to a shot at a convenience store), or on occasion, the angle of filming (i.e.,

first person to selfie shot). | separated each individual YouTube video into 10-15 sections on

average, ending with a total of 467 pages of visual/textual transcripts. This provided me with a

starting point for in-depth analysis as it created visual timestamped reference points and

multimodal layers to which | could return. My analyses thereafter were iterative, moving

between the transcripts, live data, and literature, and considering how the interactive,

compositional, and verbal aspects of the texts worked together to make meaning. The

transcription process took a total of four months.
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Chapters Two and Three reflect my analysis of textual data, specifically addressing two
primary video categories shared by all six creators: tours of domestic space and “day in the life”
vlogs. While interactive characteristics (e.g., visual (eye contact, body position) and verbal (“you
guys,” “let’s,” etc.) direct address to audience) were incorporated into all videos included in my
sample, these specific categories were chosen based on their popularity (on YouTube broadly,
and based on these specific videos’ view counts) and because they speak to the everyday realities

of living in Korea, even when they contain scripted elements.

Semi-structured Interviews with Content Creators

Although textual data can produce robust findings on their own, many new media
scholars have argued for the benefits of triangulation. For qualitative research, triangulation
insinuates the necessity for online methods to be multiple so as to better address the complexity
of research questions. For example, communication researcher Maria Schreiber (2017) argues for
the triangulation of methods when addressing analyses of visual, textual, and platform data. She
advocates for both “going big” by utilizing ethnography and interviews, while also “going small”
by looking at what is already there in depth (i.e., via textual analysis and close reading)
(Schreiber, 2017). Additionally, critical research requires that one speak with, rather than just to
or for, participants (Lather, 2004), so interviews with those who currently (or have recently)
lived and worked in Korea as non-Koreans from Western countries allow me to avoid claiming a
sole authoritative voice. As a critical and feminist scholar, I acknowledge and accept the ways in
which my own biases shape the research process, however, including the voices of creators
themselves alongside my readings of YouTube videos adds richer context | may otherwise

overlook.
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In October 2019, | contacted prospective participants who fit the following criteria: (1)
identify as women, (2) are over 18 years old, (3) are from North America or Europe, (4) identify
as non-Korean, and (5) have lived in Korea for some period of time and have cultivated a
presence and following on a social media platform. This criteria reflects the qualities of the six
creators whose content informed my textual analysis, but also included content creators who
were not necessarily YouTubers (e.g., bloggers, Instagram users, etc.) as well as those who may
have had relatively low followings. Because my criteria were so specific, | contacted forty-four
total participants directly through formal recruitment emails that included a flyer | designed that
advertised my research (see: Figure 3). I found these particular individuals’ profiles through my
own prior encounters on YouTube and/or Instagram and through general searches on social
media platforms.® Ultimately, | conducted interviews with nine individuals who fit my criteria
(see: Figure 4). These were the only people of all those | contacted who responded positively to
my recruitment emails and who also followed through with scheduling. Because | shared a
similar gender identity, nationality, and age with my participants, as well as having prior
experience studying in Seoul, we were able to communicate candidly, almost as friends, and they

gave me insight into some of the more challenging aspects of their lives.

19 One of my interviewees was also someone | had met on Livejournal in 2010, and who | had hung out with in
person when | was in South Korea both in 2012 and 2013. While we do not have a close relationship by any means,
we did know each other previously, which shaped some of her responses during our conversation (for example, her
acknowledging that | know certain things about Korea).
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DO YOU CREATE CONTENT

A B 0 U T S O U TH K 0 R EA 7 Eligibility: (1) 18 years or older; (2) comfortable speaking English; (3) are NOT
K from South Korea and do not identify as Korean; (4) have experience creating
t @ \.%‘; O' online content (ANY platform!) about your life in/travels to South Korea

Details: 1 hr interview about your experiences; Your participation is
completely voluntary! Your information will be kept confidential.
All participants will receive $20 gift card compensation

[ A ‘ f Interested? Contact Anna Lee Swan,
SEEKING PARTICIPANTS annaswn@uw.edu

*study has been reviewed by UW Institutional Review Board*

e T I T S D e

for study on social media & korean culture

Figure 3: Recruitment flyer attached to emails to creators. | created this flyer to provide a more
accessible and visual accompaniment to the description of my research. Recruitment emails also
linked to my professional website (annaleeswan.com) and my personal Instagram (@hellorabbit)
to simultaneously legitimize my position as a researcher and offer further transparency if
creators wanted to follow me online. Three of my nine interviewees continue to follow me on
Instagram, though | have not sustained direct contact with these individuals.

