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ABSTRACT

This paper attempts to analyze the cultural sigaifce of the mobile phone to the youths living @@8. It is based on
the observation data produced by a group of comeation students at Seoul National University. Thpgy presents the
students’ observations on mobile phone use in tidigpand urban context of Seoul area as well asthdents’ personal
reflections on the subject. The paper further disea the mobile phone as a significant elementooé#h youth culture
and, further, of the contemporary modern society.
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1. INTRODUCTIONTO A MOBILE CULTURE

1.1 A MobilePhoneisNot Just a Phone

It took some time for researchers to consider tbeila phone as a worthy object of research and gonge
more than a telephone that one can carry withadty from a cultural anthropologist’s view poinetmobile
phone is nothing less than a technological innowvapar excellence, a r/evolution of communicatiod as a
cultural influence at least as significant as thierdnet (e.g. Horst & Miller 2006; Goggin 2006; K&006).
Today’'s mobile phone is not only a media hub beba device of fashion with visual and haptic giesi
similar to those of the magical charms and trib&ns. In its miniature symbolism the phone is erwlay
personal crystallization of its carrier used tostoumct and communicate identity. Whether we seertbbile
phone as a revolution, evolution or nothing newairrttie sun is a matter of choosing a discourse.égvewy
we should not “hype the phone” and get seducedhigy utopian anarchism that mystifies rather than
enlightens the meaning of the cell phone. In cettrave should also beware the “hopelessly romantic
technophobia” often noticeable in critical cultustidies. (McGuigan 2005, 46 & 55; Green, Harvekgox
2005, 817). In this paper, the mobile phone is ictmmed as having paramount implications in the
sociological configurations of modern cultures. dy@r not, the phone is not just a phone but it khbe
viewed as a unique emergent entity in techno-eiaind a lot more than the sum of its parts.



As for techno-evolution, South Korea has a vasyaloped media culture which is connected to the
rapid economic growth and the resolute construatidnformation society. The Korean youth are digéne
most eager and versatile consumers of the new m¢dke e.g. Webb 200@biquitous Network Societies
2005.) In short, my question here is “What is thebite phone to young Koreans?” To answer it, | will
introduce a few interesting points of studies omdém mobiles and then present and discuss thevaiissrs
and reflections of fifteen undergraduate studerfiteconmunication at Seoul National University. Ireth
observation rehearsal the students observed muldlee use in a public place and reflected on their use
as well as the significance of mobile phone culiar&orea. Rather than explaining causal connestemd
assuring validity by measurement, | attempt toetfbn the system of meaning inherent in the maiilene
culture. In my view and treatment of the materthe subject matter is a complex and abstract social
phenomenon with prevalent cultural elements tdfie mobile phone is a sort of worm hole to a wadfld
cultural values, dynamics and interplay of sociatnesthetics, prestige, play and information.

Although mobile phone culture has attracted varisuglies already, the subject of Korean youth
harnessing the technology has produced close toméilications discussing the experience and scgmite
of “being mobile”. | am aware of my introductorypea being limited in both theoretical discussiom an
methodology but, at the same time, | am hopeful tthe reader can forgive me my shortcomings arateel
to the text as a modest prelude to a wider exptoraif the mobile phone culture in Korea.

1.2 Of Koreansand Mobiles

Although there is a major quantitative bias in Kareresearch on mobile media communication (Jouhki
2008, 257; ibid. 2007, 37) some researchers hawedid their research on qualitative and even etiapbic
material (see e.g. Hjorth 2008). For example, LemddHoo has combined gender and communication
research in the context of mobile phone cultura nather interesting way. Contrary to popular cpticas,
young Korean women are rather active in adoptimgae technological novelties brought by the multi-
media mobile phones. In Korea, the apparatus is#ins to represent a counter-phenomenon agaést th
hegemonic patriarchal ideology. Contrary to thel@agze phone, mobile phones for women are not aapesc
from the confinement to private spaces but a reggfiment of the activeness of a social womanhootheCa
phones allow young Korean women to explore theneseim a novel mode, for fun and play, and supplant
the male gaze by peer-gaze and, perhaps, everssistici gaze. (Lee 2005; see also Choi 2007; Hj&rth
Kim 2005.)

