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Figure 3. Beauty Standards in “Mahma Kan Athaman”

Source: Fatima Al-Qadiri, “Mahma Kan Athaman” Novella (2010). http://www.alexanderprovan.com/
wp-content/uploads/2013/05/al_qad_new.jpg.

tumes. For al-Mutairi the impact of nationalistic propaganda on individuals and

groups in the Gulf is of great interest.

Both artists seem to be inspired by various forms of body image culture and the
overtaking of commercialism in their works. In addition, Al-Mutairi and Kim pick
up on local traditions without buying into the orientalist expectations of an in-
ternational art market. Another similarity is the interest in the impact of corpo-
rate branding on the individual. While Kim is branding his virtual models, al-Mu-

tairi develops short commercials.

Both artists are also showing an ironic approach to a serious subject and having
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a sense of humour while dealing with these topics. Kim and Al-Mutairi break with
what the eye is used to by manipulating the ordinary or mainstream and break-

ing with its visuality.

As we can see in these images, a global vibe is represented in either the youth-
fulness or the commercialization of body images. Interestingly, the thematic ap-
pears to be heavily influenced by local culture. Abdullah Al-Mutairi’s works that
promote gender fluidity and criticize the culture of materialism as a symbol for
modernity dig into regional understandings of aesthetics. His engagement with
Kuwaiti society in a global context appears to be very similar in its basic idea to
Kim Joon’s play on materialism and body image in South Korea. Digital culture
always connects the global and the local. It not only offers possibilities to make
works accessible and share them with the world, it also helps to find a like mind-
ed community. Artists like al-Mutairi make clear that the internet is a place not
void of ritual. However, it opens up aspects of distributing cultural production
to the world. He emphasizes that communication strategies online are stretched
far in the Gulf. It enables people to keep a strong focus on the local or regional
while at the same time form a connection to the external; the examples highlight

this aspect.

The two examples show internal struggles, discussions, even contradictions with-
in the usage of traditional versus contemporary. Kim and Al-Mutairi are demon-
strating critical positions towards global mechanisms of commercialized and of-
ten even ‘westernized’ culture—questioning commercialized cultural imperial-
ism, as well as regionally influenced standards of beauty or perceptions of gen-
der. While being embedded in a global context, a distinct direction of global main-
stream is questioned. This is especially interesting because it goes beyond what

is expressed in ordinary online pop-culture.
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Digital Culture

The online sphere is both regional and global. While most online activities are
happening regional, global interactions as the ones between South Korea and
the Gulf countries can also be found. However, the online sphere is more of a re-
gional space than a global space when it comes to distinct forms of cultural
output. That means in the Gulf there might be a stronger focus on poetry than
in East Asia, for example. In South Korea you can find a strong impact of gaming

culture.

It is also an international space. It goes two ways. On the one hand, it enables in-
ternational connections and exchange of mainstream culture, news and other in-
formation. On the other hand, a stronger focus on regional culture can be wit-
nessed. However, cross cultural and international interaction also takes place.
This can be seen in the global interactions with South Korea. For the Middle East,
regional and international connections became very obvious during the upris-

ings in 2011. Still, the content of shared material stays mostly local or regional.

The opportunities that open up with interaction and participation culture online
are of great importance for societies and help to exchange and develop ideas in
aless restricted or censored space than an offline environment would allow. Con-
nections are not only established in media culture but also with actual events
such as life performances and concerts. Despite the fact that there seems to be
a larger portion of South Korean culture imported to the Gulf states, there are
also ways of getting Gulf culture to South Korea, for example through concerts.

However, this is rather minor in comparison.

The culture connection between South Korea and the Gulf countries stems from

an economic interest which is then developed into broader interest in South Ko-
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rean culture from the side of Gulf youth. While South Korea is financially de-
pendent on the Gulf, it uses its cultural products to strengthen the bonds that

are established.

Are North-South Dynamics Valid When It Comes to Korea and the Gulf?

As the economic factor in the relationship is dominant, it influences the cultur-
al export as export is incentivized. This global exchange goes hand in hand with
eclectic consumerist patterns. Gulf culture is slowly getting more hybrid in the
sense that Chamsy El-Ojeili and Patrick Hayden use the term meaning the melt-
ing of cultures in which no one single society finds itself in the dominant posi-
tion.!> It still stays traditional while opening up slowly to new ideas, especially
when it comes to the economy. In arts, localism in the context of a greater glob-
al community is part of global culture as Vladimir Korobov writes, a ‘hybrid’ be-
tween a national or local community and an international (global) social struc-
ture, whereby no one trait takes a dominant role.”'¢ Nevertheless, Gulf culture is
dominant and there is no balance between foreign impact and local culture. How-
ever, through the heavy global impact on the region, the Gulf is receptive to cul-
tural products that embody similar cultural and moral values such as the histor-
ical South Korean TV dramas that show strong family ties and hierarchical family
structures. As can be seen through online interactions as well as the parallel
developments presented in the art works, the relationship between the two lo-

cations goes beyond mainstream culture. Gulf artists as well as fans of Kpop do

15. Chamsy ElOjeili and Patrick Hayden, Critical Theories of Globalization (New York: Palgrave Mac-
millan, 2006).

16. Vladimir Korobov, “Models of Global Culture,” in Majid Tehranian and B. Jeannie Lum (eds.), Glo-
balization and Identity: Cultural Diversity, Religion, and Citizenship (New Brunswick, NJ: Trans-

action Publishers, 2006), p. 46.
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not limit themselves to the pleasures of state approved TV-shows but develop a

deeper interest.

The themes I just presented are just one brief and incomplete overview of con-
nections in digital culture in the Gulf and South Korea. Usage of apps in a more
mainstream context such as Tumblr and Instagram are used to connect the two
and serve to promote South Korean culture. Intersections and overlaps can be
found in dealing with critical ideas in contemporary digital art. A globalization
in digital culture leads to a stronger interconnectedness and exchange as well as
to rethinking local heritage and traditions. For a broadening of this research it
will be interesting to look at other aspects of digital culture between South Ko-
rea and the Gulf such as digital archives, digital nation building and connecting

networks between the two.
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