Name National Origin Age Primary Platforms Used

Eva Finland 29 blog, Instagram

Sofia USA 30 blog, Instagram, YouTube
Taylor USA 23 Instagram, YouTube
Brooke USA 32 YouTube

Lucy USA 26 Instagram, YouTube
Margaret Germany 31 Instagram, YouTube
Elizabeth USA 24 blog, Instagram
Hannah USA 26 blog, Instagram

Elena Czech Republic 21 blog, Instagram, YouTube

Figure 4: Interviewees’ general characteristics at time of interview. Names listed are all
pseudonyms.

| conducted interviews via Skype or Google Hangouts in the fall of 2019 in a semi-

structured format. These interviews served as exploratory data, engaging with some primary
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questions regarding their motivations for publicly sharing their lives online and their experiences
living in South Korea. Interviews with content creators occurred in this early stage of my
research process, in part so that my insights from the textual data did not inform our
conversations. The questions | posed were intentionally general and open-ended, beginning with
asking them to introduce themselves and to tell me about their time in Korea. All interviewees
were then asked about their relationship to social media, how/why they started putting their lives
online, and where they saw their content going in the future. They were also asked about their
experiences with cultural differences and being a “foreigner” in South Korea.?° Beyond those
key topics, interviewees could direct the conversation in any way they saw fit, and | would ask
probing and/or follow-up questions, while also sharing my experiences as points of comparison.
Interviews lasted from 45-60 minutes, and the recorded audio was then transcribed via a rough
transcription service. | then listened to all recordings again and edited transcriptions to ensure
accuracy.

Following a grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), | relied on substantive
and emergent coding. This process entails moving from open coding, during which data excerpts
are highlighted and associated with short descriptive phrases, to the emergence of core categories
into which excerpts are sorted (Holton, 2007). These categories were then re-shaped as | moved
iteratively between theory generated by social media scholars and my data. | then conducted
more selective coding, which is more focused and based on the emerging conceptual framework
(Holton, 2007). 1 also used diagramming to inform the creation of storylines at various stages of
the analysis process (Birks et al., 2009; Corbin & Strauss, 1990); specifically, my diagrams were

sketches that helped me visualize the temporal shifts in content creators’ motivations (e.g.,

20 see Appendix C for interview protocol.
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creating to maintain connection — realizing public impact — creating to help others). My codes
clustered around five major themes: defining content creation, creator-audience relationship,
digital labor, meditations on the “foreigner” experience, and feelings about Korea/n
culture/people. These themes are reflected in Chapters One and Four, which integrate interview
findings alongside larger contexts of global social media platforms and Korean national culture

and history.

Limitations

There are some limitations to my research that | will discuss prior to introducing the
overview of my dissertation. First, | have already mentioned that there are both pros and cons to
my insider/outsider positionality. While my insider statuses - as an avid watcher of YouTube and
a previous international student - allow me to have a better grasp of the experiences of content
creators and/or foreign women in Korea, they can make me overlook that which | consider
“normal.” For example, I am so accustomed to the typical ways in which vloggers perform for
their audiences (direct address, carrying their cameras around in public spaces, etc.), | might miss
details that someone who never watches vlogs might find interesting or strange. Similarly, my
outsider statuses - never curating a public social media presence and having only a limited
purview of life as a White woman in Korea - prevent me from truly understanding others’
experiences and thus, my interpretative work can only go so far. Perhaps most significantly, | am
not Korean, was not born in Korea, and have not spent great lengths of time in Korea. While my
critiques of the national, political, economic, and cultural contexts are evidenced through
academic research and the experiential knowledge of my participants, | do not make definitive
claims about Korea/n culture. Similarly, my participants’ content and testimonials are also