Yoon Kyongwon’s studies on Korean youth and theabite phone culture represent the pinnacle of
gualitative youth studies in Korea. Yoon has set mhobile phone culture of Korean youth against the
backdrop of common images of globalization in Kor@acording to him, globalization has evoked images
of Koreans being forced to enter a world whereWestern individualization destroys traditional \eduof
communality. In mass media and academic literaYuren finds representations portraying the Koreaumtlyo
as estranged from their families because of theofigersonal communication technologies. The cetne
has been seen as an apparatus causing young Keoedimerge from the norms of harmonious communalit
and destroying collective and affective relatiopshi(Yoon 2003, 327-328.) Yoon also found two ojitpos
hegemonic representations, the “youth in cybertopiad “youth at risk.” In research literature young
Koreans are generally depicted as having natufalitgfto new technologies and innovations. However
many Korean inquiries see young people in cristabse of new technologically mediated environmeut a
its perceived negative impacts, for example indigitzation, disembodiment, inauthenticity and bebog of
parental control. On the surface the moral panit eybertopia seem to contradict to each otherobuthe
deeper level they reproduce the representatioraatturring duality” which means that young pecgie
celebrated as the precursors of a bright future atnihe same time denigrated as the evidence o&élmor
disorder. (Yoon 2006, 754-756; cf. Cho 2003 & 2004.

Although mobile communication is most evidentlyaltfor enhancing communality and collectivity (see
e.g. Lee, Kim & Jeon 2005fhe Mobile Communication Socie2p04, 247; Yoon 2003, 331-332) in the
negative representations about Korean youth, theilemphone use is compared to disease and addiction
isolating individuals from the society and depriyithem of sense of reality. According to Korean raed
particular age group — the youth — is more pronedéwelop these pathological symptoms. The most
concerned views implied that “personalized” owngrsbf mobile telephones might lead to teenage



prostitution and other adolescence delinquencispeéially young girls were seen as most vulnerablbe
“unsound environments” the new technology made ssibke. Recently, marketers have tried to reduee th
social concern over youth by producing positive ges of the technology and promoting cheap products
with different strategies like humanizing the teslmgy by mascot-use and localizing the technologjiw
specific cultural norms and using local visual dimgjuistic formats. In advertisements foreign laages
have been avoided and localism emphasized. (Y006,261-763; see also Kim & Jung 2004 and Lee, Ann
& Jeong 2004.) In Korea, on the surface, populacalirse has seen new technology as a facilitator of
“successful” globalization. However, a close exaation reveals that new technology is perceived and
consumed through local filters, including socidatens and norms. Indeed, the current concepatidia of
youth and technology in Korean appears to readteuthe “cyberkids” rhetoric on the basis of neo-
Confucian norms and social relations. (Yoon 20@8l-767; see also Ok 2008, 302-303.)

2. STUDENTSON MOBILE PHONE USE

2.1 A Note on the Method

During the spring term of 2008 | held a courseddtrcing the culture of digital communication at Geo
National University. The course was callBtbbal Communication: Messages of Digital Agel as a part of
the course work the students were to observe detad general tendencies of young Koreans usingtalen
phone in a public place. The students (14 womenara man) were required to first observe the public
mobile phone use at least for an hour, then reflactheir observations, also in relation to theimgphone
use, and finally discuss their views on the sigaifice of mobile phones to young Koreans. In othends;
they were to observer and reflect on their obsésmat No interviews were made. The students had two
weeks to write their four-page (Times New Romanpf,dine 1.5) reports which then were further ussd
data for this paper.

Obviously, the method used poses several problEirsily, the students were not trained observevenE
if they had been, their observations would stilddeen influenced by numerous factors that armalivell
problematized by all critical users of the ethngdyia method. One may also wonder how much the patso
properties of the observers like gender (most vieneale) and status (academic students of a prestgi
university) had influence on observations. Morepvbeir observations were part of a course workcthi
might have lead them to color or exaggerate thervbsions to suit something they had imagined aifor
teacher such as myself find proper and interes@mgthe other hand, as members of the Korean eylitney
might have suffered from home-blindness and faitedotice unique elements of Korean mobile behavior
they found simply natural, obvious and not worthymeentioning. Further, in the reflections of theiwn
mobile phone use and that of Korean youths in gerteeir personal interpretations and use of laggua
(academic and English) might have lead them to epigsent their thoughts and ideas. In fact, theze a
countless possible reasons to claim the subjegtofithe observers and denounce them as not neatisl
of data collection. However, this is a common peablof all empirical fieldwork where humans intettpre
humans. To my purposes this kind of questioningediability is not that significant as | am not tha
interested about what the “reality” behind all @igservations, interpretations and discourse isfibdtthe
discourse about the reality more relevant. Althotlghstudents produced interesting data as obsenbery
also functioned as informants that were analyzedh#elves too.

2.2 Summary of Observations: Use and Non-Use

To summarize the observations, the students wheheid observations in a restaurant or a café adtloow
most people set their phone on the table and Kegatking it regularly. Women and young people did the
most. While on the move or standing, most peode eérried their phone in their hand. When waititapne,
the mobile phone was number one pastime. Peopledteglayed, or just fiddled with the phone. Inupe
also the phone was constantly checked and causegtad interruption. The phone was according to all
observations a device with fashion value and aifsigmt part of one’s identity and prestige. Theopé had



esthetic value, and especially young women wera aetve in decorating their phones. They had jeyyel
stickers and colorful covers on their phones, d®y seemed to check the phones and use them most. M
people used their mobile for texting, calling, watg TV and movies, listening to music and playgames.
Texting was considered to be the “more cool” waydonmunicate instead of plain talking on the phone,
which seems to be something the older people dud-o&en too loudly. The older Koreans were notr@wva
of the strict phone etiquette that the young Séemilobeyed: no high ringing volume (preferably only
vibration) and no loud talking, not to mention thalue of the looks of the phone. The old peopl® als
checked their phones only when they beeped or maotgput of habit. All people but the young esplgia
had external appliances like a subway pass or U&®nsions in their phones. The most popular phones
were white and with a slide or shell form. Pradticano one used the hands-free ability of the phone
Watching television was also a very common thing tfie young travelling in the subway or bus, but
nowhere else.

The observed use of mobile phones was also signific non-use as the mobile phones were often
actually not used but idle although explicitly pres uncovered and showcased. And if they were, ubeg
were surprisingly often just fiddled with and toechabout. Most of the time the phones were soohedall,
potentially used, handily in-hand, frequently chextkfor possible missed calls, text message, time or
multimedia messages, and constantly physicallyaimdhor in reach. What was interesting to us a#f what
most Koreans carried their phones in their handsrant in their pockets or bags. Perhaps it was uscaf
the crowds, the noise and so forth which made hgatie phone ring or feeling it vibrate in the pechr
bag difficult if not impossible. Checking the phoseemed to be close to a compulsion, a sign of the
imperative of not only being connected but alsmgeionnected instantly. The older generations sdeme
keep their phones tucked away, in the bag or poaketn in the cell phone holster which seemed to be
considered an unfashionable thing.

These were the informative observations made bystagents but in the following personal reflections
they continue to interpret the observations, expknd bring reason to them and construct the intdge
Koreans using mobiles.

2.3 Reflections of the Students

“A brand new, cutting edge mobile phone is alwaygsied,” a student explained, as “[p]hones are #emna
of self-expression, style, and personality for Kore” She continued to reflect on the significaotenobile
phones to Koreans who “seem to have an emotiorbtacial dependency on mobile phones that make them
want to have their gadgets forever in their reattwias also a question of security as “[m]obileopés are
central to both social life and personal life, drading the device under control seems to providmleewith
sense of security.” The phone is a multifacetedldod the convergence of services is palpable ire&d‘In
a sense,” she continued, “cell phones have becomddiable ‘being’ that provides connection to other
people, recreation, schedule management, and sg other functions that are crucial to everyday.llife
(Student A.) Another student reflected on a howdslephone can be used as a subject of convensatien
small talk has run out. People can quickly turreéeh other’'s phones and talk about their branebciey
endorsers, functions and browse through pictutentsvith their cameras. When young people sociatizee
mobile phones are usually “on stage” also becausgdre expensive and stylish, she concluded. ¢atus)
Most students mentioned how in Korean culture iitiportant to be social and open to social conoasti
regardless of what one is doing. This gives spesigtificance to the mobile phone in-hand. One etad
recalled how surprised she had been to see thelirreeople turning off their phones when they liked.
Shutting a mobile phone was impossible in Kore#ud&nt D.) Another student found the mobile phone a
rather integral part of her life. "Every day andegv moment of my daily life, | definitely realizéne
significance of the mobile phone. It is the mainltof communication, information and entertainméi.
her view the mobile phone to the Korean youth iseguirement to function effectively in a cultur@s they
fear “isolation and separation” and “and hope tasseire themselves of their bonding with the reghef
society”. (Student C.) Many students agreed with &ed one reflected on how especially the youth the
women were unable to be separated from their mgbitenes. She also reflected on her own close oelai
her phone.



| also regularly check my cell phone even thoudb hot get any signals from my phone. If | do nexéa
my cell phone in my hand, | feel very nervous aimdllof isolated from the society. (Student E.)