limited by their own partial perspectives. My dissertation offers a creator-centered and optimistic
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view of transnational content creation that is produced by foreign women with relatively small
audiences. To continue to enrich these discussions, more research is needed that presents
different foci (i.e., examining the work of massively popular, mainstream creators; speaking with
audience members of foreign creators; speaking with Korean vloggers/influencers) and that
provides insight into alternative questions (i.e., to what extent do foreigners’ representations of
“elsewhere” have real, negative effects?). Finally, due to the dearth of research that specifically
examines the transitional aspects of social media, future scholars should interrogate the vast

ways in which media and meaning-making flows across borders.

Overview of the Dissertation

My chapters conform to the conventions of cultural studies scholarship, particularly that
which is concerned with media. This type of research “aims at making connections between texts
and contexts, media industries and technologies, politics and economics, and specific texts,
practices, and audiences” (Kellner, 2009, p. 8). Feminist studies in particular has been credited
with “bridging the humanities/social science divide by bringing literary categories and ‘aesthetic’
concerns to bear on social issues” (Johnson, 1986, p. 40). As such, my interview findings are not
presented in a way that reflects traditional social science, but rather, they are integrated alongside
and within larger social, cultural, and political contexts. In addition, throughout my chapters, |
integrate some reflections on my own experiences watching YouTube, writing blog posts, and
grappling with being a White woman in Korea. These reflections should not be interpreted as
data, but as a demonstration of reflexivity, “self-critical sympathetic introspection and the self
conscious analytical scrutiny of the self as researcher” (England, 1994, p. 244). As an academic

interpreting and analyzing social lives and creative works as data, | have an unavoidably
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asymmetrical relationship with content creators. But by practicing reflexivity, | attempt to
diminish the hierarchy between researcher and “researched.”

Each chapter of this dissertation contributes to a larger overarching creator-centered
narrative that regards content creation as a feminist/feminine, affective, transnational, and
communicative process. Through my arguments and analyses, | identify the ways in which
creative work on social media can meaningfully connect ordinary individuals across national and
cultural borders, carving out spaces of belonging that sit on the periphery of external dictations
of who fits in where (and how). That is, rather than insider/outsider distinctions that are dictated
by the state (e.g., citizenship, race/ethnicity, visa status), societal norms, or market logic (e.g.,
whose identities or experiences are more desirable than others), ordinary users’ online content
can provide alternative ways to connect with others. This story is grounded in the context of
foreigners in Korea, but it also applies to other communities that emerge in and through uses of
platforms that do not fully adhere to the pressures of commodification online. Even when
ordinary individuals create a personal brand and/or align themselves with corporate sponsors,
this does not necessarily diminish the personal value online content has for both creators and
their audiences. What is “valuable” is not only that which is brandable, marketable, and
profitable; value is also derived from social and emotional meaning. To illustrate how this
occurs, | provide insight into the perspectives of creators (Chapters One and Four) and creative
representations of life in Korea (Chapters Two and Three). As such, the dissertation begins and
ends by centering women'’s lived experiences, bookending the chapters that address online texts
and signifying the incorporation of the online in our offline lives. Each chapter builds on the last
to answer my overarching research questions: (a) How do foreign women use social media to

represent their experiences in South Korea? (b) What is the relationship between creators,
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audiences, and online content? and (c) To what extent is transnational content creation socially,
culturally, and/or emotionally meaningful?

In Chapter One, I begin with a critical consideration of the contexts in which creators
express themselves and communicate with others, while taking seriously the way they frame
their own creative work. This chapter combines a literature review regarding tourism, nation
branding, and the commaodification of online content with interview findings that speak to
foreign women’s characterization of how their content works for them. In discussing the
neoliberal logics of both global social media platforms and Korean state-led multiculturalism, |
contextualize the landscape within which foreigners’ content about life in Korea operates.
Despite external pressures by industry and government to commodify and control non-Koreans’
portrayal of their presence in Korea, my interviewees express the ways in which their content
creation can be personally beneficial. Content creation is not always a means to an end, but a
creative process of self-expression and self-making.

Departing from interview data, Chapter Two provides an analysis of a subset of vlogs:
tours of domestic space. This chapter explores themes surrounding intimacy, hospitality, and
cosmopolitanism and examines the relationship that is constituted between creators and their
viewers. Tours of domestic space are some of the most popular and requested genre of YouTube
video, particularly for individuals who are living in or traveling to other countries; while the texts
in this chapter are not created by my interviewees, some of women | spoke with also mentioned
how their most popular videos were tours of their apartments. Through my analysis of vlioggers-
as-hosts, I consider how foreign women in Korea present themselves as “new” cosmopolitan
subjects who embody multiple identities simultaneously, rather than attempting to totally

assimilate or reject one national belonging for another. By incorporating “otherness” into one’s
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self-definition, creators disrupt ideas of foreignness that continue to situate them on the periphery
of society.

Chapter Three continues my focus on the situatedness of lifestyle content by analyzing
the routine behaviors and mundane everydayness of “day in the life” vlogs. Generally filmed in a
mobile, handheld, come-along-with-me style, these videos highlight the ordinariness of one’s life
in Korea. It is through these videos that vloggers make this ordinariness something to be
experienced vicariously through viewing; the process of vlogging aestheticizes the everyday.
Through their performances of habitual behaviors, vlioggers slow down to emphasize embodied
processes of consumption - that is, consuming with the senses as opposed to the monetary
consumption of material goods - and transmit feeling to/with their viewers. These seemingly
simple daily vlogs are then characterized by continuous world-making, normalizing difference,
nurturing collective feelings across national boundaries, and bringing audiences closer to the
“real” Korea.

The final primary analytical chapter presents findings from interview data that speak to
my participants’ experiences as foreign women from the U.S. or Europe living and working in
South Korea. Because the majority of my interviewees are White, their racial and national
identities grant them privilege that other minoritized individuals do not experience.?* Most of my
interviewees acknowledged the meaning their Whiteness carried for them in a Korean context,
while also confessing their frustrations with their inescapable outsider status and ascribed
inferiority. For example, multiple women mentioned how their relationship with a Korean man
may help legitimize their residence in Korea (e.g., if they get married, they can qualify for a visa

more easily), but they also constantly experience treatment as only an extension of their male-

21 For example, Asia Bento (2020) discusses how African American women in Japan and South Korea become
“involuntary spectacles” due to their hypervisibility.
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identified partner, rather than an autonomous individual. This chapter situates experiences of
outsiderness in the context of competing narratives of “foreignness” constructed by the
mainstream media, social media audiences, the Korean government, and even other foreigners.
Content creation then emerges as a practice which allows foreign women to express themselves,
communicate with similar others, and ultimately, to control their own narratives.

My findings emphasize the positive and empowering potentials of transnational content
creation, contributing missing pieces to ongoing conversations in media studies and
communication. However, creators from the U.S., Europe, or Canada who make public content
about their lives in Korea, modeling their lifestyles for a global audience, cannot entirely escape
the historical weight of colonialism that their online/offline presence carries. As such, the
Conclusion considers the legacies of colonialism that remain just buried beneath the surface of
this dissertation, suggesting that more direct engagements with postcolonial theory would be

well-suited to future research on transnational content creation.
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Chapter One: Process versus Product: Understanding the Value of Transnational Content
Creation for Institutions and Individuals

“I don't want to be pushed into...just one direction creatively. And that's what...unfortunately, a
lot of influencers and bloggers fall into. And I don't want to fall into that trap.”