One student pointed out that the young generatseerhed to make the most out of it” and older
generations still regarded the mobile phone as r@ ipleone, “in the traditional sense.” She continteethe
scheduling of everyday life and how for example mgla date had become more flexible, without thedne
to decide on the exact place or time. Breakingta Had never been easier either — a quick SMShéigiob.
Also, the time waiting for someone was often spsith a mobile phone. Especially young people were
conscious about the way the appeared to othergxgitained, and thus “just fiddling with [the phdiseems
like at least doing ‘something’.” A crowded subwiagin was also a good place to use a mobile phodea
put one’s eyes on when it was not proper to lookiad at other people. In addition, the phone broagfety
to a public place. In a place such as a chaotieaytstation holding a phone in one’s hand makesfeele
more secure. “It feels like it protects me from getting lost among people.” She also wonderecadpte
who carried phones in their hand feared loosingtaminas to her forgetting the phone at home was a
terrifying thought. In the student’s view, young réans considered their phones to be of an utmost
importance and the mobile phone was clearly amekte of a human being. (According to Student Jofeeo
even slept on the subway while grasping their phgridoreover,

it is acting like one’s other self, a part of a po&ince there are various colors and designswkeatan
choose from, it is one way of representing our fiigiand style. The mobile phone sometimes is enfti

who easily helps us not to get bored, and a prategho gives us some sense of security and saves us
from being isolated. It is a way of not gettingtlosthis popular and crowded place, and not bé&oged

idle. (Student F.)

Many other students mentioned the subway as thee fita making “the most out of mobile phone” be@aus
the advanced infrastructure enables it as theisgsest distracted by other things such as walkindriving
but has to stay put. One student remarked that

the tendency that people are usually alone in sytaffacts the use of mobile phone. While being alon
in subway with strangers around, people might Beeked and even lonely and that can lead to mobile
communication with their family or friends. (Studés.)

The observations revealed that the mobile phorésis simply, just a pleasant thing to hold ancckownd
the “fiddling” and the extension-of-body aspect eanp often in the observations. To Student G, for
example,

[tlhe most surprising finding [was] that people welmost always holding mobile phone in their hand.
Even though people were not using the phone and eVen they were sleeping, mobile phones were
kept in hands. [...] From this | got the impressibattmobile phone was a part or extension of theityb

I could also assume that people were greatly depenoh mobile phone or they have strong desire to
communicate with others or fear of being isolatedisconnected.

A mobile phone was communication device but aldece for entertainment and to “kill time” with.Wwas
a pocket-size machine that contained media conueggand had immense entertainment value. Moreover,
the aspect of fashion came up in every reportefample, Student G had observed how

young Koreans are very sensitive to trends. [...JoReeeem to think that mobile phone is worth trghhi
price because it plays a significant part of thiily life or it represents their identity. Younggple's
sensitivity to fashion works as a fundamental argviorce for Korean mobile phone industry to praspe

There was also a lot of gaming going on in the subteo. However, one student found it interestimay t
hardly no one took any mobile pictures in the supwat would have been “too shameful” — not to niemt
taking video calls. (Student H.) According to thedents’ reflections, there seemed to be strigjuetite
limiting mobile photography in a closed public spa&or example, one student noticed how a few girls



started to take pictures of each other in the sylaval attracted disapproving glances from othesgragers
(Student D).

The “vibration syndrome” was observed in many ré&poit means that people in a (often noisy)
public place check their phones constantly, evénef do not ring or vibrate. As for the widely ebged use
of mobile phone decoration, Student D noticed home boys have more decoration on their phones than
others. She explained that although it was thes githo usually decorated their phones, boys who have
girlfriends often had to wear the decoration gitleem by the significant other. Couples tended twodzte
their phones uniformly, and the function of it wasnilar to that of engagement rings. The perhapsrfme
decoration hanging from a boy’s phone was a messagethe girl to others meaning “Lay off, he's ¢k’
She also wondered why people did not decorate ¥MEiB-players or mobile televisions and came to the
hypothesis that it was because the cell phone wasra public device and people were attached tiv the
phones more. She thought the massive decoratitureuh Korea was a sign of restricted self-expoess
some other areas of life. In Europe people harabr elecorated their phones, perhaps because they we
more open in general and allowed to express theeséh various ways, including speech and dressing.
Korea young people were more conformist and unif@grg. school uniforms), obeyed rules and fearéugoe
isolated. In this climate the cell phone was ong¢heffew tools to express oneself. Moreover, onddcoot
have much time with friends because school andystgdook up most of the time, so the cell phone e
main tool for networking. (Student D.)