(Interview with Sofia, November 3, 2019)

This chapter takes seriously the ways in which women define and approach their own
content creation and identifies their participation in the digital economy as entwined with, but
not wholly appropriated by, capitalism. | argue that by emphasizing process over product and
connection over commodification, creators can reframe their creative work on social media as
working for them (and their audiences), rather than for larger institutions. The creators | spoke
with (i.e., Eva, Sofia, Taylor, Brooke, Lucy, Margaret, Elizabeth, Hannah, and Elena)?? often
described their content as reaching a relatively small community of other non-Korean individuals
who could benefit in some way from hearing about their experiences as a foreign woman in
Korea. These creators also frequently noted how they were not aiming to be more popular, nor
were they necessarily seeking to make a living from their social media. Although their desires for
creativity and self-expression are shared by many other women who produce digital content
(e.g., Duffy, 2017), they more clearly discern the freedom they have when they opt out of
monetizing their content and abide by their own schedules. The majority of my nine interviewees
characterized their content creation as the most fulfilling when it was not tied to a long term goal,
but instead when it was viewed as something enjoyable at that point in time. Additionally, their
identities inform their content differently than the women bloggers, YouTubers, and Instagram
influencers whose online presence has informed numerous studies (Abidin, 2016; Dekavalla,

2020; Garcia-Rapp, 2017; Berryman & Kavka, 2017). My interviewees’ content (and that of the

22 See Methodology chapter for demographic information and details on interview methods.
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YouTubers | focus on in Chapters Two and Three) is, in large part, dependent upon their being
foreigners in another country, so they must constantly grapple with their outsider identities and
how their experiences relate to others.

My argument centers creators’ definitions of their online participation. This adds to
ongoing conversations surrounding digital labor and the fraught relationship between creativity
and commerce. That said, I distinguish “work” from “labor.” Although the two terms are often
conflated in the English language, labor insinuates the exploitation and alienation of individuals
who generate value for the dominant class (Fuchs, 2020). I point out that much of what creators
with very small audiences in niche genres do can be more usefully described as creative work.
While creative work benefits powerful institutions and increasingly follows a neoliberal,
entrepreneurial model (Robbie, 2002), as will be discussed, creative workers also craft
knowledge, art, and meaning, and are not wholly duped by those institutions. By working for
themselves and for their audiences, content creators?® can prioritize authenticity, community,
pleasure, and future successes over commodification, profit, and celebrity, even while navigating
the demands of platforms and pressures from the state. As “outsiders” in South Korea who often
face ostracization despite their degrees of assimilation and cultural competency,?* and whose
value is often linked to their roles (and related care work) as English teachers, foreign women
can benefit from cultivating a transnational, online space that underscores the process over the
product.

Some scholars who study online platforms have taken a more aggressive stance on digital
labor, arguing that all creativity that occurs on platforms is inherently exploitative (Fuchs, 2013),

and warning of the powerful hold technology companies have over user-generated content (van

23 And specifically “micro-" creators.
24 See Chapter Four for interview data regarding cultural assimilation and foreign identity.
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Dijck, 2009). Duffy (2017) provides a more balanced perspective, acknowledging that social
media content creation also “provide[s] participants with forms of meaning-making and
expression that must not be dismissed.” The women in her study (primarily young beauty and
fashion bloggers) find content creation pleasurable, “but they also believe that they will benefit
professionally from such value-generating activities” (p. 46). This forward-looking
entrepreneurial ethos informs Dufty’s (2017) theorization of “aspirational labor,” or “(mostly)
uncompensated, independent work that is propelled by the much-venerated ideal of getting paid
to do what you love” (p. 4). Exploitation is certainly pervasive across platforms owned and
controlled by massive global corporations and should be taken seriously. The notion of
aspirational labor also provides a useful framework for understanding a lot of what occurs on
social media. The (unlikely) possibility of earning millions of dollars as a YouTuber (Rose,
2019), for example, can inspire people to create content that has mainstream appeal, abide by the
“rules” of the algorithm, and continue to work for free with the hopes of reaching stardom.
However, my findings suggest how content creation on social media still holds positive
potentials for creators and their audiences, allowing them to connect across borders, share
experiences, and to enjoy the processes of production/consumption.