2.4 Conclusions on the Mobile

In the light of the observations, one could sayrttebile phone has become a culturasentiadevice for.
young Koreans who seem to be in constant physicaht with the phone. It is in reach, in sight amdduch
and it enables (or requires) being in reach andetioms even in sight of one’s peers. Accordingh® t
observations, young Koreans greatly value theisgeal multimedia, a hub of essential elements that
together build up a sociocultural configuration guwoing entertainment and sociability as well asusgg
comfort and esthetic (and haptic) pleasure. Theilmgone was observed to be in display while theng
itself displayed and transmitted information fromdafor the shared web of meaning of the Korean lyout
culture. The fear of being isolated was apparerthinstudents’ reflections and in that way the ghbad
become an extension or intension of the person.dlutent even thought that “a person who does ane B
mobile phone can be considered as not civilizedd@&tt 1).” To be a part of the greater whole reegir
constant connection and not missing any text messag calls. Communicating fashion through the ghon
was appreciated and shared by the community.

3. DISCUSSION: A MODERN FETISH

The mobile phone has become a modern fetish. Toadlty, the mobile phone has been a device foril@ob
interpersonal communication. However, most peopl® vare alone and not communicating find great
comfort in the gadget. “I'm not alone. I'm with nogll phone.” (Plant 2000, 42 & 62.) The device epes
both as a tool for self-identification and cultupital (Hjorth 2005). In Asia, the cell phonesfithe
communication culture like a glove. Compared to #mericans who hesitate to consider the phone an
essential part of their lives, Asians feel more fanable with the apparatus. Nevertheless, theofisiee cell
phone seems to reveal more intracultural thandotemal differences as the ways of using the pharg a

lot. (Plant 2000, 78-79.) Another element that cerpat of the literature as well as the observatiand
reflections of the students is the haptic dimenskiddling with objects, like beads, cigarettesygkeand so
forth seems to be a fundamental part of human eatund a means of obtaining pleasure. The fiddiirtie
phone might even be a part of a messaging ritBabvwn & Williamson 2007, 4-5.) And it just simpfgels
good to touch a prestige object like the phonedHRae Colley reflects on the “special fit” she chises as
being “the particular relationship” between the dhamd the mobile device which “occurs at the instdn
contour when the hand forms to the [device] anddle®ice] gives to the hand.” The fit is not “a clition or



quality” but it is more like “a moment of acting end through, a moment that reveals the potential f
dynamic and reciprocal engagement.” (Cooley 2066;137.)

There is a becoming-one, an experience of bondiag ‘tproduces a ‘mystical feel’ rising from ‘a
combination of a good mechanical marriage and doimgin the nervous system’.” (Wilson 1999, 63 &)94
The fact that people frequently hold their phonesnewhen they are not using them has somethingto d
with design but it also indicates a special bondiegveen the human hand and the device. No wohéer t
surfaces of mobile phones are also called “ski(Stoley 2004, 141.) If we continue to deeper ansalgé
the haptic quality of the bond, we might come teeagwith Jim McGuigan who claims that the cell péisn
value is more than is usually believed, and theiogeeould be viewed as a modern day magical fetish,
“which is certainly the message of much advertisifige mobile is a symbol in itself, an obscure objaf
desire and a sign of the times.” (McGuigan 2005) 46 young Koreans the fetish was surely more than
feel of surface. The device seemed more like a @fdyeing than a tool for communication. It is diffit to
imagine a more popular, more frequently used detfiaehad as intimate a bond with its carrier iméd¢o

Unlike desktops and other immobile technologiesbileqphones resemble more tools or body-extensions
prosthetic devices. The cell phone becomes extergfilhland and enable ubiquitous (everywhere, argytim
with whomever) connection. Bodies themselves bectwoés of writing when “phoneurs” negotiate new
urban spaces. Urbanity itself becomes a new quafityobility. This new urbanity is augmented by erth
communication technologies like video, DVD and othmailtimedia interfaces. In a way we can say thigth w
the help of nomadic technologies like the mobilemhthe present-day virtual communities that erigtn
everyday diaspora materialize in physical spacertigtra 2005, 25.) Holistically viewed, the mobjieone
culture of Korean youth is a gold mine for an aoffuiogist specializing in technology research. e a
talking about an extension of our body in a strorian the McLuhanesque way. As a cybernetic eritity
more important than an extra limb because it de¢gust add to our bodily existence but add an elenof
hybrid reality to it. On the other hand, the molgleone could be viewed also as any kind of mundawieor
device. Like a car, a sword or a blank check, & thee power of potentiality. We can use it if wenvand its
value is both in its latent energy and active fimmdlity, in being only in reach and being usedt Bie
mobile phone differs from many traditional toolstirat it enables transgression of tangible world, amce
merely a Sci-Fi machine, it has become an appathatdrings us to another sphere of omnipresence.
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