The sections in this chapter are structured thematically and contextually, as is traditional
in cultural studies scholarship,?® and my interview data is woven throughout. I situate excerpts
from my interviews with creators within the global context of the platform ecosystem and the
local context of the Korean state (and more specifically, the Korean tourism industry and the
government’s stance on state-led multiculturalism). Critical perspectives on digital labor and

exploitation are crucial to understanding the precarious landscape that creators must traverse if

25 See Methodology chapter for further clarification and rationale.
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they want their content to reach an audience. As such, the first sections describe the platform
ecosystem and culture of neoliberalism. I supplement this discussion with interview data from
creators who describe how their online behaviors and posting strategies are necessarily shaped
by platform norms. Social media plays an increasingly central role in promoting tourism and
exposing global audiences to other cultures/nations (Pop, Saplacan, Dabija, & Alt, 2021), so the
next sections interrogate contexts of tourism and nation branding practices supported by the
Korean government. | once again rely on my interview data to illuminate the precarious
existence of foreigners as brand ambassadors for state-sponsored multiculturalism. I present
these contexts first, as it adds to the critical conversations that dominate the literature on social
media and digital labor, and highlights the constraints of being a public figure (and especially
one who is a woman, and whose content implicitly deals with race, nationality, and culture).
Finally, I turn toward my interviewees’ experiences with the process of content creation,
explaining how their creative work is made valuable for them, regardless of the value it generates
for platforms and/or government organizations/tourist industries. This sets the tone for the
chapters that follow, which illustrate how content creation can be a mode of transnational and
affective communication that reconstitutes notions of belonging, rather than commodifying

culture, the self, or one’s experiences.

Navigating the Platform Ecosystem

Content creators are beholden to platforms. Their production may stem from their own
creative self-expression, but it could not be seen or shared without corporate giants like Google
or Facebook. We are increasingly reliant upon platforms to establish and maintain relationships,
purchase goods and services, receive and process information, and in the case of YouTube vlogs,

watch and learn from the lives of others. Although platforms provide useful tools for
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communication, creativity, and community-building, the power of America’s Big Five tech
companies (i.e., Google-Alphabet, Amazon, Facebook, Apple, Microsoft) has had serious global
effects. As José van Dijck, Martijn de Waal, and Thomas Poell (2018) discuss in their extensive
work on the platform ecosystem, not only are the operations of platforms largely out of sight of
users, but the integrity of public values is at stake as tech corporations control so much of daily
life. While public values should ideally reflect those common goods agreed upon by all societal
actors, in the platform society, public values are often conflated with economic values (van Dijck
et al., 2018). As such, the platform ecosystem subsumes social and emotional life into the
marketplace, reshaping our understanding of and relationship to work and to each other.

To reach audiences of other foreigners with whom they can connect, build a community,
and/or help navigate Korea/n culture, working within the platform ecosystem means, as Eva
touched on in our conversation, adhering to certain “rules.” To be successful, even if success
simply means creativity and connection, they must balance their own motivations to write blogs
or edit videos for fun, skill-building, and social engagement with strategies to ensure their
visibility. Appearing approachable, authentic, or (as many of my interviewees articulated)
positive, consistently attending to one’s public image, and relating to one’s audience are all acts
of emotional labor that have been commaodified in the digital economy (Khamis et al., 2017).
While seemingly innocuous, creators suggested they were thinking about and/or adhering to
disciplinary modes of being, even when they were not seeking compensation for their content.
Curating a positive self-image and being recognized by the audience as a “friend,” producing
more “high quality” videos and adding strategic keywords to receive more views, or committing

to a schedule for posting contributes to the domination of platforms that thrive on these norms.
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This supposedly “nonproductive labor” is crucial to the continuation of neoliberal capitalism
(Jarrett, 2014), yet it is often dismissed as simply supplementary to material production.

The culture of each individual platform - and where they fit ecologically - always
influences participation. “I guess we all kind of... pretend that our lives are better than they
really are on Instagram. | think every